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ABSTRACT

Quality assurance is increasingly becoming an important aspect of higher education
institutions in developing countries, as expressed in the development of relevant
policies, structures and systems at national and institutional levels. This thesis
critically examines the nature of quality assurance policies and practices in selected
universities in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), as well as the
factors that shape these policies. Through a close examination of these policies and
practices, the thesis explains why some universities realise better quality than others,
even though they fall within the same geographical region and share relatively similar

historical legacies.

Although this study was largely qualitative, it did not preclude quantitative
dimensions. Integrating the two approaches made it possible not only to triangulate
data, but also to engage in multidimensional analysis of some of the phenomena under

investigation.

While debates in the literature locate quality assurance within internal and external
discourses, this does not sufficiently explain the tensions that were observed amongst
the various stakeholders within institutions, especially between management and
academic staff. The manner in which institutional policies were developed, the role
academic staff played in the process, and the reporting lines associated with
institutional quality assurance arrangements, are reflected in staff perceptions on
whether or not they regarded the policies as internal to the academic community and
the extent to which they own the policies. The main contribution of this thesis to
debates on quality assurance is its revelation of the complexities that arise in
institutional policy making as a result of the highly differentiated nature of the
academy. This aspect points at the need for institutions to pay particular care in
adopting most appropriate strategies that privilege the organic development of

policies within institutions.

On the whole, institutions were mainly preoccupied with developing quality assurance
policies and systems that are comparable to international standards, hence the heavy

reliance on external/international expertise in doing so. Whilst this is not necessarily a



bad thing, the quality assurance systems that were developed did not take into account
the contextual peculiarities of the studied institutions. A direct consequence of this
was the development of policies and mechanisms that are more concerned with
standardisation of procedures than with enhancement of academic practice. Such
quality assurance systems have not resulted in the self-improvement of institutions.
The establishment of quality assurance policies and the putting in place of structures

and procedures are necessary but not sufficient conditions for enhancing academic
practice in universities.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the study

For some time now, higher education institutions in developed countries have had
quality assurance systems and arrangements to improve the quality of their teaching,
research and direct community service activities. In recent years, quality assurance
has also gained favour in universities in developing countries.! Such developments
have been motivated by the challenges developing universities face, many of which
relate to changes that are taking place on the higher education market the world over,
and to which these institutions have to adjust.

Higher education in most developing countries today is characterised by expansion,
resource scarcity, increased competition, accountability to more stakeholders and the
growing complexity of knowledge. At the same time, most developing countries have
adopted policies that are in favour of mass higher education as a means of redressing
past imbalances and providing national economies with the high-level skilled
manpower required to enhance economic development. By 2000, India had 274
universities and 12 600 colleges enrolling a total of 8 million students, an increase in
tertiary enrolment of 26 per cent from 1995.2 In Zimbabwe, the University of
Zimbabwe (UZ) increased enrolments from 2240 in 1980 to 12 000 by 2005.°
Enrolments at the University of Botswana (UB) rose sharply from 5056 in 1994 to
15 725 by 2004.* At the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), student enrolments
soared from 8 000 in the 1970s to over 24 000 by 2005.° Such expansionist policies

have not only resulted in significant increases in enrolments at existing institutions,

! D. Lim, (1999), Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Developing Countries. Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education, Vol. 24, No. 4, pp. 379-380.

% Stella, A. (2002), External Quality Assurance in Indian Higher Education: A Case Study of the
National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC), Paris, IIEP-UNESCO.

® University of Zimbabwe. http://www.uz.ac.zw/information/uz (Retrieved on 20 August 2006)

* University of Botswana: Facts and Figures. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University of Botswana.
(Retrieved on 23 August 2006).

® University of the Witwatersrand (2006), Audit Report, Johannesburg, Wits, p. 29.
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they have also seen the birth of many new universities and technical colleges, both
public and private. At the same time, increased enrolments have also been
characterised by significant changes in student demographics, as more and more
students from disadvantaged communities participate in university education. As Mok
points out with regard to similar trends in Taiwan, “The rapid increase of university
students, together with the expansion of private colleges and universities in Taiwan,
has been cause for social concern”.® The World Bank notes that much of this
expansion has “...been unbridled, unplanned and often chaotic. The results —
deterioration in average quality, continuing interregional, inter-country, and intra-
country inequalities, and increased for-profit provision of higher education could all

. 7
have serious consequences”.

Due to increased student numbers and diminishing government subsidies, most public
universities have been characterised by a reduction in per student expenditure and
general spreading of available resources more thinly among various key processes
like student support services, research, library facilities, laboratory equipment and
personnel. This trend has been accompanied by the emergence of transnational
providers on the higher education market and the lobbying by some developed nations
to include higher education under the World Trade Organisation’s (WTO) General
Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) arrangements, a development that implies
liberalisation of the higher education system. Proponents of the liberalisation
discourse view higher education as a major industry that could yield potentially good
returns on private investments, just like any other service.® This quest for profits is
one of the major concerns most African governments have about opening their higher
education systems to transnational providers. There is a strong feeling that quality
may be sacrificed at the expense of profit making. Kader Asmal, former Minister of
Education in South Africa, expressed such concerns. He stood his ground by turning

down Norway’s request to open up South Africa’s higher education system to foreign

® Mok, K. (2000:654) Reflecting globalisation effects on local policy: higher education reform in
Taiwan. In Journal of Education Policy, Vol.15 (6) pp.637-660

" World Bank (2000:27) Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and Promise, Washington
DC

® Badat, S. (2003:1) The General Agreement on Trade in Services and South African Higher Education:
What Should South Africa Do? In Kagisano Issue No.3, Autumn 2003, CHE, Pretoria.



providers in accordance with the GATS.? According to the same source, the
Minister’s refusal signalled South Africa’s unwillingness to bow to international
pressure and allow unlimited access to foreign providers. Minister Asmal maintained
that treating education as a trade service would compromise quality at South Africa’s
public institutions and derail the country’s complex transformation process at

universities and technikons.*

While some Southern African countries are attempting to prevent globalisation forces
from distorting their higher education systems and render them inappropriate in terms
of responding to local needs, there is clearly a limit to this resistance. Trends in higher
education suggest that institutions cannot ignore globalisation’s effect on knowledge,
whatever philosophical perspective they subscribe to. The commodification of
knowledge and the changing nature of the international labour force will definitely
influence not only curriculum reforms but also the dynamics relating to how
curriculum is transmitted, quality assurance included. University delivery systems
have to be informed by the fact that the world’s workforce is becoming increasingly
geographically fluid across national, regional and international borders. In this
context, knowledge has emerged as an economic commodity. This has placed
pressure on national higher education systems to ensure they are placed competitively
in the dynamic international marketplace. At the same time, local stakeholders like
governments, industry, professional bodies, students and parents demand
accountability on the part of university institutions. All these trends pose challenges
for efficiency and quality delivery by higher education institutions, and thus lead to an

emphasis on quality assurance.

It is evident that today’s university is confronted by various pressures and tensions
resulting from both internal and external pressures. Many scholars have expressed
concern about the quality of education provided by universities and the protection of

consumers of that education.'* There is general concern that new developments like

® Business Day (Johannesburg) October 7, 2003
1 1bid
1 pillay, P. et al (2003) GATS and Higher Education in SADC, Rondebosch, Compress.

Stella, A. (2002) External Quality Assurance in Indian Higher Education: A case study of The
National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC); IIEP-UNESCO; Paris



reduced public funding and rapidly increasing university enrolments may lead to

lower academic standards.*?

In response to the aforementioned challenges and public concerns regarding quality,
institutions and governments have emphasised more stringent quality assurance
policies and arrangements in universities. The importance placed on quality assurance
is demonstrated by the move in the developed countries towards reputable,
internationally recognised higher education quality assurance authorities — for
example, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education in the U.K., the
Association of Accrediting Agencies in Canada, the Comite National d’Evaluation in
France, the Consejo Superior de Education in Chile, the Consejo Nacional de
Acreditacion in Columbia, and the National Assessment and Accreditation Council in

India.

In line with these trends in the developed world, African countries have taken steps to
establish similar national and regional quality assurance systems in order to ensure
international credibility of the programmes offered in their universities, thus making
their higher education systems competitive on the global market. At its Ninth General
Conference in 1997, the Association of African Universities (AAU) recommended
that quality assurance should be part of its 1997-2000 programme of activities. In line
with this objective, the Association undertook to assist member universities in setting
up national quality assurance systems which would be followed by regional
schemes.'® Within Southern Africa, there is an apparent shift of emphasis from the
quantitative expansion that characterised most higher education systems in the past
few decades towards qualitative provision that offers skills and qualifications that are
comparable and usable across countries, an important element of regional integration

that will be revisited in Chapter 5.

12 Zemsky 1997 in Mok, K. (2000) “Reflecting globalization effects on local policy: higher education
reform in Taiwan” in Journal of Educational Policy, Vol.15 No.6; pp.637-600

13 Jonathan, L.T. (2000) “Quality Assurance and evaluation in African Universities: developing a
sustainable quality culture in a challenging environment” in SAJHE/SATHO Vol. 14 No.2 (2000)
pp.45- 49



In South Africa, the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) is a statutory body
tasked with the responsibility of constructing and implementing a national quality
assurance system in the country’s higher education system. This body is the overseer
of quality assurance standards in the South African higher education system, and
ensures that the system achieves its goals and purposes as spelled out in the national
Department of Education’s White Paper 3.* Similar developments are taking place in
a number of other countries within the region. In Mozambique, for instance, a
National Quality Assurance and Accreditation body is about to be formed. In Namibia
and Zimbabwe, national councils of higher education have already been formed that
will, among other things, take care of quality assurance in those countries’ higher
education systems. In Botswana, the Tertiary Education Council (TEC) assumes the
role of quality assuring university activities as more universities join the national
higher education system. Thus, while in the past policies in most countries within the
region emphasised physical access, there is an apparent shift in policy towards

epistemic access as well as towards protecting students from poor quality offerings.

Regional and international labour and student mobility trends are also encouraging
states and institutions to move towards harmonisation of qualifications. Article 7 of
the Southern African Development Community (SADC) protocol specifies attempts

(13

by member states to “...work towards harmonisation, equivalence and external
standardisation of university entrance requirements”.” The SADC states also
undertook to “...increasingly make use of external examiners from the Region as this
shall --- lead to the development of comparable standards in higher education in the
region”.'® The SADC protocol shows plans by member countries to institute some
common regional standards in terms of university education, a move that has direct
implications for quality assurance. Such an initiative would obviously need to be
accompanied by some regional quality assurance mechanism if standards are to be

comparable across nations and if the desired credit transfer system is to be possible.

“ White Paper 3, a key policy document on Higher Education in South Africa spells out the goals and
purposes of the SA higher education system and quality assurance is identified as one of the
principles that should guide the transformation of higher education, together with equity and redress,
democratisation, development, effectiveness and efficiency, academic freedom, institutional
autonomy and public accountability.

> SADC Protocol, p.9
18 Op cit, p10



Concerted efforts similar to those of the European Union countries may be necessary
in order to raise the quality of institutional delivery to levels acceptable within the

region and beyond.

SADC'’s regional and international efforts tend to be preoccupied with standardising
practice and putting in place structures, policies and systems that enhance quality
assurance in institutions. Within SADC, this is done as an integral part of the regional
integration project which is seen as a strategy for forging development. Preoccupation
with such standardisation of higher education practice is, however, at the expense of
focusing on the pertinent contextual factors that shape such quality assurance policies
and practices. What is apparent in the move by the SADC countries, just like in other
country groupings in other parts of the world (e.g. the European Community Course
Credit Transfer System), is the preoccupation with standardisation of university
operations across countries and the putting in place of external quality assurance
systems to enhance such standardisation. It is not clear how differences between and
among signatory countries are to be accommodated in these regional agreements, and
what leads institutions to adopt the different kinds of quality assurance approaches
they use. Issues of context are critical as they shape institutional performance, and in
them also lies the uniqueness of institutions. Apparently no research has been
undertaken to establish factors that inform quality assurance systems in the different
universities within the region. Neither has empirical evidence been gathered on why

quality assurance systems in some institutions work better than in others.

In view of the attendant quality assurance challenges, concerns and efforts being
made by institutions, it is worthwhile interrogating the discourse of quality assurance,
especially as it relates to the specific context of Southern African universities. This
study is an attempt to engage with this type of discourse by focusing on quality
assurance policies and practices in selected university institutions in Southern Africa.
Firstly, it seeks to identify the nature of quality assurance policies and practices in the
selected institutions and the contextual factors that mediate quality assurance
arrangements. In doing so, it examines the nature of the relationships that exist
between the quality assurance measures that institutions have adopted and the national
as well as global pressures exerted on the same institutions. Secondly, the study seeks
to explore opportunities for the improvement of such quality assurance systems,



within the specific universities studied but also in other regional institutions with
similar contexts. It is hoped that this study will shed light on the quest for the best
opportunities and conditions for enhancing the quality of university education in the

region.

1.2 How the idea evolved from my experience

My interest in pursuing quality assurance issues in SADC countries was motivated by
several concerns, all of which originated from first-hand experience in working in a
university environment. First, 1 wanted to contribute towards the development of
empirically-based insights into sound quality assurance systems in higher education in
the region, particularly in the universities that | used as case studies. Throughout my
years of teaching in universities, it occurred to me that research in the area of quality
assurance in higher education in the SADC countries is very scanty and, as a result,
institutions borrow policies and practices from the developed world. In many
instances, such policies failed to enhance quality delivery by these institutions
because they lacked contextual relevance. Thus, there seems to be hardly any
research-based information to draw from in terms of formulating policies that guide
quality assurance models and procedures applicable to the unique contexts of

institutions while at the same time they are cognisant of global trends.

The second concern was the need to identify examples of good practice that can
inform quality assurance practices and policies in the region’s embryonic universities.
Investments in increased participation in university education by most countries
within the region may not yield significant returns unless the offerings are competitive
globally. The need to contribute towards enhancing such competitiveness by engaging
in the search for a strategy for contextualising quality assurance systems and policies

in the regional institutions was one of the motivating factors in undertaking this study.

Thirdly, my experience in working in some of the universities within the region where
expansion in both enrolments and programme offerings have been given greatest
priority has raised concerns in me regarding the quality of delivery in those
institutions, and has generated my interest in carrying out a study on quality

assurance. As a lecturer, it has always been disturbing to note that the progress and



success of institutions as reported in review reports, in institutional strategic plans and
on important occasions like graduation ceremonies is based on mere expansion of
enrolments and throughput rates without taking into account the quality of the
graduates. Neither do institutions have explicit ways of establishing whether or not
individual transformation takes place as a result of the educational process, apart from
formal assessment practices. With the exception of a few institutions, research and
publications are not given any priority in terms of funding, time and training of
academic staff. This is in spite of the fact that, traditionally, universities are supposed
to be knowledge-generating institutions. These concerns raised many questions for me
regarding the quality assurance of university activities, not least of which was how
universities in a developing context like the SADC region address issues of quality
under conditions of expansion on the one hand and the challenges posed by myriad
attendant constraints on the other. Such constraints include diminishing public
funding, the brain drain, resource shortages, poor working conditions for staff,
political interference with university activities, the challenge of achieving social
equity, and changing student demographics.

Lastly, my desire to pursue studies in quality assurance was further motivated by
exposure to efforts in other regions aimed at enhancing the quality of university
operations in a collaborative way. During my university service as a lecturer, | had the
privilege of attending conferences run by the European Centre for Higher Education
(Centre European Pour Education Superior), on developing quality assurance systems
in universities within the European Union countries. Two lessons significant to the
Southern African region can be drawn from these conferences. The first is the
difficulty that is associated with developing common methodologies in assuring
quality in universities in the various member countries. The second is that, in spite of
such difficulties, member institutions benchmark their standards in very competitive
ways, at institutional as well as at academic discipline level. This experience
suggested the importance of contextual factors in developing relevant quality
assurance systems for institutions, even in a region where there is a high degree of
homogeneity among countries in terms of development. At the same time, it shows
the benefits collaboration can yield to institutional quality enhancement, a strategy
that | believe would be applicable in the Southern African region. It was very
encouraging to see the amount of concerted effort and levels of investment that



universities in the European Union (EU) were making towards enhancing the quality
of their education. It struck me that little was being done in our developing
universities within the region to improve the quality of institutional delivery, even
though the institutions are far behind those in the EU in terms of developing capacity

for academic excellence.

My interest in pursuing quality assurance initiatives in universities in the Southern
African region arose partly as a result of the comparative lack of adequate investment
by institutions (individually and collectively) in order to match expansion of
university systems with appropriate levels of quality. Diminishing government
subvention to higher education means individual recipients of university education (or
their parents and guardians) now contribute more towards their education. Individuals
who have become more and more socially conscious demand value for their money.
Together with other stakeholders like employers, non-governmental and other funding
organisations, beneficiaries of university education call for accountability on the part
of university education providers. The latter, therefore, have to strive to demonstrate
that the service they provide is of sufficient quality to warrant the cost they charge the
client. In a fast-changing global environment where labour markets are changing so
rapidly, the demands on university institutions become equally dynamic. There is
therefore a need to adopt research-based inquiry in the search for quality assurance
best practices that suit institutions in specific developmental and social contexts. This
study contributes towards our understanding of quality assurance systems that are best

suited to university institutions within the particular context of Southern Africa.

With the spectacular technological changes taking place in the market —
telecommunications, use of the Internet, use of television and the visual satellite, use
of the computer — not only have providers of university education mushroomed in all
the continents of the world (both conventional and distance teaching universities), but
most of them have also gone international. The Southern African region is no
exception to this development, which has brought about tight competition between
universities worldwide. Survival in the marketplace is no longer a question of chance
but rather a product of deliberate plans and strategies adopted by institutions to ensure
provision of relevant and quality service. The enhancement of quality, therefore, is the
single most important factor determining the ability of an institution to attract clients,



and to face competition as an international provider of higher education. On the other
hand, there is a dire need for Southern African countries to protect their students who

enrol with such external institutions by ensuring that they get quality education.

1.3  Focus of the study

This study is located in the area of governance and management of higher education,
an area that is undergoing phenomenal change globally. More precisely, the study
focuses on quality assurance policies, practices and systems in selected universities in
the SADC region. Analysis of current practices on quality assurance in different
countries reveals a great deal of difference in both methodology and emphasis.
Variations can also be noted in the nature of the quality assurance processes
(mandatory or voluntary), unit of assessment (institutional or programme), outcome
and policy on disclosure of the assessment outcome (confidential or public).
Analysis of institutional quality assurance documents reveals quite striking variations
in terms of the criteria that are used to audit institutions. This study explores the
various quality assurance policies, practices, structures and methodologies used by
three different universities within the SADC region to enhance quality, and examines

how effective these strategies are.

1.4 Aim of the study

This study is a critical analysis of the quality assurance policies and practices in
selected universities within the SADC region — the University of the Witwatersrand in
South Africa, the University of Zimbabwe, and the University of Botswana. It
explores the nature of the policies in terms of how they were developed, the parties
that were involved in the policy process, the implications of such processes for policy
implementation, and institutional contextual factors influencing quality assurance

practices on the ground.

This thesis has two main aims. The first aim of the study is to establish the type of

quality assurance systems in place in the case institutions, how they were developed

7 Stella, A. (2002) External Quality Assurance in Indian Higher Education: A case study of
The National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC); IIEP-UNESCO; Paris
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and the factors that informed the development of the systems. It also explicates the
patterns of relationships that exist between institutional quality assurance systems,
national quality assurance policy and stakeholder expectations, and how these are
influenced by global and regional pressures. This analytical dimension is premised on
the assumption that in these contextual imperatives lie much hope and opportunities
for developing best practices in developing universities. While developing universities
need not re-invent the wheel, it is necessary that they match their quality assurance
practices to their unique contexts if such efforts are to pay significant dividends.

Unlike previous works, that have mainly concentrated on the assumption that quality
delivery ensues once certain quality assurance systems have been put in place, this
study goes beyond such mere identification and description of systems and processes
to critically analyse how key contextual factors mediate the effective implementation
of such systems. The study looks at the often taken-for-granted subtleties that lie at
the interface of quality assurance policies and compelling, contextual variables like
communication channels, ownership of initiatives by academic staff, availability of

critical resources, institutional culture and legacies.

The second aim of the study, therefore, is to identify factors that influence the
implementation of quality assurance systems in the studied institutions. By doing so,
the study hopes to establish factors that promote as well as inhibit the effectiveness of
quality assurance systems. The study also hopes to propose quality assurance systems
and processes that are more effective in the particular universities within the SADC
context, notwithstanding international trends in the area of quality assurance. Quality
assurance is treated as an integral part of institutional governance, and the study is
therefore based on the premise that fine management practices are a prerequisite to

the achievement of quality in tertiary education.

1.5 Research questions

The specific question that guides this study is: What is the nature of quality
assurance policies and practices in selected universities in SADC countries, and

what are the factors that shape these policies?
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In addressing this question, it is important that the dissertation considers the following

sub-questions:

a) What are the national and institutional quality assurance policies that inform
practice in the institutions under review, and what are their underlying
assumptions?

b) How do the social, economic and political contextual factors of each
institution enhance and constrain effective implementation of quality
assurance policies?

c) How have regionalisation forces affected quality assurance policies, practices
and values in the studied institutions?

d) What perceptions of quality do the various stakeholders in the institutions
hold, and how do these influence quality delivery?

e) In what ways can existing quality assurance practices be improved to

enhance sustainable quality?

1.6 Thesis statement

The argument pursued in this study posits two related claims. Firstly, the
establishment of quality assurance policies and systems in the three cases was not
necessarily followed by significant improvements in institutional performance. These
policies and systems are being negotiated and re-negotiated among the main
stakeholders within individual institutions. How these negotiations play themselves
out depends on a variety of factors (e.g. institutional relationships with external
stakeholders, institutional legacies, clarity and suitability of the policies), and
primarily on the nature of power relations among the main actors within institutions.
For example, processes of quality assurance are very often tainted by tensions
between university management and academic staff. Tensions also are experienced
between the universities and external stakeholders such as statutory quality assurance
bodies, professional bodies and various state agencies. Academic staff complains
about instances where quality assurance policies are passed on to them by

management in a bureaucratic and managerial style, without any consultation.
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Secondly, under such circumstances there is apparent lack of ownership and
accountability among academic staff regarding the actual practice of quality
assurance. Such practices are not in keeping with the stated quality assurance policy
directives. This discrepancy varies in extent across the universities, and arises from
the apparent failure to match the quality assurance policies to the specific needs and
demands of the relevant institutional contexts. An aggravating factor is the tendency
to rely too much on external resources in the development of quality assurance
policies, particularly external expertise with limited contextual understanding of
institutional peculiarities. The consequence is the privileging of policies and
mechanisms that are more concerned with standardisation of procedures than with
enhancement of academic practice, without adequately addressing the contextual
factors influencing effective implementation of the policies. In some of the case
institutions, this has resulted in quality assurance policies not adding much value to

practice in terms of self-improvement and enhancing the overall quality of delivery.

Overall, the study points to fundamental inadequacies in the approach to and current
practices of quality assurance in the region. Nonetheless, quality assurance is given
high priority in all the three institutions by both management and faculty members.
Current contestation is already soliciting more constructive responses and more
informed decisions for institutional administration in some institutions (e.g. the
Universities of the Witwatersrand and Botswana), as the key loopholes are identified.
However, a comprehensive research strategy may be required to back up the process
and encourage the use of data and evidence-informed decision making on matters

concerning quality assurance.

1.7  Structure of the thesis and chapter outline

This thesis consists of nine chapters. Chapter 2, The Contested Terrain of Quality
Assurance: A Theoretical Review, comprises a literature review. It deals mainly with
global trends in the debate on quality assurance in higher education and explores their
implications for understanding the quality assurance initiatives in the three case
studies. Such trends include accountability vis-a-vis institutional autonomy,
preference of internal as opposed to external quality assurance systems, and peer
evaluations as opposed to external audits. Four sets of literature are reviewed in this

13



chapter. These include literature dealing with: (i) main conceptualisations of quality
and quality assurance; (ii) the interplay of globalisation, internationalisation and
regionalisation on quality assurance; (iii) state—market tensions in quality assurance;
and (iv) discourses of accountability and how they relate to quality assurance. The
chapter shows how much of the debate has revolved around whether the quality
assurance approach is internal or external to the institution and has paid little attention
to internal dynamics in the quality assurance processes, more specifically the power
relations that mediate the process. It argues that quality assurance in universities
cannot be separated from power tensions between and among the various stakeholders
in higher education, within institutions themselves, and between institutions and their

external stakeholders.

Chapter 3, Exploring the Quality Dimensions of Developing Institutions, deals with
the methodological aspects of the study. It outlines the epistemological ground on
which the approach to the study was based. It describes and justifies the design that
was used, the data collection methods that were employed, and why they were
considered appropriate for the study. The chapter also brings out the challenges that
were faced during the study and the learning experiences therein derived. The chapter
shows that the overall design and the methods of collecting data used were the best-
suited for this kind of study, which relied primarily on qualitative data.

Chapter 4, Context and Institutional Legacies: The cases of the universities of the
Witwatersrand, Zimbabwe and Botswana, explores the relationship between the
institutional social, economic and political contexts, and the quality assurance policies
and practices within those institutions. In doing so the chapter explores how those
factors may constrain as well as enhance effective implementation of quality
assurance systems in the case institutions. The chapter argues that, in the studied
institutions, quality assurance policies fail to take full cognisance of the legacies and
peculiar contexts of the universities in which they are implemented. As a result, there
is tension between the policy expectations and the contextual imperatives on the
ground. It further argues that, in some cases, policy development processes were not
consultative enough to maximise policy buy-in and policy ownership by the
implementers on the ground. As Chapter 7 later argues, this resulted in tensions
developing between the various stakeholders within institutions on the best strategies

14



to adopt in order to address the quality needs of institutions. The chapter shows how
the two key problems — failure to draw from the relevant contexts and lack of
adequate consultation with academic staff — pose potential threats to effective policy
implementation. From the analyses of the key factors influencing implementation of
quality assurance policies in the three institutions, the chapter concludes that effective
quality enhancement can only take place under a favourable macro environment.
Development of sound quality assurance policies alone is not enough to bring about

institutional quality delivery.

Chapter 5, Regionalisation and its impact on Quality Assurance, deals with how
globalisation and internationalisation factors manifest themselves through
regionalisation, and how this, in turn, affects quality assurance. The argument pursued
in this chapter is that although each of the studied cases is a project of the nation state
that tries to protect its cultural identity and propel national development, it is
profoundly shaped by forces whose origin is located beyond its national boundaries.
In this chapter, I discuss the influence of globalisation-induced market discourses on
higher education, and further argue that while there are many benefits to be derived
by such developing institutions from globalisation and internationalisation, there are
also many disadvantages these institutions face by virtue of their relatively lower
levels of development which render them less competitive on the planetary higher
education market. The chapter proceeds to show, through research data, how some of
the globalisation and internationalisation forces influence quality assurance practices

in the institutions.

While Chapters 4 and 5 discuss the local and global factors that shape quality
assurance policies and practices, Chapter 6, State-institution Relationships and
Implications for Quality Assurance, focuses specifically on the state as the most
influential stakeholder in university transformation. The chapter analyses the role of
the state in enhancing quality delivery by institutions, and shows how state-university
relationships can enhance as well as constrain institutional performance. It argues that
different modes of state-institution co-ordination prevail in the three universities, and
that these have exerted different forms of influence on the overall performance of
institutions and on how institutions assure the quality of their core functions. It is
further argued that although the state has a key role to play in enhancing quality in
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each of the three institutions, where state political control of universities has
prevailed, it has led to managerial forms of quality assurance that are associated with
accountability rather than self-improvement. An attempt is made to show how the
kinds of state-institution relationships that exist in the three universities are influenced
by the nature of the state. The chapter discusses the importance of striking a balance

between state steering on the one hand and institutional autonomy on the other.

Chapter 7, Making Policy for Quality: Opportunities, Challenges and Constraints, is
an analysis of the policy development processes that were followed by the studied
universities in order to bring about their current quality assurance policies. The aim of
the chapter is to show how policy processes affect quality assurance practices. The
chapter highlights some of the key parties that were involved in the policy processes,
the main motivating factors behind the quality assurance policies, the objectives for
the development of such policies in the institutions, and structures that were put in
place to facilitate implementation of such policies. The main argument of the chapter
is that, at institutional level, quality assurance policies are perceived from two
different perspectives — as internal and mainly improvement-oriented by university
management, and as externally driven and managerial by the academic collegiate at
academic unit levels. Thus issues of power emerge as significant factors playing
themselves out in the way that the development and implementation of policy is
perceived by the different actors in the three case institutions. There seems to have
been too much preoccupation with the development of policies, the establishment of
quality assurance structures, and monitoring of policy implementation, but without
addressing the relevant contextual factors that constrain effective implementation of
the policies. Thus, while the policies are very sound as text, in practice there are many
constraints relating to staffing, student numbers, resource availability and, most
importantly, staff motivation that remain unaddressed. These pressing factors impact
negatively on effective implementation of policy, and hence militate against quality

enhancement in the institutions.

Chapter 8, Quality Assurance Policy as Practice, deals with the structures and
processes that were put in place in order to give effect to the policies discussed in
Chapter 7. It also gives an account of the actual quality assurance practices in the
three institutions. It deals mainly with how institutions assure quality in the following
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key academic areas: (i) teaching and learning; (ii) programme development; (iii)
student assessment; and (iv) research and publication, including funding and research
supervision. The chapter argues that wide gaps exist between policy text and the
actual quality assurance practices on the ground in all the three institutions, and that
these gaps also vary from institution to institution. While in two of the universities
there is great dissonance between the written policies and the actual practices on the
ground, quality assurance policy in the third university is so effectively implemented
that the gap between policy and practice is hardly discernible.

Chapter 9, the Conclusion, ties up the thesis and makes recommendations based on

the salient issues emerging from the studied case institutions.
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Chapter 2

THE CONTESTED TERRAIN OF QUALITY
ASSURANCE: A THEORETICAL REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

The literature on quality assurance in higher education is silent about the political,
economic and social factors that shape quality assurance systems in university
institutions. As a result, quality assurance is treated from a somewhat simplistic
perspective, where studies focus mainly on developing policies and putting in place
structures that facilitate the implementation of such policies. With the exception of a
few,® most studies portray quality assurance as either external or internal, with the
former being associated with much-resented bureaucratic and managerialistic
constraints while the latter is considered positive on the grounds that it is less
bureaucratic and enjoys buy-in from implementers on the ground. Such literature does
little to problematise the nature of the so-called “internal” approaches to quality
assurance because it takes collegiality to be a homogeneous rather than a highly
differentiated and loosely coupled entity. Internal quality assurance systems are
portrayed as being controlled by the academy, as having reporting systems that are
fully internal and as being less accountability-driven; hence the approach is

considered as self-improvement.'® External quality assurance systems, on the other

18 Barnett, R. (1994) Power, Enlightenment and Quality Evaluation. In European Journal of Education,
Vol.29 (2) pp.165-179

Luckett, K. (2005) A Critical Policy Analysis of the Proposed National Quality Assurance System
for South African Higher Education. In Smout, M. (ed) The Decade Ahead: Challenges for Quality
Assurance in South African Higher Education, SAUVCA, Pretoria

Harvey, (1996) “External Quality Monitoring in the Market Place:” A paper presented at the 18™
Annual EAIR Forum: Higher Education in the market place; strategies of success and survival,
Budapest; Hungary.

Y Fourie, M. (2000) “A systems approach to quality assurance and self-evaluation” in SAJHE/ SATHO,
Vol. 14 No. 2 (2000) pp. 50 - 55

Barnett, R. (1994) Power, Enlightenment and Quality Evaluation. In European Journal of Education,
Vol.29 (2) pp.165-179
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hand, are regarded as mandatory, accountability-driven and with little self-

improvement value.?

This chapter deals with key dimensions raised in the literature about current trends in
quality assurance in higher education. The following key themes are followed in
reviewing these key dimensions: (i) the main conceptualisations of quality and quality
assurance; (ii) the impact of globalisation and internationalisation on quality
assurance; (iii) state—market tensions in quality assurance; and (iv) discourses of

accountability and how they relate to quality assurance.

It is argued in this chapter that the literature on quality assurance shows that, in most
contexts, quality assurance is associated with accountability rather than with
institutional improvement. The chapter further argues that quality assurance in higher
education is a practice that is associated with power tensions between and among the
various stakeholders of an institution. The chapter points to the importance of
problematising the notion of collegiality that is associated with internal forms of
quality assurance. It also reframes the rationale that equates internal quality assurance
approaches with non-bureaucratic, non-accountability and self-improvement systems
that enjoy maximum buy-in at implementation level. It draws from the accountability
discourses to reframe the internal-external debates that run through the literature into
a power relations domain. The chapter concludes by outlining the theoretical
framework that is used in the study, which is based on the notion of power. This
framework is adapted from Barnett and Luckett’s work, which employs the same
notion of power relationships as key to quality assurance practices in higher education

institutions.?*

% Fourie, M. (2000) “A systems approach to quality assurance and self-evaluation” in SAJHE/ SATHO,
Vol. 14 No. 2 (2000) pp. 50 - 55

Stella, A. (2002) External Quality Assurance in Indian Higher Education: A case study of The
National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC); IIEP-UNESCO; Paris

Van Vught, F.A. (1993) Towards a general model of quality assessment in higher education: Paper

presented at the biennial conference of International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies
in Higher Education (INQAAHE). Montreal, Canada, 24 — 28 May.

2! Barnett, R. (1994) Power, Enlightenment and Quality Evaluation. In European Journal of Education,
Vol.29 (2) pp.165-179
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The review provides insight into the kinds of quality assurance policies and practices
generally used in university institutions in different parts of the world, as well as the
contextual factors that shape those policies and practices. The idea is to try to
establish how well the various higher education systems respond to the needs,
demands and peculiarities of their ever-dynamic local contexts while remaining
cognisant of the complex demands posed by globalisation. In this review, the notion
of a socially-embedded university”” is explored in order to show how university
institutions are redefining their role in the knowledge society of today. By pointing
out some of the factors that contribute towards the successful implementation of
quality assurance measures in some contexts, this literature review chapter provides
some guidance on possible ways of addressing the tensions that are associated with

different forms of quality assurance within the developing context.

2.2  Conceptualisation of quality and quality assurance

2.2.1 The importance of definition

Any discourse on quality assurance should start by clarifying the terms “quality” and
“quality assurance”. Such conceptual clarification is necessary because it enables
readers to understand the focus of the discourse, since different people hold different
conceptions of the two terms. This is particularly so with university institutions where
there are various stakeholders with different interests, values and expectations
regarding quality university education. As Barnett argues, university institutions carry
particular social and cultural identities.”® The debate on quality can therefore be seen
as a battleground where these identities are brought to the surface and pitched against
each other. The way an institution perceives quality is likely to strongly influence the

quality assurance policies and strategies it will adopt. Barnett contends:

Luckett, K. (2005) A Critical Policy Analysis of the Proposed National Quality Assurance System
for South African Higher Education. In Smout, M. (ed) The Decade Ahead: Challenges for Quality
Assurance in South African Higher Education, SAUVCA, Pretoria

%2 Ramirez, F.O. (2004) The rationalization of universities. In Marie-Laure, D. and Shalin-Anderson,
K. (eds) Transnational Regulation. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

2 Barnett, R. (1994:171) Power, Enlightenment and Quality Evaluation. In European Journal of
Education, Vol.29 (2) pp.165-179
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Consequently, our methods of evaluating quality spring from more deep-
seated beliefs as to what counts as quality. But, and more significantly, these
beliefs over what counts as quality themselves derive from more fundamental
assumptions as to the ideal nature of higher education.*

As more and more people throughout the world participate in higher education, issues
of quality have begun to occupy a more central position. Even more significant has
been the change in the way people perceive the quality of university education in
general, and the role of a university in particular. Generally, the key stakeholders in
most higher education systems are the state, the market and the academy. These can
hardly strike consensus on what purposes university institutions should serve and how
they should operate. What really constitutes quality and who should define it are
highly contested issues in higher education. Analysis of the quality assurance systems
in a given system should start by seeking to understand what it is that is to be assured.
Therefore, a brief review of the various conceptions prevalent in the literature is

necessary in any discourse on the subject of quality assurance.

Perhaps the most comprehensive definition of quality is provided by Harvey and
Green.” The two authors give the following five conceptualisations of quality:

o quality as exceptional (excellence);
. quality as perfection;

o quality as fitness for purpose;

. quality as value for money;

o quality as transformational.

These conceptualisations are discussed below.

2.2.2 Quality as excellence

In this conceptualisation, quality is perceived as something distinctive, something

special, which cannot be attained by many. The notion of centres of excellence in

2 Barnett, R. (1994) ibid

% Harvey, L. and Green, D. (1993:11) Defining Quality. In Assessment and Evaluation in Higher
Education, Vol.18 (1) pp 9-34.
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higher education probably derives from this conception. Analyses of mission
statements for most universities seem to suggest that many universities draw from the
notion of excellence in benchmarking their performance. Quality assurance policies
for the University of Botswana, the University of Zimbabwe and the University of the
Witwatersrand, for instance, are underpinned by institutional vision and mission

statements that are framed around the value of excellence.
2.2.3 Quality as perfection

As perfection, quality relates closely to the notion of “zero defect” commonly
employed in industrial settings, where physical products of a production chain have to
meet the exact pre-specifications of the desired product, in its perfect form, without
any defects.?® From an educational point of view, it seems this definition may be quite
problematic, for two main reasons. Firstly, the product of an educational process is
multi-faceted, usually possessing some unforeseeable and unpredicted but desirable
attributes. Secondly, it is impossible to define a “perfect” or “zero defect” graduate of
an educational process. This is primarily because, from an epistemological point of

view, no knowledge is perfectly adequate, no matter how superior it may be.
2.2.4 Quality as fitness for purpose and as value for money

Fitness for purpose is generally the quality conception of stakeholders external to the
university community, who normally put a heavy premium on the instrumental
function of higher education. The market, for instance, looks at the ability of
institutions to produce graduates who are immediately functional in the world of
work. Graduates have to fit into the workplace without compromising on efficiency
and without prejudicing the profit benefits of an enterprise. In Luckett’s view, quality
assurance approaches that are informed by rationality external to the educational

institution and that regard students as clients, citizens or potential voters subscribe to

26 Harvey, L. and Green, D. (1993:15) Defining Quality. In Assessment and Evaluation in Higher
Education, Vol.18 (1) pp 9-34
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this understanding of quality as fitness for purpose.?’ This conception of quality is
often linked to governments that are concerned with aligning the output of higher
education institutions with broad national goals and for using universities as an
apparatus to address broader social problems. In this sense, the fitness for purpose
conception of quality is closely linked to the value for money conception, hence the
accountability nature of the approach to quality assurance. Institutions that subscribe
to this notion of quality extensively involve professional bodies and the employers of
university graduates to specify their requirements and to accredit their programmes.

The fitness for purpose definition of quality is a developmental approach to quality,
and this aspect is particularly significant to higher education. As customer
specifications change with time, so do the aims to be achieved by universities.
Bradbery contends that the product remains a quality product by maintaining its value
to the customer.?® The assumption here is that the quality of university delivery is not
something that is static; rather it is necessarily dynamic as it is responsive to changes

in the work environment.

2.2.5 Quality as transformation

Quality as transformation connotes pedagogical implications, the extent of
transformation that occurs in the learner as a consequence of the learning process.
Quality in this case is defined in terms of the “value added” in the learner, and learner
assessment seeks to establish the amount of such value added. The amount of value
added is not tangible and its quantification is problematic, yet this is what the

academy uses to determine value.

2.2.6 Manifestations of conceptions of quality

While these various perceptions of quality are treated separately in the literature, it is

important to note that in real practice several notions of the concept manifest

%" Luckett, K. (2005:23) A Critical Policy Analysis of the Proposed National Quality Assurance System
for South African Higher Education. In Smout, M. (ed) The Decade Ahead: Challenges for Quality
Assurance in South African Higher Education, SAUVCA, Pretoria

% Bradbery, P. (1991) The Process is the Content. In Atkinson, R. and McBeath, C. (eds.) Quality in
Distance Education: ASPESA Forum 1991, , Bathurst, (AUS), 387-397
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themselves in the quality assurance policies and practices of any given institution. In
South Africa, for instance, “...the Higher Education Quality Committee’s
understanding of quality encompasses fitness for purpose, value for money, and
individual and social transformation, within an overarching fitness of purpose
framework”.?° This overarching national perception of quality obviously influences
the approach of the University of the Witwatersrand to quality assurance, at least in

terms of policy. The institution’s quality assurance policy reads:

University documents® show that the University regards quality as
maintaining the standing we claim we have whilst attaining the goals we set
(“fitness for purpose’®) and where possible exceeding our standing
(excellencegz). The claims we make, and our desire for excellence, are not
limited to the academic realm; service excellence is espoused by our support
staff. Quality also concerns making the best use of resources (efficiency/
‘value for money’) and being accountable to individuals and the communities
which we affect, be they individual students or staff (‘transformation”), local
communities, the nation (‘fitness of purpose’) or international research
communities. Quality thus lies in attaining, maintaining and improving our
excellence in learning, teaching and research (both [sic] of which include
community engagement), and in the functions which support the core
functions of the University.*®

This example illustrates how particular perceptions of quality influence the kinds of
quality assurance policies that institutions develop and where emphasis is placed
when it comes to implementation of those policies. This is in keeping with the trend
shown in the literature, where quality assurance practices tend to draw mainly from
value for money (efficiency) and excellence rationales. Thus, the trend shown in the
literature is that of quality assurance practices that privilege self-improvement (in

order to enhance institutional excellence) but operating within an accountability

% CHE, (2004:5) Higher Education Quality Committee: Framework for Institutional Audits, CHE,
Pretoria

% Wits mission statement; institutional values in the strategic plan

%1 “Fitness for purpose’, ‘value for money’, ‘transformation’ and “fitness of purpose’ are all contained
in the definition of quality of the Higher Education Quality Committee.

% Excellence is a term we use perhaps too lightly; what it means for us should be something that we
debate and consider intellectually. In the context of this document the term is used to mean the
attainment or pursuit of academically desirable standards — of being very good at what we
consciously choose to do.

% CHE, (2004:5) Higher Education Quality Committee: Framework for Institutional Audits, CHE,
Pretoria
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framework.>* An important point to note is that while the different conceptions of
quality discussed above are widely shared among the studied institutions, the

emphasis given to each of them is contextual.

In terms of practice, the different conceptions of quality dealt with in the literature
may only be in terms of the relative emphasis laid on some conceptions. In this study,
quality performance relates to what each university has set itself to achieve, which is
normally enshrined in the mission statement of the institution. What institutions seek
to achieve is informed by and is also within the interest of the wider (academic)
society. Thus firstly, quality is perceived in terms of societal expectations — that is, the
expectations of employers, like professional bodies and industry. A blend of the
customer satisfaction and the fitness for purpose conceptions of quality seem to form
a significant dimension of the conception of quality for most institutions. The obvious
implication of this is the involvement of external stakeholders like professional

organisations in quality assuring academic programmes offered by universities.

2.3 The interplay of globalisation, internationalisation, the state
and market forces

Most studies on quality assurance systems tend to be preoccupied with examining
systems and structures that are operative in particular contexts, but do not go further
to critically analyse how those systems and structures interface with the day-to-day
functions of various people in organisations in order to bring about quality delivery.
Equally missing in quality assurance studies is clear articulation of both exogenous
(e.g. regional and international quality assurance agencies, professional bodies and the
corporate world in general) and endogenous factors (e.g. faculty priorities, resource
availability and institutional culture) that shape quality assurance systems and policies
in university institutions. This study recognises the significance of globalisation in
higher education, and places importance on the interplay of global and local factors in

shaping quality assurance policies. Before attempting to disentangle the complex

¥ Kristensen, 1997 cited in Harvey, L. (2002) Evaluation for what? In Teaching in higher education,
Vol. 7 (3) pp.245-261

Harvey, L (1996) Quality is not free! Quality monitoring alone will not improve quality. Lecture
presented at the 18" Annual EAIR Forum on Higher Education in the Market Place: strategies of
survival and success held at Budapest University, Hungary, 25-28" August
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phenomenon of globalisation and showing how it relates to higher education

developments, | start by showing what the process itself involves.
2.3.1 The discourse of globalisation

Globalisation means different things to different people. The term refers to “...the
stretching of social, political and economic activities across [national] frontiers”.®
More relevant to education, globalisation refers to the increasing flow of technology,
knowledge, people, values and ideas across borders.® Three distinct schools of
thought can be discerned in debates on globalisation. The first argument is the
hyperglobalist thesis, whose central argument is that globalisation is “associated with
a sense of political fatalism and chronic insecurity in that the sheer scale of
contemporary social and economic change appears to outstrip the capacity of national

.. . 37
governments or citizens to control, contest or resist that change”.

The second thesis is advanced by the sceptics who draw largely from statistical
evidence of world flows of trade, investment and labour from the nineteenth century.
On the basis of historical evidence, they argue that globalisation is a myth; what
prevails are simply heightened levels of internationalisation (i.e. interactions between
national economies).®® The theory further argues that national authorities are not
passive victims of internationalisation; on the contrary, they are its architects. This
perspective refutes the notion that internationalisation is bringing about profound
restructuring of global economic and social relations. National authorities, therefore,
still have space to forge ahead with national and local priorities in their process of
development. Internationalisation of capital may “not merely restrict policy choices,

but expand them as well”.*®

% Held, D. et al, (1999:15) Global Transformations: Politics, Economics and Culture, Stanford,
Stanford University Press

% Knight and de Wit, 1997 in Woodhouse, D. (2001:1) Globalisation: Implications for Education and
for Quality: A paper presented to the AAIR Conference in Rockhampton, Australia on 3 September
2001

%" Held, D. et al, (1999:1) Global Transformations: Politics, Economics and Culture, Stanford,
Stanford University Press

% Hirst and Thompson, 1996 in Held, D. et al (1999) Global Transformations: Politics,
Economics and Culture, Stanford, Stanford University Press
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The third theory on globalisation is advanced by the transformationalist thesis, which
argues that globalisation is a central force behind the rapid social, political and
economic changes that are reshaping modern societies and the world order.*° The core
of the transformationalist argument is that contemporary processes of globalisation
are historically unprecedented, so that governments and societies across the globe
have to adjust to a new world order where there is no longer a clear distinction
between international and domestic, external and internal affairs.** This international-
local dichotomy is an important aspect to pursue in so far as quality assurance is
concerned, since whether quality can be pegged to local or international benchmarks
is something that is highly contested in debates on quality assurance in university
education. The thesis therefore acknowledges the significant effects of globalisation
as a transformative force which is responsible for a “massive shake-out” of societies,
economies and local institutions of governance, but refutes the convergence theory

propounded by the hyperglobalists.

In this chapter, globalisation as a process is viewed as that which outside forces and
organisations impose on countries or institutions.** The significance of such outside
forces is that they usher in a single dominant paradigm, from nation to nation and
from system to system. The resultant aim is to engender some notable degree of
homogeneity of societies, of systems, of values, policies and practices. As Maasen
and Cloete argue, globalisation engenders international reform ideologies that
fundamentally challenge the notion of institutional self-steering in higher education.
They write:

According to the underlying ideas and assumptions of reform thinking,
universities and colleges should be externally controlled, their activities
should be formally evaluated, they should be held accountable for their
performance, they should be steered by market forces and not by
governmental or state mechanisms, they should be run by professional leaders
and managers instead of by academic primus-inter-pares (‘first among

% Giddens, 1990; Scholte, 1993; Castells, 1996 in Held, D. et al (1999)

*1 Rosenau, 1990; Cammilleri and Falk, 1992; Ruggie, 1993; Linklater and MacMillan, 1995; Sassen,
1996 in Held, D. et al (1999).

%2 Burn, A. (2000: 3) The Requirements of Internationalization of Higher Education: Eleventh General
Conference of the International Association of Universities: Durban, South Africa, August 2000.
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equals’), and they should be included as service industries in regional and
global trade agreements.*

Nations accept and apply these globally popular reform ideas and the assumptions on
which they are based, and consequently underplay the significance of specific national
and institutional characteristics, cultures, histories and interests**. In terms of quality
assurance, institutions place priority on aligning their practices with international
trends at the expense of exploring new initiatives that are mainly informed by their
unique contextual imperatives. Such homogeneity suppresses alternative cultural
approaches and policies that characterise the individuality of a given nation or system.
It is my view that homogeneity is too simplistic an approach to promote sustainable
development of individual systems that are based on the legacies, contexts, values and
cultural ideals that give unique identities to those individual systems. Since
globalisation is associated with dominance of a privileged paradigm and is “hostile to
nation states”,* it is a process that obviously privileges the developed nations (and the
institutions in the developed world) since they are better placed to establish
dominance over the less developed systems. The prevalence of transnational providers
of higher education in developing countries is a typical example of such dominance in

the education arena.

The discourses of globalisation are significant in the analysis of higher education
reform policies and processes in general and of quality assurance in particular. They
provide insight into the interplay between local state (or institutional) authority and
global (or international and regional) quality assurance agencies in the shaping of
quality assurance policies and practices in higher education institutions. Viewing
quality assurance initiatives of different institutions through the globalisation lens, for
instance, draws one’s attention to the role played by local as compared to external
consultants in the quality assurance policy processes, and the influence such external

forces have on the ultimate quality assurance policies of institutions. It also sheds

¥ Maasen, P. and Cloete, N. (2002:16-17) Global reform trends in higher education: In Cloete, N. et al
(eds) Transformation in Higher Education: Global Pressures and Local Realities in South Africa,
Juta Company (Pvt) Ltd. Landsdowne

“ Ibid.

45 Bitzer, E. (2002:23) South African legislation on limiting private and foreign higher education:
protecting the public or ignoring globalization? In South African Journal of Higher Education, Vol.
16 (1) pp.22 — 28
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light on what informed the quality assurance policy expectations and the criteria used
to evaluate institutions and programmes offered by the institutions. Such analyses
help reveal the relative importance of the two categories of forces in articulating
quality assurance issues relating to a given higher education system, from a

conceptual as well as from a practical point of view.

The literature shows that globalisation influences higher education mainly through
reducing the effect of distance in terms of the increased flow of ideas, academic staff
and value systems upon which quality assurance policies, in particular, and higher
education reform policies, generally, are based. The net effect of this flow is that
nation states and institutions have to reposition themselves in reaction to it. In the
process of such repositioning, local initiatives weaken in terms of shaping policy and
practice. The process, therefore, affects all aspects of social life in any given society
no less than it does specific quality assurance systems of institutions. Its effects,
however, are mediated by the context of an institution and therefore vary considerably

from institution to institution.

2.3.2 Internationalisation and quality assurance

A related but different process that is relevant to quality assurance in higher education
is internationalisation, a process that generally refers to what institutions (or nations)
carry out for within their own systems and “pre-supposes the existence of nation
states”.*® Unlike globalisation, internationalisation should preserve diversity while at
the same time it facilitates understanding and appreciation of other cultures.
Individual institutional initiatives still prevail, but derive enrichment from
international perspectives and are sensitive and responsive to them. In so doing, an
institution does not lag behind international trends and remains competitive on the

market.

A distinguishing feature between internationalisation and globalisation is that the

former does not lead systems towards convergence, as is the case with the latter. As

*® Bitzer, E. (2002:23) South African legislation on limiting private and foreign higher education:
protecting the public or ignoring globalization? In South African Journal of Higher Education, Vol.
16 (1) pp.22 — 28

29



Bitzer contends, internationalisation is most strongly expressed through the “worlds”
of diplomacy and culture, while globalisation is found in the “worlds” of mass
consumerism and global capitalism.*” As will be shown later in Chapter 5, | maintain
in this thesis that internationalisation and quality university performance cannot be
separated. How internationalised an institution is, and the extent of its ability to
expose both students and staff to international experiences, are integral aspects of

institutional good practice.

It is evident from both practice and the literature that the discourse of
internationalisation of higher education is interwoven with quality assurance.
Although it may be argued that there is little evidence of the relationship between
internationalisation and quality, it is evident that national policies for the
internationalisation of higher education generally display the quality objective,
“...and so do many institutional policy documents on internationalization”.*® The
cross-fertilisation of ideas enhanced through international co-operation and exchange
of students and staff provides space for mutual learning, for comparison and synthesis
of approaches and practices. Again, as Van der Wende argues, it is at the individual as
well as the institutional and even system level that such international co-operation and
exchange contribute significantly to the quality of processes and outcomes of
university institutions.”® From this viewpoint, therefore, it makes sense to talk of
internationalisation of quality assurance. In higher education, the impact of
internationalisation is felt in the blurring of national and regional boundaries due to
student and staff mobility as well as in increasing institutional expansion.
Transnational higher education providers are becoming more and more marked in the
arena of higher education. These developments have an obvious impact on the need to
standardise qualifications across national institutions in order to enhance credit
transfer and qualification recognition. The same genre of internationalisation

perspectives also impacts on staff and curriculum innovations. Internationalisation has

7 Bitzer, E. (2002:23) South African legislation on limiting private and foreign higher education:
protecting the public or ignoring globalization? In South African Journal of Higher Education, Vol.
16 (1) pp.22 - 28

8 \Van der Wende, (n. d.: 1) Quality Assurance in Higher Education and the Link to Internationalisation
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ushered in new trends in the labour market where national boundaries have become
very porous, and this necessitates some degree of regularisation of qualification
frameworks. This is particularly true within the Southern African region, where this
study is located, because of the wide variety of universities in terms of their quality

and the high rate of cross-national mobility of the labour force within the region.

It is evident in the literature that quality assurance systems and processes operate
within socio-political contexts, and that the latter heavily influence the nature of
practice in the former. The underlying philosophies of efforts to build political
solidarity by states through regional groupings like the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD), the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and
the European Union (EU) also impact on all other social facets of the member states,
including education. Quality assurance, therefore, is bound to become a regional as
well as an international, rather than just a national, concern. The benchmarking and
the quality assurance mechanisms to guarantee achievement of those benchmarks are
obviously informed by the norms and values of these political groupings, which
themselves draw from international good practice. An example of such regional
influence is the Association of African Universities’ (AAU) initiatives aimed at
assisting member state universities to put in place quality assurance systems in their
institutions.”® Jonathan notes that, at its 1997 Annual General Meeting, the regional
organisation undertook to establish a regional quality assurance system for its member
universities. While it is possible for the various member institutions to have their own
unique dimensions in their quality assurance systems, the generic structure of such
systems and mechanisms and their underlying assumptions are likely to be influenced

to a very large extent by the regional agency.

Another classic example of the influence of regionalisation forces on higher education
in general and quality assurance in particular is that of the European countries. In
1998 the Ministers of Education of Italy, Britain, Germany and France met at

Sorbonne University in Paris to find ways of strengthening their commonalities “into

%0 Jonathan, L. T. (2000) “Quality Assurance and evaluation in African Universities: developing a
sustainable quality culture in a challenging environment.” In South African Journal of Higher
Education Vol. 14 No.2 (2000) pp.45- 49
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a multilateral effort of academic cooperation”.>* After holding three-day consultation
discussions with other stakeholders like European academic leaders, union
representatives, student delegations and prominent scientists, they signed the
Sorbonne Declaration calling for a “common architecture of degrees in their four
countries”.>* As Barblan points out, this process remained open to other European
nations willing to join. This literature shows that a year later, thirty European
countries convened in Bologna, Italy, to deliberate on the subject of complementary
reform in their national academic practices. The thirty countries signed the Bologna
Declaration, in which they agreed to the creation of a common European space of
higher education by 2010.% It is inevitable that such regional groupings always settle
for community action in their efforts to influence and improve the quality of
education in the member states. Hence my stance that internationalisation has direct
linkage to quality enhancement, and that quality assurance in most institutions is not

just a national but also a regional (and even international) issue.

These examples of the European declarations and the AAU initiatives are typical of
how regional and international bodies can influence signatory nations to steer
educational change into common developments and to set up converging paths as far
as evaluation and quality assessment are concerned. Such developments serve to
illustrate the formidable forces of regionalisation and even internationalisation that
can be exerted on nations in the name of solidarity and compliance. These groupings
in turn affiliate and align with international agencies like the International Network
for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE). Thus local and
regional agencies play a very influential role in mediating international perspectives
of quality assurance in member institutions. As Lenn argues, ... traditional
nationalistic modes of quality assurance, including institutional and programmatic

accreditation, will inevitably give way to global forms of public protection and

> Barblan, A. (2001:3) International Quality Assurance: Paper presented at the CHEA 2001 Annual
Conference in New Orleans, LA, 23 January
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educational quality”.>* This phenomenon is in keeping with the hyperglobalist
theoretical argument that globalisation has the effect of overshadowing national
identity and boundaries by imposing more powerful regional and national ethics and
values.>® If the logic of the hyperglobalist theory holds true, then the argument
follows that all the other aspects of higher education, including curriculum reforms,
accreditation procedures, evaluation processes and quality assurance do not remain
insensitive to such forces; rather their nature and type are inevitably informed and
shaped by these regional and international forces. While this may be so, and to
varying extents in different institutions, it is also true that myriad other factors, such
as state priorities and expectations of university functions as well as university
culture, mediate whatever influence such globalisation factors have on the various
processes of institutions. This chapter subscribes to the thesis that while individual
institutions may be sensitive to some international practices in the process of shaping
their policies on quality assurance, they still have a great deal of space to take their
idiosyncratic needs and contextual factors into account. As Lim notes with regards to
universities in developing countries, the quality assurance policies and practices
borrowed from the developed countries must be modified to suit the conditions
prevailing in developing countries, by being simple in design, modest in expectations,

and realistic in requirements.*

It is within the context of globalisation and internationalisation highlighted above, and
the resultant blurring of national identity and control, that the literature points to the
strong influence the discourses exert on how institutions perceive knowledge, how
they structure and transmit it, and the quality assurance systems that they strive to put

in place for them to be competitive enough on the global higher education market.>”
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2.3.3 State-market forces and quality assurance

Reform in general and quality assurance systems in particular do not operate in
isolation; rather they operate within and are responsive to a whole range of factors,
values and orientations that inform the gamut of higher education reforms in a given
context. Changes in higher education today seem to be affected by forces originating
from three main sources — the state, the market (in society) and the culture of the
higher education institution itself. As Maasen and Cloete put it, the role of a higher
education institution today reflects the constellation of interests voiced by different
interest groups.”® This is particularly so given the increasing number of university
stakeholders, often with competing interests in university affairs. The tension that
exists between the varying interests of the state, the market and the institution itself

has a bearing on the quality assurance systems that eventually prevail.

Depending on the context, the state provides much of the funding required by
university institutions. As is more elaborately shown in Chapter 6 of this thesis, the
state has the responsibility of negotiating public interests in and expectations of higher
education institutions. Governments, therefore, demand efficiency, quality and
accountability on the part of university institutions. Various forms of state steering
mechanisms are revealed in the literature, and these affect institutions quite differently
in terms of institutional autonomy and reforms pursued in the higher education system
in general. The regulatory effect of the state varies from strict state control through
interference, right up to arm’s length steering or a supervisory role. As illustrated in
Chapter 6 through the pre-1987 Taiwanese case, strict state control strips institutions
of their academic freedom and autonomy to exercise their freedom of enquiry.
Academic members of staff can neither express themselves freely as public
intellectuals nor can they research and publish without being subjected to some

censorship. Strict state control modes of co-ordination constrain the academic

Arnold, D. (2001) Globalisation of Higher Education: What it means for India. Paper presented at
roundtable on Internationalization of Higher Education in India Association of Indian Universities
held in Karnataka, 26-28 February 2001.
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operations of universities and militate against the attainment of excellence. Arm’s
length steering involves the state steering the higher education system from behind,
often by use of some incentive system. In such instances, institutions exercise some
degree of autonomy and academic freedom, albeit within broad policy frameworks
laid down by the state. In such cases institutions have a lot of space to develop their

own systems to quality assure their practice. The role of the state is supervisory.

Market-related values uphold non-academic corporate management styles,
commodification of education, profit maximisation and institutional efficiency which
is believed to be brought about through tight competition between private and public
providers of higher education.>® The influence of the invasion of higher education by
this market ideology is apparent in the adoption of intensive marketing strategies by
universities. Higher education institutions that used to serve the public good now
operate like corporate businesses in order to maximise income generation. From a
market point of view, standards of excellence and issues of quality are approached
from the perspective of labour market demands. Institutions compete for clients, strive
to enrol as many students as possible, develop a variety of full-time and part-time
courses, and strive to do more with less. All these practices have direct bearing on

institutional quality delivery.

The major claim made in the literature regarding the encroachment of market
discourses in higher education is that they undermine the public good of higher
education by shifting the attention of universities from pertinent social issues of
access, equity and quality towards profit maximisation, managerialism and efficiency.
Market ideologies push for commercial interests that protect profits and not people,
and they privilege corporate styles of management that concentrate decision- making
power in the hands of managers and not academics.®® Market ideologies encourage
policies that promote economic efficiency through liberalisation and deregulation of
national markets. In the process, as Rui argues, the market fails to safeguard the needs

of those without money as it responds only with sensory equipment that can detect

> Maasen, P. and Cloete, N. (2002) Global reform trends in higher education: In Cloete, N. et al
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money and profits.®* Because universities are run more and more like corporate
enterprises, the market discourse influences an instrumental approach to quality
assurance in higher education institutions. This approach begins by establishing a
mission for the institution, followed by functions that have to be carried out to achieve
this mission, with the objectives of each function being set out.®> A quality assurance
system is then introduced in order to ensure the quality of the programmes. While
there is nothing wrong with working towards the achievement of organisational
missions and objectives, Lim’s argument is that this instrumental approach is too
technicist to be meaningful in an educational organisation. Pursuit of such missions
and objectives is done in such a managerialistic manner that deep-seated epistemic
values of an institution are compromised. Besides, by adopting such an instrumental
approach, the quality assurance activities of an institution seek to achieve the pre-
stated aims and objectives of an institution and by so doing a somewhat narrow view

of quality assurance is pursued.

It is worthwhile to note that the encroachment of market ideologies into higher
education has resulted in academic units in universities operating as profit centres.
Their success is very much judged in terms of their ability to generate funds for the
institution. This practice has obvious implications for the type of programmes that
academic units offer and the numbers they choose to enrol in order to meet certain
financial targets. Thus, institutions become more preoccupied with guantity than with

quality in their programme offerings.

Traditionally, universities have protected their role of knowledge generation and
dissemination, a cherished academic autonomy and their ivory tower status. In this
sense, universities are unique organisations by virtue of the unique nature of their
work — to teach students and to advance human learning through production and
dissemination of knowledge. The act of inquiry is central and pervasive for all
institutions of higher education. Its realisation requires a necessary degree of

autonomy, freedom and social responsibility, which must be granted to the intellectual

%1 Rui, Op cit p.272
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community involved.®® Reforms and quality should be driven first and foremost by

academic values, not by an economic rationale.

From the foregoing discussion on the influence of the state and the market, it is
apparent that different institutions position themselves differently within this triangle
of relationships. Perceptions of quality also vary from one institution to another,
depending on the positioning of the institution within this complex field of
relationships. The traditional features of the university outlined above are negotiated
and renegotiated until eventually they assume the forms or nuances within which
quality is embedded. In fact, the whole notion of quality is dynamic within an
institution. To understand the quality assurance systems operating in any given
context, therefore, calls for an understanding of the way an institution relates to the
other two dimensions of state control and market influence at any given time. Where
state control is so tight that it thwarts institutional academic autonomy, quality
assurance systems tend to be externally driven, mandatory and based on outward
accountability; institutional improvement is a secondary dimension. Market-oriented
institutions perceive quality not from an academic point of view, but primarily from a
fitness-for-purpose and customer satisfaction point of view. Institutional good practice
is viewed in terms of meeting the skills and specialised knowledge called for by the
job market. Quality assurance systems also tend to be accountability driven and the
role of professional bodies is significant in both accreditation of programmes and
curriculum reforms. In contexts where the state plays the role of arm’s length steering
and institutions have strong institutional cultures based on sound scholarship and
research practices, universities exercise much autonomy in reform processes. The
system of education is undergirded by a non-instrumentalist philosophy. Quality
assurance is driven by academic concerns while peer reviews and improvement-

oriented initiatives are characteristic features.

Debates on modes of co-ordination are significant because they show the varying
conditions in which higher education institutions operate and how those contextual

conditions influence the quality assurance systems that are developed by the

% pullias and Wilbur, (1984:5) Principles and Values for College and University Administration:
Toward the Improvement of the Learning Environment. New York, Philosophical Library.
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institutions. The literature on quality assurance shows that there is no one model that
can best suit all institutions in different countries; contextual factors are very critical
when developing quality assurance systems and policies. The central issue is
developing a quality assurance system that is effective in terms of improving

institutional performance.

2.4  The stakeholder university and accountability

2.4.1The nature of the stakeholder university

This section of the chapter explores the general theory of accountability and shows
that quality assurance is a form of accountability. It shows that some forms of
accountability are more effective in enhancing quality than others. It tries to show
how the socially-embedded stakeholder university positions itself in relation to multi-
stakeholder interests that may not only be different but also conflicting. Such
relationships between the university and its stakeholders can both enhance as well as
constrain quality assurance processes in an institution. The literature presents the
relationship between a university and external stakeholders like the state as having
great potential to usher in accountability-led quality assurance systems. This happens
where the relationship is associated with stringent external reporting requirements on
the part of the university.

External quality assurance systems are generally associated with accountability as
their major preoccupation, while internal or self-evaluation systems aim at gradual
improvement and enhancement of performance.®* As the modern university moves
more and more from an entrepreneurial institution towards what Jongbloed and
Goedebuure call a stakeholder university,®® greater accountability is called for on the

part of the institution. A stakeholder university is an institution that identifies and

% Barnett, R. (1994) Power, Enlightenment and Quality Evaluation. In European Journal of Education,
Vol.29 (2) pp.165-179

Luckett K. (2005) A Critical Policy Analysis of the Proposed National Quality Assurance System for
South African Higher Education. In Smout, M. (ed) The Decade Ahead: Challenges for Quality
Assurance in South African Higher Education, SAUVCA, Pretoria

6 Jongbloed, B. and Goedegebuure, L. (2001) From the entrepreneurial university to the stakeholder
university: A paper presented at the CHEPS International Conference of Universities and the
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establishes relationships with strategic partners like funding agencies, government,
the business sector, research councils, foundations, charities and professional bodies.
Ramirez prefers to call this type of university a socially-embedded as opposed to a
buffered university.?® It is also inevitable that the agendas and interests of these
various constituencies are reflected in the business of the networked university. As
Jongbloed and Goedegebuure note, “... a stakeholder university would intensify this
[stakeholder involvement] by identifying its key constituencies and involve them
more, also pro-actively in prioritizing its core activities.”® Such universities have to
be well-networked in the turbulent and unpredictable economies that have become so
globalised. Being networked is in fact a deliberate strategy institutions adopt in order
to survive in an environment where government subsidy is continually diminishing.
Thus, “...relationships with employers, employers’ organizations, and professional
bodies will have to be mapped in order to find out which are the crucial ones and how

much weight the university should attach to the various relationships.”®®

It is worth noting that the more a university succeeds in becoming a stakeholder
institution, the more it is called upon to be accountable to an increasing number of
external constituencies. The nature of such accountability is complicated since the
institution has to take into account the different stakeholders’ interests whenever it
makes strategic choices and decisions.® Analysis of the theory of accountability
shows that quality assurance is in fact one form of accountability. This assertion is
premised on the fact that quality assurance always involves some kind of reporting
lines. The difference lies in whether one is accountable to oneself, as a professional
practitioner, guided by and conscious of one’s professional ethics, or to some external

authority within the institution or outside it. Modes of accountability, as well as the
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consequences of such accountability, necessarily become varied in the networked,
stakeholder university. A brief theoretical analysis of typologies of accountability
common in corporate business set-ups helps clarify the nature and types of
accountability that characterise the networked university.

2.4.2 Typologies of accountability

Corbett identifies four typologies of accountability — upward accountability,

downward accountability, outward accountability and inward accountability.

Upward accountability has legal and constitutional obligations. Managerial
accountability by institutions directly to government or to agencies empowered by
government to monitor quality assurance in institutions is typical of this type of
accountability. The body to which an institution is obliged to be accountable is in turn
accountable to and acts on behalf of society. It mediates the interests of society in the
institution of the university and therefore has the legal mandate to see to it that
acceptable measures of quality are maintained. Examples of agencies established
through statutes are the General Medical Council and the Architects Registration
Council in the United Kingdom (UK) and the New Zealand Qualifications Authority
(NZQA). The 1991 White Paper issued by the UK’s Department of Education and

Science illustrates the rationale behind upward accountability in the UK:

There is need for proper accountability for the substantial public funds
invested in higher education. As part of this, students and employers need
improved information about quality if the full benefit of increased competition
is to be obtained ... the Government considers that new arrangements for
quality assurance in higher education will be required.”

Typically, upward accountability is political accountability. Vidovich and Slee

describe it aptly as involving “... those who act on behalf of the electorate being

0 Corbett (1992) cited in Vidovich and Slee (2001) Bringing universities to account? Exploring some
global and local policy options: Journal of Education Policy, Vol.16 (5) pp.431- 453

& Department of Education and Science 1991:24 in Vidovich, R. and Slee, L. (2001: 437) Bringing
universities to account? Exploring some global and local policy options: In Journal of Education
Policy, Vol.16 (5) pp.431- 453
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called to account for their stewardship”.”” Political accountability is generally
associated with managerial accountability by institutions to government, and it has
inherent shortcomings in so far as institutional improvement is concerned. It is
primarily preoccupied with methodological issues employed by institutions and not
with the actual teaching-learning processes that take place in the lecture room. It is
not an institution-based initiative and staff does not have a sense of ownership of the
quality assurance policies they implement. They feel that being required to respond to
outside authority on the quality of their service undermines their professional
credibility. A major weakness of upward accountability lies in the demand for too
much paperwork on the part of staff in order to satisfy government requirements. Staff
regard the paperwork just as a way of complying rather than as a self-improvement
initiative. In Harvey’s view, “External monitoring tends to be perceived, by teaching

. . .. . . 73
staff, as reinforcing managerialism and as compromising mutual trust”.

The second of Corbett’s accountability typologies is downward accountability. It is
based on a manager—subordinate relationship, where the manager has to be
accountable to subordinates. The working relationships are democratic in that they
facilitate employee participation in shaping quality assurance policies and practices in
the organisation. Consensus is the hallmark for institutional progress. The manager’s
role is primarily to manage and to monitor systems put in place as a way of ensuring

that they yield the desired results.

Outward accountability is Corbett’s third type. In this type of accountability, the
institution consults with, reports to and is responsive to the voices and interests of
both clients and various stakeholders. In a networked university, personnel at various
strategic levels of responsibility like presidents, deans, professors, research directors
and quality assurance co-ordinators are in constant interaction with the relevant
external constituencies and bring the outside values into the business life of the

university. In Ball’s terms, outward accountability approximates market

2 Vidovich, L. and Slee, R. (2001: 432) Bringing universities to account? Exploring some global and
local policy options: Journal of Education Policy, Vol.16 (5) pp.431- 453
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accountability, where the institution has to fulfil customer contracts.” It is outward
accountability that distinguishes the stakeholder university from the conventional
traditional university that survives on public funding and is largely concerned with
upward accountability. As universities enjoy less and less public funding, it is
apparent that upward accountability (which is basically managerial accountability to
government) gradually diminishes and creates more space for outward accountability,
which becomes more and more complex as an increasing number of stakeholders

participate in the business of institutions.

Corbett’s fourth type is inward accountability, and it involves the personal conscience
of institutional insiders in guiding their actions. Thus, staff actions are shaped and
guided by their ethical consciousness to ensure that they conform to acceptable
professional standards. In terms of quality assurance, such professional morals act as
the watchdog protecting the interests of the client against poor service. This type of
accountability, admittedly, calls for a very high degree of professional expertise and
responsibility on the part of those who exercise it. It also has implications for staff and
institutional autonomy. In terms of quality assurance, inward accountability is
sometimes taken rather too far in terms of the autonomy to be exercised by
academics. According to some of the literature, the approach entails leaving much
responsibility to the individual academic, who is assumed to be always professional.”
The individual’s high degree of devotion towards the client and his/her professional
expertise are the overriding professional ethic invoking the deep-seated conscience for
internal accountability. As Enslin, Pendlebury, and Tjiattas argue, “... there is a
supportable presumption that professionals are inner-directed, that they are motivated
to do their work competently”.”® This assumption is also based on yet another
premise, that professionals form a “company of equals or a republic of scholars who
employ non-formal methods of regulation. Opinion, tradition, peer influence, powers

of professional associations have significant influence on the conduct of
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professionals”.77 In their view, “professional norms rather than bureaucratic rules

govern their conduct”.”®

The problem with this approach to quality assurance is the very assumption on which
it is based. While it is true that professionals may be guided by professional ethics,
practice shows that this is not always the case, and no system can leave such
important business as quality assurance to the whims of i