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Abstract

Academics are faced with the task of designing curricula that satisfy all the standards of the
institution as well as the needs of the students and industry.  This discussion paper analyses some
of the problems facing planners, academics and managers.  It draws on empirical evidence and
experiences of the author in preparing curriculum revalidation material in Europe for
postgraduate and masters programs and compares these issues to curriculum design in similar
programs in Australia.  For there to be a difference in curriculum design we must concentrate on
the production of knowledge and share this as something worthwhile in its own right.  Managing
tertiary educational programs requires a balance in meeting the expectations and requirements of
all stakeholders in regard to quality assurance.  Lessons on how to combine vision with
pragmatism can help us design curricula and assessments that capture an innovative and holistic
vision of education.
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Introduction

Every man who rises above the common level has received two educations: the first
from his teachers; the second, more personal and important, from himself.  [Edward
Gibbon, 1734-94: Memoirs]

For us to assure that stakeholders have quality education, we must lay sound foundations linking
the overall program aims and objectives with those of the specific unit.  We must ensure the
teacher links assessments to the objectives and provides feedback to students so that they can
determine their progress.  The teacher supports this by providing relevant and timely information
to the student, once again linked to the unit aims and objectives.  Teacher evaluations assist in
determining areas of professional development that may enhance the pedagogy (Centra, 1993)
and encourage learning beyond the classroom.

Initiatives such as developing programs of ‘learning how to learn’ (Bowman, 1997) may assist
students in understanding their own learning style, help them develop their areas of learning,
explain why they need reflection and generally increase their skills in acquiring knowledge and
processing information.  Students learn more quickly and effectively when they are actively
involved in the learning process.

The use of groups in problem-based learning is a particular area of interest to many institutions
that cater for international students.  Many teachers try to structure groups so that different
cultures can be exposed to each other.  Homogeneous groups are sometimes frowned upon;
however, it has been shown in research that collaborative learning is very common with many
Eastern students (Tang, 1996) and if learning and understanding are enhanced this way, then
teachers need to be sensitive to this fact and allow groups to form naturally so that ideas can be
exchanged and issues debated.

Diversity created by racial or national differences interferes with group processes, at least in the
short term (Robbins, 2000).  Teachers have to work with a range of cultural, ethical and
environmental heritages (Brennan, 2002) and create a set of practices that form the framework of
knowledge and upon this information tools can be used to provide excellence in education
(Cuttance, 2002).  Positive reinforcement encourages the kind of classroom you want; and this is
especially true of the questioning behaviour we want to encourage in Asian students.  Comments
such as ‘that is a good question’ or ‘an excellent point you have proposed’, promote their
confidence, and create an educational environment that will help break down cultural barriers.  In
all contributory assessments, make sure that comments on questions are available for later review.

Staff should be encouraged to bring their research interests and specialist skills, where
appropriate, to the learning process.  Staff will encourage students to evaluate the contemporary
issues relating to industry and investigate how these contribute to organisational development and
the effective and efficient management of operations in industry.  Degree and Masters graduates
should possess focussed analytical and management skills that are appropriate for access to a
wide range of policy formulation, strategic and tactical management positions at a more senior
level.

The topic of quality assurance is the basis of all planning and decision-making.  Resources are
scarce and to avoid unnecessary waste sound internal controls will help to make the institution
both effective and efficient.  Programs need to be in place to monitor and control the delivery and
assessment of educational services.  One problem that universities face is the 40% attrition rate
(Treasurer, Government Budget Papers 2001/2002) that is not helped by the fact that the
provision of intangible education services is an extremely complex one.  These services can be
described as heterogeneous because virtually all services are unique, in that each will be delivered
in a particular way.  Also the nature of educational services is highly diverse.
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Curricula need to be developed carefully asking the questions: who is teaching, what are the
students taught and can they enter the real world fully prepared?  Perhaps this can be done with a
slimmer core and more depth in presentation.  The diversity of commerce requires wider choices,
and the focus in teaching has to be on motivation, and learning to learn.  For there to be a
difference in curriculum design we must concentrate on the production of knowledge and share
this as something worthwhile in its own right.  Knowledge building comes about from deep
understanding and the primary role of the teacher can be seen as instructor and facilitator,
specifying the learning framework and integrating the learning environment.  Our research based
instructional strategies should reflect the mission, vision and values of the institution and our
focus might be on reculturing not restructuring and redesigning assessments in line with best
practice.

The diversity of staff and students now means that institutions are under increased pressure to
perform.  Moving from high compliance to high achievement will happen if we are moving from
processing information, to knowledge, to wisdom.  In the words of Einstein, “no problem can be
solved from the same consciousness”.  The focus of this paper is on quality assurance in
education.  Empirical data on how curricula are developed, contributory assessments designed
and student evaluations carried out are analysed and compared with methods of curricula
development and quality assurance audits in Australia, Switzerland and the United Kingdom.
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A search for meaning

Traditionally students at University do not seem to be discerning consumers.  Indeed, if we read
Assalini and Hopkins (2001) students are ‘uninformed consumers’ (p.11) even though they
actually make the decisions about their educational pathways.  If a teacher announces that the
class will finish earlier than scheduled, often this is met with resounding cheers by students who,
in most cases, cannot wait to pack up and exit the lecture room.  If other consumers are short-
changed, they make a fuss or seek compensation.  Jaivin (2002) wrote that a good education is
one that sets a challenge and provides the student with tools to confront banality, overturn
complacency and defy intellectual laziness.  Jaivin refers to the importance of not only dispensing
relevant information to students but also encouraging them to challenge, debate and evaluate
these data so that they can turn it into lasting knowledge.

In 1984 teaching at an institution in Sydney, we were confronted with a copy of a newspaper
article by McGregor that had been placed in our staff boxes.  It was about five history honours
students at the Australian National University (ANU) who appealed against the university’s
refusal to release details of their assessments that the students had requested under the Freedom
of Information Act.  How fortunate we were to have such a supportive and alert Head Teacher
who brought this to our attention with the following words scrawled in black pen at the bottom of
the photocopy: “How will you go when put to the test?  Will you be able to justify and support
(with documentary evidence) your assessment mark?”  The ANU eventually released only the
reports on students’ work by individual examiners, and then only after the examiners’ names had
been deleted.  One of the students commented that their group wished to force a more open
process of assessment and ensure accountability.  He was reported as saying:

“The university staff and administration have a view of themselves that is entirely
benevolent, but benevolence only appears that way from the side of the benefactors.
We cannot see that benevolence – it is of no use to us when it is clouded with
secrecy.”

It is now nearly 20 years since that article was published.  Have we moved forward in the way we
give feedback to students on their contributory assessments?

Ramsden (1992) claims that the three most important attributes for student learning under the
direct control of the teacher are: the aims and objectives, assessments and teaching methods.  He
states that these are not linear but rather are intertwined and together they provide the framework
upon which student learning is based.  If an essential element is missing, then the quality of
education will suffer.  We might draw a parallel with the essential elements of a contract.  At law,
if one of these essential elements is absent, then the contract is void.

Ramsden (1992) and Piper (1993) stress in their papers the importance of providing teaching
facilities that are conducive to learning and that encourage and support students at all levels of
their studies.  Ramsden also stresses the need for education that prepares students for the real
world.  Jacobsen (2001), cites the revolt in France’s teaching universities in 2000 when some 800
university economics students and 150 professors demanded reform and put their signatures to a
petition demanding that the curriculum incorporate a ‘plurality of approaches adapted to the
complexity of the object studied’.  The argument was that mathematics taught at university had
become an end in itself and ‘failed to display even a nodding acquaintance with reality’.  Some
mathematics professors began a fierce counter attack stating that the students’ revolt was an
irrational opposition to statistical techniques.  Maybe they were right.  Smith (2002) reports on
the Moyal Medal award received this year by Professor McIntosh of the ANU, partly for his
contribution to solving the Kato square root problem in pure mathematics.  The research carried
out in the wavelet theory has had far reaching consequences that students of mathematics could
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never possibly have imagined.  It is important that curricula retain that vital link with the real
world while at the same time retaining flexibility that allows ideas to be expanded and explored.

If students are uninformed consumers because of their obvious lack of engagement with the real
world, then it is important to set our aims and objectives clearly so our consumers know why
critical and analytical thinking skills need to be developed.  Perhaps we need to run orientation
lecturers such as those described by Ward, Crosling and Marangos (2000), where students are
introduced to the economics degree they have chosen, shown exactly what units are in the
program and why they should study them, how this will help in their careers and how the
discipline of economics fits into the whole course.  We cannot always answer all consumer
questions and, while there must be a place for philosophy in our programs, we must also consider
a market-oriented pedagogy (Keneley and Hellier, 2001).  It is vital that curricula are planned,
managed and controlled so that individual unit syllabi are not ignored or abandoned by teachers
who take academic freedom to its extreme and immerse themselves in their own vested interests
without taking into consideration the whole program of study (Salemi and Siegfried, 1999).

Teaching material, assessments and program objectives must be linked to the real world but there
must also be space for thinking and theory, and all of these issues are imperative in assuring
quality in education.
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A Learning Experience

In 2001 the author spent eight months lecturing at the University Center César Ritz in
Switzerland.  During this time the revalidation of the Master of Science program, accredited by
The Manchester Metropolitan University, was written.  This involved compliance with United
Kingdom audit requirements for university quality assurance.  The first paper consisted of a
Program Self Evaluation document, containing an introduction to the university centre where the
program was run, an analysis of the cumulative effect of modifications since the last review and
an assessment of the overall quality of the program.  It also contained an analysis of the key
issues facing the program, justification for changes and the academic implications of these
changes, the future directions that the program would take and finally the conclusions.  The mere
task of putting this document together fulfilled a necessary role of ensuring that the holistic view
of the program became central to the gathering of evidence to support its claims.

Determining the need for change is the first step in the change process.  The need for change is
usually first recognised when a gap is seen between desired performance and actual performance.
Many variances are uncovered by the Quality Action Plan (QAP), that is updated each year.  The
QAP makes statements or affirmations and, in formulating Quality Statements for each aspect of
provision, teams must consider and apply tests that examine to what extent the aspect of provision
contributes to meeting the program/unit objectives.  The construction of these Quality Statements
should most appropriately describe the provisions in relation to a particular core aspect of the
program.  A statement could be such that the aims set by the Team are broadly met.  All of these
statements are designed to assist in assuring that quality in the program is maintained throughout the
year.  It is from this QAP that the Program Self Evaluation document can be constructively linked
to the objectives.  The QAP contains all the key quality issues, referenced to the supporting
documentary evidence and accompanied by an action plan for the next year.

The appendices for the Program Self Evaluation document should contain all the updated CVs of
staff, the QAPs for the previous, current and future year and the external examiners’ reports.

The second major document required for revalidation was the Definitive Document.  This contained
the program specifications, admission regulations, curriculum design and organisation overview,
assessment regulations, program management and student support issues.  The appendices
contained current copies of all core unit syllabi, elective unit syllabi, examples of pathways both
full-time and part-time students might take, attendance monitoring objectives, teacher and unit
evaluations.

Added to all these documents was the supporting evidence such as current schemes of work setting
out the unit rationale, aims and objectives, reference lists, week-by-week topics and readings,
complete assessment table with weightings for each contributory assessment, reasons that the
assessments are given and full details of how and when they will be marked and feedback given.
One can imagine the tremendous organisation required to ensure that all teachers had these
documents up-to-date and ready for the revalidation panel.  Also required were examples of lesson
plans, six student assessments (two top marks, two middle marks and two bottom marks) with
completed marking sheets for every contributory assessment and examination.  All this evidence
was gathered to support the continuance of the Masters program and reinforce the importance of
valid documentary evidence, reliable test results that are consistent across groups and environments
and attention to detail in understanding and substantiating curriculum change.

On returning to Australia at the start of 2002 the author took up a position as Program Development
Coordinator at the International College of Tourism and Hotel Management, in association with
Macquarie University.  The task is to coordinate the Diploma, Degree and Masters courses and
manage the programs to ensure sound pedagogical methods are being employed.  In developing the
Macquarie/ICTHM Masters program we were able to include many of the quality procedures that
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had been so vital to the revalidation of the Swiss program.  The first task was to write a program
overview, with the broad rationale, the specific learning outcomes, the demand for the course, the
relationship with partner institutions, the potential job market and the units of study that support the
aims and objectives.  The external audits were examined and work began immediately on
addressing some of the areas of concern to improve the structure of the curriculum.

The individual units were studied to ensure that they were linked to the main aims of each program.
Teams of teachers examined the audit reports, in particular the areas of content overlap and repeat
topics.  We set about refining the unit topics where required and put into place a QAP, from which
we were able to investigate variances.  This enabled us to ensure that the teaching and learning
strategies of the program provided an environment where the responsibility for learning is
increasingly accepted by students as the course progressed.  The process allows the optimal
development of both the students’ personal qualities and academic achievement.  Assessments
and lectures are designed to encourage students to be independent and to prepare themselves for
entry to executive positions within their chosen sector.  The courses encourage the co-operation
and involvement of the students while seeking to help them develop into mature, self-reliant and
articulate individuals.

Many of the assessments have been redesigned to spread across more than one unit.  An example
is a major contributory assessment in the third year of the degree program with a strategic
marketing unit and a strategic management unit.  The combined assessment allows the students to
gain a more holistic picture of the two subjects, to complete an assessment that is marked in two
parts by the teacher of each unit.  Another assessment is portable, starting in an early unit of
techniques and elements of finance where the students begin tracking parcels of shares they
“buy”.  The first part of the assessment is marked in the mid-term of that unit and the students
continue tracking their shares through to the middle of the next term, where the final part of the
assessment is marked in the next unit by the business finance teacher.  These initiatives are
designed to tie the program together and encourage a pedagogy that leads the student towards
achieving the specific aims of the program.

In constructing the process, standard pro-formas have been designed for all units.  There are three
basic documents.

(i) The unit syllabus, that in the short term is not changeable.  This contains an overview
of the unit in no more than two or three pages.  It allows a new teacher to see where
the unit fits into the program, why it is either a core or an elective unit, what links it
may have with industry requirements, the face-to-face teaching hours, total hours,
credit points available, assumed knowledge and any pre or co requisites.  It has only a
brief outline of the curriculum and assessments and is supported by a standard
reference list of texts specific to that unit.

(ii) The scheme of work is a more detailed document, and the one that is given to
students at the start of the term.  It has details of the teacher, the unit aims and
objectives and a justification for including this unit in the program.  It sets out the
week-by-week topic details and readings.  It has a complete list of the contributory
assessments, their weighting and time of execution.  There is an explanation to
students as to why these assessments will assist learning, when they are due and how
feedback will be given.  The assessments are then attached as appendices or can be
incorporated into the document.

(iii) The third pro-forma that we give teachers to use is the lesson plan.  This shows each
week’s topic in every detail.  It encourages the teacher to plan each lesson to ensure
time is used constructively and effectively.  It helps develop an understanding of how
the material can best be presented and engage students in critical and challenging
ways.  It also assists the functions of assessment, being the assigning of marks and



9

grades and the giving of feedback to students (Brown and Knight, 1994), as valuable
time can be set aside for reflection.  If a teacher fails to plan, they plan to fail.

VINCIT DE PARATUS – ‘Conquerors prepare’

The teachers’ aims and objectives are to educate the student.  The students’ aims and objectives
often appear to be the receipt of the best grade they can at the end of the course.  If we can
successfully integrate both these aims and objectives then we will have proceeded along the path
of achieving our educational goals.

The purpose of assessment is to enable students to demonstrate that they have fulfilled the
objectives of the program of study and achieved the standard required for the award they seek.
Assessment is a matter of judgement, not simply a computation.  Marks, grades and percentages
are not absolute values but symbols used by examiners to communicate their judgement of
different aspects of a student’s work in order to provide better information on which the final
grading decision can be made.  Combining vision with pragmatism can help us design curricula
and assessments that capture an innovative and holistic vision of education.

The European experience concentrated on review, self-evaluation and variances from the Quality
Action Plan.  The focus of program coordination in Australia is on constructing curricula and
assessments that will be defensible against all independent audits.  It necessarily follows that
these processes and procedures must be linked to sound pedagogical methods to assist planning
and preparing the students’ learning experiences.
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Constraints

While formal teaching and learning occur in a wide variety of situations there are often problems
to be overcome.  Teaching requires a broad range of abilities and flexible delivery attempts to
match delivery of learning with all the stakeholders.  If we organise our systems differently,
however, then we may not necessarily have to be more flexible (Cuttance, 2002), but a sense of
urgency is now underpinning the curriculum debate.  Australia is one of the largest suppliers of
educational services, and teaching international students brings a new dimension to the task.
Skills in teaching across cultures progresses in stages depending on the focus of the teacher
(Biggs, 1999).1 All students will have a combination of abilities, made up of two parts:
intellectual and physical.  Ability is the individual student’s capacity to perform various tasks,
and from these we can make an assessment of their performance.  Intellectual abilities are those
needed to perform mental activities.  The seven most frequently cited dimensions making up
intellectual abilities are number aptitude, verbal comprehension, perceptual speed, inductive
reasoning, deductive reasoning, spatial visualisation, and memory (Dunnette, 1976).2 Students
from Eastern cultures will have the same distribution of these characteristics as Western students.
The problems of social-cultural adjustment and the stress caused by language difficulties of
Eastern students in Western universities may pose a barrier to learning.  As stated by Abelson
(1996), we might be wise to make more concessions to student preferences when designing
curricula.  Competing with this point of view is the problem that some teachers see as relaxing
intellectual rigour.

We have to embrace staff development and constantly encourage teachers to update their own
skills and learning abilities so they can develop confidence as teachers, experiment more and
become student-centred.  Carter (2002) states that knowledge is a commodity and education is a
growth market.  If this is so, we need to move from high compliance to high achievement, from
time driven to results driven, from subject knowledge to process knowledge and from rote
learning to analytical thinking.  Giving his address on the international perspective, Carter also
stated; “if you always do what you have always done, you will always get what you have always
gotten!” It was a little distressing to read an article by Thompson (2002) about home-schooled
students who enrolled in years 11 and 12 in the city to complete their studies and hopefully gain
entrance to university.  One of the girls found that fellow students had very passive relationships
with their teachers.  She stated:

“At school they take half the job away from you: they tell you how to do everything.  I
kind of drop the bundle and think ‘Don’t you want us to work that out?’ At home I would
find [for] myself the best way to do something and I’d keep working on it until I was
satisfied”.

We have to find ways of making classrooms fun places to be.  Not just for small learners, but
throughout the whole formal education process.  These home-schooled girls experienced learning
outside the classroom and probably had their assessments more frequent and flexible and linked
to their learning progress.  We might remove standardised accountability measures and organise
resources for risk taking and innovation at the local level.  We need to increase the flow of
enterprise solutions, encourage dynamic efficiency and introduce stronger measures of end-user
evaluation (Bentley, 1998).  Perhaps focus more effort on less curriculum content and encourage

                                                  
1 Bigg’s own experiences led to the conclusion that Asian students are very adaptable in spotting cues and
picking up coping strategies, and that they have positive learning-related characteristics that should make
teaching easier.
2 Dunnette states that, in general, the more demand placed on students to use their intellectual ability, the
more they will be required to use their verbal ability.
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a deeper understanding.  Instructional design means specifying a learning framework that is
reflective, collaborative and evaluative.

Another major problem that was uncovered was the grading of examination papers, and there was
evidence of this in both Switzerland and Australia.  Teachers often fail to mark examination
papers correctly, probably mistakenly believing that they do not need to provide comments.  As
consumers of educational services, students are entitled to see how they rated in a final
examination.  One such case in Switzerland involved papers that simply had a percentage marked
on the front of the paper.  At no place in the paper was there any indication what mark the student
had gained for individual questions.  When the student challenged his mark (75%) he requested to
see his paper.  The paper was obtained from the registrar and to our horror we noted the absence
of any supporting marks or comments.  On speaking to the teacher concerned, we asked that he
take the paper and ensure that he substantiate the 75% mark that had been given.  One week later
he returned, and in disgust stated that the student really should have failed!  Did he not realise
that this in itself was a measure of inadequacy with regard to his marking ability?  All that this
really told us was that he had not adequately marked the paper in the first place.  All contributory
assessments need to be marked and graded with care.  Using a marking guide can often help
eliminate any bias, and provides a record of why, at the time, you thought the particular question
should receive that given mark.  Individual questions must be given marks and supported if
possible by brief comments.  Now we recall those words of the Head Teacher: ‘How will you go
when put to the test?’ Students may challenge your mark!  Teachers must be encouraged to
engage criterion referenced marking so they can confidently explain to students why and how the
assignment or examination was assessed.
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Conclusions

As educational institutions strive to be centres of excellence, they are faced with diminishing
resources at a time when costs in many areas are rising.  Educational institutions are coming
under increased pressure to account for the way resources are used.  Governments are searching
for ways to measure the effectiveness of education, with the intention of achieving optimal
allocation of scarce resources (Ward, Crosling and Marangos, 2001).  The explosion in
technology has added strains to both capital and labour resources as equipment and professional
development costs for teaching staff need to be substantially increased.  Stakeholders want to be
assured that the quality of education will not suffer, and planners and managers find themselves
constantly asked to do more with less.  Many departments also face pressure to alter curriculum
from a rigorous theoretical framework to specified applications in an attempt to suit the market
(Millmow, 1997).  It is inevitable that the increasing demands on academic staff time will lead to
a degradation in the quality of curriculum review and development as staff prioritise their own
work loads.

The fast pace of technology has increased the need for amendments to curricula as designers
frantically try to keep pace with innovative digital advances that often become crammed into an
already overloaded unit syllabus.  In some cases this has led to hastily drawn up programs that
attempt to cover even more material in often diminishing timeframes.  Coupled with this is the
easy access to the Internet that often entices plagiarism in student assessments.  We must address
the problems of maintaining standards in both curricula design and assessment methods if we are
to ensure quality assurance in education for all stakeholders.  Many programs are aimed at the
popularity market, with little thought about the indicative content of the value added in terms of
critical and analytical skills that will stand a student in good stead in the real world (Mangan,
1998).

Education requires constant planning, preparing and reviewing the whole range of learning
resources.  Reflecting on the learning experience enables us to analyse achievements and set in
place effective teaching strategies that are content specific, research-based, integrated and
instructional.
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