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Abstract

The University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) has endorsed the implementation of a new
model for assuring and improving quality through university reviews. This new framework of
reviews replaces the Faculty Developmental Review process and is designed to coordinate all
the significant review activity within the university so that the strategic value of reviews is
optimised.

Within the reviews themselves the emphasis has changed from external validation to self
assessment using peer and external benchmarking. The focus has shifted from proving to
improving and the role of the stakeholder has changed from observer to active participant.

This new review model has posed a number of challenges for the university and for staff in
the Planning and Review Unit who have responsibility to lead and implement the new
processes. The paper will outline ways in which the challenges are being addressed and report
on successes and outcomes to date.



Introduction

This paper provides a perspective on quality in relation to the development and implementation of a
new approach to review at the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS). UTS is one of the three
Australian Technology Network (ATN) universities that have recently shifted the focus of review
activity from reviews of organisational units, towards reviews which focus on issues or themes at a
‘whole of organisation’ level.

At UTS these reviews are named ‘process and thematic’ reviews, and they have replaced the former
process of ‘faculty developmental’ reviews. They have been introduced within a comprehensive
framework comprising all core review processes that occur across the university. The framework has
been developed within a theoretical shift towards ‘self-review’. That is, review that is user driven,
holistic in approach and both responsive to and useful in addressing specific, targeted organisational
priorities.

This paper describes the context for this shift; the model developed specifically within UTS; and our
progress and experience over the past twelve months in its development.

Developing the New Approach

The new model emerged out of a major academic and organisational profile review undertaken by the
university over 2000-01. This review had provided an extensive overview of the university’s course
offerings and identified a broad ranging set of changes aimed at ensuring a positive environment for
growth and development over the next decade.

In recognition of the scope of this review, and the impact it had on all faculties and academic units, the
Vice-Chancellor suspended faculty development reviews for the interim period. The subsequent
recommendations from the review included two which provided the basis for a new UTS Review
Framework. These recommendations were:

ß To develop processes to continually review the academic profile, and

ß To replace the faculty developmental reviews with another model of review.

There had already been much thinking and discussion within the Planning and Review Unit about new
ways of approaching the review function within the organisation. This enabled the principles
underlying a new approach to be articulated in the Vice-Chancellor’s response to the review report.
There was an opportunity and imperative to coordinate all recurring audit and review processes to
ensure that members of the university community are engaged in continuous improvement activities
that are strategic, targeted and which make best use of available resources. These activities were
encapsulated into a new UTS Review Framework, and presented to the university for endorsement.

UTS Review Framework

The framework consists of nine component parts. Each component is designed to check for strategic
alignment, measure performance, benchmark progress, involve key stakeholders in developmental
processes, and ensure sound management of the total enterprise. Implementing the framework ensures
that reviews are timely, fit for purpose and coordinated in relation to other review activity.



The nine component parts are briefly described below.

Academic Profile Reviews
The data collection and analysis of the academic profile review undertaken over 2000 took more than
six months. The subsequent reports, consultation and final paper from the Vice-Chancellor spanned
another four months. This was the most comprehensive examination of our academic offerings and
organisation since the time of amalgamation and incorporation as a university more than ten years
earlier.

The university recognised that ten years was too long a period to go without a university-wide critical
assessment of our course offerings. Knowledge transformation and its application were moving faster
than we were. It was determined that a model of more regular reviews would ensure that UTS stayed at
the forefront of relevant and imaginatively constructed curriculum that was therefore attractive to
students. A regular review of the academic profile was preferable to a once in a decade, ‘big bang’
approach. These reviews will be undertaken every three to four years and provide a regular process for:

ß exploring emerging fields of knowledge, work and professional practice

ß mapping our current fields of professional practice in relation to emerging trends

ß Identifying ways in which the university might evolve its profile accordingly.

Course Reviews

Course reviews provide an annual, university-wide system for monitoring and reporting on the
viability of courses and subjects. Within the new framework the focus has shifted more specifically to
the performance of courses, rather than faculties.

Process and Thematic Reviews

Process and Thematic reviews are a newly established feature of the review framework and one of
three component parts managed by the Planning and Review Unit. Increasingly there is a need to
ensure that reviews focus on areas critical to the advancement of strategic goals, or where evidence
suggests there is a need to reassess or better align processes with desired outcomes. These reviews
target areas critical to the advancement of the University’s mission and aspirations.

Process and thematic reviews have a particular focus on quality improvement, rather than on
compliance or control. They are implemented on the basis of the following operating principles:

ß The reviews encompass both administrative and academic activity such as assessment
processes, exemptions, flexible delivery etc.

ß The reviews examine how the University is performing as a whole in relation to specific
functions or activities

ß The aim of these reviews is to ensure reliable and client-focused processes that span
organisational boundaries and maintain coherence and efficiency from beginning to end

ß Reviews are to focus on issues of importance to University's strategic development



ß The review process should facilitate knowledge sharing across University
ß The selection of review priorities is informed by evidence, including feedback from students

and staff; tracking measures and other outcomes and performance data; and a University risk
assessment.

ß The scope of each review is determined in consultation with key stakeholder within the
university

ß The Vice-Chancellor’ Committee is involved in the selection of review priorities and advises
on appropriate responses to review findings.

Reviews of Centres

UTS Centres are a significant mechanism through which University staff engage in collaborative
activity outside the delivery of award courses in fields of strategic relevance and importance to UTS.
The purposes of centre reviews are to provide the University with an assurance of their alignment with
strategic objectives, achievement of performance targets and financial viability.

Course Accreditation by External Bodies

The requirement which some faculties have to seek the accreditation of particular courses from
external professional bodies is a form of review. There is a strong focus on the examination of
internally set goals and targets and on the demonstrable measures employed to ensure these targets are
being met. The process often involves on-site visits and some peer review.

Internal Audit

A program of internal audits is designed to improve business, management and financial processes
throughout the university.  In addition to the audits undertaken by the university’s internal audit
section a number of externally commissioned audits are undertaken each year in areas of strategic
importance to the university.

Key University Research Strength Reviews

The University has adopted a research strengths policy to support the substantial development of its
research profile over the next four years. The policy provides for three levels of research activity.
Within each of these levels is a review component that provides a mechanism for ongoing performance
management and renewal. The outcome of reviews will also influence continuing status and funding
levels.

Vice-Chancellor’s Discretionary Reviews

The Vice-Chancellor at any time may determine that a review of any aspect of the university’s
operation is required.

Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA)

External quality audits focus on the goals each institution has set for itself and the progress made
towards achieving them. Each university when reviewed will be required to undertake a self review
and produce an extensive Performance Portfolio to support the review process. The review findings
and report will be on the public record.

Basis for a New Approach

Faculty developmental reviews emerged out of the government initiated quality initiative of the late
1980’s and early 1990’s and have been a core review process in most Australian universities ever
since. They were developed as a mechanism for employing peer review as the methodological
approach. It was an approach that had significant resonance in a culture that was in ways resistant to a
‘managerialist’ quality agenda.

With increasing experience and changing context, it was increasingly clear that faculty reviews were
not the best approach for UTS to achieve significant quality improvement. Although developmental in
intent, the process essentially provided recommendations from an external perspective.



The current environment demands that faculties are engaged in identifying and addressing
improvement opportunities in an ongoing way. Sometimes there can be little synergy between faculty
initiatives and plans and the recommendations of an external review committee.  In these situations it
can be difficult to make effective use of review recommendations, which are often insightful and
practical, but which do not take sufficient account of the myriad complexity of motivations, interests
and pressures that need to be addressed in any change proposal.

A review is more likely to provide a genuinely developmental outcome, that is, a guide to future
action, where it is undertaken with a depth of understanding in relation to the complexities of
organisation’s structure and relationships.

A traditional, positivist approach to review tends to see people involved in programs or processes
under review as objects, the reviewer as objective and the emphasis on quantitative data. This is highly
consistent with a view of strategic management in which a stable environment and clear hierarchical
lines of authority are assumed, and in which detailed, linear plans serve as an end points in terms of
planning (Klay 1991).

In contrast, organisations can undertake strategic management to provide a more dynamic and
interpretive response within a changing environment. Within this approach, process takes precedence
over product, the emphasis is on direction rather than detail and qualitative inputs are an integral
feature. The role of review in this context is to provide a framework for internally driven and owned
interpretations and responses to emergent issues. In order to achieve this, reviews must be
‘situationally responsive’ rather than rigidly bound to a given methodology or plan (Patton 1986).

A holistic framework of analysis can accommodate quantitative data but places emphasis on
‘meaning’ and on the potential utilisation of the review (Guba and Lincoln 1986). Utilisation-focused
evaluation is not a formal model for how to conduct reviews. Rather, it is an approach with two
fundamental requirements:

ß The intended evaluation users are identified in a visible and specific way, and
ß Evaluators work actively, reactively and adaptively with these specific stakeholders to make

all the decisions about the evaluation, including decisions about focus, methods, analysis and
interpretation (Patton 1986).

The emphasis is on a workable outcome in preference to a ‘perfect’ solution that in a particular
cultural or political context, is unlikely to be implemented.

The potential value of peer review is not undermined within this approach, but is seen more effectively
as employed within the organisational context, or when used to provide input in more targeted,
identified situations.

A summary of key characteristics of this more developmental approach to evaluation is provided
below:

ß Evaluation is viewed as an integral part of the development of change

ß There is focus on dialogue, enquiry rather than measurement, and a tendency to use qualitative
methods

ß There is recognition that different individuals and groups will have different perceptions.
Negotiation and consensus is valued in relation to the evaluative process, the conclusions
reached and the recommendations made

ß Rather than being an objective outsider, the role of the reviewer is more facilitative, and can
be undertaken by those internal to the program or organisation (Encyclopedia of Informal
Education Online 2002).

The new UTS Framework attempts to reflect these shifts in both the design and implementation of the
university’s review activities. Process and thematic reviews are undertaken internally and thus provide
considerable scope for the participation of stakeholders in the review process, and for meaningful
engagement with issues arising during the review.  A more strategic focus is enabled by engaging key
stakeholders in the identification of quality improvement priorities. Appropriate areas of the university



are engaged in providing advice about implementation. Discussion and negotiation of issues as they
arise throughout the process achieves more workable outcomes with greater  organisational impact.
In essence, the new UTS model moves the focus of review:

From To
External Validation Self Assessment

Observer Status Active Involvement

Proving Improving

Looking at the Parts Considering the Whole.

Progress to Date

Significant progress has been made towards developing the Review Framework over the past year.
The priority for 2002 has been to introduce the framework and establish processes for, and a working
example, of a ‘process and thematic’ review.

The focus for the first of these was the university’s processes for granting exemptions  and advanced
standing. There were three main drivers for this selection:

ß A recent external investigation into the university’s student administration practices suggested
that more robust processes for exemptions would provide a greater assurance of transparency
and fairness to students

ß A university risk assessment suggested that better record keeping in relation to business
decisions was necessary, and the granting of exemptions was raised as an example in this
regard

ß The university wanted to explore opportunities for harnessing the potential of its new student
administration system to reduce workloads, and the workload associated with processing
applications for exemptions was an area where potential efficiencies could be gained.

The review was undertaken with input from academic and administrative staff of each faculty,
including a brief self-assessment of practice at a local level. Student feedback was sought through
paper and email surveys. Handbooks and other documents were analysed in terms of the
communication of information to students and prospective students, and a range of relevant
administrative staff were interviewed.

The final report has been presented to the Vice-Chancellor and is currently being considered by the
university community.  The report covers issue relating to both the academic and administrative
aspects of the process and provides a range of recommendations to achieve a more cohesive,
consistent and transparent university approach.

Progress has also been made developing other components of the framework. There has been full
implementation of the internal audit program; considerable work undertaken developing a new course
monitoring system; and an ongoing focus on preparing for an AUQA audit. Priorities over the coming
year will be to:

ß Continue to collaborate with working committees and groups within the university to further
develop the academic profile reviews

ß Initiate a new approach to centre reviews that is more aligned with the shift toward self-review
ß To develop further resources to support review initiatives by staff within faculties, centres etc
ß Continue to consolidate the coordination of quality improvement activity.

Meeting the Challenges of the New Approach

There was general support within the university for replacing faculty reviews with a form of review
that is more strategically targeted and developmental in both nature and impact. Within the Planning
and Review Unit priority has been given to the three components of the framework for which we are
directly responsible. Having established the framework conceptually, the first priority was to have it



formally endorsed and communicated. An important aspect to this communication has been to
promote the underpinning shift in approach and the potential benefits to be gained.

A set of operating principles for the process and thematic reviews was a useful start. These were
developed through a process of consultation with key stakeholders, and seen as the most effective way
to reflect and gain commitment to a new philosophical approach.

These operating principles were applied to guide the process and methodology for the first process and
thematic review, but we were nonetheless establishing a new model that demanded an entirely new
process. We were educating both ourselves and the general university community, including senior
manages to whom we reported, about what this process would be.

A fundamental aspect to the new approach has been a change in the role of the review staff. A key
challenge is in developing credibility in responding to emerging issues, rather than continually aiming
towards a specific, defined outcome. Rather than being an objective outsider, the role of the reviewer
is more facilitative. There is an ongoing tension for the reviewer in balancing an imperative to
preserve objectivity in the interpretation of data, and a commitment to a more interpretive
methodology in which subjectivity is taken for granted.

A specific issue in this regard was in determining an appropriate level of consultation in the later
stages of the project.  We had involved the university community broadly throughout the process of
data collection, but relied on a reference group comprising a range of stakeholders in determining the
direction of the recommendations. For the outcome of the review to be more clearly internally driven
and owned, a greater level of consultation at this stage would have been of benefit.

This issue will be given more explicit consideration in the next review, although it is within the nature
of this approach to review that the process may differ in each instance. As well, the need for internal
ownership needs to be balanced with the need to produce an outcome within a specified timeframe.
While the aim is to achieve a high degree of consensus, the process demands that the reviewer
ultimately provide the university with a plan of action to address the multiple concerns and interests at
stake.

A particular challenge in managing these multiple perspectives is to find a balance between
developing recommendations that decisions-makers are most likely to implement, and developing
recommendations that might in other ways, be in the better interest of the organisation. This is an
ongoing issue that highlights the inherently political nature of reviews.

A final implication arising from the utilisation-focused model has been a need to clearly delineate the
roles of reviewer and implementer. As an internal member of the organisation there is considerable
potential for a reviewer to become involved in a range of activities associated with progressing the
recommendations of a review. However there is also a need to ensure the university’s limited review
resources are directed toward the next identified quality enhancement priority.

In recognition of this dilemma in the example under discussion, the review team undertook as much
developmental work through the review process as was feasible. For example, within the final report
are drafts of various documents that were referred to in the recommendations including a proposed
policy and set of procedures, a process map and a template that had been recommended for consistent
recording of credit transfer arrangements.

The ongoing challenge in the introduction of the new model will be to ensure that the framework is
both widely understood by staff and fully embedded into the breadth of activity across the university.
This will be achieved progressively and collaboratively, and involve a wide range of groups and
individuals with responsibility for various components of the framework. Ultimately the role of the
review should be to provide user-focused, workable and strategic opportunities for improvement in all
areas of university activity.
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