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ABSTRACT

Publicly funded polytechnics in New Zealand are required to respond to costly government
accountability processes at a time when institutions must manage in a changing and more
risk-prone environment.  There are greater than ever demands on limited resources to:

• quickly adjust to the demands of ‘the market’;

• meet the needs and expectations of an increasingly diverse student population;

• ensure staff are up-to-date in various knowledge bases;

The paper outlines the underlying principles and processes taken by one polytechnic to
integrate government specified quality assurance requirements with quality enhancement
outcomes that have impacted positively across that institute.  The approach is providing staff
and the organisation with development opportunities that are cost effective and now integral
to the life of the polytechnic.  The result has been a strengthening of the organisation as it
seeks to retain its culture of learning and function effectively in a rapidly changing external
environment.
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The Context

The study has taken place over a number of years within the context of Manukau Institute of
Technology (MIT), a polytechnic located in one of New Zealand’s fastest growing areas.  The
ethnic breakdown of the region is around 20 per cent Maori, 20 per cent Pacific Peoples, 10
per cent Asian, and the remaining 50 per cent New Zealand European and other ethnic
groups.

The Institute attracts many part-time students – 5,000 equivalent full time students (EFTS)
translating into 20,000 students, the great majority of whom have not entered directly from
secondary school.   Total staff numbers are approx 760 equivalent full time employees
(EFTE), of which 400 EFTE are teaching staff.

Background To The Study

The Legislation

The passing of the Education Act 1989 and the Education Amendment Act 1990 heralded far-
reaching changes for tertiary education.  Section 160 of the Education Act states that it was
set up to reform tertiary education and training with a view to:

‘Giving tertiary institutions as much independence and freedom to make academic,
operational, and management decisions as is consistent with the nature of the services they
provide, the efficient use of national resources, the national interest and the demands of
accountability.’

Learning for Life (1988) and Learning for Life Two (1989) are two government discussion
documents that give background to the legislation affecting tertiary education in New
Zealand.

The Impact of the Legislation on MIT

The impact of the changes to educational policy led to a decentralised approach to tertiary
education that was far-reaching for polytechnics.  The changes impacted on capital
development, personnel matters, programme development, and quality assurance processes,
together with the added costs of managing the ‘new territory’.   However, while the
responsibility and resourcing were decentralised, centralised ‘quality’ processes were also
established and, under a ‘user pays’ philosophy, the added compliance costs of external
bodies became the responsibility of the provider.

The Act enabled polytechnics to award degrees – a natural progression since degrees were
replacing diplomas as the entry into some professions.  Section 254 of the Act (1990:227)
required degrees to be ‘taught mainly by people engaged in research.’  This has required
polytechnics to resource the development of a research profile across a range of teaching
disciplines.

Developments have taken place within the tertiary sector in an environment of decreased
government funding (offset to some extent by corresponding increases in student tuition fees),
an increasingly competitive tertiary sector, and significant quality assurance costs to
institutions.  At the same time, an increasingly diverse student population has developed,
many of whom are under-prepared for tertiary study.  This has required considerable
resources to be put into learning support.

The effect on polytechnics of the 1990 ‘reforms’ has been ongoing and cumulative, and the
changes continue - the most recent being the Tertiary Education Strategy (2002).  MIT has
endeavoured from the outset to ensure that it meets the ‘costs’ of compliance and at the same
time maintain a ‘culture of learning’.
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The Problem

How can a polytechnic continually be required by government policy to accomplish more
with fewer resources in an increasingly bureaucratic, risk-prone and rapidly changing
environment, and at the same time ensure that it retains its raison d’etre?  At MIT this is the
provision of the best possible learning experience for 21st Century students that will result in
employment opportunities and/or improved career prospects.

The Aims

The aims of this project have been:

• to reflect on the evolutionary process that has occurred during and beyond the initial
development of the institute’s quality management system (QMS);

• to recognise the key concepts that have led to the integration of quality enhancement
outcomes with quality assurance processes;

• to consider the impact of implementing the institute’s ‘quality’ processes.
• to identify future focus areas in relation to the ongoing development of the institute.

The Approach

Action research and action learning as approaches to improving practice are outlined in
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), Elliott (1991), Revans (1991) and Zuber-Skerritt (1991).

Zuber-Skerritt (1993:45) states that:

‘Action learning … is learning from concrete experience and critical reflection on that
experience, through group discussion, trial and error, discovery and learning from one
another.  It is a process by which groups of people … work on real issues or problems,
carrying real responsibility in real conditions.  … the benefits are great because people
actually own their own problems and their own solutions.’

Action learning has, therefore, been the approach taken by those responsible for
implementing and maintaining quality assurance processes at MIT.   Staff engaged in critical
reflection individually, in committees, departmental and cross-departmental groupings,
formally and informally.  During these developments, the senior staff member with
overarching responsibility for quality systems kept a reflective journal over a two year period.
This type of reflective practice over a sustained period, together with feedback sought from a
range of participants and other documentation, was invaluable and an important part of the
evolutionary process.

In Zuber-Skerritt (1992:12) the five components of action research are described as:

• practical (leading to practical improvements)
• participatory and collaborative (‘researchers’ as co-workers)
• emancipatory (non-hierarchical approach)
• critical (participants acting as self-critical change agents)
• interpretive (solutions based on the interpretations of those involved)

All these components are integral to the action learning approach taken at MIT.  However,
has the planning-action-reflection spiral that is fundamental to action research - Elliott
(1991:71) and Kemmis and McTaggart (1988:11) – become less appropriate for the
increasingly fluid environment in which we work?  As Cairns (1998:26) states:

‘… change is the only constant; knowledge and information are open, plentiful and
incomplete.  The reality of the new-style organisation is characterised by chaos,
complexity, uncertainty and paradox.  The rate of change is such that we can no
longer even pretend that we can know what is going to happen next.’

Collaborative action learning, using the components outlined above, appeared relevant to the
task in today’s environment.
The Underlying Principles
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From the outset, academic quality assurance developments were underpinned by a set of
interacting principles as discussed below.  An overarching issue was to continue to develop a
sense of community through the shared understanding of MIT’s concern to build a ‘culture of
learning’ for students and staff.  The shared understanding that creates community remains a
critical factor; for in community people ‘remain essentially united in spite of all separating
factors’. Bauman (2001:10)

‘One of the things that always fascinates me is how these [learning] experiences ripple out
within (and sometimes beyond) the institution.  I expect my staff to be out and about in the
institute and doing as much as possible face to face away from their own environment.  They
need to be talking with a cross section of staff if we are going to shift things a long a bit and
improve the way we do things … I enjoyed reflecting on what Tierney identifies as the
ultimate task: the manner in which we engage one another as educational citizens.’

‘Vigilance is required to ensure that we hold fast to the values of teaching and learning –
whether for students or staff.’

Journal extracts

Decentralised approach with centralised overview and support: Senge (1990) refers to new
types of organisations that are decentralised and non-hierarchical.  MIT has a decentralised
approach with centralised support to:

• ensure there is an institute wide overview and understanding of developments;
• acknowledge that those closest to the action usually have the best idea about how to

solve a problem - Tierney (1999:49);
• ensure that effort is not duplicated, good practice is disseminated and implemented to

fit within the particular teaching department’s sub-culture;
• ensure that departments do not remain ‘sealed’ but have increasing interaction across

teaching departments and support areas.

‘If we are going to serve our educational community in the 21stC, we have to cross borders
(see Tierney).  Somehow we need to get rid of the border guards.  Trouble is the guards are
not easily distinguishable.  I think the border guards are a mindset and that needs shifting.  A
hard call!

Journal extract

Learning through dialogue and reflection: Schon’s (1983) reflective practitioner approach
has been, and remains, key to the development.  This may be self-reflection, reflection
through dialogue with colleagues, with auditors, with management, through programme
development and review …  It is time-consuming but important if tertiary institutions are
going to keep abreast of rapid change within a growing bureaucracy, and at the same time
hold fast to the base values of teaching and learning.  Somehow those in leadership positions
must find time for dialogue and reflection in the work environment so that creative solutions
can be found to complex issues.

‘I am constantly amazed at the creativity that comes when staff gather around to explore a
common theme – all coming from different perspectives … excellent possibilities have been
generated.’

Journal extract

Related principles are Knowledge and Collaboration – essential if an integrated environment
is to be developed and ‘communities of dialogue’ created - Tierney (1993).  From the outset,
knowledge and information sharing was paramount – to the extent that these have been
included in a set of key principles within the position descriptions of some staff.  Two of the
six key principles are:

• Supporting staff through change by contributing to their knowledge base
• Sharing knowledge and information to colleagues and the wider institute
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All staff need to know and understand the likely impact of external and internal changes and,
individually and collectively, find ways to respond to best effect for student learning.  Pinchot
(1993) refers to the ‘intelligent organisation’ and the importance in the 21st Century of
drawing on the intelligence of everyone.

‘What responsibility there is, then, for leaders to be aware of what is going on in the external
environment so that a work environment is created that encourages innovation and creativity,
watches for duplication of effort, and works within the growing bureaucracy to protect the
freedom to learn, the professionalism of teachers and a range of other issues.’

Journal extract

Staff Development was also fundamental to the process and, as resources from central
government decreased, it was necessary to look at staff development opportunities that were
integrated with work rather than events that require time out for seminars/ workshops.
Implementing quality assurance processes provided staff development opportunities, as did
the processes of curriculum development and review.

‘This type of work place learning seems to be the way to go just now.  We meet anyway in the
normal course of events, so we need to link in open questions around learning to tie things
together and link learning to when the issues arise – not having to wait for a half day
seminar.  Difficult to find time for seminars now – and any way would it have been the
‘teachable moment’?’

‘I had a phone call from a lecturer this week saying how much he has learned from getting
out and being involved in other departments.  His comment: “It was such a positive
experience for me.”’

Journal extracts

And, finally, there is the concept of evolution over revolution.  Learning is a process of
change and, if change is the only constant for our institutions, all the players need to continue
to engage in learning – through collaboration, dialogue, reflection, sharing knowledge across
the spectrum, drawing on a wide range of ideas and perceptions – whatever our experience or
position within the organisation.

‘Enjoyed reading Tierney on building communities of difference.  But he reminds us that
community does NOT simply happen and that we need to enable mutual dialogues of respect
and difference to take place.  This is hard work and I need to pay constant attention to
creating situations where this can happen.  Hierarchies seem so embedded.’

Journal extract

THE PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

The principles identified above, together with Zuber-Skerritt’s (1992) action research
components, have underpinned many MIT academic initiatives, including programme
development and review.  However, for the purpose of this study, the focus is on:

• the Institute’s preliminary process for setting up quality assurance post-1990
legislation – the development of the Quality Management System (QMS) and its
evolution;

• the implementation of an internal audit process;

Developing the QMS (1993)

Creating a quality system took MIT into new territory.  It was clear from the outset that if
there was to be any ownership of the outcome, staff would need to be informed and involved
from the beginning.  [Towards a sense of community; participatory]
A cross section of staff – academic and general, senior and middle management, union
representation – was invited to participate.  Staff had been made aware of the change in
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government policy, knew that MIT was now responsible and accountable, and were keen to
participate.  [collaborative; decentralised; knowledge based]

There was a sense of excitement around the QMS development as it was assumed that
institutional autonomy would result.  This has not happened – 10 years on – in spite of the
Act’s promise of independence and freedom.

Up to this time, there was a view that MIT was incredibly hierarchical and staff would not
normally be involved in such an approach to development.  In hindsight, the approach to the
development of the QMS has been identified by some staff as an institutional turning point,
even though the process of change (as the process of learning) takes time and in fact never
ends.  [evolutionary; towards a culture of learning]

Small groups of staff were allocated particular ‘standards’ (eg Student Guidance and
Support).  The task:  go out to departments and find the good practice.  The ‘best’ at that time
was to become the minimum standard in the QMS.  Staff were hungry for ideas to improve
practice and freely shared what worked for them.    [Knowledge shared; collaboration; staff
development opportunities.]

The findings were discussed and developed by the groups, followed by discussion within the
full group.  [Learning through dialogue and reflection]

A senior manager created the final QMS document for approval through the Academic Board.
[Decentralised/centralised approach]

The QMS has required various adjustments over the years as some things worked well and
others needed adjustment.  New areas were added, eg standards for off-site work experience,
but each change followed a process that drew on the particular expertise of those who needed
to put the standard into practice.  [Creating a culture of learning through evolution, staff and
knowledge development, academic dialogue.]

Ownership of any change takes time and this development was no exception.  We knew
directives did not create change and we believed the Institute had a well-documented system
that focussed on the quality of the student experience.  However, we were not confident that
staff had taken ownership of the processes except in relation to preparing for external
approval and accreditation.  Ownership was occurring but so slowly!

And then external audit was on the horizon, bureaucracy was (and still is) on the rise, and
staff were (and still are) under increasing pressure in a rapidly changing environment.  It
became essential that, heavy workload or not, the QMS section on internal audit needed to be
developed and implemented.

The Internal Audit Process (1997)

From the outset it was essential that the internal audit process would:

• be cost effective;
• be focussed on improving the student experience;
• be an institute wide staff development process;
• result in the commitment of staff to the process and outcomes;
• integrate the QMS into the life of the institute;
• involve good practice shared across departments and support sections.

and build on the principles underpinning the QMS development.  We did not wish to support
a culture of compliance but to focus on continually improving the educational experience.
Any approach simply needed to be part of institutional life and not focussed around the build
up to an external audit visit.  ‘Importing’ academics or other auditors was inappropriate for
the task if there was to be staff buy-in and we believed the knowledge and expertise was
already in-house.
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A similar process was, therefore, followed as for the QMS.  A group of experienced staff was
selected for audit training by a staff member who was ISO registered.  The training created
the time for those who knew the institute well to critique the suitability of the approach.  All
the trainee auditors participated in a pilot audit in a teaching department.  The outcome has
been the implementation of an audit approach that is ‘fit for purpose’ for MIT – the six points
initially identified have been met.

In summary, the key components of the audit approach are:

• Auditors are staff drawn from across the Institute – currently 47 auditors,  allowing
the work load to be spread

• Training is a compulsory in-house group process that not only trains in the audit
process, but also focuses on MIT’s audit philosophy, builds on staff knowledge of the
institution, and gives staff an historical perspective of accountability and compliance
in the context of NZ tertiary education.

• At least one focussed audit takes place each year to ensure there is an ongoing
institute wide focus on improving our core business – teaching and learning.

• Auditors selected for a particular audit attend a briefing session that provides a further
opportunity for building ‘community’, extending knowledge through learning from
each other, and ensuring there is pre-moderation of the process.

• Auditors work in pairs, one being identified to lead the process.  The approach has
resulted in Executive members and HODs working under the leadership of lecturers
or general staff – discussing a range of issues together.

• Dialogue takes place between the auditors and staff in departments, a report is
written, discussed with key department staff, and actions with timelines are agreed.

• A copy of each report is kept centrally, an overarching report tabled at Academic
Board and follow up is carried out through the Executive to ensure the agreed
requirements have been actioned.

THE IMPACT ON THE INSTITUTION

The Institute has been strengthened through:

• An increased awareness of the necessary components for an effective student learning
experience at MIT;

• A breaking down of perceived barriers between departments through cross-
department collegiality and sharing of good practice;

• Staff awareness of the importance of the quality management system as a working
document that supports student learning and minimises risk;

• Further development of a critical mindset by staff towards their work.

The following staff feedback identifies some of the benefits from their perspective:

ÿ ‘I have discovered excellent practice in other departments and enjoyed interacting
with staff and students from different disciplines.’

ÿ  ‘I have learned an immense amount about the programmes offered here.’
ÿ ‘Audit is showing how everyone needs to be involved so that information is gained

and given freely.’
ÿ ‘It was a valuable process of self-analysis.’
ÿ ‘Issues were highlighted that needed sorting – to the benefit of all.’
ÿ ‘I have taken ideas and implemented them in my own department.’
ÿ ‘The process worked well – low key and collegial – a development process rather

than a heavy authoritarian approach.’
ÿ ‘The process reinforced good practice.’
ÿ ‘It was good to be able to respond and clarify issues.’
ÿ ‘The non-threatening environment created was appreciated.’
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Before and during the external audit earlier this year, another [unexpected] benefit was
identified:  institute life continued with minimal interruption to staff, students, and
management.  Learning through quality assurance processes was clearly becoming integrated
into the workplace.  Initially, the external auditors found it difficult to understand the
philosophical base to MIT’s approach to ‘quality’ and kept asking the question:  ‘But who is
responsible for quality here?’ – as if that could possibly be an individual’s responsibility.

‘You noted that there had been marked growth [for you] through expanding your knowledge
in a range of areas … and that this would not have happened without the team with whom you
work.  We identified that none of us can ever do things alone any more … and that developing
and maintaining networks are key aspects of individual and group development.’

Extract from staff appraisal 2002

The approach to the QMS, together with internal audit developments, is shifting the way the
Institute works within continuous academic change.  Pinchot (1993) suggests there will be
radical change in institutions that will bring about an urgent need for systems that are able to
bring into play the intelligence of everyone.  Increasingly MIT is effectively drawing on the
‘collective intelligence’ to respond to a range of academic developments.  Time is a key issue.
It takes time for ideas to be developed, explored and challenged through a collaborative
process.  We just do not have the luxury of time any more but if we don’t take time ….?

An important outcome of the progressive implementation of quality enhancement processes
(based on the principles outlined above) has been an apparent development of trust across the
institute.  This is a key component if institutions are to work effectively within Barnett’s age
of supercomplexity.  Barnett (2000:102) refers to the late-modern world as being necessarily
fluid and that under these conditions ‘the only organisation posture has to be one of critical
dialogue and collective self-scrutiny’.  Successful tertiary institutions will, therefore, need to
find practical ways to resource and manage accountability requirements and at the same time
find ways to enhance innovation and creativity.

‘…we need to constantly look at our quality management systems and ensure they are not
simply tasks to be done but that they actually contribute to improving what we do.  If we are
not careful, systems can become meaningless.  They tie up valuable resources and in no time
at all the workload rises; staff and students are filling in forms instead of preparing for
teaching or learning; more staff are recruited to manage the quality system, and the Institute
is full of surveys and reports.  But it can still be difficult to pinpoint the changes that have
resulted from the so-called ‘quality’ expenditure.’  Sylvester (2001:2)
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THE WAY FORWARD …?

This ongoing study has resulted in considerable reflection and dialogue over leadership in
what is increasingly referred to as the ‘new environment’.  The study is, therefore, shifting
towards a focus on ‘leadership’.  Some initial thoughts …

Sustained leadership appears to have been a key component within this study.  This at the
very least has ensured that an institute wide overview has been maintained, underlying
principles have been ‘protected’, and new staff have been inducted into the approach and
mindset.

‘Leaders need to stay in their jobs and maintain focus.  It is impossible to have organizations
attached to significant goals if the leaders play musical chairs every three years and seek new
jobs.’  Tierney (1999:52)

Ralph (2002:28) outlines five elements he believes are central to the creation of successful
learning communities, one of which is Dispersed Leadership.  He defines these as ‘local
leadership models that are not centralised or decentralised, but polycentric – occurring at
many inter-related centres, by a wide range of people.’

MIT’s approach to internal audit and related activities has been based on the notion of
dispersed leadership and, to an increasing extent; this is uncovering and developing talent
across the Institute (the educative process).

MIT’s developmental approach to internal academic audit covers many of the areas noted by
Baldwin (1996) as a prescription for academic leadership.   Examples are:

• A clear vision of what is to be achieved [the purpose of, and vision for, audit is clear]
• Engage in intellectual analysis and debate [this is an integral part of the audit as

peers engage in dialogue over a range of issues]
• Encouraging participation and provoking reflection by posing questions [Auditors are

trained in questioning skills and this is integral to the audit activity]
• After exploration, move decisively with concrete proposals [Findings are noted

during the audit process, actions discussed, timelines set and followed up.]

Those involved in this project, have acted on the principle that the prime concern of
leadership in an environment of uncertainty and complexity is that people/ relationships take
precedence over systems/tasks.  As a result, they work towards government compliance
requirements ‘simply’ being a consequence of processes that enhance the quality of learning
rather than an end in itself.

Cairns (1998:26) makes a comparison between the leadership skills required for what she
refers to as ‘old-style’ [stable and predictable] organisations with leadership skills required
for ‘new-style’ [uncertain, paradoxical, and complex] organisations.    She suggests that
successful leaders for the latter environment focus on people, inspire their trust, and
[encourage] innovation.  They also have a long range view, challenge the status quo, and ask
‘what’ and ‘why’.

FOR REFLECTION

The following questions are beginning to form the base for the next stage of this action
learning in the work place study.
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• How can we uncover the leadership potential that lies dormant in our organisations?

• How can we support and develop leaders who can function in a more integrated
educational environment?

• How can we create a sense of certainty in an increasingly uncertain and complex
environment?

• To what extent are we modelling the type of leadership that creates an environment
that values:

cooperation and collaboration
innovation and creativity
openness and trust
courage and compassion?

A final thought …

‘Post modern leadership is about managing change and uncertainty, being flexible
and fluid, and being a facilitator, coordinator and meaning maker and cultural
leader.’  Blackmore (1996:1)
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