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QUALITY: WHERE’S THE EVIDENCE?

David Woodhouse, AUQA

1 EVIDENCE

It is widely recognised that there is a difference between data and information. Similarly,

there is a difference between data and evidence. ISO defines evidence as “verified

statement of fact” or other relevant information. Information is data with meaning, and

evidence is information with a special sort of meaning. Evidence is defined in the Collins

Dictionary as ‘data on which to base proof or to establish truth or falsehood’. There is

an implication here that the evidence provides the starting point, and that a logical

argument is then needed to deduce some truth or falsehood from it.

AUQA carries out quality audits. That is, it investigates an institution’s or agency’s QA

processes to determine whether they are effective. A common claim is that AUQA’s audits

are concerned solely with processes. This incorrect statement ignores the word ‘effective’.

AUQA determines effectiveness by considering the outputs or outcomes of these

processes. Since these outputs are seen as establishing whether or not the processes are

effective, we are using the word ‘evidence’: what is the evidence that the processes work,

and give the desired results?

Are processes effective just because the outputs are as desired? Possibly, but not

necessarily: the outputs may have happened by chance or be due to the inputs, so

therefore we should also collect data (evidence) on the processes themselves and their

inputs, as well as their outputs and outcomes.

Input data may include (Idrus et al., 2000): student data (entry grades, demographics,

language proficiency), staff data (qualifications, ability), support data (amount of

equipment, state of facilities, nature of instruction), industry data (contributions to the

institution), research data (RMP, research budget, research facilities).

Process data may include: students (teaching and unit evaluations), staff (induction,

development, appraisal), support (availability of facilities, library use, reviews), industry

(committee membership, MoUs), research (seminars, scholarships).

Output data may include: progression rates, pass rates, completion rates including higher

degrees, learning outcomes, percentage of various grades or classes, exit interview

results, value added, student attitude surveys, enrolment period to higher degree, external

examiner reports, acceptance for further study, national and international prizes, national

and international benchmarking, graduate surveys, employer surveys, professional body

surveys & accreditations, complaints, publications, patents, consultancies, community

projects, membership of professional bodies.

As already mentioned, the frequent allegations that AUQA is not interested in outcomes,

but only in processes are false. However, it is true to say that AUQA is interested in data
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and evidence relating to the processes themselves, as well as data relating to the final

results. As an example of this, a process on the way to achieving good student learning

may be staff development. An indicator of staff development might be the number of staff

attending relevant seminars, and their evaluations of those seminars. However, these are

process indicators, and the ultimate outcome is improvement in student learning and

performance.

Once the necessary data are selected, convincing arguments are needed that link the

inputs to the outputs via the processes. This establishes the effectiveness of the

processes.

Such a complex skein of ‘evidence’ needs to be organized so it paints a holistic picture of

the institution, is accessible and is useful. This needs careful attention to the design and

use of the indicators.

2 INDICATORS

2.1 Designing Indicators

(Ewell & Jones, 1996)

Indicators in higher education are particularly useful for three main purposes, namely to

° compare relative performances across activities, institutions or settings.

° monitor what is changing within a particular area, institution or context over time.

° examine the effects of intervention or policy change, between contexts or over time.

To be useful, an indicator need not be causally related to what it is intended to reflect. For

example, infant mortality rate is often used as an indicator of the overall health of a nation

or group, but this overall health would not necessarily be materially improved by focusing

all efforts on changing the value of this statistic.

A comprehensive set of indicators could usefully exhibit the following characteristics.

° Leverage for action: the degree to which an indicator provides concrete guidance

about what should be done.

° Invulnerability to manipulation: the extent to which the numeric value of the indicator

in question can change (or can be made to change) without any real alteration in

what it is designed to measure.

° Credibility: the degree to which the information content of an indicator is likely to be

considered trustworthy by a particular audience or user.

° Ease of interpretation: does the indicator convey a clear and consistent meaning to

its intended audiences, both inside and outside the institution?

° Balance of perspective: does the indicator embody the respective points of view of

the audiences to whom it is addressed?

° Available comparators: the availability of metrics or standards to chart progress or

success when using the indicator.
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° Technical adequacy: is the indicator reliable and valid as a piece of data in itself, and

how robust is it under typical conditions of biased or missing data?

° Data availability and ease of collection: is the indicator practically obtainable at a

reasonable cost?

2.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Indicators

(Ewell & Jones, 1996)

Well-designed and well-regarded indicators can

° help mobilize concerted action: making goals concrete allows dispersed actions to be

better aligned at all levels;

° help the institution communicate its goals explicitly to potential students and the

public: making intended outcomes and behaviours visible and concrete allows the

institution to better inform its ‘customers’ about what it can do and what they can

expect as a consequence:

° support and reinforce academic planning directed toward continuous improvement:

institution-wide indicators of instructional effectiveness, research productivity and

effective community involvement can help document what actions are needed and

can help chart progress in meeting identified needs.

Drawbacks of indicator systems as management tools include the possibility of:

° creating false incentives for action: if the stakes associated with ‘poor performance’

are high, staff and managers may act to maximise the numeric values of indicators

without really changing what they do;

° focusing attention on information-gathering itself, rather than actions for change:

because PIs are often technically complex and difficult to implement, excessive

institutional effort may be spent on measurement issues that are not related to

improving structure;

° failing to tell external stakeholders what they really want to know: PIs tend to be

indirect proxies, so there will probably never be a reliable single indicator of the

‘overall quality’ of the education that the institution provides.

In general, PIs should rarely be used singly or in isolation. Ratios are very valuable, and

the most effective systems contain multiple measures that are mutually reinforcing.  The

information contained in a given indicator, moreover, almost always lies in comparison of

its value across different settings, at different times, or before and after intervention. Even

comparison is only useful if the contexts are sufficiently similar. In sum, PIs work best to

inform academic policy when a wide range of them are developed and when they are

clearly related to particular uses and users.

PIs are at their best when they are used to raise questions or identify potential problems:

they are less well suited for rendering summative judgements about adequacy or

performance. Measurement of a PI should therefore be followed by whatever investigations

are necessary to determine what to do about any problems identified. In other words, PIs

are unhelpful unless subjected to professional judgement and interpretation - which is what

happens in an (internal or external) audit. Such judgement should include consideration of



Speedy:Users:g4:Work Folder:3985 - ECU PDF CD:AAIRPapers Folder:Dr David Woodhouse.doc Page 4 of 15

the overall patterns that they suggest, rather than concentrating on small differences which

may be the result of unimportant variations or simple chance.

3 MODELS FOR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT

(Woodhouse, 2000)

Once you have set your objectives, and devised some ways of measuring them, you do

what you think is necessary to achieve your objectives, and compare the results you have

achieved with the objectives desired. The gap between the two represents the shortfall in

quality. Quality improvement (QI) means reducing this gap.

QI is not a natural human activity. As humans, we do many things. Mostly we are taught

how to do them, and then carry out what we have been taught. People who think of new

things, or new ways of doing things, are hailed as inventors and discoverers. This special

attention to them indicates that invention and discovery are not the norm. But QI is the

process of improving on what we were taught, so it requires invention and discovery, which

are not common.

Therefore, inculcating a spirit of QI, an attitude that expects things to be changing

constantly, and changing for the better, is not a trivial task. This is why if it is to be

successful, it needs a structure, and one can talk about ‘models of quality improvement’.

3.1 Model 1. TQM/CQI

Adopting concepts and practices developed in the business world is not new to education,

although we have a bad record of adopting practices just as the business world finds that

they do not work. Two causes for this bad record are, 1. that the practice was adopted by

people too impatient to wait to see if it was successful in its other context; and 2. that the

practice was not well-suited or not well-adapted to the educational environment.

One model that had a certain amount of popularity is total quality management (TQM;

Sherr & Teeter, 1991). This had a big disadvantage in trying to break into education, as

academics don’t like being managed, and they certainly don’t like being totally managed! In

fact, the term derives from the context of ‘total quality control’, where it was used to refer

to statistical control - ie the control of mechanical processes on the basis of numeric

observations and statistical calculations. Therefore, the term TQM seemed quite natural for

a holistic approach to management that is based on adequate, accurate and well-analysed

data. It is not problematic outside the educational environment.

Like a lot of management practices, it generated much literature, and many opinions on

‘the principles of TQM’. From the many lists of principles, the four most common ones are

° commitment by top leadership

° employee empowerment

° customer focus

° management by data
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We may prefer different words, but these ideas are all entirely relevant to and useful in

education. For the purpose of this presentation, the important thing to note is that data

features strongly in these principles. Taken together, these ‘principles’ led organisations to

the notion that they could improve and could go on improving, and sometimes the term

‘continuous quality improvement’ (CQI) is used instead of TQM.

3.2 Model 2. ISO 9000

(Ryall & Kruithof, 2001)

Up to 2000, the ISO 9000 standards were product-oriented and could only with difficulty be

forced to meet the needs of a service area, and especially such a complex one as

education. The new 2000 series, however, is much more flexible, and is potentially useful

in education as well as in production environments. ISO 9001 is customer-oriented and

concerned with effectiveness: the achievement of desired results. ISO 9004 extends this to

consider the needs not only of customers but of other stakeholders. It is concerned with

both effectiveness in achieving desired results and efficient use of resources in so doing.

One of the eight principles underlying ISO 9000:2000 is a ‘factual approach to decision-

making’, consistent with the TQM principle of ‘management by data’.  This principle picks

up a number of points I have made above, namely that our measurements should be able

to tell us what a process is doing, distinguish between normal expected behaviour of a

process and a change in the process itself, and assist us in deciding whether a process is

‘succeeding’; that we should measure only what we need to measure (not only what is

easily measured), and then we should then build on the measurements to reach

conclusions and make decisions. While decisions should not be based on guesswork or

hunches, it is perfectly reasonable to factor in experience and even intuition at the point of

interpreting solid data.

3.3 Model 3.  Quality Awards

(Baldrige National Quality Program, 2000; Blazey, 2000)

The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Awards (MBNQA) embody Criteria for Performance

Excellence. Developed in the USA, the Criteria have been a significant tool used by

thousands of US organisations to assess, measure and improve performance on the critical

factors for success. The Australian Business Excellence Awards are based on the same

principles, as are analogous awards in many countries around the world.

The Baldrige Criteria provide a guide to a focused self-assessment. In addition, the report

of the self-assessment may be submitted as an Award application. The consequent

independent evaluation of the self-assessment provides valuable feedback on an

institution’s system, and points to possibilities for improvement.

The Criteria are built upon a foundation of Core Values and Concepts, which include:

° visionary leadership;

° managing for innovation;
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° management by fact (again!);

° public responsibility and citizenship;

° focus on results and creating value; and

° a systems perspective.

There have been some adaptations of MBNQA for use in an educational context,

incorporating PIs relating to students, staff, other stakeholders, educational design,

operations, and financial matters. A core concept in such adaptations is ‘learning-centred

education’, whose key characteristics are described as follows:

° setting high expectations and standards for all students;

° catering for students’ different ways and rates of learning;

° emphasizing active learning;

° using formative assessment to tailor learning experiences to individuals;

° using summative assessment to measure progress against external standards;

° assisting students to use self-assessment to chart progress and to clarify gaps; and

° focusing on key transitions such as school-to-school and school-to-work.

Also in the educational adaptation of the MBNQA is ‘assessment strategy’. A well-

conceived and well-executed assessment strategy is described as central to the concept of

excellence. Its characteristics include:

° clear ties between what is assessed and the institution's objectives;

° a strong focus on improvement of students, staff and programs;

° assessment that is embedded and ongoing, with prompt feedback;

° assessment that is curriculum-based and criterion-referenced, addressing learning

goals and overall performance requirements;

° clear guidelines regarding how assessment results will and will not be used; and

° an ongoing evaluation of the assessment system itself to improve the connection

between assessment and student success.

Organisations are evaluated for the MBNQA under seven areas, one of which is

‘information and analysis’, which is further divided into ‘measurement of organisational

performance’ and ‘analysis of organisational performance’. Measurement covers many of

the points made above; and also the need for everyone to have access to the data they

need to make decisions about their work; for data on the costs of all operations; for data on

staff satisfaction and morale; and for users to be involved in design of and access to data

systems. Analysis covers trends in operational indicators; correlation between staff

development and its consequences; market share changes; staff retention; earnings

related to intended improvements; comparisons between areas; and comparisons with

other institutions and organisations.

3.4 Model 4. Benchmarking

The last-mentioned point leads us to benchmarking, which is the formal and structured

process of searching for those practices which lead to excellent performance, the

observation and exchange of information about them, their adaptation to meet the needs of

one’s own organisation, and the implementation of the amended practices (Meade, 1997).
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One categorisation of benchmarking relates to the kind of organisation which serves as the

benchmarking partner. This results in the identification of five types of benchmarking:

° public information, in which only publicly available data is used

° internal benchmarking, in which comparisons are made against another division within

one’s organisation

° competitive benchmarking, in which comparisons are made with direct competitors

° industry benchmarking, in which the benchmarking partner is not a direct competitor,

but does share the same industry as one’s organisation

° generic benchmarking, which involves comparisons of processes and practices

regardless of the industry or field of the partner.

Enhancement of current practices is rarely sufficient to ensure future excellence.

Benchmarking addresses this limitation and can permit ‘quantum leaps’ in improvement

towards excellence by borrowing and adapting the successful ideas and practices of others

while avoiding unproven or problematic strategies. Benchmarking increases the potential

for improvement in numerous ways, including:

° establishing the extent of improvement required;

° bringing an external focus to internal activities;

° using existing knowledge about the effectiveness of particular processes; and

° decreasing subjectivity in decision making by basing it on hard data.

Although the formal exchange of information has long been part of academic culture,

benchmarking provides a formal and objective structure for this exchange. “Due to its

reliance on hard data and research, benchmarking is especially suited for institutions of

higher education in which these concepts are familiar. Colleges and universities have

found that benchmarking helps overcome resistance to change, provides a structure for

external evaluation, and creates new networks of communication between schools where

valuable information and experiences can be shared.” (Alstete, 1995)

By highlighting problem areas as well as the potential for improvement, benchmarking

provides an incentive to change and assists in the setting of target goals. Furthermore, its

emphasis on understanding the processes underlying successful practice makes it a useful

tool in establishing plans and strategies for achieving these goals. Benchmarking is thus a

comprehensive and self-contained method for improving organisational practices: it

highlights areas needing improvement, it provides objective data to illustrate the need for

change in these areas, and it leads to the formulation of plans and initiatives for bringing

about the required improvements.

For best results, benchmarking should not merely be seen as a simple data comparison

about a selected topic or process. It requires a sequence of well-planned and well-

structured activities, with data-handling at their heart, as follows:

Data Collection

1. Document own process or topic, and related issues

2. Identify indicators for measuring performance
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3. Assess current performance as baseline

4. Confirm benchmarking partner(s)

5. Develop partner data collection instrument(s)

6. Collect data from self and partner(s)

Data Analysis

1. Analyse data, matching best results and practices

2. Compare data and establish gaps

3. Establish target goals for improved performance

4. Develop recommendations

5. Prepare the benchmarking report

Following this, it is necessary to take action, review the whole process, and finally

recalibrate the benchmarks.

3.5 Model 5. Accreditation

Professional accreditation has traditionally set great store by input standards and curricula.

A few years ago, the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) in the

USA made an explicit decision to put more emphasis on outcomes. When accrediting

engineering programs, ABET currently considers eight areas, namely:

 1. Students

 2. Program Educational Objectives

 3. Program Outcomes and Assessment

 4. Professional Component

 5. Faculty

 6. Facilities

 7. Institutional Support and Financial Resources

 8. Program Criteria

Criterion 3, ‘Program Outcomes and Assessment’, is elaborated as follows:

“Engineering programs must demonstrate that their graduates have:

(a) an ability to apply knowledge of mathematics, science, and engineering

(b) an ability to design and conduct experiments, as well as to analyze and interpret data

(c) an ability to design a system, component, or process to meet desired needs

(d) an ability to function on multi-disciplinary teams

(e) an ability to identify, formulate, and solve engineering problems

(f) an understanding of professional and ethical responsibility

(g) an ability to communicate effectively

(h) the broad education necessary to understand the impact of engineering solutions in a

global and societal context

(i) a recognition of the need for, and an ability to engage in life-long learning

(j) a knowledge of contemporary issues

(k) an ability to use the techniques, skills, and modern engineering tools necessary for

engineering practice.
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“Each program must have an assessment process with documented results. Evidence must

be given that the results are applied to the further development and improvement of the

program. The assessment process must demonstrate that the outcomes important to the

mission of the institution and the objectives of the program, including those listed above,

are being measured. Evidence that may be used includes, but is not limited to the

following:

° student portfolios, including design projects;

° nationally-normed subject content examinations;

° alumni surveys that document professional accomplishments and career

development activities;

° employer surveys; and

° placement data of graduates.”

A focus on outcomes is becoming increasingly common. In the USA certain federal funds

only flow to and through institutions or programs if they are accredited by an accreditor

recognised by the US Department of Education. The USED will no longer recognise an

accreditor unless it considers the accreditor to be using an outcomes-based approach. It

recently delisted the American Chemical society, one of the oldest and largest disciplinary

accrediting bodies, for its failure to pay attention to assessment. (The use of the word

‘assessment’ in the ABET criterion, and in the way the American Chemical Society fell foul

of the USED, does not mean the assessment of individual students to grade their

performance: see next 3.6 Model 6. Assessment.)

The increasing use of on-line education is turning people’s minds once again to the

characteristics of distance education, and the fact that DE environments often lack the

usual surrogates for academic quality, such as proximate physical libraries or full-time

staff. In 1998, the US Council for HE Accreditation (CHEA) commissioned a project to

develop an alternative approach to general accreditation, one that would place significant

emphasis on student outcomes. The resulting proposal (NCHEMS, 2000):

° concentrates on teaching and learning (rather than all institutional activities);

° recommends “an audit approach that relies on existing materials in portfolio form”

instead of the traditional time-consuming special-purpose generation of information

that has come to be associated with accreditation in the USA;

° provides a structure for the accreditation team’s evaluation in order to promote

greater consistency and rigour; and

° divides the criteria into ‘student outcomes and attainment’, ‘responsiveness to

students’ and ‘organizational alignment and support’.

The structure of both the decision-making and the criteria are based heavily on the

MBNQA structure.

It is clear that the drivers for this emphasis on outcomes are increasing on-line education

(where we may not know what the processes are) and an increasing desire on the part of

graduates and employers just to know what skills the graduates have (and don’t care what

the processes are). I believe an over-emphasis in this direction is unfortunate. We have

only just got people round to accepting that processes are important in HE, not just entry

scores and graduate salaries, and already these new pressures arise to push us back
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again. That I am not the only one with such concerns is illustrated by the appearance of an

article in the USA, almost before the ink was dry on the NCHEMS publication, entitled

“Accreditors have to see past ‘learning outcomes’ “ (Wellman, 2000).

3.6 Model 6. Assessment

‘The assessment movement’ has been a feature of higher education in the USA for about

25 years. In this use of the word ‘assessment’, it does not refer to the assessment of

individual students to grade their performance. The core concept of assessment here is to

build on the basic academic activity of assessing individual students by aggregating the

results of individual assessments for the purpose of evaluating educational programs and

students services. This is how it is used in the ABET criteria, and from this basic idea flow

many possibilities and requirements.

For example, combined scores composed of several elements often provide little direction

for specific improvements. If, for instance, a group of students attains a low score on a test

of mathematics, is the low score attributable to their failure to do the numerical calculations

accurately, to their inability to comprehend the underlying mathematical processes

involved, to language deficiencies that keep them from understanding the nature of the

problem to solved, or to some combination of these factors? (Banta, 1993) Detailed scores

are needed for understanding, experiment and diagnosis.

This concept of assessment is now embedded into other approaches, such as the MBNQA

and the Learning Organisation.

The assessment approach encourages the collection of clearly-defined longitudinal data on

student preparedness and performance, the analysis of the results, the formation of

hypotheses, and the controlled changing of factors. These factors may be assessment (in

our usual sense) methods, learning situations, support mechanisms, curriculum content,

teaching methods, etc. None of this is new to educators, but what ‘the assessment

movement’ has encouraged is a systematic approach to change, and collection of data on

the results, so as to be confident that improvement is (or is not) occurring, and to know

why it has occurred.

Summary

The thread running through all these models of QI is the collection and use of well-

designed and well-chosen data, to lead, guide and drive the institution.

4 EVIDENCE RELATED TO THE QUESTIONS AUQA IS ASKING

AUQA frequently stresses that we want institutions and agencies to design their own QA

systems and data, not a system tailored to AUQA’s needs. From the AUQA side, we aim to

ask only questions that we believe institutions and agencies should be (and are) asking

themselves. Therefore, even the concept of a system of data ‘tailored to AUQA’s needs’

slips away: what you need is what we want to be told about.
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We are auditing the full sweep of academic activities, so the evidence we may request is

not confined to just one or two areas. However, it is plain that there are some areas of

particular interest just now, and therefore it is sensible for AUQA and the institutions and

agencies to make sure that these are covered. I’ll pick out two.

4.1 Standards

(AUQA, 2000)

A common definition of standard is a ‘level of achievement’. Standards are not fixed over

time or discipline as is often simplistically assumed, but are negotiated from time to time by

those knowledgeable in the specific discipline or area.

It is not even clear how one would reliably answer a question like ‘are standards today the

same as 20 years ago?’, because so much of the context has changed, and changed

drastically. These changes include

° exponential increase in knowledge so students are more broadly educated, but with

an increase in specialisation as well

° massive changes in technology, leading to flexible learning, information literacy,

interactions at a distance, rapid transmission of information affecting curricula and

research, etc.

° increased variety of educational modes and providers

° increased international exposure for students and staff

° improved attention to access and equity with great success in relation to some

groups

° increased  mobility, enhancing undergraduate and postgraduate study

° vastly increased proportion of the school-leaving cohort attending university

° increase in number of mature age students.

All these factors mean that there needs to be a re-interpretation of standards. One of

AUQA’s roles is to enquire about each institution’s processes for defining, setting and

monitoring standards; and each agency’s processes for doing this for the institutions for

which it is responsible. AUQA cannot act as a surrogate for the professionals in every

discipline, but it can hold them accountable, through audit, for the standards they set and

achieve.

AUQA expects institutions to know what they mean by standards in any discipline at any

time. It is therefore asking institutions how they set, assure, monitor and assess standards.

Some of the questions that AUQA audit panels will need to explore are:

° How do institutions determine, apply, maintain and monitor standards?

° How are these compared internationally?

° Is the emphasis on outcomes or content?

° How is graduate and employer feedback built into the quality improvement system?

° How is data from CEQ, GDS and other surveys used within the institution?

° How much access do individual academics have to this information?
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° Evidence of local and international collegial checking of and consultation on teaching

materials (analogous to discussion of research projects, results, etc.)

° How does all this improve standards?

Such questions need to be applied across the full extent of activities, including research

standards, ethics standards, governance models for partnership arrangements etc.

When participants at a recent workshop of AUQA auditors were asked about the checking

of standards, the most succinct response was one word: ‘externality’. AUQA expects that

institutions will point to activities that involve or draw on other institutions through various

mechanisms (such as performance indicators, external examiners, professional

accreditation, cyclic external reviews of programs and schools, industry advisory groups,

formal benchmarking projects, international institutional networks, active discussion with

external colleagues on teaching methods and assessment, exit tests, student satisfaction

surveys, employment data, etc.). This is entirely consistent with international thinking on

standards in HE. It is also consistent with the setting of standards in vocational education,

where relevant industry practitioners play a major role.

4.2 Activities Abroad

Australia’s educational activities abroad are both significant and sensitive. Significant

because of the number of students involved and the amount of income generated both for

the institutions and for the country; and sensitive because all the problems of ensuring

good quality are amplified when one is working at a distance, in a different culture, through

a partner who may have a different motive and approach, and aiming to make a profit.

Therefore, AUQA is ensuring that it enquires about these activities in each of its audits.

Because the matter is so significant, AUQA expects that it will be set in a firm institutional

context, probably with a specific strategy, central oversight, etc. AUQA expects the

institution to know exactly what is being done in its name, wherever it is being done.

Therefore, it should have, readily to hand, names and roles of partners, enrolment

numbers, and other details.

AUQA is auditing the Australian institution and its operations and outcomes, not any

overseas partner. However, AUQA expects there to be a contract with any overseas

partner, and reviews the principles underlying such contracts, the QA processes required

by the contracts, and whether these processes are being applied successfully. AUQA is

interested in the audit processes applied by the institution and/or its partner to the

provision of education, and what proof exists of the quality of the teaching.

We are speaking here of activities abroad; elsewhere we have spoken about new aspects

arising from on-line education. These and other developments (including multiple on-shore

campuses) call into question the feasibility or significance of an audit panel making ‘an

audit visit’. The term ‘site visit’ in the context of QA work by an external agency is

embedded in the concept of an institution as comprising a single campus, where the

teaching, research and other activities are carried out in physical proximity and by one

organisation. This concept is increasingly at odds with the actual nature of universities.
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Since audit investigations operate on the basis of sampling (typically based on

considerations of materiality, risk, and coverage), the existence of multiple campuses and

other dimensions of variability does not mean that the panel must have comprehensive

experience of all of them. What it does mean is that these characteristics of the institution

must be included in the panel’s considerations, and decisions made on what to sample,

and then on how to investigate that sample.

For the present it is assumed that the whole AUQA audit panel will make a physical visit to

the main campus or location of the institution or agency, and that we shall continue to refer

to this as ‘the Audit Visit’. In addition to this, however, panels are conscious of the range of

possible ways of investigating their samples. In addition to specifying further document

trails to follow, these include some or all of the panel members visiting other locations, at

home or abroad; members of the institution or agency travelling to meet the panel;

interaction via teleconference or videoconference; communication via email or the internet;

etc.

In the longer term, we may need to think more creatively about how we assemble and

validate the necessary evidence for an audit.

4.3 Rationalisation of Data Collection

If the promised rationalisation of the data collected by various governmental and semi-

governmental agencies for various purposes, by state and federal authorities, goes ahead,

AUQA will be pleased to co-operate, by using data produced for other purposes whenever

possible, and making our own data as useful to others as possible. If this rationalisation is

to happen, institutional researchers should play a major role in planning what data best

and most economically describes the institution to all the various constituencies.

5 THE LEARNING ORGANISATION

A drawback of the ISO 9000 and MBNQA approaches is a tendency to a rigid protocol:

‘follow these steps and all will be well’. However, in a rapidly-changing environment such

as we are now experiencing, rigidity is unlikely to be satisfactory. Identifying defects,

taking corrective actions, and achieving continuous quality improvement needs flexibility.

Flexible organisations, that provide themselves with a firm base of knowledge for their

flexibility, are being called Learning Organisations.

A main aim of learning is for the organisation to adapt to a rapidly changing environment,

and to anticipate the future. An organisation learns in two ways: either its individual

members learn, or it incorporates people who bring with them knowledge new to the

organisation. In either case, the information must be transmitted to other members. I

started by talking about data and how it becomes information or evidence. The next step

is for information and evidence to be structured to become knowledge.
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Garvin (2000) defines a learning organisation as “one that systematically

° creates &/or acquires & transfers new knowledge, and

° modifies its behaviour to reflect new knowledge and insights,

and he then suggests some ways in which these results can be achieved.

The initial response of educators to the concept of the learning organisation is that of

course the school or university is a learning organisation, because learning is our

business. However, it is evident that some educational institutions are staid, unchanging

and unresponsive. Therefore, explicit action is needed to change the culture, even of

educational institutions, if they are to become learning institutions.

Leaders at all levels need to work with staff to establish a ‘learning culture’ (Meade, 1995)

which encourages staff members to learn to share their knowledge with others and links

the learning of individual staff members with the learning of the organisation. A first step is

to develop a set of performance indicators which can be measured over time. This permits

improvement trends to be monitored, including the time taken to achieve improvement

according to specified performance indicators. This process must be inclusive and

empowering of all staff.

6 CONCLUSION

So, where is the evidence for quality? If there were a brief and simple answer to this

question, it would probably have been found by now. The evidence lies in a system of well-

chosen indicators, set within a coherent model. The indicators must relate to the concepts

they are measuring, but must also relate to the audience for which it is intended. If I do not

speak French, there is no point in giving me information in that language, regardless of

how true it is. Institutions have many audiences, which is why they often feel oppressed by

the need to evidence the same situation in several ways for the different audiences.

Institutional researchers are absolutely central to this process of building and presenting

evidence. From AUQA’s side, our commitment is two-fold. Firstly, we shall avoid being yet

another client who needs evidence re-structuring yet again for us - we shall accept the

evidence that exists already, for your own self-monitoring or other purposes. Secondly, we

shall are working with other external evidence-demanding bodies to attempt to reduce the

total load of evidence-provision that is imposed on institutions and agencies.
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