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ABSTRACT

During the 1990s, expansion of the higher education sector was accompanied by
Increasing government interest in the issues of quality and standards 1n learning
and teaching. The establishment of the Funding Councils in the UK led to the
systematic assessment of quality in teaching, and in research, and to the linking
of funding, based on these assessment outcomes. The Teaching Quality
Assessments (TQA) were intended to be mission-sensitive, however, from the
first rounds, it became apparent that the outcomes were following an historic
pattern, with the established universities achieving greater success than their

newer counterparts.

This study explores the concepts of quality, and quality assurance of learning and
teaching, in higher education. Utilising data from interviews with senior
personnel in the thirteen Scottish universities, we explore the perceived impact of

the Teaching Quality Assessments, over the period 1993 to 1998, and the extent

to which these may have resulted in quality enhancement.

We analyse the factors, which may have influenced the TQA results in Scotland,
and find a strong relationship between age of institution and research reputation,
as measured by the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), on the achievement of
high scores in the TQA exercise. Additional factors, found to be influential on
the outcomes of TQA, were the entry qualifications of students and the amounts
which institutions spent on library resources. The relationship between TQA and

RAE results, when disaggregated into individual cognate areas, nonetheless
showed considerable variation, suggesting that, in some academic disciplines,

high TQA scores did not depend on high RAE scores.

From our interviews, we find that the demands of the RAE are perceived to have
had a negative impact on the value in which teaching, as a key activity in higher

education, is held. The differential levels of reward, both institutionally and

individually, appear to be a major factor in creating tensions between these two
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activities, with research activity being perceived as the key determinant in
academic promotions.

We argue that the Teaching Quality Assessment exercise has failed to have the
impact which the Funding Councils had hoped, in bringing about enhancement of
quality in teaching and learning. Instead, this approach may have encouraged
conformity and compliance, rather than innovation and development. For higher
education institutions, seeking real quality enhancement, we propose that a Total

Quality Management (TQM) approach has much to offer.

TQM relies on the creation of a culture of quality, to which every member of

staff 1s commutted. It is a culture in which innovation and development are
encouraged and 1s an approach which sits well in a collegiate environment, such

as that found in a higher education institution.
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CHAPTER ONE : INTRODUCTION

During the 1990s, as the higher education sector in the UK continued to expand,
Institutions came under increasing competitive pressures. New universities had
been created; new programmes of study developed; and access widened to
include previously disadvantaged sections of the population. These changes
were accompanied by explicit demands from the Government for clear

mechanisms of quality assessment, robust quality control procedures and the

encouragement of continuing quality enhancement.

This raised questions of how quality can be instilled within an organisation as a

whole? How can an organisation instil a corporate desire to be the best; to offer
the highest quality standards and to seek continuous improvement? In 1990,
while taking a group of students on a visit to a computer manufacturer’s plant, I

had my first exposure to the concept of Total Quality Management (TQM). Each

workstation in the factory displayed a notice which asked ‘who is my customer?’
The answer was always the next person, or workstation, to benefit from the
activity being carried out in that particular part of the process. The question was
apparently simple but the philosophy behind it - that in order to survive in an
increasingly competitive marketplace, everyone in the organisation had an
equally important part to play - was fairly radical. It required a change in

corporate culture and individual attitudes.

This thesis is about how quality has, and can be, conceptualised 1n a higher
education context; what measures have been taken to assess and enhance
quality; what problems have been encountered in this context; and the
approaches which might be taken in the future. We argue that higher education
Institutions can learn from industrial and commercial organisations. By adapting
aspects of the TQM philosophy to fit their own needs, higher education
Institutions will be better able to manage the process of quality within their
institutions, and maintain and enhance the sense of collegiality, which has

historically been a major feature of this sector.



Until 1992, higher education was provided by a range of institutions, including
universities, polytechnics, so-called ‘central institutions’ and further education
colleges. Those polytechnics and central institutions, which offered degree-level
programmes, did not have full autonomy when it came to awarding degree
qualifications. Quality was carefully scrutinised and controlled by the Council
for National Academic Awards (CNAA). Strict guidelines existed for the
validation of new programmes and the periodic monitoring and review of
existing ones. Both of these exercises required considerable self-assessment by
the individuals and departments concerned and the provision of comprehensive
supporting documentary evidence. All of this evidence was then subject to

rigorous internal, and external, scrutiny before agreement to commence or

continue a programme might be reached.

This was a model based on the principles of quality control, where only the final
outputs of a process are examined and those not up to standard rejected. It did

not encourage quality enhancement and was far removed from the ethos of
continuous quality improvement that TQM calls for. The existing university
sector, on the other hand, had considerable autonomy when it came to
programme validation and review. Although subject to periodic institutional
peer review, the notion of academic freedom was held in high regard, supported
by the presumption that a high calibre staff would produce high quality
programmes. External verification of quality was provided via the system of
external examining, whereby academic experts in the subject, from other
universities, would scrutinise examination papers and examples of students’
work, in order to ensure that standards were set at an appropnate level, according

to their own experience in the field. Again, this model depended on the scrutiny

of outputs and did not concemn itself with process, or enhancement.

The Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act of 1992 brought about the
abolition of the formal division, known as the ‘binary line’, between universities
and central institutions, or polytechnics. This led the way to the creation of five
‘new’ universities in Scotland — Abertay Dundee, Glasgow Caledonian, Napier,
Paisley and Robert Gordon - bringing the total number of Scottish universities to

thirteen. An expanston in the number of higher education places followed, in



line with the Government’s plan to see the percentage of school leavers,
progressing from school to tertiary level education, rise to almost 1 i1n 3. This
meant that university education ceased to be solely the privilege of an elite
minority. With the rise of mass higher education, increasing student numbers
and a widening of the market of potential students, came a consequent desire to
ensure that standards of teaching and learning did not fall below certain
thresholds. New ‘buzzwords’ began to enter the academic vocabulary. Many of
the new concepts had previously been found only in industrial and commercial
sectors. However, by the early 1990s, quality control, audit, assessment and
enhancement had become key concepts in a new academic debate on higher
education (Frazer 1992; Morris 199)).

Within this context, a number of writers examined the applicability of business
management practices, including badges of achievement such as Total Quality
Management, the British and International Standards - BS5750 and 1S09000,
and Investors 1n People to higher education (Storey and Doherty 1993; Lewis
and Smith 1994; Green 1995). Indeed a number of these measures were adopted
by Scottish higher education institutions (see Chapter 7). However the
implementation of quality-oriented business management practices was not
without difficulty (Pollock and Sutcliffe 1992), with a number of writers stating
their a priori objections to the adoption of market-led approaches in the higher
education sector (Sayed 1993). Proponents of these systems of assessment and
audit, however, welcomed the opportunity the new focus on quality in higher
education provision created. In part, this was driven by a belief that such
measures would help in reasserting the role of teaching as one of the most

valuable, and valued, activities within a university.

The 1992 Act established a non-governmental agency, the Scottish Higher
Education Funding Council (SHEFC), as a channel for the assessment of both
teaching and research quality, with the authority to allocate funding to Scotland’s
higher education institutions (HEIs). Similar bodies were created in England,
Wales and Northern Ireland. This institutional link between the quality

assessment and funding functions of these bodies underscored the importance of

quality assurance and enhancement in HE.




While the style of Teaching Quality Assessments (TQAs) varied between the UK
Funding Councils, they encompassed common elements of institutional or
departmental self-assessment, the production of a self-assessment document and
a visit by a team of academic peers. In Scotland, assessments were organised by
‘cognate area’, which meant that all teaching provision within a subject
discipline, like mathematics or sociology, in all Higher Education Institutions,
was examined within a short time period and a report on overall provision in that
cognate area produced by the assessors. The majority of the assessors were
nominated by the Scottish higher education institutions themselves, however
SHEFC also included a significant proportion - 23% in session 1995-96 - from

institutions outside of Scotland, in order to bring a degree of independence into
the process (SHEFC 1997).

Self-assessment required institutions to examine the quality of their current
teaching provision, and the means by which they monitored that quality, and to

produce a document based on their own evaluation of that provision. A
subsequent external quality assessment visit was then carried out, by academic
and industrial practitioners, and the final published reports highlighted the

strengths, and weaknesses, of teaching and learning, in each cognate area.

In parallel to this, the Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC) quality audits,
while primarily focusing on institutional systems and procedures for quality
assurance, also touched on their application to the areas of teaching and leaming
(HEQC 1994b). Some Scottish HE institutions responded to these audits and
assessments with a variety of measures aimed at addressing problems relating to
their teaching and learning provision. Some HEIs made changes to their internal

quality assurance procedures, and in some cases, established committees and

departments, dedicated to the enhancement of teaching and learning quality.

At a departmental level, academic staff were being encouraged to monitor
student assessment performance, in terms of mean marks, standard deviations
and failure rates, and take cognisance of student evaluation questionnaire results

on teaching performance. Attendance at workshops on teaching and learning,

and continuing staff development in this area, was being encouraged and, in



some cases, being considered as mandatory for all staff with a teaching

commitment.

In analysing these events, the question arises as to how much of these changes
were as a direct result of the SHEFC Teaching Quality Assessments and HEQC
Quality Audits. From a public policy standpoint, it is also important to examine
to what degree government initiatives encouraged the adoption of existing
working practices in other ‘businesses’, such as the application of the principles
of Total Quality Management. Equally, if these initiatives had beneficial effects,
it is important to know whether these were short-term responses to the formal
audit and assessment process and whether they will survive, and further develop,

in the longer term.

This thesis discusses the 1ssue of appropriate quality management, in the Scottish
universities, through an examination of the impact of the Teaching Quality
Assessments, during the period 1993 to 1998. The thesis is developed over eight
chapters. In Chapter Two, we outline the scope of this study, and the research
methodology employed, in greater detail. We discuss the factors which
influenced the choice of higher education institution to be included, and the
reasons for excluding others. We describe our selection of certain research
approaches, such as the reasons for choosing to gather data by means of
interviews with individuals from an elite group, and the utilisation of a semi-
structured format, with open-ended questions. We further discuss our use of

quantitative analyses in the context of the outcomes of Teaching Quality

Assessment, the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) and other published

indicators of quality, and our assumption of a compatibility and cross-

fertilisation between qualitative and quantitative approaches.

In Chapter Three, we address conceptual issues relating to quality, assessment
and control. We explore various definitions of quality and examine the
possibility of measurement via performance indicators (PIs). We also examine

the definitions of quality audit, assessment and control, utilised by the
Government agencies, HEQC and SHEFC, and discuss the extent to which the

various audits and assessments of quality, both in teaching and research,



represent the Government’s intention to exercise greater control over the higher
education sector, which may not necessarily be compatible with traditional
concepts of academic freedom. This Ieads us to address issues of transparency,
accountability and autonomy in the context of quality initiatives. We note that
PIs are often utilised in a simplistic fashion to make inter-institutional
comparisons and that the funding councils’ aim of creating quality assurance

procedures, which would be mission-sensitive, has not been achieved.

In Chapter Four, we examine some of the changes, which took place in the
Scottish higher education sector following the introduction of the Further and
Higher Education (Scotland) Act of 1992. We further explore the remits of the
HEQC and SHEFC with regard to quality audit and assessment, and examine the
process by which these initiatives were carried out. HEQC and SHEFC’s own
reports stress the effectiveness of audit and assessment, based on experience
across a number of institutions. Yet, questions must be raised as to the factors
which may have influenced Teaching Quality Assessment scores in Scotland.
The apparent link between high TQA and RAE scores leads us to a statistical
analysis, which examines the relationship between TQA and RAE ratings for
different cognate areas. We also examine other factors which may have an
influence on the TQA score, such as student entry pointage, staff-student ratios
and the amount spent on library resources. This analysis highlights strong
correlations between institutional scores for research and teaching quality, with
student entry pointage and library spend also being influential factors on TQA
scores. When disaggregated down to individual cognate areas, however, much
more variation was found in the relationship between teaching and research

ratings. This leads us to question the values, which the assessors bring to the

process of quality assessment, and the extent to which the TQA mechanism can

LY

be seen as objective and value-free.

In Chapter Five, we utilise elite interview data to explore the impact of TQA on
the Scottish universities. In this context, we address three key issues. Firstly, we
examine the ways in which the institutions manage quality in teaching and
learning, and the TQA process in particular. We explore committee structures,

loci of responsibility and dissemination of good practice. Secondly, we examine



the extent to which TQA reports have influenced the staff development policy
within institutions, as evidenced by the creation of specialist educational
development units, the review of learning and teaching activity as part of staff
appraisal or the consideration of Investors in People accreditation. Finally, we
explore the extent to which learning and teaching staff development has been
encouraged through induction programmes, continuing professional development
or the award of postgraduate qualifications. We note that the TQA reports were
not considered to have influenced staff development policy, nor to have led to
widespread dissemination of good practice within the Scoftish universities.
However, there was a perceived benefit for those who had taken part in the

TQAs, as assessors, and dissemination on a more limited basis was

acknowledged as having resulted from such participation in the process.

In Chapter Six, we discuss whether the TQAs have been successful in raising the
profile of learning and teaching as an activity within higher education
institutions. Relying again on elite interview data, we explore the extent to
which teaching, as compared to research, is perceived as a valued activity, and
examine which forms of rewards and recognition - both individually and
institutionally - are available for excellence in these areas. We note the
difficulties inherent in an evaluation of teaching quality, which may be seen as
largely subjective, compared to the ‘harder’, more quantitative-based evaluation
of research output and funding, as well as the tentative nature of any link
between excellence in research, and excellence in teaching. In this respect, we
acknowledge a widely held view that the rewards available for excellence in
research are much greater than those for excellence in teaching and that this has,

as a result, created tensions within the Scottish HE sector.

Looking at alternative approaches to quality management in higher education,
Chapter Seven examines the philosophy of Total Quality Management and
explores the implementation of TQM in a higher education context. We start
with a discussion of the work of leading quality ‘gurus’ and consider the pre-
requisites for successful implementation of TQM in universities, in particular the

need to clearly identify ‘customers’ and objectives. Again, utilising elite

interview data, we examine the extent to which the TQM approach, and/or the



more standardised approach of BS5750/ISO9000, have been implemented in the
Scottish universities, with particular regard to teaching and learning activities.
We note that the language of quality management may have created barriers to
the successful implementation of TQM strategies, and highlight some serious
misunderstandings of the concept, which appear to exist among senior HE

personnel.

In Chapter Eight, we consider the changes which have taken place in the higher
education sector over the past decade, and the challenges these have posed to
higher education managers and academic staff. This is followed by an
exploration of three conditions for successful implementation of a TQM

approach to quality management, namely management leadership, workforce

commitment and culture change.

Finally, in Chapter Nine, we draw conclusions from our review of the experience
of the Teaching Quality Assessments in Scotland, over the period 1993 to 1998,
and draw lessons for the future. We examine the current proposals for reform of
the teaching quality assessment process, created by the Quality Assurance
Agency (QAA), with a view to exploring the key differences between the old and
the new approaches. We conclude that the implementation of Total Quality
Management in higher education institutions may have been hampered by a
misunderstanding of the basic principles, and confusion with the more standards-

oriented approaches, which encourage compliance rather than enhancement of

quality.

While the establishment of the Institute for Learning and Teaching may go some
way to raising the profile of teaching, and the increasing adoption of Investors in
People may indicate more serious attention being given to the 1ssue of staff
development, new quality assurance initiatives, such as benchmarking, indicate a
further move away from a TQM approach to one which is based on ‘standards’.
Such an approach is likely to perpetuate the gulf in teaching quality assessments
between the old and the new universities, as the latter struggle to meet quality

standards in individual subject areas, which are not congruous with their

institutional missions or course aims. The extent to which these new quality



assurance initiatives can stimulate an improvement in the quality of learning and

teaching in the higher education sector remains in doubt.



CHAPTER TWO : SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY

(a) Scope

This thesis focuses on the impact of the Teaching Quality Assessments on the
process of managing quality in teaching and learning, during the period 1993 to
1998, and the perceived value given to teaching as an activity, compared to
research, in the Scottish universities. While the literature on quality and quality
assurance 1s drawn from throughout the United Kingdom, and further afield, our
analysis relies heavily on elite interviews. These interviews were conducted 1n
all thirteen Scottish universities and hence exclusively relate to the Scottish
experience. The extent to which the results can be applied to other parts of the
UK 1s for others to judge. However, independent studies can be found which
support the findings, particularly as they relate to rewards and recognition of
teaching (Court 1998).

Our focus on Scotland is justified on the basis of the unique nature of Scottish
higher education, where students take four years to achieve an Honours degree,
compared to three in England and Wales. Furthermore, the Teaching Quality
Assessments, which were carried out by the funding councils on behalf of the
Government, treated Scotland as a separate administrative unit and allowed some
variation in the assessment mechanisms between Scotland and the rest of the UK.
The remit of this analysis is, therefore, specifically limited to the experience and

opinions of key personnel on the ways in which the TQAs impacted on the

Scottish universities and whether alternative approaches to quality enhancement

might meet with more success.

Scotland has a long tradition of higher education. With Oxford and Cambridge
established as the first two universities in the UK, 1 1096 and 1209 respectively,
the universities of St Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh were next to
be created, in the 15th and 16th centuries (O’Leary and Cannon, 1995). These
six remained the only universities in the UK for the next three hundred years and

are usually referred to as the ‘ancient’ universities. Indeed, up until the turn of

the century, with four universities, Scotland appeared to have a disproportionate
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level of higher education provision, in relation to the size of its population,

compared to the UK as a whole (Drennan, 1999a).

During the 1960s, four ‘modern’ universities were given their Royal Charters -
Strathclyde, Heriot-Watt, Dundee and Stirling. All but Stirling had a much
longer pedigree than these dates imply. Strathclyde could trace its roots back to
1796; Dundee to 1882, when it formed part of St Andrews University; and

Heriot-Watt to 1921. These universities helped to cater for the expansion in

demand for higher education in the 1960s and 1970s.

However, these were not the sole higher education institutions, with degree-
awarding powers. Prior to 1992, the CNAA had granted several central
institutions and polytechnics the right to award both undergraduate and
postgraduate qualifications. Post 1992, however, not all such institutions were

permitted by the Act to become ‘universities’. With the formation of five ‘new
universities from 1992 (referred to 1n this study as ‘post-1992° institutions) the
total number of universities in Scotland reached thirteen. The new universities
included Glasgow Caledonian, formed out of a merger between Glasgow
Polytechnic and Queen’s College, Glasgow; Napier, formerly known as Napier
Polytechnic; Paisley, formed from a merger between Paisley College and Craigie
College of Education, in Ayr; Robert Gordon, formerly the Robert Gordon
Institute, and Abertay Dundee, which was the last to gain its charter, in 1994, and

was previously Dundee Institute of Technology:.

ANCIENT MODERN POST-1992
Aberdeen (1495) Dundee (1967) Abertay Dundee (1994)

Edinburgh (1583) Heriot-Watt (1966) Glasgow Caledonian
(1992)

Napier (1992)
Paisley (1992)
Robert Gordon (1992)

Table 1 : Classification of Scottish Universities and Dates of Royal Charters

Glasgow (1451)
St Andrews (1411)

Stirling (1967)
Strathclyde (1964)




Although there are other higher education institutions in Scotland, which have
degree awarding powers, and are subject to Teaching Quality Assessment, they
tend to have a single disciplinary focus e.g. on teacher training, agriculture,
textiles or art and design. By contrast, the thirteen institutions with the title
university, each encompass a wide range of academic disciplines in arts and
humanities, social sciences, business, science and technology, medical and health
studies. Although the universities vary considerably in terms of size, as
measured by student numbers, their similar multi-disciplinary bases allowed

comparison of both TQA and RAE results across a broad range of subjects.

(b) Factors affecting choice of methodology

The methodology selected for any research project must be appropriate to the
goals of the research. As this thesis utilises a number of different approaches, we
intend to discuss these in some detail. At the preliminary stage, the aims and
objectives of the research had to be clearly determined and the value in adopting
one, or more, research methodologies had to be assessed (Cohen and Mannion,
1994). The first step, in developing a doctoral research proposal, involves a
search of the existing literature. For this thesis, extensive use was made of the
International ERIC database, which allowed searches of the literature to take
place speedily, utilising appropriate key words such as ‘quality assurance’,
‘quality management’ and ‘higher education’. Such a database 1s, however, only
a limited tool that can point the researcher in the direction of resources, such as

books and journal papers, which may warrant further investigation. Initial

information on quality assurance and audit was also derived from official

documents published by SHEFC and HEQC. These reports not only provided
information on the processes of assessment and audit (SHEFC 1993, HEQC

1994a) but also on the manner in which these exercises had been carried out and
the lessons which were being learned (SHEFC 1997, SHEFC 1998, HEQC
1994b).

An extensive literature exists in the area of quality in higher education. Most of

these contributions were published during the 1990s, when the concepts and

practice of quality assurance and quality management were beginning to gain

prominence in the higher education sector. While academic journals such as the
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Higher Education Review, Higher Education Policy and the Higher Education
Quarterly contained many contributions to this debate, specialist journals such as
Quality Assurance in Education and, to a lesser degree, Quality in Higher
FEducation, also served as major references for this work. In addition, The Times
Higher Education Supplement supplied up-to-date information on proposed
changes to the quality assessment processes, as well as commentary by key

writers on current issues.

Influential authors, in the area of quality in higher education include Diana Green
and Lee Harvey, whose writing - both together and individually - has addressed
the key issues of how we can define quality in higher education. The conflict
between institutional autonomy, and Government control over what happens in
HEIs, has been questioned by Lewis Elton, who has also commented on the
impact of the TQAs and RAE on teaching quality. Ron Barnett, meanwhile, has

tackled fundamental questions, such as the purpose of higher education and the

value of performance indicators in judgements on quality. These, and other
writers, contribute to a continuing debate on the nature of quality in higher
education, and on how this might be assessed and improved. Because of the
continuing nature of this debate, we have chosen not to create a separate review
of the literature, within the thesis, but to integrate the authors’ work, as

appropriate, throughout.

While the literature search identified the principal contributions to the debate on
the concept of quality in higher education and the nature of the assessment
process, it became clear that few authors had examined the impact of the
Government’s TQA initiatives in practice. In particular, little had been written
about the perceived impact of TQA on teaching quality and the value accorded to
such activity. In order to address this, primary data collection was necessary. By
gaining an understanding of the ways in which quality is conceptualised, and the
influence that this has on quality management, and by evaluating past
experiences of TQA, we seek to inform public policy by suggesting potential

future avenues towards achievement of quality enhancement.

13




Before we made our choice of research methodology, it was necessary to gain
sufficient understanding of the background and development of the debate, in
order to consider what questions might remain unanswered (Saran, 1988). A
prior analysis of secondary sources and archive material was undertaken, and the
research questions were then framed. Research methodologies can be broadly
divided into quantitative and qualitative approaches. In a quantitative approach,
the researcher seeks to analyse data which is presented in a numerical form. A
qualitative approach, on the other hand, is one which reflects thoughts and
~opinions. Moyser (1988) highlights an apparent dilemma between the attractions
offered by a qualitatively rich array of personal insights into a particular
problem, as might arise from some of the less structured methodologies, against
the rigour and case comparability of more statistical methods. This thesis sought
the opinions of key personnel in the Scottish universities, on a range of questions
relating to quality management and quality enhancement. This search for
personal, subjective views made a quantitative approach inappropriate. Hence,

for the core of the thesis, a qualitative means of data collection was adopted.

Once the decision was taken for a qualitative approach, the method of data
collection was a choice between self-administered questionnaires, or interviews.
Cohen and Mannion (1994) argue that a questionnaire is advantageous in many
research contexts. It 1s anonymous and therefore can encourage greater honesty

of response. Moreover, questionnaires can be more economical in terms of time
and money. By standardising the range of responses, questionnaires facilitate the

comparison of views held by different individuals or across different groups.

These basic comparisons, moreover, can be extended to the use of quantitative

methods whereby interview responses are treated as quasi-numerical data of

nominal or ordinal rank. In the context of policy analysis, questionnaire surveys
present the preferred tool of investigation, where information 1s collected from a
substantial number of subjects; where responses can be easily standardised; and

where a comparison of group or sub-group responses is desired.

The standardisation, which underlies the drafting and, inevitably, the analysis of

questionnaires is predicated on the researcher’s knowledge of, and certainty

about, the range of feasible responses. In other words, only where the researcher

14




believes that she can reasonably predict a range of useful responses, as well as a
range of topics into which to enquire, can a questionnaire be confidently

administered.

One response to the problem of providing a reasonably adequate prediction of
responses 1s the inclusion of open-ended questions. Both the availability and
utility of open-ended responses, however, is limited. Thus, if a questionnaire
relies too heavily on open-ended questions, there is a possibility that the survey
itself may collapse, in the sense that respondents are too free to interpret the
questions posted and the answers sought. In such a case, a comparison of

responses may become impossible, or alternatively may only be feasible in the
context of ‘less relevant’ or ‘less important’ issues. If, by contrast, a survey
places open-ended questions firmly within the context of structured questions,

open-ended questions may elicit a limited response.

Where questionnaires are used to elicit information from a small group of elites
or policy leaders, there exists a dual danger. Firstly, in dealing with individuals
with highly developed and perhaps differing views, the standardisation implicit
in the drafting of the questionnaire can make that group of individuals appear

more homogeneous than it actually is. In other words, by probing for a

predictable, limited range of responses, detailed and nuanced viewpoints may be
overlooked, leading to an overly general or spurious interpretation of responses.

Secondly, and more practically, in applying questionnaires to a small group of
respondents, there is a very real danger that low response rates will greatly bias
any findings. Thus, where the researcher has identified a relatively small and

articulate group of subjects, the survey method may fail to provide adequate
information where the percentage of questionnaire returns is low, where the form
has been filled in hastily and without careful thought to the answers, and where

questions are subject to non-conventional interpretations.

The principal purpose of an interview is to gather information on what an
individual knows, likes or thinks. However, it can also be used to test

hypotheses, or suggest new ones, and to go deeper into the motivations of

respondents and their reasons for their responses (Cohen and Mannion, 1994).
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The opportunity to go deeper into responses to questions 1s one of the main
advantages of interviews, compared to questionnaires. As the scope of this study
involved only one, or occasionally two, personnel in each of the thirteen Scottish
universities, the decision was taken to gather the primary data by means of face-
to-face interviews. The principal rationales for this choice of personal, face-to-
face interviews included the size of the group of available interviewees, their in-
depth knowledge of the subject area, and the need to probe that knowledge in a
flexible and inter-active manner. In this context, interviewing offered a number
of advantages. Walford (1994) suggests that interviewing is the preferred tool of
analysis, where it is not possible or desirable to pose a set series of questions.

This was very much the case in this research project, where the primary goal of

interviewing was not so much to receive standard answers to set questions, but
rather to elicit in-depth information about the opinions and viewpoints of the
interviewees. Hence, what was of the greatest importance in these interviews,
was to gain an understanding of processes and outcomes, from the perspective of
the individuals interviewed, or in other words to enter their ‘assumptive worlds’

(McPherson and Raab, 1988). This meant that, while a semi-structured interview
technique was applied, open-ended questions were used to follow leads and to

introduce new questions.

In this context, the purpose of interviewing went beyond the immediate goal of
eliciting information as data for the research project. Following Moyser (1988),
our interviews served to identify patterns of day-to-day behaviour, which could
not have been explored on the basis of written and publicised information. By
conducting the interviews relatively early in the research process, some interview

information additionally served to point to further avenues of research, notably

as concerns the competing role of research assessment vis-a-vis teaching

assessment.

The principle advantage of elite interviews, in the specific context of this
research project, lay in the fact that interviews aided the identification of the real
preferences and criteria, which guided decision-makers within higher education

institutions, as compared to formal, officially-stated procedures. Thus, several

respondents pointed out that, while university policy stated that teaching would
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be rewarded through promotions, such promotions were typically based on a
staff member’s research output. This behaviour was in line with the observation
by Fitz and Halpin (1994) that interviews with individuals actively engaged in
the policy process often provide the only access to information not otherwise

avaitlable.

The reliance on elite interviews, in general, as well as within this research

project, is not without dangers. One of the disadvantages of in-depth interviews

is that responses may be highly subjective and introduce elements of bias.
However, bias is not confined to interview responses and can also be found in
questionnaire returns, where its detection may be even more difficult. Fitz and
Halpin (1994) have suggested that, when interviewing elites, there is a real
danger that a researcher ends up reproducing the discourse of the powerful and
uncritically accepts elite narratives as an authentic account of events and

processes.

By relying on the narratives of senior staff, responsible for quality, our account
of the impact of the TQA exercise on practices within higher education
Institutions, encountered some of the problems of accepting an elite version of
events. As a result, there may have been a danger that the senior staff
interviewed over-estimated the positive impact of the TQA. Likewise, there 1s
the possibility that more junior staff members might have given a somewhat
different account of the events. None of these possibilities devalues the research
conducted, as its principal focus was not on these events per se, but rather on the
perception of these events amongst a specific elite group, responsible for policy

making in the area of quality in higher education.

This means that, rather than presenting a close account of actual events, we must
consider our interview data in terms of the specific position of individuals, who
have been placed by their institutions in an interfacing position between
government demands for quality and a specific institutional response. This
position, in itself, does not attach a great deal of power to these individuals, but

rather makes them influential subject experts within their institution, whose

recommendations may or may not be followed by others.
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The format and approach chosen for these interviews was therefore aimed at
facilitating a dynamic dialogue with a group of professionals who maintain a
certain level of influence without acting as principal decision-makers.
Throughout the interviews, we attempted to elicit a critical understanding of the
facts from these individuals. This meant that interviewees were actively
encouraged to enter a critical and reflexive dialogue in which their own opinions

were discussed independently from their account of policies and events in their

own 1nstitutions.

Having decided on the interview, as the primary method of data collection, the
next questions to be addressed related to the format of the interview itself. In
particular, the extent to which the interview would be structured or unstructured.
In a structured interview, the content of the questions and the procedures to be
followed are decided in advance. The sequence and wording of the questions are
determined by a schedule, which the interviewer has little freedom to change
(Cohen and Mannion, 1994). In an unstructured interview, on the other hand,
there 1s much greater flexibility and the interviewer can vary the sequence and
wording of the questions. The problem with the former is that 1ts rigidity denies
the interviewer the opportunity to follow additional lines of questioning, or probe
deeper into the respondent’s answers. In the latter, non-directive approach, areas
of questioning may be missed and analyses of interview data made more
difficult. Between these two extremes, lies the semi-structured interview
(Moyser, 1988), where a balance between ensuring that data is collected on key
questions, and encouragement of the respondent to freely express personal
opinion, is sought by the researcher.

Within each of these styles of interview, a range of question formats and
response modes can be utilised. The researcher may be seeking objective
responses, in which a description of some factual situation 1s required.
Alternatively, the questions may call for subjective responses, in which an
evaluation of the situation or event is sought (Saran, 1988). In our interviews,
both objective and subjective responses were sought. Cohen and Mannion point

to the difficulty all researchers face, in constructing interview questions and

analysing responses, when they state that ‘both fact and opinion questions can
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yield less than the truth ... the former do not always produce factual answers, nor
do the latter necessanly elicit honest opinions. In both instances, inaccuracy and
bias may be minimised by careful structuring of the questions.’ (Cohen and
Mannion, 1994, p.278)

In addition to careful structuring of the questions, particular consideration was
given to the response mode, in the context of the future analysis of the data.
Response modes include fixed alternative items, where the respondent selects
appropriately from ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’; scales, in which degrees of
agreement or disagreement with a statement are recorded; ranking of statements,
from most important to least important; and checklists, where all applicable
statements are ticked. These response modes lend themselves to quantitative
methods of analysis and while some could be utilised in a face-to-face interview,
they would present a highly structured framework to the respondent - one in
which the free expression of opinion would be made more difficult. Inan
interview situation, therefore, the open-ended question is more commonly used,

in which there is a frame of reference for the answer, but minimal restraint on its

expression (Cohen and Mannion, 1994).

In an ‘open-ended’ question, the subject of the question is determined by the
nature of the problem under investigation, but the exact wording of the question
by the interviewer, and the manner in which the respondent replies, are
unrestricted and open to choice by both parties to the interview. ‘Open-ended’

questions allow flexibility into the interview situation: deeper probing of

answers; clarification of misunderstandings; testing of what the respondent truly
believes, and the possibility that previously unthought-of relationships may be
exposed (Cohen and Mannion, 1994). This was the format selected as being
most appropriate in our interviews. Open-ended questions do, however, present
more difficulty in converting the data into a form suitable for analysis (Moyser,
1988). Interview data can be coded and scored, either by pre-coding the
questions on the interview schedule and assigning the responses to a code, or by
post-coding, following the interview. An alternative method involves content

analysis, where the rate at which certain words are used, may be calculated. In

both of these examples, the aim is to produce qualitative data which can be
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quantitatively analysed. With a relatively small sample, of thirteen universities,
we were able to employ a more qualitative approach, in a similar style to that
adopted by McPherson and Raab (1988) in their study of educational policy in

schools.

McPherson and Raab did not seek to quantify aspects of their interview texts.
The responses of sixteen individuals, who had been involved in the making of
Scottish educational policy from the 1940s to the 1980s, were to form a major
part of their book on Governing Education. Extensive use of the interview
material was made, with relatively little supplementary writing (Raab, 1987), as

the authors wished to highlight different viewpoints on the same situation and

gain an insight into the values and beliefs of these key participants. The
interview data was not used consecutively, but spliced and interwoven, in order
that differences and similarities could be identified, and analytical commentary
added, to provide further insight. McPherson and Raab’s successful approach
influenced the way in which we structured our interviews in this thesis. Notably,
like McPherson and Raab, we focused on interview data from key personnel

who, 1n this instance, were involved in quality matters, within the Scottish higher

education sector.

Where interviews take an unstructured, or semi-structured, format with largely
open-ended questions, consideration must be given to the most appropriate
method of recording the responses. The choice lies between note-taking, either
during or after the interview, or tape-recording and transcription. Tape-recording
has the advantage that the interviewer is able to concentrate on the response,
without the distraction of note-taking. This facilitates a more conversational
atmosphere between the two parties, with good eye contact and natural
responses, as well as the opportunity to introduce further questions (Wagstaffe
and Moyser, 1987). However, Saran (1988) argues that tape-recording can
actually be detrimental to the free flow of comments from a respondent - a
statement which Saran supports with an account of the visible relaxing of one of

his interviewees when he put his notebook away.
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While it is possible that some respondents may be conscious, particularly in the
carly stages of an interview, that their comments are being tape-recorded, this
can be overcome by the interviewer creating a good rapport and sense of trust
between her and her respondent (Measor, 1988). If necessary, the tape-recorder
can be switched off when comments are highly sensitive and not ‘for the record’.
On the other hand, a notebook and pen are constantly visible. In the act of
writing down comments during an interview, eye contact is lost with the
respondent and unnecessary pauses may ensue, as the interviewer tries to keep up

with the flow of information being presented to her.

Nonetheless, Stake (1995) also dismisses the value of tape-recording, with the
argument that this 1s of little value unless an audio presentation is intended.
Stake believes that getting a note of the exact words of the respondent is
unnecessary and that it 1s better to listen and gain understanding of the meaning
behind those words. He advocates brief note-taking at the interview, followed by

a later reconstruction of the account which can be submitted to the respondent for
accuracy and improvement. This relies heavily on the memory of, and
interpretation of, the respondent’s comments by the interviewer, bringing serious
questions of reliability into account. Furthermore, the exact words or ways in
which something has been expressed, by an interviewee, can be highly
significant and worthy of detailed consideration. This latter view was the one we

adopted in deciding to use audio-tapes, rather than a notebook, to record our

interviewees’ responses.

Tape-rec;ording an interview does, however, require that the contents of the tape
are transcribed into written form, before analysis can take place. This is a time-
consuming process, estimated at between ten and fifteen hours of transcription
for every hour of tape (Wagstaffe and Moyser, 1987), and made more difficult if
background noise interferes with the quality of the recording, or the respondent
has a habit of mumbling or dropping the level of his voice. The interviewer
herself may lack the necessary typing skills and pass the task to a skilled
secretary to undertake. Such an action may result in a less accurate result, than if

one carries out the transcription oneself, as memory can be called into play, when

responses are unclear. The benefit can therefore be lost if the transcription is not
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undertaken personally, and within a week or two of the interview being recorded
(Moyser, 1988), as is the opportunity for the interviewer to think about the
evidence and start to make some tentative analyses, as the tapes are listened to
during transcription. Once transcribed, the written account can be sent to the
interviewee for amendment, or clarification of words or sentences (Raab, 1987)

before the final version is prepared and ready for analysis.

In the same way that choice of methodology is critical to the success of a
research project, so too is the choice of subjects for interview. One of the aims
of this study was to gather the opinions of key personnel in the thirteen Scottish
universities, who had responsibility for quality issues, relating to teaching and
learning. Such a group of individuals, with some common characteristics, can be
described as an elite. Moyser and Wagstaffe (1987) point to the difficulty of
defining elites. The definition can be so narrow that they are almost impossible
to find, or so broad that there is virtually no analytical benefit to be gained. The
word 1s, 1n fact, used to describe people at the top of any social grouping; people
who have an influence within their sphere and who may be identified by the
position they hold, their reputation or decision-making powers (Wagstatfe and
Moyser, 1987). In a study of urban communities, Wagstaffe and Moyser (1987)
identified a number of elite groups, some conventional and some unconventional.
Within the conventional elite grouping, there was a shared belief in the value of
openness and the benefit of academic investigation into the situation within their
community. These elite were co-operative with the researchers, believing that
the outcome of the research exercise would be objective and unbiased and that
the findings would provide valuable input into future policy formulation. The
subjects of the research interviews carried out for this thesis were similarly co-
operative and helpful. The interviewees were members of an elite group who,

being academics themselves, already had an understanding of the researcher’s

task and were willing to give time and assistance to the project.

The elite group need not be the primary object of a research project, i.e. the focus
might not be on the behaviour or actions of the elite per se, but on its views or
perceptions of an issue. Moyser and Wagstaffe (1987) describe this as the

distinction between elites qua elites, and elites as experts or gate-keepers of
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information. In the latter two instances, it is the quality of information or advice,
or degree of access to other data, which is the primary concem of the researcher

and not so much whether the individuals are ‘elites’ or not.

Selection of the elite group for this study came initially from the membership list
of the Teaching and Learning Sub-Committee, of the COSHEP (Committee of
Scottish Higher Education Principals) Staff Development Committee. Such
individuals would have been nominated by their institutions to take part in the
sub-committee and were therefore likely to have direct involvement in the
management and/or development of teaching and learning quality. It was
therefore a group of elites as experts, rather than as elites per se, whose opinions

were being sought.

Having selected the elite grouping from which 1t 1s hoped that valuable insights
will be gained into the subject matter of the research, issues of access and co-
operation come to the fore. Advance approaches can be made by letter, outlining
the researcher’s background, the nature of the investigation and the areas which
would be covered in the interview (Saran, 1988). Some sort of link name may be
useful, in the initial introduction, followed by a phone call, to arrange an

appointment (Wagstaffe and Moyser, 1987) and it is useful at this stage to seek

permission to tape-record the interview, if that is the chosen method. At the
interview itself, the respondent can be briefed again on the purpose of the
interview and assent confirmed to tape recording the conversation (Cohen and
Mannion, 1994). Non-verbal elements are important in any interaction between
human beings. Looks, body posture, silences and dress are all significant in an
interactional interview situation (Fontana and Frey, 1994). Fontana and Frey
advocated that the researcher should try to fit in to the world of the individuals
being studied. If they are professional people, then she should dress 1n a smart, 1f
not business-like, way. The main purpose of this ‘fitting in’ 1s to make the
interviewee feel more relaxed; to make the interviewee believe they are speaking
to someone who comes from a similar background and who therefore

understands their concerns and outlooks (Fontana and Frey, 1994).
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Building up a sense of rapport and trust between the interviewer and the
respondent 1s a necessary part of the interview process, as there is only a short
period of time in which to elicit the type of open and honest replies which are
being sought. Apart from the non-verbal elements of appearance, the researcher
has to demonstrate that she understands the terminology, personalities and events
which are important to this elite group (Moyser, 1988). This helps to build the
necessary degree of seriousness and a sense that she understands the issues under
investigation. Moyser (1988) also points to the practical and logistical issues
which need to be addressed, such as the location in which the interviews will
take place, how to operate the recording machinery and whether background
noise will make transcription difficult. Careful management of these logistical
issues, and the right approach to creating empathy between interviewer and

respondent, will encourage members of the elite group to give full and frank

dNISWCIS.

It has been suggested that, throughout the interview itself, the interviewer should
try to present herself as a sympathetic listener - a non-threatening academic
observer (Moyser, 1988). Through good eye contact, nods of assent and
murmurs of agreement, the interviewer encourages the respondent to express
himself freely. At the same time, the interview process has to be carefully
controlled. Often, in responding to one question, another will be answered and
the interviewer needs to be flexible in order to ensure that the agenda is covered,
without duplication or omission of elements. She has to keep an eye on the time
and find a way to move naturally from one topic to the next, listening carefully to
the answers, seeking clarification where necessary, and curbing verbose
responses (Moyser, 1988). The interviewer has also to consider the extent to
which a question might influence the respondent to show himself in a good light,
or give the answer he believes the interviewer might wish to hear (Cohen and
Mannion, 1994). Noting pauses, or body language, which might suggest
hesitation or uncertainty before answering, can help to illuminate such answers.
The spoken or written word are always at risk of ambiguity, no matter how
carefully worded or recorded (Fontana and Frey, 1994). Questions may not be

eliciting the answers which the interviewer might have expected, invalidating the

results (Cohen and Mannion, 1994). Careful formulation of the questions and, if
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necessary, a re-wording of certain items, following the initial interviews, can

reduce such an effect.

Finally, consideration must be given to any ethical issues relating to the
publication of interview material. If a free and frank exchange is to take place,
interviewees may feel more comfortable if assured that material will not be
directly attributable to them. Any guarantees of confidentiality need to be
respected and restrictions put on the extent to which public access to the original
transcripts will be allowed (Moyser, 1988). As the success of the interview is
predicated on trust, between the interviewer and the respondent, with regard to
what is said in the course of the interview and how this material is handled

thereafter, high ethical standards must be maintained by the interviewer, and

confidences kept.

With regard to this thesis, the initial contact was made by letter with members of
the COSHEP Teaching and Leaming Sub-Committee, explaining the focus of the
study and outlining the intention to carry out interviews with appropriate
personnel. The letter, which was printed on letterheaded paper from the writer’s
own Institution, expressed the intention to contact the recipient by telephone
within the following week to discuss the matter further. Where possible, we
utilised past encounters with these individuals, at educational conferences or
workshops, by way of introduction. A sample letter can be found in Appendix 1.
During the subsequent telephone conversation, we attempted to ascertain
whether the initial contact deemed themselves to be the appropriate person to

answer questions on institutional policy with regard to quality in teaching and

learning. In eight instances, we were referred to a more senior member of staff

of the university.

Such referral proved to be important, since only five of the original contacts,
although representing their institutions on the sub-committee, considered
themselves to be sufficiently familiar with institutional policy on quality issues in
learning and teaching to answer our questions. In one case, an interview was

carried out but was followed up by an additional interview, with a more senior

member of staff, whom the original interviewee considered to be more

25




Ea o WO Ty ETaa ety

knowledgeable with regard to certain aspects of the questions. In another
instance, two individuals - the Director of Educational Development and the
Head of Academic Staff Development - took part in the same interview. In the
case of the eight ‘referrals’, there was the opportunity to use the original contact
with the COSHEP sub-committee member, as a means of introduction to the

subsequent interviewee.

Everyone who was contacted agreed to participate in the study and made freely
of their time. An interview schedule was drawn up and interviews carried out
over a ten month period, between April 1997 and February 1998, in visits to all
but one of the institutions (see Appendix 2). One of the subjects found it more
convenient to conduct the interview at our office. With Scotland being fairly
small geographically, and with the majority of the universities being situated in
the Central Belt, 1t was possible to travel and carry out interviews in the course
of a day. Where the institutions were more than one hours’ travel from Glasgow,
such as in Dundee or Aberdeen, two institutions were covered in one day - one

Interview 1n the morning and one in the afternoon.

The fifteen persons, with whom we recorded fourteen interviews, occupied a
variety of positions within their own universities. Five were members of senior
management, with titles such as Assistant, Depute or Vice Principal. Six had
wide remits for the management of quality assurance and quality enhancement in
learning and teaching. As the specific job titles of these six individuals varied,
and would more easily identify both them and their institutions, we utilise the
generic title ‘Director of Quality’ in the edited transcripts, and for quotation
purposes. The final four interviewees were primarily responsible for academic
staff development. Two were Directors of Learning and Teaching / Educational

Development and two were the Heads of Academic Staff Development units.

Thirteen respondents were male, and two were female.

Each interview consisted of a number of semi-structured interview questions -
normally around 20 - and lasted approximately one to one-and-a-half hours in

duration. Five to ten minutes were spent in outlining the background to the

study, seeking permission to tape record the 