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A course is the total
experience of the learner,
and QA systems must

acknowledge this

INTRODUCTION

Assuring the quality of education provision is a fundamental aspect of
gaining and maintaining credibility for programmes, institutions and national
systems of higher education worldwide.

Despite a long and generally successful track record, open and dis-
tance learning (ODL) is still required to prove that the quality of student
learning is at least equivalent to face-to-face teaching. Acomprehensive
quality assurance (QA) system can help accomplish this.

QA is designed to prove and improve the quality of an institution’s
methods, and educational products and outcomes. In ODL this includes
developing and producing learning materials, academic programmes,
services and support, as well as standards of student learning.

A systematic and consistent QA system helps to establish an institution's
good reputation and image. Itincludes defined standards of achievement,
documented procedures for all identified processes, established ways of
responding to issues and clear accountability for outcomes. The resultis
greater public confidence, more satisfied students, efficient processes and
staff who are confident in their jobs. Students are more likely to experience
better quality instruction, learning materials and interactions with the institution
and its staff, leading to enhanced learning outcomes. Satisfied students are
more likely to choose that institution again or to recommend it to others.

QA APPROACHES

Common QA procedures for internal institutional audit include:
+ Self study or self evaluation.
+ Peerreview by an expert panel.
Use of relevant statistical information and performance indicators,

The International Council on Open and Distance Education Standards
Agency (ISA) conducts institutional audits leading to accreditation and
provides advice on planning, costing and establishing new approaches
and student support services.

International standards such as ISO 9000 may assist in assuring
quality in distance education (DE). External controllers examine and
interpret the quality of an institution’s DE system, using documentation
and guidelines. There are obvious benefits for an institution to having an
external assessor judge the quality of what is done and in being able to
claim external validation of quality. Other unanticipated benefits include
greater staff awareness of quality, and enhanced cross-functional commu-
nication and collaboration.

Groups such as the Distance Education and Training Council (DETC)
can contribute substantially to QA. DETC endorsement is viewed by the
public as a recognition of quality performance standards. The DETC
describe twelve standards covering all aspects of DE operations and
policy; feedback about institutional performance against these standards
can assist an institution in improving the quality of what it does.

From the early 1990's many governments adopted an explicit role in
QA, outlining policies and practices and establishing national or regional
agencies. Inthe United Kingdom and Argentina, government funding for
education is also linked to quality. The focus of these national QA systems
varies. In England and Scotland it is on teaching effectiveness, while in




A consistent QA system helps establ

« Larger number of stakeholders, specialists or sites involved in
development and delivery.

+ Separation of learner and institution.

»  More separate activities, roles and participants.

+ More detailed planning of production and budgets in advance of
programme presentation.

+ More administrative tasks distributed between different sites and partners.

» More diverse target audiences.

+ Greater use of the Web and other information and communications
technologies (ICTs).

» More delegation of aspects of learning and assessment to local or
workplace partners.

+ Distributed organisational structure for materials creation, teaching or
learner support.

« Differentinterpretation of what constitutes teaching, for example, a
learner-based instead of a lecture-based approach.

QUALITY IN ODL

Quality in ODL is frequently judged in terms of learning materials because student
learning is at the centre of the ODL experience. Success depends on how
effectively course production, delivery and student support sub-systems operate,
underpinned by academic standards and management processes. However, a
course is more than just the materials. Itis the total experience of the learner, and
quality systems must acknowledge this.

Not all ODL occurs in the same way, and new technologies have created new
learning environments. The quality of the student experience and of student learn-
ing changes inherently with the learning context and a range of other variables.
The kinds of QA systems that are eventually established may also depend on the
size and nature of an organisation. Regardless, the underlying principles are
similar: organising and managing quality in ODL is essentially about managing
operational and academic standards, which means establishing those standards
and ensuring their regular review.

Aframework for managing ODL quality should address:

» General philosophy: Policy and mission statements, ethos and culture
of the organisation, mottoes, attitudes of staff and levels of staff
commitment.

 Products: Learning materials, courses, resources, media, outputs

QAis an approach to organising work that ensures:
+ Theinstitution's mission and aims are understood by everyone.
+ Systems are well designed, foolproof and communicated to everyone.
 Everyone's responsibilities are clear and understood.
+ Theinstitution’s view of quality is defined and documented.
+ Systems are in place to monitor performance.
+ There are established methods for correcting problems.

QAINANEW INSTITUTION

+ Itisessential that the institution fully endorse QA and that senior
management show leadership by example, through commitment to
quality. To address institutional quality, many institutions appoint a QA
leader or “champion,” form a quality group or instruct managers of
functional work areas to work together.

+  Startwith reviewing the institution’s mission statement. It fundamen-
tally describes the educational experience the institution aims to
provide, the students it serves, its values and how it intends to
achieve the standards it has set for itself.

+ Develop a university policy on quality that defines the institution’s
goals and standards and that reflects the values and principles of its
mission statement.

+ Ensure that this policy is documented, endorsed by the most senior
management and communicated to all staff.

+ Develop an operational plan that describes the processes that will
monitor quality and performance indicators, and that assigns responsi-
bility forimplementation.

The following activities will contribute to the operational plan:

+ Identify, analyse and map critical functions. Describe the stepsin all
procedures, workflow between units or areas and standards of
performance—this applies to production processes as well as to
academic programme development.

+ Document and communicate processes and procedures to everyone
concerned.

+  Set performance indicators or standards of performance, such as
turnaround time for student assignments and technical standards for
materials production.

+  Identify the time frame for performance review and reporting.

In developing a QA system for the first time it is useful to look at what others

(progression and retention rates, number of graduates), assessment
outcomes ( pass rates, standards of performance).
*+ Services: Registration and advisory services, tutoring, counseling,
feedback and guidance on learning, support for learner progress,

have done, to provide a starting point for researching best practice examples and
benchmarks of achievement. These external reference points can help establish
well-documented operational and academic standards, within a framework shaped
by the university’s mission. Anew QA system should also have built-in monitor-

JUALITY A



IS

h

an institution’s good reputation

Establish the reasons for taking a particular quality approach before
developing procedures. This may be done through meetings,
working parties or as directed by management. The success of QA
will depend on how well staff understand the rationale for it.

Map and review existing QA practices. This is frequently done
based on outlining functional areas of responsibility, as described
above.

Identify, map and analyse processes and operations within each
functional area. Mapping makes processes explicit and clear to
everyone, and identifies gaps, overlaps and cross-functional
issues that need to be resolved.

Document processes or revise existing documentation.
Evaluate performance against existing standards and establish
new standards if necessary.

Develop a plan for managing processes and set dates for future
reviews.

Form cross-functional goal groups to identify persistent problems
and to develop solutions.

QA CONSIDERATIONS

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION

Specify academic standards and quality. What procedures will
ensure these are met? Specify the educational processes, learning
experiences and resources that will be used; describe the student
achievements and capabilities the standards are meant to reflect.
How will student learning be assessed? Refer to external
reference points such as qualifications frameworks, benchmarks
and codes of practice. Use internal and external subject and
course reviews that draw on a range of assessment criteria.
Establish standards for ensuring quality in programme design,
approval and review procedures. This may include internal and
external peer review of learning materials, moderation of
assessment and course evaluation.

Establish a cycle of regular component and overall programme
review and monitoring, using a variety of data.

Establish and schedule mechanisms and processes for evaluating
the effectiveness of teaching, learning and assessment strategies.
Reviews are frequently scheduled at three to five year intervals
and staggered across programmes to distribute workload.

Specify how programme delivery will be managed, including
who is accountable for doing what.

assessment of student learning, plagiarism and return of student
assignments, as well as how to optimise use of email and
online learning management systems. Teachers and tutors
should also be aware of the support services available to
students, and of how students can access them.

Train all staff in the relevant aspects of student management
systems, and in relevant procedures and policy. This can be
done face-to-face, online or through self-paced modules. Ensure
consistency by using standard training methods procedures
manuals.

Specify the qualifications and experience required of local
administrative and teaching staff, and establish reliable systems
for maintaining communication.

STUDENT SUPPORT

Establish standards of performance, and document procedures
for student support. For example, how are student enquiries
managed? Specify response times, responsibilities and
associated record keeping needs.

Document the nature and content of student and staff records,
and assign responsibility for tracking them.

Establish procedures for monitoring and tracking student registration
and for materials dispatch and delivery. Specify standards of
performance that account for different conditions; for example,
expected delivery times for different locations may vary.

Establish policy, procedures and timelines for student
assignment submission and return. Include tracking,

monitoring and reporting processes.

Establish timelines and procedures for developing learning
materials, including printing, production and delivery. Develop
timelines for multimedia and e-learning resource development.
Establish, communicate and monitor standards for student
access to tutors.

Specify student support services, including locations, scope,
standards of service and accessibility.

Establish procedures for the scheduling, notification, administra-
tion and conditions of examinations, along with processes that
ensure the integrity of examinations and marking. For example,
will an external invigilator be used? Who would be acceptable
for this? How will exams be kept secure? Will all ODL students
be required to sit for exams?

Schedule regular monitoring and review against specified




IMPLEMENTING QA

Whether QA is being established in a new institution, or existing practices
are being refreshed, there are a number of pre-requisites:

+ Aninstitutional quality policy and plan.

+ A QA “champion”who will lead the QA effort and ensure it is
embedded in the institutional culture and practice.

+  Opportunities for all staff to contribute to the design of a QA
system. This increases the sense of ownership and ensures that
strategies are meaningful, realistic and more likely to be adopted.

+ Aneffective communications strategy that ensures everyone
knows their own and other’s responsibilities, understands why
a QAsystem is being implemented and what should occur. It
also allows stakeholders to identify aspects of QA that may
have been missed or that are not working.

+ Mechanisms that encourage good practice will maintain staff interest
and involvementin improving quality. For example, exposure to
examples of good practice from other sub-systems or work units
through meetings or newsletters can stimulate thinking about new
quality practices, and encourage collaboration and integration.

+ Arange of staff development strategies designed to improve
quality, where possible linked to staff performance review.
Reward structures can also encourage staff commitment to QA.

CASE STUDIES

QAFORNEW ACTIVITIES: THE UNIVERSITY OF
NEW ENGLAND, U.S. (UNE, www.une.edu)
UNE has along and successful DE history. Staff are experienced in teaching
students at a distance. It has well-established procedures for developing,
producing and dispatching DE learning materials. However, the growth of e-
learning created a need for new procedures and associated QA systems.
The university adopted an institutional approach to e-learning QA,
featuring:
+ Auniversity policy on online teaching that specifies an online
learning management system.
+ Classification and description of Web use levels for different
COUrses.
 Ahighlevel of technical, administrative and pedagogical
support for staff.
+ Basic training for all online teaching staff.
+ Ateamapproach to e-learning materials development, comprising
an educational designer, teacher, academic developer, university
copyright officer, programmer and graphic designer.

* Procedures for e-course development that follow university
approval guidelines, including submission to the Academic
Board.

+ Clear designation of online courses in the university handbook
and all other public documents, to ensure students are aware of
technology requirements before enrolling.

+ Complete design and technical verification of e-learning
materials before teaching begins, including editorial checks for
technical problems such as broken links.

+ Course materials approval and “sign off” by the academic
supervisor before going live.

+ Extended help desk and phone support hours for staff and
students.

+ Service agreements with the university’s Division of
Information Technology designate e-learning a mission critical
activity, ensuring problems are resolved immediately.

+  Annual benchmarking of e-learning procedures against similar
universities, and nationally through the Australasian Council on
Open, Distance and E-learning (ACODE).

+ Online course review on a three-year cycle, using criteria
equivalent to print course reviews.

+ Regular external peer review of selected online courses.

QAIN ANEW UNIVERSITY: OPEN UNIVERSITY
MALAYSIA (OUM, www.oum.edu.my)
As the first private university in Malaysia, and the first to offer open and
distance learning there, OUM needed to show the public that it provided
educational products, experiences and outcomes of ensured quality that
were at least equal to that delivered by public on-campus universities.
While OUM's quality management system addresses key perform-
ance areas of corporate culture, improving and monitoring quality in
curriculum and courseware development are at the heart of its QA effort.
OUM adopted a strategy of putting the customer first and providing
quality services and products, featuring:

+ Identified best practice standards in ODL management through
benchmarking visits to renowned international open universities.

+ Academic standards for programmes set by external
regulators, ensuring quality and equivalence.

+ Well-developed procedures for courseware development. To
ensure viability and that courses will meet client needs, a
market survey is conducted before any academic programme
is developed.

*  Firstdrafts of any curriculum formulated by a team comprising
deans of faculties, lecturers and experts from professional bodies.
Feedback on curriculum drafts by a Board of Studies,
comprising experts from academia, government and industry.
Drafts are then scrutinised by the university's Academic Board,
comprising senior faculty members and academic stakeholders.
Curriculum approval from the Private Education Department
and National Accreditation Board at the Ministry of Education.
Development of learning materials by a team of subject matter
experts, academic moderators, module writers, tutors and
consultants.
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