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Abstract

Quality and Quality Enhancement: Is there a relationship?

Much of the work published on quality in higher education has focused on processes of quality assurance and on quality enhancement activity. Indeed, it is arguable that these two concerns underpin all discussions of quality in higher education and have done since the early days of discussion about quality in the sector. Most of the existing definitions of the two terms show that they are clearly distinct activities but there have been remarkably few studies that have directly explored the relationships between them. This paper reflects upon this issue with a view to stimulating further discussion within this journal. The paper explores existing research in the field.  The paper argues that there is a spectrum of four main relationships between quality assurance and quality enhancement from one where the two work in isolation to a position where the two are fully integrated.

Quality and Quality Enhancement: Is there a relationship?

The relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement is at the heart of much of the debate about quality in higher education yet it has attracted remarkably little attention in scholarly debate.  Newton (2012) has been one of the few scholars to suggest that there is a relationship, arguing that that, ultimately, quality assurance and quality enhancement were vital elements in the effort to improve higher education whilst Elassy (2015), in an exploration of the meaning of the terms quality assurance and enhancement, suggested that there was a continuum on which these two activities sat.  The key concern amongst commentators is whether quality management actually results in improvement of higher education. As Harvey and Williams (2010, p. 107) argued in their review of research published in the journal Quality in Higher Education, ‘the link between external processes, internal processes, and improvements in teaching and learning seems to be tenuous and patchy’. However, the nature of the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement is fundamental to understanding quality in higher education.
A review of the literature on quality management highlights that the relationship is complex and a range of different relationships can be identified. Indeed, as Newton argued (2012) that ‘the relationship … between quality assurance and quality enhancement is not a simple one’ Scholars have addressed the issue from a wide range of different perspectives. In particular, they have explored academics’ perspectives of quality along with deep concerns about trust and academic autonomy.  Foucault’s notions of power and power-knowledge are an obvious theoretical background to much of these concerns and this has been expressed by scholars such as Readings (1996) when critiquing the development of quality assurance as an element of what is seen as a Foucauldian struggle for power. However, the discussion of quality enhancement is imbued with Adorno’s notions of (higher) education as a moral, democratising force (Harvey, 2009). In this sense, the debate has a tendency to focus on tensions, power and an assault on the autonomy of the academy.  
Definitions 
The first challenge is defining what is meant by the phrases quality assurance and quality enhancement. There are many definitions but not only is there substantial difference between them, it is not clear whether the phrases refer to activity, processes or even concepts, or all three. Definition is therefore a key starting point and one that is fraught with difficulty.  Both quality assurance and quality enhancement have a range of definitions that, like quality itself, are complex and vary not only according to time and context but also to the different stakeholders (Harvey, 2006).  

Quality assurance

Quality assurance appears to have a wide range of slightly differing definitions, depending on the author. It tends to be understood as being about measurement of quality and ensuring that standards are met. Harvey (2004-2017) defines it broadly ‘as the collections of policies, procedures, systems and practices internal or external to the organisation designed to achieve, maintain and enhance quality’, although it has become a shorthand term for ‘for all forms of external quality monitoring, evaluation or review’.  Harvey highlights the variety of emphases of some of the different authorities.  Several refer to standards. Some make a link with quality enhancement.  Others focus on accountability, a term in itself that is seldom defined with respect to higher education. Some state that quality assurance is about ensuring the quality of teaching and others focus more on the processes to achieve quality: quality assurance is in fact a meta-process. As the former chief executive of the United Kingdom’s Quality Assurance Agency, Peter Williams, observed (2011), ‘there is no single common definition of the phrase ‘quality assurance’. As a result ... quality assurance has become a catch-all phrase; it is asked to do too many different things and as a result it can do few of them to anyone’s satisfaction.’

Quality assurance appears to be understood by many colleagues and institutions as another phrase for ‘accountability’. For example, Collini (2012) in his influential book, What are Universities For? refers to accountability in the same breath as quality assurance. Anecdotally, this view is expressed by colleagues. Much of the work by scholars on academics’ perceptions of quality in higher education reflects the notion, presented by Newton (2000) in his seminal article, of ‘feeding the beast’. Accountability, for many of the academic staff interviewed about their views of quality in Newton’s research as with many studies of academic perspectives since then, is a negative phrase and viewed at best as a bureaucratic process that has little real meaning for them and, like most other phrases in the discussion of quality in higher education, it means different things to different people.  At best, as much of the research into academics’ perceptions of quality assurance indicates, it is a burdensome distraction from what they see as their ‘proper’ work. However, Newton (2012, p. 9) argues that ‘it is not helpful to represent quality assurance practice only in terms of accountability.’ At worst, it is a form of control or power, exercised over academics by governments and other academics. Foucault’s (1991) observation in the ostensible context of seventeenth century France: ‘the meticulousness of the regulations, the fussiness of the inspections, the supervision of the smallest fragment of life and the body…’ has readily been transfered to the context of quality assurance by scholars such as Readings (1996) .
Quality enhancement

Quality enhancement tends to be understood as being broadly about improving what we do in the academy (QAA, 2017). For Harvey (2004-2017), quality enhancement has two strands to it: first it is the ‘enhancement of individual learners; the augmentation or improvement of learners’ attributes, knowledge, ability, skills and potential.’ Second, it is ‘the improvement in the quality of an institution or programme of study.’ Newton (2012, p. 9) makes the distinction between enhancement and improvement more firmly: 

Quality enhancement is viewed as a deliberate process of change that leads to improvement; for example, in the student learning experience. This includes both

strategic initiatives and the small steps taken to make things better. Improvement is taken to be the outcome of enhancement; it arises from enhancement activities, and from mechanisms designed to support enhancement. From the foregoing, it is apparent that quality enhancement is a process.
Quality enhancement then, according to Newton, is a process and improvement is an outcome of enhancement.

Several definitions of quality enhancement focus on students’ learning.  The UK QAA defined quality enhancement in 2006 ‘… as an aspect of institutional quality management that is designed to secure, in the context of the constraints within which individual institutions operate, steady, reliable and demonstrable improvements in the quality of learning opportunities’ (cited in Harvey, 2004-2017).  The QAA's 2003 Handbook for Enhancement-led Institutional Review: Scotland (cited in Harvey, 2004-2017) defined enhancement as ‘taking deliberate steps to bring about continual improvement in the effectiveness of the learning experience of students’.

There is also an argument that enhancement can be seen as a definition of quality (Vlãsceanu et al., 2007, pp. 72–73; Campbell and Rosznyai, 2002). However, quality is, Harvey argues, more than ‘the continuous search for permanent improvement’ (Harvey 2004-2017). Indeed, Collini’s argument (2012, p. 110) that the notion of continuous quality improvement in higher education is ‘conceptually incoherent’ as he felt that academics are expected to drive up standards, even when what they are doing is already regarded as excellent.
Enhancement is presented as a positive process but there are less positive aspects to it, as highlighted by Harvey and Williams (2010). McInnis (2000) hinted at the growth in the workload of academic staff as a result of a demand for enhancement.  In addition, Dolnicar (2005) argued that students themselves were increasingly instrumentalist in their learning and this influenced how they viewed their academic work.   

Quality

However, these definitions must be understood in the wider context of the changing perceptions of quality and the purpose of the quality process. Harvey and Green’s five dimensions of quality, developed in their 1993 article and further developed by Harvey (2006), remain at the heart of discussions of quality in higher education. Quality can be viewed, in brief, as one or more of the following: exceptionality (or excellence), perfection, fitness for purpose, value for money and transformational. 

The definitions ‘exceptionality’ and ‘perfection’ appear to have largely been discarded in most discussions of higher education provision, except in the judgements of external quality assurance agencies and within the context of institutional marketing although it is important to note that the concept of excellence has become increasingly prominent in recent years (Brusoni et al., 2014).  Emphasis has been laid, for many years, on the dimensions ‘fitness for purpose’ (by the EU among others) and ‘value for money’ (by the government). In the context of growing tuition fees in the UK, ‘value for money’ is, arguably becoming an important consideration for both potential students (and their sponsors) and the institutions. Different stakeholders, at different times, have different definitions of quality.

However, both of these have a tendency towards the mechanistic or instrumental and there have been signs that there is a shift towards something more akin to Harvey and Green’s fifth dimension of quality: transformation. Indeed, the Tuning project appears to have discarded the ‘fitness for purpose’ dimension as being not enough and moved towards the idea that quality should be about transformation, Harvey and Green’s fifth dimension of quality.

‘Quality as transformation’ is the profoundest of the five dimensions. Harvey has often referred to this element of the quality process and presents it as (potentially) a learning process for all involved, particularly for students and staff. This concern that higher education should fundamentally be about a learning process is reflected in Furedi’s (2013) concern that HE sector is too concerned with ‘what works’ and seems to be too readily dismissed as a pipe dream. Evidence-based policy, argues Furedi, have been shown to be no more effective than more overtly politically-driven agendas.

A matrix of relationships?

It seems clear that there is a range of perspectives on the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement. At one end of the spectrum, it is arguable that quality assurance and enhancement have little real contact and work in isolation from each other. At the other end of the spectrum, quality assurance and quality enhancement are integral to each other.

1. QA and QE in opposition to each other

In this view of the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement, the former is presented rather negatively and quality enhancement as much more positive. Broad differences between outcomes of quality assurance and quality enhancement have been identified by a few commentators. The following table (Figure 1) outlines the key differences between the two activities as identified by Elassy (2015) and Swinglehurst (2008).  Both, conflated into broad themes, present quality assurance rather negatively and quality enhancement as a positive activity. Broadly, quality assurance is a top down process, characterised by inflexibility and based upon quantitative measurements, whereas enhancement is characterised as a bottom up, negotiated process, based on qualitative judgement and engagement with academics.

Figure 1: Differences between Quality Assurance and Quality Enhancement

	Quality Assurance
	Quality Enhancement

	Gives insufficient weight to the teaching/learning processes
	Gives considerable weight to the teaching/learning processes

	Teaching as individual performance
	Learning as social practice

	Focus on teaching
	Focus on learning

	Tends to be associated more with assessment and accountability
	Tends to be associated more with improvement and development

	Meets external standards 
	Meets internal standards

	Top down process
	Bottom up approach

	Top-down implementation by managers not active in teaching
	Active engagement of senior staff and teachers during implementation

	A summative process 
	A formative process

	Focus on monitoring/judgement
	Focus on professional development

	A quantitative performance 
	A qualitative performance 

	Focuses on the past 
	Focuses on the present and the future 

	Emphasis on documentation
	Emphasis on discussion

	Less freedom (follows absolute rules) 
	More freedom (uses flexible and negotiated ways) 

	Gives a greater space to administrators 
	Gives a greater space to academics

	Focuses on teacher as individual practitioner
	Seeks to increase collaboration between teachers and across disciplines

	Inflexible non-negotiable approach based on standards
	Flexible context-specific approach based on building professional knowledge

	Little acknowledgement of the link between teaching and research
	Seeks to establish links between teaching and research through reflection and practice

	May undermine professional autonomy through monitoring and surveillance activity
	Respects and values professional autonomy


Sources: Elassy (2015) and Swinglehurst (2008)

In part, this relationship is rooted in the essential issue of ownership as highlighted by Thune (1996).  This notion was reflected on by Amaral (2007, p. 6), who argued that

Universities mostly emphasise quality improvement, which has been a concern for higher education institutions since the Middle Ages… while the government pays special attention to accountability, aiming at guaranteeing the quality of the services provided to society by higher education institutions.

Such a view highlights the importance of recognising the different perspectives on quality but also sets up ‘them-and-us’ conditions for opposition and resistance as highlighted by Newton (2012; 2002) and Anderson (2006). 

Perhaps worse is the tendency of quality assurance processes to subvert trust and respect for academics’ expertise (Gibbs, 2007; Leeuw, 2002). Gosling and D’Andrea (2001) were concerned that quality assurance can have a tendency to subvert trust and respect for academics’ expertise and that academics wanted to replace a ‘name and shame’ approach, which they saw as the consequence of quality assurance, with ongoing continuous improvement through integrated educational development model that is devolved to academics themselves.
2. QA and QE take place without reference to each other

In this second view of the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement, they are presented as distinct activities. A positive approach is that of Middlehurst and Woodhouse (1995), in which accountability and improvement are conceptually and practically distinct, with separate resourcing. However, this appears to translate into a perception that they can work in isolation from each other and that quality assurance can appear to have no real value. Indeed, as Thune (1996, p. 21) argued, ‘accountability and improvement are often conceived as mutually exclusive goals of evaluation’.  

However, less positive is the view that, despite the enormous growth in national quality assurance processes over the last quarter century, serious doubts remain about their effectiveness in achieving lasting quality improvement. Quality assurance processes continue to be seen as a burdensome extra and one that is responded to through ritualised compliance (Minelli et al., 2008; Anderson, 2006; Newton, 2002; Newton, 2000). In some cases ‘it is likely that the compliance to the systems is in the nature of dramaturgical compliance’ (Barrow, 1999, p. 32). In this view, quality assurance fails to be a part of the everyday activity of academics because they perceive no real link between the quality of their academic work (teaching and research) and the performance embodied in quality assurance processes. 

3. QA leads to QE

Some perspectives have implied that quality assurance and quality enhancement are on a linear scale. Indeed, recent scholars such as Elassy (2015) have argued that quality assurance and enhancement are on a continuum.  The model presents a progression from quality assurance to quality enhancement.  However, within this model, there is some tension between the view that quality enhancement is (or at least should be) the next stage in a process that begins with quality assurance and the view that there has been shift in focus from quality assurance to quality enhancement (see Figure 2).  
Figure 2: Quality assurance to quality improvement

[image: image1.png]Quality Quality
assurance enhancement
processes processes

Quality

improvement





Source: Elassy (2015; Newton, 2012)
The first view is well exemplified by David Dill (2000) who, in an early reflection on the impact of quality assurance, argued that quality assurance has in fact ways forced the issue: without it, institutions would not be interested in improving or developing teaching and learning. Similarly, Newton (2012, p. 9), argued that ‘quality assurance is an important driver for quality enhancement’. However, in reflecting on this model of the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement, a routine criticism is that quality assurance does not achieve the goals it sets out. It fails to lead to genuine improvement and ends up as a bureaucratic exercise.  
The second view, that a sector-wide focus on quality assurance has in fact led to – or been replaced by – a focus on quality enhancement, is exemplified by Filippakou and Tapper (2008). They argued in the context of the United Kingdom, that there had been a shift in focus of quality management from quality assurance to quality enhancement. The same trend has been highlighted within the wider European context, by Gvaramadze (2008) who argued that the development of the European Standards and Guidelines were a self-conscious attempt to build quality enhancement into notions and practices of quality management. 
4. QA and QE: integral parts of the same process

The final perspective presents quality assurance and quality enhancement as integral parts of the same process: arguably they are part of a cycle, each part informing the next. As Newton (2012, p. 9) argues, ‘it is indisputable that there have been substantial benefits deriving from quality assurance’ and that 
Quality assurance practitioners can and do work developmentally, with academic colleagues being amongst the beneficiaries from new thinking and new practice that emanates from a quality assurance domain.
Here, quality assurance reviewers and reviewees are engaged in an interactive process of developing new, improved and innovative practice together.  Each plays an integral role in the developmental process. 


At heart, this implies the importance of and need for a continuous quality improvement cycle which includes both quality assurance and quality enhancement processes.  Fouquet et al. (2012) argued for an action cycle illustrated in Figure 3 below.  This cycle of formulation and implementation of practice, well devised evaluation and developing remedies for issues, all feeding back into the development of practice, is, of course, a classic model of Plan-Do-Study-Act that goes back to Deming (Dill, 1995).
Figure 3: The QA-QE cycle
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Source: Fouquet et al. (2012)

At the same time, involving students as partners in the quality assurance process has clear benefits for the process where currently they are engaged increasingly in the enhancement process (Bishop et al., 2012).  Where students and staff work together to act on issues raised by this dialogue, quality appears to increase. Students can be engaged at all levels from student academic boards at faculty level to working with staff to develop new and innovative teaching materials. This approach has, at least at one institution in the UK, resulted in an increase in NSS scores for optional questions relating to engagement, but, more significantly, it has enhanced the experience of those students and staff involved. Engaging students and staff in partnership therefore appears to be a key component in successfully enhancing the learning environment (Millard et al., 2013; Little et al., 2011).

Conclusions

This exploration has highlighted the complexity of the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement. The easiest way to present the relationships is as a spectrum but there are clearly important interconnections between them, often implied by the scholars’ work cited here.  Much depends upon how the various terms and associated terms are defined.  Not only is there little agreement on exactly what the phrases quality assurance and quality enhancement actually mean, there is similar variety in how other associated terms, such as ‘accountability’ are defined.  More significantly, there is variety in how these phrases are applied and how stakeholders understand them. The phrases ‘quality assurance’ and ‘accountability’ often appear to have very negative connotations for academic staff whereas enhancement and improvement are viewed much more positively. Hence, the points in the spectrum that have been described here cannot be viewed as necessarily positive: each relationship has negative and positive aspects to it.
It is not clear either, whether we should refer to quality assurance and quality enhancement as activities, processes or even notions. The debate about how the terms are defined suggests that they are almost a philosophical concept.  This is confused by the fact that the terms in fact can be all three.  They can refer to processes but they are also activities.  In the end, it is vital that we view them and quality itself as a philosophical concept and understand them in far deeper ways than simply as processes. Otherwise, there is the danger that they are applied without understanding the implications. Even if we can get passed the definitional issues, relate to a wide range of key issues in higher education and existing research shows that these issues have been important for the last two decades.  The question of how the two concepts are related has important implications for how staff are treated, respect and trust, how institutional data can be used to improve what the institutions and ultimately, what universities are actually for.
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