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Overcoming staff resistance to audit (and other external review processes) will be central to
ensuring that there is wider participation in the key activities of audit. While the cascading model
of participation used by several institutions included in this study and described in Section B of
this report provided for wider participation, it did not necessarily provide for deep engagement.
Responding to a draft of the SER, while important, appears to be less beneficial than grappling
with the criteria, writing responses to the open-ended questions and drafting sections of the SER.
Given that the coordination of wider participation would prove an even bigger task than
described in Section B of the report, the widening of participation may need to go hand in hand
with another challenge for the HEQC - that of streamlining the preparation process.

Streamlining the preparation process

While having greater clarity about audit, its purposes and processes would certainly be helpful
to institutions entering the first round of audit, and while widening the participation of
institutional staff in the preparation for audit would be helpful in developing institutional
understanding of audit, higher education and quality assurance, streamlining the preparation
process would be even more helpful in reducing the time and energy spent during this phase.
In particular, it would be important to reduce the amount of documentation institutions are
required to identify and collate, especially in the second round of audits. As indicated in Section
B, the focus on and attention given to collecting and developing documentation, in some cases,
reduced the reflective and educative potential of audit and limited it to a ‘supply and comply’
exercise.

In finding ways to meet this challenge, the HEQC needs to consider requests made for best
practice models and further guidance in key tasks such as identifying and analysing evidence and
writing the SER. While issues relating to efficiency underlie these requests, it needs to be
remembered that the data suggest it was often in struggling with issues and through debates and
discussions that staff members acquired new insight and understanding. This then suggests that
there may need to be a trade-off between efficiency and effectiveness when changes are made
to the audit processes. In other words, in providing additional guidance on how to deal with the
processes of audit and so streamlining the preparations, opportunities for debate and discussion
amongst staff members and for them to ‘apply their minds’ may be reduced, and even lost. What
is important is that the support and guidance provided by the HEQC during the pre-audit phase
should ensure greater clarity for institutional staff. This, in turn, should address aspects of
resistance to audit while at the same time developing greater confidence amongst institutional
staff in their ability to meet the HEQC’s requirements.

Increasing institutional learning in the pre-audit phase

The three sub-sections above point to ways in which institutional learning about audit and its
processes, quality and quality assurance and higher education and its institutions may be
enhanced. The recommendations listed below may either be taken up directly by the HEQC or
included as guidelines for institutions.
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Extend the provision of HEQC audit preparation workshops to include staff in to-be-
audited institutions — focusing on the developmental aspect of audit.

Spell out the role of the HEQC staff in shaping the issues raised and the questions posed
(including the lines of inquiry).

Structure additional opportunities through which to-be-audited institutions can learn
from the experiences of previously audited institutions.

Open up spaces for conversations between institutional staff — both within and across
departments and faculties.

Use the open-ended questions as a basis for departmental, faculty-based and institution-
wide debates and discussions.

Provide opportunities for institutional staff to better understand the HEQC criteria by
linking them to examples of the institution’s own processes and practices (i.e. make the
criteria less abstract and more meaningful).

Provide opportunities for institutional staff to share examples of best practice with
colleagues in the same institution.

Provide opportunities for institutional staff

- to write small sections of the SER,

- to develop ideas for improvements and new initiatives, and

- to develop plans for implementing these initiatives so as to fully appreciate what
is required.

Provide opportunities for institutional staff to rehearse for the audit visit and interview
sessions so that the purpose of the interview sessions (particularly the triangulation
function) is well understood.

This list suggests that deep engagement in a variety of activities may be required to improve the
institutional staff's understanding during the pre-audit phase. In addition, many of these activities
may help bridge the gap between individual learning and institutional learning.

Preparing auditors better for their work in interview sessions

This study elicited some important comments and criticisms as to how auditors might be better
prepared for their work as auditors. These suggestions span the early preparation in auditors’
training workshops and the portfolio meeting through to the site visits and include the following.

Provide an explanation as to how the HEQC approach to quality (rather than to audit)
is different to what might traditionally be used in many institutions.

Provide clear guidelines for how the auditors should approach their reading of the SER
and other documentation and provide certain tasks to be completed.

Ensure auditors understand the history and unique context of the institution to be
audited.

Ask auditors to prepare certain lines of inquiry prior to the portfolio meeting.

Debate the lines of inquiry offered and compare them with those developed by the
HEQC.

Explain why certain lines of inquiry are to be followed rather than others.
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- Develop these lines of inquiry into a prototype report.

- Clarify the levels at which triangulation of data is to operate — for example, between
what the various interviewees say in interviews, and between what is said in these and
what has been written in the SER.

- Assign responsibilities to specific auditors in advance of the site visit.

- Model ‘collegial engagement’ and ways to probe claims, present contradictions etc.

- Debate the approaches and perspectives underlying the questions to be used — i.e. are
they really advocating a managerial approach?

- Ensure that there is sufficient time for auditors to reflect on and discuss each day’s

interview sessions (and even each session during the day) and also to carefully strategise
before the following day’s sessions.

- Ensure that written notes are taken in each of the panel sessions — so as to provide the
report writer with a written account of each session.

Increasing auditors’ understanding of institutional contexts — extending the panel interview
method currently used

The data collected in this study pertaining to the preparation of panel members and the extent to
which they understood unique institutional contexts and posed relevant and appropriate questions
have suggested that there may be additional aspects and activities to be included in future audits,
especially in relation to the site visits and interview sessions. Key recommendations in this regard
are listed below:

- Provide an opportunity for institutional staff to kick off the audit process with a brief
presentation — unique features of the institution could be highlighted here.

- Share all data to be used as the basis for interview sessions and in the development of
questions.

- Incorporate additional smaller interview sessions in the interview programme.

- Provide for longer sessions so that issues can be explored.

- Structure interview sessions around specific issues.

- Incorporate collegial discussion along with triangulation as a focus in interview sessions.

- Visit additional areas within the institution.

- Observe activities in some of these areas.

- Speak informally to both staff and students in these areas.

In effect, this list suggests that audit visits should incorporate additional activities rather than focus
on an analysis of the SER and question-and-answer interview sessions, and that a more varied audit
programme would provide for better insight into how institutions actually work.

Increasing institutional learning during site visits
Interviewees’ descriptions of the impact of the question-and-answer approach used in interviews

and the formal tone and style of these sessions provide important clues as to the expectations and
hopes of institutional staff during the site visits. In particular, it appears that interviewees had
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hoped for opportunities for greater engagement with panel members. In addition, the very real
appreciation of what had been learnt from both colleagues attending the same sessions and panel
members further confirms that the scope and purpose of interview sessions should either be
clarified for institutional staff or perhaps reconsidered. If the latter, the purpose and scope of the
audit visit may shift: rather being used to triangulate information and interrogate evidence, these
sessions — or at least some of them — could be changed so as to provide for a more workshop-
like environment where institutional staff and panellists could engage as peers in discussing
systems and practices.

The UCT internal evaluation report records:

We would like to suggest that the HEQC needs to review the structure and orientation of
the interviews during the site visit. Whilst the objectives of the audit require the panellists
to use the interviews for the purposes of triangulation, it is suggested here that the
interview schedule should be structured in such a way that it allows for triangulation as
well as more effective engagement about suggested areas for improvement that the
institution itself identifies. More dialogue about institutional deliberations on strengths and
weaknesses would enhance the value of the audit through stimulating thinking about novel
ways on addressing challenges.

The data collected in this study suggest that some institutions would have found the process a
better one if they had felt like equal partners, like colleagues, rather than as if they were being
interrogated. The role of the chair in setting the tone for these sessions is crucial, as is the openness
of the panel to understanding the context of the specific institutions. The size of the panel and the
length of individual panel sessions may also be reconsidered as ways of increasing institutional
learning in future audits.

Institutional learning may also be enhanced by wider participation in the oral feedback session at
the end of the site visit. Interviewees’ own recommendations relating to the oral feedback suggest
that, while they appreciated the early opportunity for feedback, they would have been happier if
they had received a written copy of this and if there had been an opportunity for them to respond
— even if this were only to record any errors or inaccuracies noted.

Increasing opportunities for collegial engagement during site visits

Many of the points made highlight the need for future audits to increase the opportunities that it
potentially provides for collegial engagement both within institutions and also between
interviewees and members of the panel. In addition, the data suggest that many interviewees
experienced the interviewee sessions as courts where judgements were passed rather than as an
opportunity for peers to work to strengthen and enhance the higher education sector. The
following suggestions (some of which have already been referred to in previous sub-sections) have
been made for consideration by the HEQC for future audits:
- Provide an opportunity for institutional staff to kick off the audit process with a brief
presentation — this will help to level the playing field and help institutional staff gain a
sense of ownership of the process.
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- Share all data to be used as the basis for interview sessions and in the development of
questions — there should not be any surprises for institutional staff in this regard.

- Incorporate additional smaller interview sessions in the interview programme.

- Provide for longer sessions so that issues can be explored in greater depth — possibly for
solutions to be dealt with in a workshop.

- Extend invitations to the oral feedback session to all audit participants.

- Provide time for brief comments by institutional staff at this feedback session.

- Conclude the site visit with a social occasion — even a half-hour tea break.

Understanding institutional action (and inaction) during the pre-report phase

In considering the data related to changes made (or not made) in institutions during this phase of
the audit process, the complex nature of change in these institutions needs to be acknowledged.
The data collected suggest that the HEQC audit, while an important catalyst, is only one factor
amongst others that prompts, enables and supports change in these institutions. Interviewees
pointed to national policies (‘the hard realities in the changing HE landscape’) and international
trends, and the relationship between these factors and audit in prompting change and
development. Certainly, the authority of the HEQC was reported to be an important lever in the
institutions — often used by senior management to ensure that staff complied with quality
assurance arrangements. In addition, there were suggestions that staff and students might use the
audit and its processes to put pressure on management.

An analysis of those institutions in which a number of changes and improvements were reported
reveals the importance of providing participants with a positive audit experience and highlighting
their successes. This appears to have been important in building momentum for introducing
change in both the pre-report phase and the post-audit period. In addition, the data suggest that
where institutions are clear about what is expected of them and what it takes to bring about
changes, they are in a better position to respond immediately to what they have learned during
these phases.

This report has highlighted the differences in the ways the smaller private providers and the larger
public institutions responded in terms of introducing change and new initiatives, and also
suggested possible reasons for these differences. In the larger public institutions, planning and
participation appear to be more cumbersome processes, taking longer than in the smaller
private providers. The latter may also have more ground to make up than the former and
also staff here may raise fewer questions and arguments about what needs to be done.

Stability within the institution may also be an important factor in the pre-report phase. At
Rhodes, for example, little in the way of change and improvement was reported to be initiated
while staff were awaiting the new Vice-Chancellor’s arrival.

Increasing institutional knowledge and understanding of the Audit Report

The data collected from interviewees suggest that institutions may not yet have given sufficient
thought to how the Audit Report could best be circulated within the institution. Some guidelines
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from the HEQC on this matter might be helpful. In addition, the importance of ensuring that the
Audit Report is delivered as soon as possible after the audit in order to sustain momentum for
change has been highlighted. It may be that the HEQC needs to develop a better strategy for report
writing — possibly by ensuring that there are dedicated report writers for each institution and that
these people are given sufficient training and support for this challenging and important work.

In addition, a number of improvements have been suggested regarding the ways the Audit Report
is presented to the institution by the HEQC. Recommendations have been made for oral
presentations to a wider audience where misconceptions and errors can be clarified and solutions
and strategies dealt with in a workshop. There were suggestions that the Audit Report could be
shorter and, for some institutions, more specific in outlining the actions that need to be taken. The
HEQC will need to continue to consider how to provide a balance between ensuring there is clarity
in its suggestions for improvement and proving sufficient flexibility for individual institutional
responses in these reports. Certain types of institutions, particularly those that are relatively new
and those that have fewer institutional resources in terms of knowledge of and expertise in quality
assurance matters, may welcome direction — others will not.

While no suggestions were made as to how to overcome this difficulty, it was thought that listing
commendations and recommendations tended to encourage staff members to read the report like
a scorecard. Again, further guidelines from the HEQC on how to read the report are required.

Increasing participation in developing the Quality Improvement Plan

Additional guidelines for developing the QIP would be appreciated by institutional staff. Similarly,
an opportunity to explore possible change initiatives at a workshop with HEQC staff — a process
which could also encourage wider staff participation in the development of these plans — was
suggested by interviewees at those institutions where QIPs had been completed. As highlighted
in this report, the development of an institutional voice during this phase of the audit process
will be essential if change and improvement are to be introduced.

Enabling institutional action during Improvement Period 1

In its assessment of the work completed during this phase of the audit process, the HEQC will
need to consider the comments made by a number of staff members about change being a
process rather than an event. In addition, the data collected in this study indicate that the need
for capital investment, forward planning, and support for staff at all layers of institution need
to be taken into consideration. One of the most critical areas where support is required is that
of monitoring — unless change initiatives are monitored, it will not be possible to evaluate their
effectiveness. Monitoring systems will need to take into account the evolutionary nature of
change in higher education institutions and the various phases that institutions go through in
introducing and implementing change.

Should the HEQC intend to ascertain the impact of audit on higher education institutions, the
monitoring systems in these institutions may need to be designed with this intention in mind.
A number of interviewees in this study argued that there are many factors influencing change
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in these institutions today, with national policies for the sector being probably the biggest
factor. These ‘hard realities in the changing HEI landscape’ are forcing staff to realise that they
‘no longer have choices’. The HEQC is one of these ‘hard realities’, but it appears that it is the
combination of forces that are bringing about change rather than just the HEQC audit itself.
Finally, monitoring systems may need to capture change at a range of levels — for example,
cultural and structural.

Addressing issues of sustainability

The sustainability of the current approach to audit was questioned by a number of interviewees
— both institutional staff and auditors alike. One auditor also commented that the resources of
the HEQC are likely to be further stretched when audits are conducted at institutions that have
even fewer resources than most of the institutions included in this study. He thought it possible
that the HEQC would need to provide additional guidance to such institutions — through all of
the phases of audit. One recommendation for increasing sustainability was shorter, more
focused site visits, and another was the need to limit documentation, as already mentioned.

D.2 POSSIBLE INITIATIVES FOR TRACKING IN FURTHER RESEARCH

At a number of places in this report, the need to initiate a research process such as this one in
the earlier phases of audit has been mentioned. Not only would this ensure current or relatively
recent data and reduce the risk of interviewees not remembering events and experiences, it
would also provide for more focused questions and data. This study, in spanning five phases
of audit, has been broad in its scope and purpose. Research conducted in each of the phases
of audit would yield closer insight into the activities and challenges associated with each of
these phases. One possible focus could be the views of individual academics on quality as they
progress through the five stages of audit.

In addition, this report has been limited in terms of the numbers of institutions studied. It
would be useful to test some of the interpretations of the data collected in this study. For
example, the differences in and interpretations of institutional responses to the introduction of
change and improvement initiatives in the pre-report phase need further investigation.

Section B of this report also provides for the identification of a number of possible initiatives
that could be tracked in future research projects. A selection of these is provided below:

Structural changes

- Studies could track how the shift towards greater managerialism in institutions is
effected and experienced and the consequences of this development. Perhaps it would
also be useful to ascertain what counts as managerialism and to identify how this differs
from the collegial response espoused by certain institutions.

- Associated with the above point, questions could be posed about the increase in the
number of committees — especially at the smaller private providers. The questions could
relate to how new structures change reporting lines within the institution and increase
staff participation and institutional learning.
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- Similarly, the change in the location of the Quality Office and the change in status of the
QAM need further study. As reported in Section B of this report, changes of this kind made
at CUT have been welcomed by some staff while others have expressed concerns about
the unanticipated consequences of this change.

- Another possible focus could be on the financial commitments required to introduce
improvements in terms of additional staff, new resources and equipment. Interviewees in
this study were aware of financial constraints on change and development but were rarely
able to estimate financial costs. Unless institutions are clear about what it takes to provide
for change and build this into their financial planning systems and institutional budgets, it
is unlikely that change will occur.

- The increase in student support and resource centres at the two private institutions included
in this study has been reported. As these improvements were in response to Audit Report
recommendations it would be useful to study the effect of these changes.

Cultural changes

- The language of audit. Section B of the report has highlighted both the difficulties involved
in accessing the language of audit in the initial phases and the contention that this language
has been adopted and is becoming embedded in institutions. Questions about this shift
could focus on facilitating factors as well as the effects of this process on the introduction
of improvements.

- While it was reported that the academic voice at CityVarsity was strengthened in the first
two phases of audit at this institution, it would be useful to study whether it is sustained
over time and what effects it has on mediating the influence of the business voice, especially
when the institution is faced with financial challenges in introducing improvements.

- On the topic of identifying and measuring reflection, the question, ‘What is the measure of
self-reflection in higher education? is one that is proving difficult to answer. In other words,
how does one know when staff members are engaged in reflection? A follow-up study on
the effects of self-reflection would also be useful.

- Similarly one might ask ‘What is the value of camaraderie and a sense of community? and
‘Does this develop into institutional learning and a community of practitioners?” and ‘If so,
what fosters such development?

New programmes

- Research development programmes for both staff members (e.g. at Rhodes and Mancosa)
and postgraduate students (e.g. at CUT) have been highlighted as areas of change. It would
be useful to track such programmes in terms of their own processes as well as the outputs.

- Recruitment of African learners from township schools is an area of prioritisation at Rhodes.
Here again, it would be useful to track the success of this programme and to follow students
through their studies.
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