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Abstract
We outline a novel approach to the coordination of quality assurance, national policy and
donor country aid policy in Papua New Guinea, which aims to improve the quality and
sustainability of university education. We discuss the challenges and lessons learnt to date in
the implementation of external quality assurance processes for universities under this
approach. In particular, we discuss the challenges of implementing external quality assurance
in severely under-resourced institutions. From this specific approach, we analyse
opportunities for developing countries to link higher education quality assurance, led by selfassessments, to other national policy instruments and donor country education aid programs.
Outline
Approach
Papua New Guinea, with a population of over 7 million people, has a comparatively small
post-secondary education sector. Its six universities serve only a fraction of the qualified
secondary school graduates, and the demand for higher education continues to increase. In
2009, the Governments of Papua New Guinea and Australia commissioned an Independent
Review of the PNG University System (Namaliu-Garnaut 2010).
The Review confirmed severe underfunding and overcrowding in the four public universities,
the consequences of policies focused on the quantity rather than quality of graduates. It
recommended only a gradual expansion of places in universities but a much stronger
emphasis on quality.
Following the release of the report, the Governments of PNG and Australia agreed on an
Implementation Plan. Two main elements are:
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The provision of Australian government aid funding (up to a ceiling amount) that
matches annual increases in the total PNG Government funding for the State
universities, and
A requirement that all the six universities undergo independent external quality
assessments to qualify for additional Australian government aid support, to implement
recommendations of these assessments.

All six universities have agreed to undertake these quality assessments, the first such
assessments for most of them. The model chosen for the quality assessments adapts the
familiar model of quality audit but will review against13 standards.
The novelty of this approach lies in the linking of donor country incentives (Australian
Government), moderate increases in national government funding (PNG Government), and
external quality assurance led by self-assessments (PNG universities). The approach
provides an opportunity for:
 universities to identify their own priority improvements and receive additional
funding, both as base funding and as targeted aid funding
 the Government of PNG to improve the accountability and internal management of
the universities, and to gain some matching contributions for its own increases in
funding to the universities
 the Australian Government to invest in systematic, rather than ad hoc, improvements
to the PNG higher education sector.
That is, the Implementation Plan offers the prospect of ‘win-win’ to all three parties, if each
meets its part of the bargain.
Challenges in implementation
Drawing on our experience to date, we outline some of the challenges in implementing
external quality assurance led by self-assessment at the PNG universities. One challenge is
that the approach requires the universities to take it on faith that additional resources will be
forthcoming in future. Another major challenge is to persuade university staff that extra
funding is not the only solution, and that better quality must be driven by the universities
themselves. To this end, we have stressed the need for both the ‘twin pillars’ of better
resourcing and stronger internal quality assurance. Another challenge is to encourage staff of
the PNG universities to see themselves as part of the global community of higher education.
A further challenge is to persuade academics, some of whom are frustrated and negative, to
focus on systems, not on individuals, and on future improvements rather than current
problems.
Lessons learned to date
We outline the lessons we have learnt from supporting universities to undertake authentic
self-assessments prior to the external review process. One lesson is that a pre-existing
national committee on quality assurance, made up of senior university academics, can
encourage the process. Within institutions, careful explanation of the ‘twin pillars’ argument
has been helpful, together with dialogue to cut through the ‘churn’ of current frustrations. We
have found that persuading university staff of the benefits of internal quality assurance can be
a motivator in its own right, without any need to refer to the ‘carrot’ of additional aid
funding. Engagement has been most effective when we have held extended discussions with
academics face-to-face at school and discipline level.
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Opportunities to link EQA, policy and aid funding
Many developing countries are faced with the triple challenge of simultaneously expanding
their higher education systems, improving quality, and limiting the public resources directed
to these ends (World Bank, 2011).
However, the policies of aid donor countries have not always assisted developing countries to
adequately address this triple challenge. A focus on basic education has meant that the
priorities of some donor countries have not included higher education significantly over
recent decades, although some quality assurance activities have been supported. This
situation has now changed (UNESCO, 2007; Dickson 2009), with greater recognition by aid
agencies of the role of a healthy higher education sector in driving economic and social
development.
Given the impetus provided by this change, we suggest there may be further opportunities for
donor agencies and countries to craft programs of higher education aid that work in tandem
with the policy instruments of developing countries, while at the same time committing the
institutions in these countries to play a role in improving their own quality.
All countries have a range of policy instruments available to them in managing and planning
their higher education sectors. These range from legislation and ‘hard’ regulation through
contractual conditions, financial incentives and sanctions, to negotiations, agreed frameworks
and persuasion. The role of the public opinion also should not be overlooked.
The way is open to donor countries and agencies to discuss with national governments in
developing countries the best ways to use some of these policy levers to pursue quality
objectives in higher education, but with the active involvement of the institutions themselves
(Wamboga-Mugirya, 2009).
We argue that external quality assessment (EQA) with a robust self-assessment component
should be part of such three-way plans. First, it is a truism of EQA that only institutions
themselves can improve their quality. Second, there is some evidence that EQA can have
positive effects on the quality of higher education systems in developing countries (Hayward,
2006). Third, when conducted with a strong emphasis on self-assessment, EQA helps higher
education institutions to ‘own’ the issues and to identify their own specific improvements,
which in turn may ensure that funds are used transparently and systematically. Fourth, EQA
can assist governments and aid agencies to better understand how academic standards in the
institutions compare to international norms.
[996 words excluding references]
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