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1. Introduction

From an institutional perspective, the major imperative for activity in the quality area
is to effect improvement. Even the other major consideration (that of inspection by
national quality agencies) is partly geared to this as such agencies focus not only on
the demonstration of adequate quality assurance systems but also on continuous
institutional improvement. It is therefore important for institutions to have in place
robust mechanisms for improvement and to be able to demonstrate improvement.

This topic considers the demonstration of time series improvement as a consequence
of quality assurance and improvement activities. It also considers the improvement
by Operational Area (e.g. University, Faculty, Department, and Centre) and
institutional KPIs including data, time series and setting targets.

Objectives: Improving

Upon completion of this topic, you should be able to
o Identify the systematic approach to institutional improvement

2. Improving

A continuing theme throughout each module has been the need for accountability
with regard to quality and this is paramount if institutional improvement is to be
demonstrated. Considerable attention was given to the ascription of accountability
and responsibility with regard to Review activities. Perhaps the best Improvement
reporting arising from reviews of all kinds (e.g. from the action plan arising from a
national quality agency audit, from an institutional self-review, a faculty,
department, thematic, campus or any the of reviews considered earlier in this
module) is that all aspects of the review action plan were implemented. It is, of
course, expected that such actions will be for the benefit of the institution but as
such actions are ad hoc and located at varying parts and levels of the institution, it is
not immediately obvious that even by implementing every recommendation of every
review, it would be possible to explicitly demonstrate institutional improvement. A
more systematic approach to improvement is required.

a. Institutional KPI (RAG) Reports
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Many institutions have developed a set of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) through
which they inform themselves and their governing councils of progress against key
variables, often illustrated by red, amber, green or RAG status. There are issues with
institutional KPIs as they relate to data collected concerning the past and so the
variables are often described as ‘lagging’ or ‘lag’ indicators. Higher education
institutions work, for the most part, on a yearly cycle and when data for KPIs is also
collected by a government for all institutions, and where the data has to be collected
from each institution, re-calibrated and sifted (as for the Course Experience
Questionnaire in Australia) or refers to a defined historical period (as for research
quality exercises everywhere), the actual data being presented to a council each year
can refer to activities undertaken every 3 or so years previously. The issue for
governing councils is then knowing how the institution is performing now, or how it
performed last year, especially if institutional KPIs will be used to determine Senior
Executive performance bonuses, as is often the case. Notwithstanding the issues
there are with institutional KPIs, the move to adopt them has ushered in greater
transparency and accountability with regard to institutional performance.

Part of the power of reporting institutional Improvement through KPIs is also in the
ability to provide comparative information of performance against the whole sector
(e.g. average for all institutions, top/bottom 10% etc) or against groupings within
the sector (for example, Australian Universities can report against such groupings as
the Group of Eight, the Australian Technological Universities or the Innovative
Research Universities Australia). It also sets the scene for not only reporting
passively against whole sector or sub-group performance but for actively setting
targets concerning desired performance in the future. To have all of this available in
a snapshot which is colour-coded into RAG traffic light indications of performance
and position according to comparator institutions and which provides targets for
achievement over the years ahead — all in a two pages — is a powerful tool for
reporting performance Improvement.

The following four diagrams illustrate the layout of two institutional KPI reports
including the kinds of variables considered, RAG colour-coding of performance,
comparator groups and targets. All of this information is public domain and in fact a
criterion for selecting indicators for institutional KPI reporting is usually that the
information has to be openly available, as this makes it much easier to access
comparable institution data.

The first two diagrams below illustrate institutional KPI reporting for a large research
intensive Australian University.
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Institutional KPI Reporting

The two diagrams below illustrate a similar approach but this time for a small
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Regional Australian University. It can be noted that the categories for variables differ
somewhat from the first example and the comparator group is this case is a ‘self-
constructed’ Regional Comparator Group of similar Universities and referred to as

RCG.
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Institutional KPI for Small Regional Australian University

b. Single Variable Improvement

Student Evaluation of Units

An example of single variable improvement discussed earlier is that of student

evaluation of units. Extensive research discourse over the past 40 years points to the
overall validity and reliability of well-conceived surveys of student opinion and the
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correlation between positive student ratings and improved learning outcomes,
contrary to ill-informed opinion (see the Marsh and Roche’s reference above).
Demonstration of improvement across an institution in student evaluation is
therefore a powerful piece of evidence in its own right.

The diagram below illustrates such improvement in a large Australian university over
a three and a half years or 7 semester period (S1, S2 refers to Semester 1 and 2 in
each year).
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Demonstration of Improvement in a Large Australian University

Some of the major points to note from this data are improvements in performance
across the board, especially in the final '‘Overall Satisfaction' item. Performance was
lowest in the two assessment items: "l received constructive feedback on my work"
and "the feedback | received was provided in time to help me improve" — which has
been a consistent finding in student surveys at all levels and in all contexts (e.g.
unit, course, current student, graduated student, by faculty, campus, mode,
institution and country). For further details on key to improvement, click the
following link.

{ | Key to Improvement

Key to Improvement

Key to Improvement is systematic management of the process with the major
aspects of this being:
e a single student evaluation system to allow comparison across all elements of
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the institution;

e evaluations taken regularly (e.g. every time the unit is offered);

e stability of items and processes over time in order to allow time series
comparisons;

e transparency with all data being open to viewing including by interested
parties such as colleagues, students and parents;

e recognition of highly performing units (e.g. letters and ceremonies of
commendation);

e rigorous follow up of all areas of concern noting that the concern may or may
not have anything to do with the quality of teaching, but whatever the cause
it will be followed up and an action plan developed for sign-off at a high level;

e that the action plan is based on the open-ended comments of students rather
than the self-interested theories of staff;

e accountability through line management by unit coordinators, Heads of
Department, Deans to the Executive level (e.g. Deputy Vice-Chancellor
Academic).

Transparency, consistency, persistence and accountability are the major factors in
making any quality system work and in order to be able to demonstrate institutional
improvement.

Finally, it is often stated that this kind of student evaluation system leads to ‘survey
fatigue’ on the part of students. In fact, the evidence is to the contrary — where
there is a system that works and leads to the improvement of units, which can easily
and openly been seen by students, participation rates actually increase. For example,
during the same period of institutional improvement in student evaluation of units
illustrated above, percentage participation rates for the mainly web-based unit
evaluation process (every unit evaluated every offering) were as follows.
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Participation Rates for Web-based Unit Evaluation

Student Evaluation of Courses:

Taken up a level to the evaluation by students of their courses (or programs) and
including support services, similarly compelling time series data may be developed
given a similar approach to the management of the process. For example, taken
every two years over three cycles, a large and systematic evaluation of all courses
and support services by a large Australian university produced the results below,
where the various scales and items of the survey were as follows:

e GT: Good Teaching Scale (from the Course Experience Questionnaire);
GS: Generic Skills Scale (from the Course Experience Questionnaire);
LC: Learning Community Scale (specially developed);
GA: Institutional Graduate Attributes Scale (specially developed);
SS/R: Student Support and Resources Scale (specially developed)
IATL: Institutional Approach to Teaching and Learning (specially developed);
OIATL: Other Important Aspects of Teaching and Learning (not covered in
other scales and specially developed);
OS: Overall Satisfaction Item (from the Course Experience Questionnaire);
e Global: Meeting student Expectations (various Scales specially developed).
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Results from Student Evaluation of Courses

c. Unit Monitoring

As outlined in the section on Unit Monitoring above, unit monitoring expands on
single variable monitoring to include a number of important measures. All of the
points made regarding the importance of managing the process properly in terms of
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transparency, consistency, persistence and accountability still pertain. It is also
important to keep the metrics simple, given the complexity of more measures. All
management decision making is to an extent arbitrary but decisions still need to be
made. In terms of identifying units that require an action plan and which will be
tracked for improvement in the next period, some common measures and
parameters may be as follows:

e retention less than 80%;

e overall student satisfaction item score less than 3.0 (on a 5 point Likert

scale);

e response rates for unit evaluation less than 409%;

e enrolments less than 5%*;

¢ financial margin less than x (when financial margin is available).

Similarly, units to receive a commendation may have:
e retention more than 90%;
overall student satisfaction item score 4.0 or more (on a 5 point Likert scale);
response rate for unit evaluation 40% or more;
enrolment more than 5*;
financial margin more than x (when financial margin is available).

* Small class size may be connected to Honours or Masters units and such units may also be viable when
they are utilised by multiple courses, e.g. Certificate; Diploma; Degree A; Degree B etc. Identified large
class Units may subsidise small class size units where this is transparent and agreed. Because most
governments fund different types of course at different rates, having an arbitrary cut-off for small courses
(e.g. 5 or less) is not as effective as basing this on financial margin data, but an issue is that not all
institutions are able to ascribe financial margin accurately by unit or by course.

Improvement on these variables across an institution is often fairly small and
incremental, but nonetheless powerful in terms of demonstrating that quality
management of the area is producing the outcomes and moving the institution in the
desired direction. An example of such reporting on two years of Unit Monitoring at a
small, regional Australian University is as follows:
e number of units offered by mode decreased from 1,312 to 1,271;
e number of small enrolment units (modes of units with an enrolment of 5 or
less) decreased from 438 to 387;
e number of poorly performing units requiring action plans decreased from 10
to 9;
o number of low overall satisfaction units (modes of units with overall
satisfaction less than 3) decreased from 54 to 51;
e average attrition rate decreased from 8.45% to 7.52%;
e average enrolment per unit by mode increased from 26.48 to 27.95;
e average overall satisfaction increased from 3.91 to 3.97.

The last word on institutional Improvement concerns communication. The time series
evidence outlined above should be of the highest value for national quality audit
agencies and once every 5 years or so there is the opportunity for it to be celebrated
within and beyond the organisation in association with external audit. That is
insufficient, however, and there is a need for a communication strategy to bring to
all stakeholders, internal and external, the time series trends as they develop in each
reporting period, and irrespective of whether they are good or bad.

3. Discussion
Discussion: Improving

Consider the following key questions regarding Improvement at your own (or choose
one) institution:
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e What data concerning institutional improvement is available?

e Who has responsibility for ensuring that Improvement is demonstrated? What
Committees have responsibilities for considering Improvement reports?

e What data that is not available presently, would you like to see being
available concerning Improving?

4. Summary

This topic covered the following main points:
e Key to Improvement is systematic management of the process with the major
aspects of this being:

(0]

(o}
(o}

a single student evaluation system to allow comparison across all
elements of the institution;

evaluations taken regularly (e.g. every time the unit is offered);
stability of items and processes over time in order to allow time series
comparisons;

transparency with all data being open to viewing including by
interested parties such as colleagues, students and parents;
recognition of highly performing units (e.g. letters and ceremonies of
commendation);

rigorous follow up of all areas of concern noting that the concern may
or may not have anything to do with the quality of teaching, but
whatever the cause it will be followed up and an action plan developed
for sign-off at a high level;

that the action plan is based on the open-ended comments of students
rather than the self-interested theories of staff;

accountability through line management by unit coordinators, Heads of
Department, Deans to the Executive level (e.g. Deputy Vice-Chancellor
Academic).
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