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ABSTRACT 

The expansion and diversification of the higher education system in England in the last 30 

years has led to traditional campus-based institutions starting to offer more flexible patterns 

of delivery amongst which the development of online learning courses has become 

widespread practice. One aspect that has been particularly affected by these new modes of 
delivery has been that of institutional processes set up to maintain and enhance the quality 

of programmes, brought about by the government calling for institutions to be more 

accountable. Internal mechanisms for quality assurance and enhancement are part of the 

requirements that higher education institutions have in place as part of their responsibility 
for the quality of their programmes. The question posed here was whether these internal 

quality assurance mechanisms are effective for every type of course provided by an 
institution, and particularly whether they are effective to assure and enhance the quality of 

online learning courses. 

This research aimed to further understand how effective the quality assurance procedures 

used by dual-mode universities are in ensuring and enhancing the quality of their online 

courses. The research strategy aimed to identify whether the quality assurance procedures 

implemented were capturing the aspects that characterise online courses. To allow an 

examination of the procedures, as well as the features of the courses under study, a case 

study approach was selected as the most appropriate strategy for this enquiry. The results 

indicate the features of online courses impacting on the effectiveness of the quality 

assurance procedures were: the position that these courses had within their institutions; the 

distributed configuration of teams; and the distant location of students. These were limiting 

the potential of the mechanisms to assure and enhance quality. In terms of the specific 

quality assurance procedures studied, the findings suggest that the mechanisms most 

affected by the online modality were module evaluations, student representatives and team 

meetings. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the last 30 years key changes have taken place in higher education institutions, 
particularly in the English system, that have led to significant transformations in its 

practices and policies. In his historical review, Ashwin (2006) compares the higher 

education system of 1973 to the one observed in 2003, identifying six interrelated areas in 

which higher education presents major changes: 

a the unification of the higher education system - the binary divide came to an end in 
1992 and the polytechnics became 'universities', expanding the system significantly; ,5 

an expansion in the number of students accessing university, which is estimated to 
have increased four-fold between 1973 and 2003; 

increasing diversification of the student body, particularly regarding gender, race and 

age; 

the move towards the modularisation of study programmes; 

a drastic fall in funding (as a proportion of UK's gross domestic product) provided by 

the government; and 

a shift in the government's aims for higher education, now focused on its vocational 
nature. 

Two main processes were triggered by these changes. On the one hand, at the institutional 

level, this expansion and diversification of the system led universities to set up new types of 

courses and to implement new teaching methods to satisfy the needs of the student body 

(Brennan and Shah, 2000; Dunkerley and Wong, 2001). On the other hand, driven by their 

concern and to prevent universities lowering their quality, governments called for more 

accountable institutions through the implementation of a set of quality assurance measures 

(Harvey and Ki-iight, 1996). 

These changes drove higher education institutions to provide better and innovative 

programmes of study. Innovation and good quality became two main issues which have 

characterised the higher education system for the last two decades. 
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ICT in Higher Education 

The expansion and diversification of higher education systems brought a more diverse 

student body into universities. New entrants were from a wider range of backgrounds, ages 
and qualifications, and also from traditionally disadvantaged groups (ethnic minorities and 
disabilities). According to the figures presented by Ashwin (2006) the proportion of 
students between 18 and 20 years old participating in higher education grew from 14% in 

1973 to 35% in 2003, transforming it into a 'mass5 system. He also reports a continuing rise 

of mature students, as the proportion of students over 21 years old increased from 21% in 

1973 to 60% in 2003. 

This growing demand for higher education placed institutions in a new competitive 

situation, in which they needed to respond creatively to the needs of the new student body, 

within the constraints of limited funding, in order to succeed. In this way, flexible learning 

became one of the significant means by which institutions could address change 
(Kirkpatrick, 2001). Higher education institutions consequently started offering more 
flexible courses, with regard to methods of delivery, venues, modularity, timetables and 

periods of time needed to obtain qualifications Uohnston, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 2001). 

According to Tait and NElls (1999) this move towards more flexible modes of delivery was 

accelerated by the use of information and communication technologies (ICT); the potential 

offered by the new technologies seems to have stimulated the move towards flexibility as 

they provided the way to make teaching and learning provision less time and place 

dependent Uohnston, 1999; Tait and NUs, 1999). Furthermore, within higher education, 

the notion of flexibility started to be associated with the use of ICT, as revealed by the 

number of initiatives and projects focused on the use of technology (Kirkpatrick and 

Jakupec, 1999). 

In England in 1992, a major programme was initiated by the government to support twenty 

eight projects aimed to establish new distance learning courses to widen access and re- 

examine the process of teaching and learning (Wade, 1994). The same year, the Universities 

Funding Council (UFC) funded forty-three projects under the Teaching and Learning 

Technology Programme (TLT`P) expressly oriented to make teaching and learning within 

institutions more productive and efficient With the use of technology. From these projects, 

a variety of applications of technology in teaching and learning were implemented, which 
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mainly included courseware production and staff training and development. A year later, a 

second phase was launched with the same aims, funding thirty-three new projects. A third 

phase was finally announced in 1998 with the specific goal to support institutions in 

integrating the materials developed in the previous stages (HEFCE, 2001). 

In the evaluation of this initiative it is recognised however that not only did the projects 

themselves impact on the uptake of technology by the higher education system as a whole, 

but also the outcomes of two other concurrent events: the Dearing Report of 1997 which 

recommended that all higher education institutions should establish strategies to develop 

ICT; and the technological developments observed during the 90's with the creation of the 

Internet, the World Wide Web., and the additional capacity and power of increasingly 

affordable computers (Haywood et al., 1999). 

Later on, in 1999 a new programme - the Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund - was 

launched. This new initiative, which invested k181 million over a seven year-period, 

positioned the use of information and communication technologies as a means of 

innovation in teaching and learning (WA-iite, 2000). 

Two further policy documents that have strongly influenced this process in England were 

published in 2005. These were the Higher Education Funding Council for England's E- 

learning Strategy (HEFCE, 2005a), and the Department for Education and Skills'e- 

Strategy (DfES, 2005) which built on and complemented the former in relation to higher 

education. The main goal of these strategies was to support institutions to 'embed' the use 

of ICT in learning, by setting out an implementation process through seven strands 

covering the broader aspects of teaching and learning. The effects of these strategies are 

not yet visible as its first evaluation is planned for 2007. 

The fast development of new technologies, matched with the continuing support from the 

funding councils to develop the use of ICT in teaching and learning, encouraged 

universities to start offering online courses (Wallace, 2003). Traditional distance learning 

providers were the first to start using communication technologies - e-mail and computer 

conferencing - as early as the mid 80's (Harasim, 2000). In England, the Open University 

launched its first course that included an online component in 1989 as a way to improve 

the communications between tutors and students and among students themselves (Mason, 

2000). During the 90's campus-based universities also started to provide online learning to 

support and improve their face to face courses and to increase productivity and flexibility 

(Farrell, 1999). This process has been described by Tait and Mills (1999) as the 
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convergence of 'conventional education' with 'distance learning', where conventional or 
campus-based higher education institutions started to become 'dual-mode' (Tait, 1999) 

offering face to face and also technology-based distance learning courses. 

This mode of technology-based distance education has grown steadily over the past decade, 
becoming widely used by universities around the world. In the US it has been estimated 
that in 2000-2001 90% of universities offering distance education courses were using the 
Internet for their provision (Tabs, 2003). Other countries, like Australia and Canada, also 
have an extensive experience in providing online education or e-learning. In the UK, it has 

been estimated that in 1999 there were more than 70 dual-mode higher education 
institutions (Weyers, 2000). 

The literature is very extensive in reporting examples of the use of information and 

communication technologies for the provision of online learning in higher education (for 

example, McConnell, 1994; Wegner and Holloway, 1999; Schrum, 2000; Mitchell, Dipetta 

and Kerr, 2001; Murphy, Zhang and Perris, 2003; Oliver and Herrington, 2003). In these 

accounts, there is usually wide agreement on the benefits that the use of technology can 
bring to teaching and learning. In addition to its potential for widening access, it is 

considered to have greater capacity for delivering materials, being easily updated, and 

supporting more student-centred and constructivist approaches to learning. There is, 

however, wide debate around the difficulties that the attainment of these benefits entails, 

and the costs and disadvantages involved in its implementation. Among the difficulties 

most frequently mentioned are: the considerable additional time from staff that student 

support demands; the need for effective strategies to facilitate and encourage discussion 

among students, and the need to select appropriate learning tasks. 

Despite these difficulties, it seems to be clear that the use of technology has become part of 

higher education teaching and learning. Although these issues - benefits and limitations of 

the use of technology in teaching and learning - still continue to be discussed, it is possible 

to identify a move from being the practice of some individual innovators towards 

becoming a major element in higher education institutions' teaching and learning policies 

(HEFCE, 2005b). 

OnAn e, dis tan cc an d flexible learning -ano te on termin ology 

The most recent development in the use of the term e-learning was prompted by the 
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English government's e-learning strategies (DfES, 2005; HEFCE, 2005a) which have 

presented a defiMtion of e-learning as 'any learning that uses ICT'. In this use of the term, 
e-learning not only includes the use of technology for distance learning and for more 
flexible patterns of delivery, but also its use within a classroom setting (e. g. a PowerPoint 

slide presentation). This use of the term e-learning is broader than the scope of this 

research project. It is important to clarify that here, the term 'e-learning'will be used only 
to represent the use of technology for distance and flexible learning. 

Within the range of literature in the area of online learning it is difficult to find definitions 

for 'online learning' or 'e-learning'. Most texts clarify the terms that they will be using as 

synonymous. Expressions like 'web-based learning', 'internet-based learning', 'Interactive 

distance learning', 'virtual education', 'e-learning', 'e-education', 'e-university' and 'flexible 

learning' are used interchangeably with online learning on many occasions (Mayes, 2001; 

Frydenberg, 2002; Roffe, 2002; Middlehurst and Campbell, 2003; OBHE, 2003). The long 

list of terms in use might denote the popularity of this area (White, 2000), but also this 

terminology is used to make reference to any kind of use of ICT in education, regardless of 

the type of use, the technology used or the role that technology has (Farrell, 2001). 

Accounts of the origin of the term 'online learning' invariably start with the definition of 

the concept of 'distance learning' as the first model of education aimed to improve access 

to education at the end of the nineteenth century. What defines distance education is the 

physical separation between teacher and learner, where the teaching and learning process 

was basicaRy print-based. Subsequently, with the development of technology, new terms 

have come into widespread usage. According to FarreU (2001) with the incorporation of 

television, radio and videoconferencing, terms like 'open learning', 'telelearning' and 

'distributed learning' appeared. Later, with the incorporation of asynchronous interactivity, 

terms such as 'online learning' and 'e-learning' frequently started to be employed, in place 

of the former terms. 

Taking into account these distinctions, Farrell (2001) presents definitions for four of the 

main terms commonly used: 'flexible learning', 'distance education', 'open learning', and 

'virtual education'. He defines 'flexible learning' as the learning experience that can be 

accessed at any time and any place, mostly related to the way in which activities are 

arranged rather than to the use of particular forms of technology. The concept of 'distance 

education' - defined basically in opposition to 'campus-based education' - is characterised 

by the separation between learner and teacher and where the link between them could be 
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supplied by any kind of technology. 'Open learning' is defined as the policy with which an 
educational system operates, like open entry, transfer of credits3 recognition of prior 
learning, etc. Finally, he defines 'virtual education', 'online learning' and 'e-learning' as 
terms that 'emerged to describe the use of ICT to improve distance education, implement 
open learning policies, make learning activities more flexible and enable these activities to 
be distributed among many learning venues' (Farrell, 2001: 142). Interestingly, he indicates 
that the term 'online learning'implies a stronger use of computers and the web, and that 'e- 
learning' tends to be used more in corporate contexts. This latter claim however is not 
relevant nowadays, at least in the English context, as the term 'e-learning' has become 

widely used in educational settings as a result of the latest government's policy documents 
(see DfF-S,, 2005; HEFCE, 2005a). 

A simpler definition is offered by Roffe (2002) who states that 'e-learming', 'e-educadon' 

and 'online education' are terms referring to the way people communicate and learn 

electronically and argues their differences are mostly related to the type of technology used. 
Nfiddlehurst and Campbell (2003) on the other hand, approach the definition of these 
terms differently. They suggest that the use of information and communication 
technologies is blurring the borders between distance and campus-based education, and is 

reflected in the term 'blended learning' which was ori inally used in corporate education. 91 
'Virtual learning' and 'e-learning' then reflect the interaction of the three main variables 
involved: time, place and technology (Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003). An interesting 

variation to these definitions is presented by Frydenberg (2002) who points out that 'e- 

learning' is usually offered in a modality that comes from the American tradition of 
independent learning, where students do not follow the standard university terms and are 

not part of a cohort group. 

The distinctions presented by the different authors are not entirely coherent although they 

offer some useful information to understand the origin of the terminology currently in use. 

It seems possible however to distinguish three main groups of terms according to the three 

variables alluded to: distance between learner and teacher (distance education); flexibility in 

the provision, understood as the degree of adaptation to student's characteristics and needs 

(open learning, flexible learning); and the use of information and communication 

technologies, especially Internet-based technologies (online learning, e-learning). The 

difficulty in making this demarcation in the use of these terms is that the three variables are 

usually closely interrelated in practice. An online course may be, and usually is, a distance 
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learning course; and by its nature, it provides more flexibility to the learners. For this 
reason, and for the purpose of this research proJect, the terms 'online learning' and 'e- 
learning' will be used interchangeably, both meaning the provision of distance education 
where the main means of delivery (although this may not be the only one) is the Internet or 
any of its services and tools, such as the World Wide Web, conferencing systems, virtual 
learning environments, electronic mail, and discussion groups, among others. Also the term 
'blended learning' and 'mixed-mode'will be used to identify those courses that have a face 

to face component combined with online activities. 

Tbe research problem 

Concurrent with the developments in the use of technology observed in higher education 

institutions, major transformations in quality assurance have taken place over the past 
decades at different levels: institutionaL national and international. Tbýs led to the 

generation of intense debates over the notions of quality embedded in the different 

arrangements, and the role and effectiveness of these mechanisms in improving the quality 

of courses. 

As the analysis in the literature review will show in Chapter 2, the multiple definitions of 

quality in higher education have led to different strategies to monitor and evaluate quality, 

amongst which is quality assurance. At institutional level, quality assurance mechanisms are 

strongly affected by the notions of accountability and enhancement, which are particularly 

relevant in the English context, where the roles of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) 

and higher education institutions' internal quality management systems have evolved during 

the last decade in the search for more appropriate and effective mechanisms. 

A dose exploration of the internal quality assurance mechanisms in higher education 

institutions in England will show that the tension between accountability and enhancement 

is not easily resolved, putting greater strain on the capacity of institutions to manage their 

internal procedures effectively (Nfiddlehurst, 1997; Biggs, 2001; Harvey, 2005; Inglis, 2005). 

This challenge has become more demanding as new modes of provision are increasingly 

part of traditional campus-based higher education institutions, and institutions are trying to 

use the same mechanisms to deal with a completely new form of course. 

Internal mechanisms for quality assurance and quality enhancement are part of the 

requirements that English higher education institutions have in place as part of theIr 
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responsibility for the quality of their programmes (QA-A, 2002b). The QAA recommends 
that higher education institutions use these mechanisms to assist them in the processes of 

assuring and enhancing the quality of all their courses. The question that emerges therefore 
is whether these internal quality assurance mechanisms are effective for assuring and 

enhancing the quality of online learning courses. 

The research questions 

This research has been carried out with the purpose of understanding how dual-mode 

higher education institutions approach the application of their internal quality assurance 

procedures to their online courses in order to allow them to assure and enhance their 

quality. The main research question of this study is: 

m Are quality assurance procedures used by dual-mode universities to ensure and enhance 

the quality of their online and rrýixed-mode courses effective? 

The research strategy adopted seeks to identify whether the quality assurance procedures 

already in place in the institutions under study were able to capture - and to what extent - 

the aspects that characterise online courses. Based on the assumption that quality assurance 

procedures are not able to capture all online courses' aspects, three specific research 

questions are to be explored: 

Which features of the online modality influence the capacity of the quality assurance 

procedures to capture the quality aspects of courses? 

What do team members do to assure and enhance the quality of the online course? 

0 What are the components In an online course that cannot be regarded as equivalent 

to the ones present in a face-to-face course? 

To carry out this analysis, a case study approach was selected as the most appropriate 

strategy that would allow a deep examination of the quality assurance procedures as well as 

the features of the courses under study, maintaining the connection with their institutional 

context. 
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Outline of the research approach 

The research approach adopted in this project included three stages. The first two stages 
consisted of two exploratory studies. The first exploratory study carried out early in the 
project was a survey of dual-mode higher education institutions, which provided a closer 
picture of how institutions in England were approaching the quality assurance of their 
online and mixed-mode courses. The second exploratory study - focused on understanding 
how quality assurance mechanisms operate and how staff experience them - consisted of a 
set of interviews with key quality assurance roles in higher education institutions. The 

results of both studies helped to define the research problem and refine the research 

questions which were presented above. 

Based on the refined research questions, the third stage - the case studies - were defined 

and carried out. The case study methodology included two data collection processes: 
documentary analysis and interviews of stakeholders. The case study approach was initially 

piloted to test the data collection methods and trial the data-analysis process. 

The overview of these stages is presented in Figure 1.1 below. 

I. -, " .4 .41"1 I JUILEUTC JL. JL %-PULIIIIC M UIC rChCUrUll UUMOULAI 

EXPLORATORY SURVEY 
of HEIs 

EXPLORATORY INTERVIEWS 
of key QA roles 

CASE STUDY 

PILOT 

MAIN CASE STUDIES 

Documentary analysis 

Interviews of 
stakeholders 
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Oveiview of the thesis 

This thesis consists of eight chapters, starting with this Introduction in which the main 
challenges affecting higher education institutions over the last three decades are presented 

In Chapter Two a selective literature review of quality notions and quality assurance in 
higher education is presented and discussed. From this overall review, Chapter Three 
focuses on the main issues in the field, delimiting the research area for this project through 
two preliminary exploratory studies that led to the refinement and definition of the 
research problem and research questions of this enquiry 

Chapter Four presents the methodology and methods chosen for the selection of the case 

studies, the collection of data, and the analysis of the results. This methodology was tested 
in a pilot study wl-iich provided useful insights regarding the methodology, as well as 

suggesting some complementary methods to improve the collection of data. The pilot 

study is presented in Chapter Five. Chapter Six presents the four case studies that 

constitute the main study and their results. 

In Chapter Seven the results obtained are discussed in relation to the literature reviewed 

and the institutional situation in which the online courses were located. Finally a summary 

of findings and conclusions are presented in Chapter Eight. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has provided an overview of the circumstances and main drivers affecting 

higher education universities over the last 30 years by providing the necessary context 

within which this research project has been carried out. 

This thesis examines how dual-mode higher education institutions in England approach the 

application of their internal quality assurance procedures to their online courses in such a 

way that would allow them to assure and enhance their quality. The research strategy aimed 

to identify whether the quality assurance procedures implemented were capturing the 

aspects that characterise online courses. A case study approach allowed an examination of 

the quality assurance procedures as well as the features of the courses under study. 

The next chapter will present the literature review of the quality issues and quality 

assurance arrangements in place in England in the last decade, placing special attention on 
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the challenges that have emerged from the application of the quality assurance mechanisms 
in online courses in dual-mode higher education institutions. This review provides the 

background for this research project and forms the basis for the definition of the research 

questions. 
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CHAPTER Two 

QUALITY AsSURANCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

During the last two decades higher education institutions have experienced significant 
transformations that have changed their practices and policies. The application of 
communication and information technologies to teaching and learning has been one 
important transformation within higher education institutions as a way to tackle the 
increasing number and diversity of the student population. Nowadays the use of ICT is fast 
becoming a widespread practice in higher education, in particular its use as a means for 
distance and online learning provision. It can be suggested that technology-based provision 
has a strong position in higher education institutions. 

As a consequence of the integration of online learning, several challenges for higher 

education institutions have been raised, especially for traditional campus-based providers. 
One aspect significantly affected by these new modes of course delivery is quality assurance 

policy. 

In this chapter a focused literature review of quality assurance in higher education will be 

presented and discussed in terms of two main issues: the notions of quality that lie behind 

the different quality assurance arrangements that have been put in place in England in the 

last few years, and the ways in which dual mode higher education institutions are dealing 

with the quality assurance of their online courses. 

The quality issue 

One theme that has characterised the discussion of higher education systems for the last 

two decades is the issue of quality. In her review of the genesis of the quality movement in 

higher education, Morley (2003) points out that there is little evidence to demonstrate that 

the development of quality systems was in response to serious quality problems in the 

sector. She suggests that the origin of the quality issue was prompted in the late 1980s by 

political concerns to maintain standards of mass provision. Brown (2004), in his analysis of 

the 1991 VA-iite Paper that marks the start of the quality arrangements, states this new 

regime was not concerned with improving quality. In his View, the new arrangements were 
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concerned mainly With two issues: on the one hand, to ensure that quality was maintained 
as the expansion of the system continued and the competition intensified, and hence the 

universities had to be more efficient in the use of their resources; and on the other hand, 

quality assurance arrangements would provide a way for the new funding councils to judge 

value for money (Brown, 2004). Other accounts indicate that higher education institutions 
have always taken care of the quality of their provision, but the government introduced 

special measures during the 1980's as a way to make universities accountable for the 
funding they received (Brennan, Vries and Williams, 1997; Brennan and Shah,, 2000; 

Morley, 2003). 

Accountability appears in this way to be the main drive of the quality assurance 

arrangements that started to be implemented across the English higher education system in 

the early 90's. Since then, quality assurance regulations in higher education are characterised 
by constant change (Morley, 2003; Brown, 2004; Harvey, 2005), with successive attempts to 
keep quality assurance activities consistent with the evolving discussion. These changes are 

considered by some authors as representing continuous improvement (Morley, 2003), while 

others regard them only as an indication of the conflicting Views of what quality assurance 

should be (Brown, 2004). 

More importantly, the changes show the complex nature of the debate around quality. 

However, among the multiple aspects in relation to which quality assurance in higher 

education is discussed (Loder, 1990; Morley, 2003; Hoecht, 2006), one issue arises that has 

particular relevance: the concept of quality behind the arrangements. 

Notions of quality 

Defining what quality is clearly is a problematic and complex endeavour. The notion of 

quality has been permanently under debate and involves ambiguity (Barnett, 1994a; Warn 

and Tranter, 2001; Hill, Lomas and MacGregor, 2003). It is however necessary to explore 

its multiple and evolving definitions in order to understand the quality assurance systems 

currently in use. 

Although almost every paper in the area presents their own - new or not - definition of 

quality, it is possible to recognise in them the categories of quality formalised by Harvey 

and Green (1993). In their work, Harvey and Green distinguished five notions of quality: as 

exceptional; as perfection (or consistency); as fitness for purpose; as value for money and 
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as transformation. These categories show the wide range of views of what quality is or 
could be in the context of higher education. 

Quality as 'exceptional' is based on the traditional notion of quality. This long-established 

notion understands quality as something special and exclusive, not acl-ýievable by many 
people. Applied to the educational context, quality as exceptional focuses on the (high) 
levels of input and outputs. Quality as 'perfection' is the notion that something of quality is 
something With zero defects - that is carried out perfectly the very first time. 'Fitness for 

purpose' is the third notion of quality presented, where the criteria to assess qualitý T are 
related to the purpose of the product or service. One problem that arises With this notion 
in the context of education is that the resulting quality of the product or service will depend 

on whose purpose is considered (customer or provider). Quality as 'value for money'is 
based on the concept of market where quality is linked to accountability. In this notion, 

quality is measured using performance indicators and improved by competition. Finally, 

quality as 'transformation' is based on the idea of qualitative change of form. Applied to 

education, quality education is the one that produces changes in the participants, and 

enhances and empowers them. In this notion, quality is to be measured by the value added 
during the process of education (Harvey and Green, 1993; Harvey and Knight, 1996). 

A different approach to identify different notions of quality is presented by Barnett (1992). 

He argues that different approaches to quality depend on the conception of what higher 

education is; and this conception will consequently lead to different methods to assess 

quality (Barnett, 1994a). He identifies four main and dominant conceptions of the purpose 

of higher education, each of them with an associated conception of quality and with a 

distinctive set of performance indicators (PIs). The first of these four conceptions is higher 

education as the production of highly qualified manpower, which considers higher 

education as the way to 'produce' workers; following this conception, a high quality 

institution is the one which has the ability to produce workers who succeed in the world of 

work. The second conception is higher education as training for a research career, which is 

mainly related with staff rather than students' accomplishments. For this conception, 

quality indicators are bat based firstly on the research activities of academics, and secondly 

on the entry qualifications of students. The thdrd conception is higher education as the 

efficient management of teaching provision, which is a notion based on the massification 

and diversification of higher education, where quality is understood as the ability of an 

institution to provide teachýing effectively. And finally, the fourth notion is higher education 
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as a matter of extending life changes, in which universities are seen as a means for social 

mobility. In this conception, quality indicators are the level of diversity of students 

regarding qualification, class, age, ethnicity or disability. 

The main criticism that Barnett poses to these conceptions is that all of them perceive 
higher education as a closed system where 'students enter as inputs, are processed, and 

emerge as outputs', and what happens during the process is a 'black box' (Barnett, 1994a). 

It is implied here that these views are not interested in the quality of the educational 

process or in the characteristics of the learning attained by the students, which cannot be 

assessed by quantitative performance indicators (PIs). Based on the examination of PIs as 

an unsuccessful means for evaluating the quality of an educational process, Barnett (1994a) 

proposes an educational review process, a 'forum' of critical dialogue to evaluate the quality 

of higher education institutions or programmes, where all legitimate parties (voices of the 

different stakeholders) could be heard. He indicates that these parties should include, at 
least, the members of the team who are conducting the activities, the students and 

outsiders (such as peers inside the institution, or other universities, or from the wider 

society). Barnett (1994a) argues that this process of performance review permits 

illuminating the nature of the educational process, and would have more impact if intended 

for quality enhancement rather than to make Judgements of what has happened in the past. 

Taking a more practical approach and in the attempt to overcome the problem of these 

different views of quality, Yorke (1999) uses a definition provided by ISO 8042, where 

quality is defined as 'the totality of features and characteristics of a product or service that 

bear on its ability to satisfy stated or implied needs' (Yorke, 1999: 17). In this definition, 

quality is in the student or in the ability of the institution to anticipate what the student 

needs. Similarly, Pond (2002) defines quality education simply as one where a student's 

expectations for his/her learning are met or exceeded. Although the latter is to some extent 

simplistic, both descriptions put the student view at the centre of the definition, which 

contrasts with the perspectives of Harvey and Green (1993) and Barnett (1994a), which are 

focused on the provider's point of view. 

Whilst these definitions of quality seem not to have a resolution, they impact directly on 

the type of method used to measure quality. Where the quality of higher education is 

measured by its inputs and outputs, or the nature and quality of the student experience is 

the main focus of the evaluation process, the results could be very different. According to 

Tam (2001) one direct result of the diversity of views about quality is the variety of systems 
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and approaches developed for monitoring and evaluating quality in higher education. 

Among these systems is quality assurance, which is defined as the system by which an 
institution not only looks to detect faults, but also to prevent them, through the 
implementation of appropriate procedures to monitor its internal activities. Quality 

assurance in this way is defined basically by opposition to quality control that mainly 
focuses on the measurement of the quality of final products and services to see if they have 

reached predefined standards (Tam, 2001). Quality assurance however is a contested 

concept that is used with different meanings in different contexts. A more detailed account 
of its different definitions at different levels of application is presented in the next section. 

Quality Assurance 

In their comprehensive report Quality Assurance and Borderless Hý'gber Education, NEddlehurst 

& CampbeU (2003) state the need to agree on a common understanding of the concept 

since the use of the term quahty assurance has different meanings in different countries, or 
is used to name other concepts hke accreditation or recognition, which are not stricdy the 

same. 

At a general level, quality assurance is defined as 'all the arrangements made at any of 

several levels (national, international, supranational, regional) to assure the reliability and 

quality of institutions, consortia, other providers, programmes, qualifications and other 

educational services' (Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003: 11). This definition is broad and 

open, taking into account all the actions carried out by national and international agencies 

to assure the quality of institutions or programmes. This particular concept of quality 

assurance may include different aspects and components, and there is the need to 

understand each one in the context of the regulatory framework of the country to which it 

pertains (Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003). 

At a narrower level, Nfiddlehurst & Campbell (2003) indicate that quality assurance refers 

'to the monitoring and review of institutional activity from an internal or external 

perspective (or both) and refers to similar arrangements at the level of disciplines, 

programmes and awards' (NEddlehurst and Campbell, 2003: 11). This understanding of the 

term is confined by national boundaries, the arrangement being that a national agency and 

the higher education institutions have to assure the quality of the programmes and 

qualifications on offer. 
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Quality assurance can be carried out through three main mechanisms: accreditation, 
assessment and process review (Massy, 1996; Woodhouse, 1999). Accreditation is when an 
institution or programme is externally evaluated to define whether it meets threshold 
quality criteria. Usually accreditation adopts a combination of performance indicators, self- 
assessment and peer review, always referenced to a set of predefined standards determined 
by the accrediting agency. The result of an accreditation process comes in the form of 
certification. Middlehurst and Campbell (2003) characterise accreditation as a term to 
describe a type of external review process of institutional activity. Accreditation is also 
defined by Brennan & Shah (2000) as 'an achieved status awarded to an institution or 
programme by an authorised body, generally based on the results of an assessment or 

evaluation process'. 

The second quality assurance mechanism is assessment, which evaluates the quality of 

specific educational activities (programme or subject) to grade them on its academic quality. 
This method goes beyond the accreditation binary decision (pass or fail) to make graded 

judgements about the level of academic quality that falls above threshold standards, which 

usually are internally defined by the institution. Assessment can be carried out by an 

external agency or by the institutions themselves, and it typically uses a combination of 

performance indicators, self-study and peer review. 

The third method, quality process review (also called'quality audit') is described as an 

externally driven analysis of the institutional internal quality assurance, assessment and 

improvement systems. It does not evaluate quality but the processes that produce quality 

(Massy, 1996). 

From a different perspective, Inglis (2005) defines quality assurance as one of three 

functions or quality processes within higher education, along with benchmarking and 

quality improvement. According to his analysis, quality is about making comparative 

judgements and the differences between these three processes revolve around the type of 

comparison they make. In this context, quality assurance is the process by which a product 

or service is compared with a predetermined (minimum) standard, defined either internally 

or externally. In contrast, the other two processes make a different type of comparison. 

Benchmarking is about comparing the quality of a product or service with similar products 

or services offered by other providers; and quality improvement is about an internal 

comparison between the current standard and the standard being targeted (Inglis, 2005). In 

this framework two issues are highlighted regarding the role that standards have in the 
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implementation of any quality process: who is defining those standards and who is making 
the comparison. 

There were some puzzling aspects in the literature reviewed concerning the variety of 
definitions of quality assurance that can be colIected; and most of the differences seemed 
to be related to the level on which the analysis is carried out. Most authors refer to quality 
assurance at national or international level, specifically to the arrangements that agencies or 
governments have put in place mainly for accountability purposes. Only a few research 
papers were found that focused on the quality assurance procedures at intra-institutional or 
programme level. These covered the internal mechanisms that an institution would 
implement in order to monitor their own standards (which could be audited externally by 

agencies) and also to enhance quality. 

There is a lively debate around this tension between assurance and enhancement in the 
literature found. According to Nfiddlehurst (1997) quality assurance and quality 

enhancement are not the same as the first is concerned with determining that objectives 

and aims have been achieved, while quality enhancement is concerned with making 
improvements. In her view, and from an internal quality management stand point, quality 

enhancement is part of a wider framework in which quality control, quality assurance, 

quality enhancement and transformation are stages in the management of quality. She 

argues however that the common belief that quality assurance leads naturally to quality 

enhancement is not correct, as most quality assurance efforts are by and large concentrated 

in accountability; and accountability and enhancement are not necessarily connected and 

some times are even in conflict with each other (Middlehurst, 1997). An interesting 

addition to this discussion is presented by Biggs (2001) who argues that quality assurance 

may be either 'retrospective' or 'prospective' depending on the type of quality it is ainning 

to assure. In his view, retrospective quality assurance looks into the past to make a 

judgement with a focus on accountability. In contrast, prospective quality assurance is 

concerned with the present and future, focusing on quality as fit for purpose, and 

ib encouraging improvement. In this sense, he goes on to descri e three aspects of quality 

within an institution, amongst which is quality enhancement, defined as the internal 

mechanisms that an institution puts in place to continually review and improve practice. 

From these accounts it seems clear that the concept of 'quality assurance' would include an 

enhancement function where its role is to identify the quality - understood as fit for 

purpose - of products or services. Consequently, as external quality assurance 
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arrangements usually have an accountability function, their enhancement role is challenged. 
According to an OECD report (Woodhouse, 1999) the tension between improvement and 
accountability is often not resolved, especially in those cases where the external reviews of 
quality are linked to funding. 

Quality assurance internationally 

Different approaches towards quality assurance systems were found to be currently in use 
in different countries. In the United States (US), quality assurance is based on an 
accreditation system. Universities voluntarily undertake an external evaluation process 

carried out by a regional institution that focuses on three levels: the institution, the 

programme and the course. The quality of a university is assured, in this way, by the 

reliability and prestige of the body that gives the accreditation (Brennan and Shah, 2000; 

Hope, 2001; Twigg, 2001). The main difference between the quality assurance systems of 
England and the US is the point of reference to which the assessment refers. In the case of 
England, the evaluation is made in relation to the institution's own standards and aims 
(Yorke, 1999). In the North American accreditation system, standards are defined by the 

accrediting body. Australia on the other hand, established the Australian Universities 

Quality Agency (AUQA) in 2000, which conducts quality audits to assess the adequacy of 

the institutions' quality assurance arrangements and their success in maintaining standards 

(AUQA, 2006). It shares many features with the system implemented in England. 

The problem that arises with the range of systems in place around the world - which is 

acquiring increasing relevance due to greater competition - is the equivalence between 

institutions. There are several efforts that could allow comparability being carried out by 

different international quality assurance agencies to develop common arrangements and 

standards (Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003). As a consequence of the expansion of 

collaborative provision and the delivery of courses across boundaries, two major issues 

have emerged for higher education institutions engaged in these activities: the audit of 

partner institutions abroad, and the potential double audit processes, both requiring urgent 

resolution. To overcome these issues, major initiatives have been undertaken by 

international organisations such as the Global Alliance for Transnational Education 

(GATE) and the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher 

Education (INQAAHE), airrLing to provide mechanisms for independent certification and 

mutual recognition of external quality assurance agencies (Woodhouse, 1999). 
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At European level, the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(ENQA) was established in 2004 to promote collaboration in quality assurance. This 
organisation has also been leading the implementation of the quality assurance aspects of 
the Bologna Declaration. The Bologna Declaration (1999) aims to establish a European 
Higher Education Area by 2010 with a common credit system to encourage mobility of 
students and teachers; it also seeks to establish a common framework for quality assurance. 
The latest development in this area was the adoption in May 2005 of the 'Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality assurance in the European Higher Education Area' by the European 
Nfinisters of Education (ENQA, 2006). 

QuaAty assurance in England 

In its origins, the implementation of quality assurance arrangements in higher education in 

England was founded on the notion of quality as value for money, expressed by the call to 

universities to be accountable for the money they received. Institutions had to be efficient 

and effective. This notion however was not the only one present in the request to higher 

education institutions; quality defined as being fit for purpose was also present in the 

government's White Paper (DES, 1991), as it also recognised that quality assessment 

should be done against the distinctive mission defined by each institution (Harvey and 

Green, 1993). These conflicting perspectives are considered to be the origin of the multiple 

changes that were brought about in the quality assurance systems (Brown, 2004; Ashwin, 

2006). 

The most recent phase of quality assurance arrangements in England started with the 

establishment of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in 1997. Since then, higher 

education institutions have had to undertake two quality assurance techniques: assessment 

and quality audit. This was first carried out as two separate processes (Institutional Audit 

and Universal Subject Review) and since 2002 combined under the 'Ins titutional Audit' 

(QAA, 2003). This review process constitutes the centre of the externally driven quality 

assurance that universities have to undergo, based mainly on a self assessment report which 

is then followed by a review visit. As stated in the Quality Assurance Agency (QA., N) 

Handbook for Institutional Audits (2002b), this process 'is intended to combine scrutiny of 

internal quality assurance systems at an institutional level with investigations of how those 

systems operate at the level of the discipline' (Q, ýA, 2002b: 1). Institutional audits focus on 

the examination of three aspects: the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance 

28 



structures and mechanisms; the accuracy, completeness and reliability of the information 
that higher education institutions publish about the quality of programmes and the 
standards of awards; and examples of the internal quality assurance processes at work at the 
level of the programme, to reveal the validity and reliability of the information generated by 
these internal processes. 

The revised method that includes both processes together, was established as a result of the 
realisation of the massive cost of the previous arrangements to the institutions, as well as 
the burden it placed on academics and institutions as a whole (Blackmore, 2004). It also 
represents a step forward in returning some institutional autonomy (Harvey, 2005). The 
present quality assurance arrangements for higher education institutions in England are 
rather new - they were established in 2002 - and they have continued to change following 
the academic review of subjects which was completed by the end of 2006, leaving 
institutional audits as the main external evaluation tool, replacing discipline audit trails With 
institutional audits that generate less burden on the institutions (QAA, 2006). 

The main goal of the external audit is to review the correct functioning of the institution 
and then to provide feedback to the institution regarding their internal processes of quality 
assurance. These internal processes are considered to be the core of the quality assurance 

system in higher education institutions and they seem to be widely accepted as the main 

means for the assurance and enhancement of quality within institutions, as they have 

prevailed over the modifications during the last decade. As Morley (2003) notices in the 

evolution of the external evaluation arrangements, there has been a move from quality 

control - concerned with the inspection of outputs - towards quality assurance which 
focuses on auditing the mechanisms for the management of quality embedded in the 

process. The discussion that sets in here is whether this quality assurance arrangement 

actually leads to improvement. 

In the current debate, quality enhancement is an issue. The Quality Assurance Agency' 

documentation states that quality enhancement is not the main focus of the agency's 

activities, but a responsibility of institutions, and it should come about as a consequence of 

their academic management (QAA, 2002a). However, as was discussed in the previous 

section, this assumption does not seem to be the case. External quality assurance is mostly 

associated with accountability rather than enhancement, as it is more concerned with the 

past rather than the future, and it is perceived as not being able to transform teaching and 

learning practice (Nfiddlehurst, 1997; Lomas, 2003; Hoecht, 2006). 
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In his investigation of how academics perceive quality in their work life, Newton (2002) 

reports that quality assurance is identified as bureaucracy, inspection and intrusion, 
distracting staff from their teaching tasks. Although he found evidence that academics are 
not fully 'playing the game' but somehow adapting the requirements according to their 
specific context, quality assurance arrangements still tend to promote compliance and 
conformity rather than enhancement (Nfiddlehurst, 1997; Newton, 2002; Harvey, 2005). 

Harvey (2005) moves forward suggesting where improvement lies: 

'In general, formal external evaluations have accountability and compliance focuses 
rather than the encouragement of continuous quality improvement of the student 
experience. In most institutions where it occurs, improvement of the student 
experience is a function of internal review and monitoring processes, usually heavily 
reliant, nowadays, on student feedback, examiners reports, internal improvement 
audits, periodic revalidation of programmes of study and staff teams critically self- 
reflecting on their everyday practice. ' (Harvey, 2005: 273) 

He continues by arguing that all internal processes of quality monitoring have a greater 

effect on the quality of the provision that students are receiving than the external 

monitoring processes (Harvey, 2005). As a result, the challenge for quality enhancement 

moves into the internal sphere. 

Internal quality assurance procedures 

Internal mechanisms'for quality assurance and quality enhancement are part of the 

requirements that higher education institutions have implemented as part of their 

responsibility for the quality of their programmes. These mechanisms should be in line 

with the Code of Practice established by the Quality Assurance Agency, but each institution 

has the responsibility for setting up adequate procedures that assure the academic quality of 

their programmes according to their internal standards (QAA, 2002b). Consequently, 

although institutions might have fairly similar internal quality assurance procedures in terms 

of their aims, they may be set up differently according to their own internal orgatusation 

and structure. 

The Code of Practice is part of the infrastructure devised by the Quality Assurance Agency 

to guide on good practice in relation to internal management of quality and standards 

within higher education institutions. The code of practice currently has 10 sections which 

have been elaborated between 1998 and 2001, and many of them have undergone revisions 
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to maintain their currency. Each section covers a spec1fic aspect that institutions should 
consider in their internal quality assurance arrangements. Each section of the code is 
organised as a list of precepts or principles that institutions should comply With (QAA, 
2003). 

Of the ten sections, section seven is dedicated to setting out the 'formal and effective 
procedures' that institutions should have in place for the approval, monitoring and review 
of their programmes of study, as a way to ensure that 'standards, quality and the means for 

quality enhancement are designed in the programmes from the outset' (QAA, 2000b: 5). 
Additionally, section one indicates some additional procedures, related to student feedback 

and representation strategies, that institutions should consider implementing as part of 
their quality assurance mechanisms (QAA, 2004a). 

The precepts presented in these two sections of the code and with which higher education 

institutions should comply, are rather general and do not offer a specific indication of the 

mechanisms to be implemented. The precepts are however accompanied by explanations 

and guidance on how those principles could be attained. It is in these further descriptions 

where it is possible to find the particular procedures which institutions have implemented. 

The QAA's Code of Practice states that programmes of study should undergo a review of 

their effectiveness and also of their validity and relevance. Monitoring the effectiveness of 

programmes is regarded as a regular process, usually undertaken by the team in charge of 

the course, aiming to evaluate their performance at the end of each academic year. Among 

the information suggested for consideration in this monitoring process are: external 

examiners' reports (and those of any other accrediting bodies), feedback from staff and 

students, student progress information, and feedback from former students and employers. 

The review of programme validity, on the other hand, is considered to be a periodic and 

institutional process that should involve external participants (QAA, 2000b). Further 

guidance regarding student and staff feedback and student representation are presented in 

the section for postgraduate programmes. Although this advice might not necessarily be 

applied across all programmes, they may influence how institutions organise their internal 

quality assurance arrangements as a whole. According to the Code of Practice, these 

particular mechanisms, regardless of the specific form of implementation, are intended to 

monitor the quality of the programmes of study in order to identify strengths and 

weaknesses, and accordingly, to put in place the necessan, actions to rectify any problem 

identified. In other words, these procedures should help academic staff to assure and 
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enhance the quality of their programmes. 

The question that arises here is whether their implementation is actually contributing to 
these purposes. Looking at the focus on compliance that external scrutiny has in 
institutions, and academics' perception of the quality assurance process as bureaucracy 
(Newton, 2002; Harvey, 2005), it remains an issue that every institution and acaden-uic may 
be managing differently. In this respect, Biggs (2001) suggests that for quality enhancement 
to be possible, institutions need to remove the internal factors that discourage quality. 
Among these inhibiting factors, he highlights three common internal quality assurance 
procedures that may pose risks for enhancement: external examiners, validation panels and 

student feedback questionnaires. The problem With external examiners is that sometimes 
they are only focusing on assessment without providing an overall review of the processes 
that lead to assessment. With regard to validation panels, Biggs suggests they tend to 
discourage innovation as they are usually focused on the content of the programmes. He 

also indicates that student questionnaires are frequently measuring the teachers rather than 

the teaching process, and that students tend to penalise academics using alternative 

methods (Biggs, 2001). Harvey (2002) gives a deeper insight. Reporting on the views of 

quality assurance practitioners, he highlights two major elements influencing the rnýinin-ýised 

effect of these procedures for enhancement. First, there is the perception from academic 

staff that quality assurance is an 'event', specifically oriented to comply with external 

requirements, rather than a process; and second, that despite the generalised view that the 

main benefit of the external monitoring is internal self reflection, institutions develop what 

Harvey calls 'dual self evaluation', where one is for external consumption and another for 

internal use, and their contents are not the same (Harvey, 2002). 

This tension between compliance and enhancement appears to be the main issue regarding 

the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance procedures within higher education 

institutions. In this context, it is surprising to discover a lack of theoretical approaches to 

analyse this tension in the literature reviewed. The ftamework developed by Barnett 

(1994b) partially fills this gap and constitutes the only theoretical work on the 

implementation of quality assurance procedures that it was possible to find. Furthermore, 

this framework introduces a very interesting analysis that represents a higl-ýy valuable 

contribution to this discussion. 

Barnett (1994b) analyses the tension between compliance and enhancement in terms of the 

main driving forces of the quality assurance procedures in place in higher education 
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institutions, namely the state and academe. The starting point for analysing and classifying 

quality assurance systems is the issue of control. Quality systems may be under the control 
of the state (as an external party to the university) or they might be owned by the academic 

community. However, Barnett recognises a tension in this division as the assumption that 

state-owned evaluations would tend to be bureaucratic in character and those under the 

control of the academic community would be more professionally driven are not always 
true in practice. He exemplifies: 

... academics setting up evaluation systems for the first time may resort to fairly 
bureaucratic systems, perhaps because evaluation is seen merely as an 
inconvenience without any beneficial effect on the teaching process and only the 
formalities are observed. (Barnett, 1994b: 169) 

Based on tl-iis, Barnett makes the distinction between control and process. The owner of 

the evaluation is the party who maintains control, and this may or may not be the same 

person or group who carries out the evaluation. To identify who owns a particular quality 

evaluation,, the question to ask is: in whose interests is it operating? In the university 

context, the question is whether the control is internal or external to the academic 

community. 

The process on the other hand, is a separate issue, independent from who owns the 

evaluation. It refers to the form and character of the process of the evaluation itself As 

indicated earlier, there is an inclination to believe that externally controlled evaluations 

would tend to be bureaucratic, superficial and focused on numerical indicators. However, a 

system driven by an external agency or institutional managers could also be based on 

professional values and be reflection-oriented to promote future improvements. To 

identify the character of the process the question to ask is: who would be the audience 

which would benefit from the results of the evaluation? 

Barnett (1994b) displays these two points as a matrix under which quality assurance 

mechanisms can be classified. Barnett's matrix is presented in Figure 2.1; in this grid the 

'enlightenment' axis represents the process: the audience who would be benefiting from the 

results of a quality assurance procedure application; and the 'power' axis represents where 

the control over the procedure lies, that could be external or 'bureaucratic' or internal to 

the academic community, called 'professional'. 
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2.1 Barnett's matrix of quality evaluation (Barnett, 1994b: 17 
-. 1-1.11 .................. . .... -....... 

ENLIGHTENMENT 

Self-enhghtenment 
(of the acaden-k 

POWER Ilrofcs aucratic 

The matrix is comprised of four areas, under which it would be possible to classify quality 

assurance mechanisms: the top left and right quadrants (A and B) would locate quality 

evaluations which are internally benefiting the academic community, while the bottom left 

and right quadrants (C and D) would contain quality methods wl-ýich are orientated to 

external audiences; hence providing no benefits to the academic community using them. In 

this way, regardless of who owns the mechanisms, and in terms of the tension between 

compliance and enhancement discussed earlier, the mechanisms located in the top sections 
(A and B) would be those which are implemented for quality enhancement, and those 

located in the bottom areas (C and D) are carried out to comply with external 

reqwrements. 

The value of Barnett's (1994b) framework is the inclusion, as part of the analysis of the 

procedures, of the possibility of considering a mechanism as being owned externally to the 

academic community, hence bureaucratic, and to be acting for the purpose of 

enhancement; and more radically, it opens the possibility that a mechanism, although 

owned internally by the academic community, can be in practice higl-Ay'technicist' and 

oriented only to comply with external requirements. These double-sided aspects of the 

procedures contrast with the underlying assumptions identified in the discussion regarding 

quality assurance and quality enhancement. As presented earlier, the discussion is usually 

centred on the dichotomy externally versus internally driven mechanisms: externally driven 

procedures are associated with accountability functions, focused on compliance rather than 
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enhancement, while internally driven mechanisms are focused on the process and aimed at 

improvement (for example Harvey, 2002). 

An additional feature of this framework is its context and time-bound application. Barnett 

(1994b) indicates that the position of any particular procedures in this matrix is defined by 

the particular features of the mechanism under study, and the particular context and time in 

which it is being applied. In the exercise carried out by Barnett (1994b) based on the 
different forms of evaluation in practice in Europe, he identifies that there is a tendency for 

mechanisms to be grouped in the bottom-right area (D) of the grid, i. e. owned by the state 

and oriented towards external audiences. He claims however that original higher education 

evaluative practices were placed in the top-left (A) as they were 'internal, self-interested and 
led to the self-development of the academic community' (Barnett, 1994b: 176) and that the 

move towards more bureaucratic and technicist procedures has been in part a consequence 

of the state's efforts to gain more control, and the market driven influence over the higher 

education system. The degree of change in the picture representing practice presented by 

Barnett at the moment of his writing (1994) compared to today's situation, may be the 

subject of an analysis outside the scope of this research project. 

Quality assurance of online learning 

From the above review it seems clear that quality assurance for the purpose of 

enhancement could be achieved through an appropriate internal management of quality. 

Within this internal sphere, course teams review their programmes in order to identify the 

aspects that require improvement, and plan to take action upon them. Consequently, the 

effectiveness of the internal quality assurance procedures acquires a central role, as it is only 

if these mechanisms work properly that institutions can ensure the quality of their 

provision is maintained and improved. 

Although this effectiveness for enhancement is put under question by some authors, it 

seems that the validity of the procedures themselves is not. Internal quality procedures are 

considered to be the place where an enhancement process can be carried out (Harvey, 

2005) and thus they are accepted as an appropriate mechanism for quality assurance. The 

difficulties seem to arise when these internal procedures, on implementation, start being 

perceived by staff as mechanisms for accountability, and consequently losing the potential 

to be a self-reflecting tool, and they become instead only a 'game' to be played for outside 
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observers. The challenge then is related to the way in which these procedures are being 

implemented by the institutions and the associated role placed upon them, rather than on 
the procedures themselves. The exploration of the factors that may be influencing this 
situation however falls beyond the scope of this research project. 

It is possible to identify a further challenge in the implementation of internal quahtý- 
assurance procedures in higher education institutions. As reviewed in the previous section, 
these internal procedures such as student feedback questionnaires, annual reviews and 
student representation, have been created and designed on the whole with face-to-face 

courses in mind. This is because they were, and in some cases continue to be, the main 
mode of provision of traditional higher education institutions. The QAA recommends that 
higher education institutions use these mechanisms to assist them for the processes of 

assuring and enhancing the quality of all their courses. The main issue of concern is that 

the range of delivery modes of courses on offer is increasingly more diverse. In particular, 
higher education institutions, as discussed previously, are expanding their online provision. 
The question that emerges therefore is whether these internal quality assurance 

mechanisms are also effective for every type of course provided by the institution, and 

particularly whether they are effective to assure and enhance the quality of online learning 

courses. 

As higher education institutions have increased their online learning provision, 

governments, international bodies, quality assurance agencies and other professional bodies 

are becoming increasingly interested in identifying the appropriate ways to assure the 

quality of e-learning provision (Parker, 2004). As Oliver states, 'e-learning as a teaching and 

learning activity, has been caught up in the quality agenda' (Oliver, 2005: 175). This growing 

concern can also be observed in the growing amount of initiatives, projects and literature 

that could be found regarding the quality of, in and for e-learning at international and local 

levels. Examples of these initiatives are the projects on quality funded by the European 

Commission eLearning Programme: the European Quality Observatory (EQO), the 

Supporting Excellence in eLearning (SEEL), and the Sustainable Environment for the 

Evaluation of Quality in eLearning (SEEQUEL). Also, in 2004 the European Foundation 

for Quality in eLearning (EFQUEL) was founded as a continuation initiative to some of 

the these projects (European Commission, 2006). 

While there is certainly a genuine concern on how to assure the quahty of online proVision 

in higher education, the primary question to explore is whether quahty assurance 
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mechanisms should be different for online learning than for campus-based programmes. 
The literature analyses this question from three different perspectives: from the borderless 

higher education approach, the distance learning, and the campus-based traditions. The 

views gathered from these three perspectives agree in considering that quality assurance 

arrangements of e-learning should be different when compared with traditional distance 

learning and on-campus modes of delivery. They present some differences in the level of 
detail with which they approach this analysis, yet combined they offer a clear overview of 

the e-learning aspects potentially impacting quality assurance arrangements (O'Shea, 

Bearman and Downes, 1996; Tait, 1999; CVCP, 2000; Hope, 2001; Nfiddlehurst, 2001; 

Harvey, 2002; Roffe, 2002; Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003; Robinson, 2004; Stella and 
Gnanam, 2004; Walmsley, 2004; Connolly, Jones and O'Shea, 2005). 

There was one source found to have a different position regarding this issue. Reporting on 

the conclusions of the symposium carried out in 2000 where sixteen higher education 

leaders gathered to discuss quality in distributed learning, Twigg (2001) states that 'if new 

forms of quality assurance are needed, they are needed for all aspects of the educational 

experience, not just for distance learning' (Twigg, 2001: 13). What is relevant to note in tl-iis 

perspective is that it emanates from a group of practitioners that belong to a different 

tradition of quality assurance than the other authors reviewed. The symposium reported by 

Twigg (2001) was attended by leaders of American higher education institutions and 

accrediting associations, and their position regarding quality assurance arrangements can be 

understood when reviewing their context and the analysis carried out to reach that position. 

As was mentioned earlier, the American system of quality assurance is based on 

accreditation, focusing on the evaluation of inputs: syllabus, faculty credentials, existence of 

quality reviews, etc. As these factors, in their view, are true for both modalities, they 

conclude there is no need to transform quality assurance mechanisms for e-learning 

(Twigg, 2001). 

The difference in positions appears to be in the level of analysis. Although Twigg's report 

acknowledges the differences in how e-learning implementation differs from traditional on- 

campus mode of delivery, the conclusion that no changes are necessary arises at the level of 

current general quality assurance practices and assessing whether they are 'true' (or not) for 

the online environment, rather than analysing if the online environment is bringing up any 

new elements which challenge current practices. It is this type of examination on which the 

literature supporting the need of modifications is rich in details. 
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E-learning's distinct features and quality assurance 

The main argument supporting the revision of the quality assurance arrangements Is based 
on the identifiable differences between e-learning and the two other modalities, distance 
and campus-based learning. Among the variety of elements described as distinctive to 
online learning, there are four main aspects that seem relevant for the present analysis 
regarding quality assurance: disaggregated processes, coordinated teamwork) availability for 
inspection, and student access. 

The first difference between conventional on-campus and online learning is its 
disaggregated structure; in this context, the design, teaching, assessment, award, etc. of an 
online course become separated processes undertaken by different teams or which may be 

outsourced. This partitioning means courses are no longer the sole responsibility of one 
person who would take care of the whole process. Harvey (2002) suggests this feature is 

two-edged; a positive effect is that the different aspects of a course may be undertaken by 

specialised professionals who can contribute to build the quality of the course; on the 

negative side, it can affect the ownership of the course, and pose particular challenges to 

quality, as responsibility moves between parties (CVCP, 2000; Harvey, 2002; Robinson, 

2004). Hope (2001) goes further stating that in this disaggregated environment quality 

assurance should be looking for mechanisms that ensure that staff are competent for all the 

tasks required and that the procedures for outsourcing are guided by best practice in each 
field. 

This disaggregated configuration also affects the organisation of the teams. Academics no 
longer work in isolation, as is commonly found in face-to-face environments. Online 

courses require teams to work collaboratively, as academic staff need to interact with many 

other professionals who are involved in the different phases of course design and delivery. 

This diversity of parties brings up challenges in terms of communication and coordination, 

and the need for a more detailed planning of the internal processes in a way that usually 

runs against the 'vertical units of organisation' of traditional higher education institutions 

(Robinson, 2004; Walmsley, 2004; Connolly, Jones and O'Shea, 2005). Bates (2000; 2004) 

goes further, identifying this organisational challenge as the need for universities to carry 

out online course development and delivery using a 'project management' approach. This 

approach is based on the recognition that online courses require the input of different 

professionals - instructional designers, content experts, technical staff, among others - 

who should be coordinated by a 'project manager' who would plan, manage and control 
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the workload and quality of the projects. 

The specific challenges that this different approach to course management represents to 

quality assurance are related to the capacity of institutions to acclimatise themselves within 

this new organisational environment, and to the specific responsibilities regarding quality. 
The way universities are coping with e-learning seems to be rather informal, as e-learning 

still tends to exist as a marginal activity rather than being integrated into the mainstream 

university structure (Robinson, 2004). Regarding responsibilities, Robinson (2004) points 

out that academic staff continue to be liable for the quality of their courses, however she 

argues quality assurance mechanisms should recognise the role and responsibility that other 

participants have towards this as well. 

The third feature of e-learning is its visibility or availability for inspection. As content, 

resources and communications among participants are mainly text-based and arcl-ýived in 

the online environment, their review, and monitoring of the activities are easier, potentially 

more in depth, continuous and unobtrusive than in face-to-face and traditional distance 

learning courses. In addition, the recognition of areas which are actually of better quality 

than face-to-face, is facilitated (Harvey, 2002; Fielding, Harris and King, 2004). This feature 

has a particular impact on the way in which monitoring is recorded, and consequently, how 

auditing is carried out, as record keeping may need to move from paper trails towards 

online monitoring of processes (CVCP, 2000). 

The last feature that distinguishes online learning comes as a direct consequence of the 

distant location of students; this is the more limited access staff have to students, compared 

with face-to-face teaching and learning, and which has direct implications for the collection 

of feedback (Walmsley, 2004). It is interesting however that in the literature reviewed, this 

aspect was not mentioned as often as expected, as it is a particular and rather obvious 

characteristic of the online learning environment when compared with campus-based 

courses. The opportunity to contact students on a more ftequent basis through electronic 

means (as opposed to weekly contact in a traditional face-to-face course) may be perceived 

as expanding access to students rather than limiting it. In other words, given that students 

are expected to be online, tutors may assume that they can contact them at any time. 

These distinctive features of e-learning pose a real challenge to the way quality assurance is 

managed in higher education institutions. Phipps et al. (1998) report however there are no 

major differences in the strategies for quality assurance implemented in online learning 

programmes when compared to traditional campus-based courses. In their comparative 
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study they found that existing quality assurance strategies of e-learning programmes look 
similar to on-campus ones, as they are focusing on the same four aspects: staff credentials, 
time on task measures, student support, and goals and outcomes. The most important 
differences found were the stronger tendency of quality assurance of online programmes to 
be more orientated towards institutional assessment, and to guarantee that the capacities to 
assure quality are in place. Also the quality reviews tend to be led by the administration 
rather than academics (Phipps, Wellman and Merisotis, 1998). 

According to the above review it seems that the principles by which quality assessment 
operates in online learning are not put into question; and indeed, they are expected to be 

the same as for any other modality. However the distinctive features of e-learning pose 

challenges to the quality assurance arrangements, thus adaptation is needed in the 

mechanisms by which institutions look for evidence to judge the quality of a programme. 
In her review of the implications that the development of new forms of higher education 
teaching and learning have had on quality assurance arrangements, Nfiddlehurst (2001) 

indicates some of the adaptations that would be needed. Her suggestions are however 

rather general, providing an overview of the diversity of issues to consider but with no 

specific pointers as to how the mechanisms should be modified. Similarly, Roffe (2002) and 
Hope (2001) also attempt to provide implications for quality assurance arrangement, but 

they are also unsuccessful in providing clear pointers on how arrangements should be 

adapted. What appears then is that the discussion around the implications for quality 

assurance of online learning is kept focused on the indicators that are no longer valid or 

appropriate in the online environment; for example, measurements of the size of library 

holdings, full time appointments, or PhD qualification of staff, among others. On the other 

hand, the suggestions about what could or should be included are rather general, like the 

need for review systems to be able to monitor online modules and the need to revise or 

eventually replace the peer review system (Hope, 2001; Nfiddlehurst, 2001; Roffe, 2002). 

Notwithstanding this lack of detailed pointers in the analysis of the adaptations that should 

be carried out to make the quality assurance mechanisms appropriate for the online 

environment, practitioners are currently implementing a range of strategies to look after the 

quality of their online programmes. The most relevant of these strategies for higher 

education institutions are reviewed in the next section. 
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Current practice of quality assurance of online learning 

At present there are a variety of approaches and strategies with which higher education 
institutions and programmes tackle the issue of quality assurance of online learning. These 

approaches can be grouped into four main types: the approach of large open and distance 

universities; the quality standards and guidelines developed by various organisations to 

guide design and development of good quality online learning; the accreditation systems 
provided by regional, national or international agencies; and benchmarking tools, which are 
nowadays becornIng Widely used. 

a) Open and distance universities 

In their review of how well open and distance universities are coping with external quality 

assurance, O'Shea et al. (1996) highlight that quality is best supported when it is embedded 
in each of the stages of course design, production and delivery, in line with an institution- 

wide mission and aims, standards and expected level of service, widely shared by staff; and 

when each activity includes the mechanisms for the students and staff to feed back on their 

experience. They also suggest that considering the way open and distance universities work, 

these institutions are better prepared than campus-based universities to operate quality 

assurance. This argument is also supported by other authors (like Johnston, 1999) who are 

usually coming from a distance learning tradition. In their view, large open and distance 

universities have the structure and organisation where the assurance of quality is 

embedded, and hence their move towards online delivery does not require any major 

adaptation, as they are already including the distinctive features of this mode of delivery. In 

this sense, the review of their practice may provide some indications as to how campus- 

based universities could deal with this issue. 

The case studies presented in Tait's book Quafiýy Assurance in Hiýher Education: Selected Case 

Studies (1997) show that the quality assurance systems in a range of open and distance 

universities around the world are essentially very similar, most of them influenced by the 

UK Open University. Reviewing the mechanisms in place in the Open Universities of 

Israel, Hong Kong, India and the UK, it seems that these universities have a strategy to 

assure the quality of their courses which is embedded in their organisational structure. Also, 

Universitas 21 Global (U21G), which only provides postgraduate online education, has a 

quality assurance strategy similar to the systems implemented in large open distance 
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learning universities described in Tait's (1997) book. For the implementation of their 

quality assurance strategies, U21G has established U21Pedagogica, a subsidiary 

organisation dedicated to reviewing and approving all their programmes (Chua and Lam, 
2007). Table 2.1 summarises examples of the most conunon ways in which these providers 
have set up their internal quality assurance strategy for the processes of course approval, 
development, delivery and evaluation. 

Table 2.1 Overview aualitv assurance stratecrieq in nnein nnd di-. tnnr, - imivemitipc 
The processes that lead to the approval of a prograrrime or course are very similar, 
with differences related to the structure and organisation of the academic boards 
and comrrUttees Within each institution. 
In this process two elements are worth mention: Course 

approval - Proposals for new courses tend to be very detailed, including not only academic 
definitions but also infrastructure and services required for their delivery. In some 
cases they also include samples of the type of materials to be developed. 

- The approval steps not only include internal peer review but also an extensive 
review by several external experts. 

Generally, the process of development of a course takes between 1 to 5 years. 
Given the division of labour that characterises the development of open and 
distance courses, the process is led by a course coordinator (project managers) who 
is in charge of the programme from its development, throughout its delivery and 
evaluation. 

Course Animportant element in this process is the training and orientation that experts 
development receive to participate in the team and to produce the written materials. This training 

varies from formal orientation sessions, to pairing them With a team member who 
will guide them during the process (in the case of external experts). 
Although not necessarily expressly stated, the development of materials and 
resources is guided by predefined standards of the quality that each element has to 
have. 

During the delivery of a course, quality is assured by a range of strategies, such as: 

- Rigorous procedures for the appointment of Tutors who will be supporting 
students. 

Course - Tutors' appointment is based on a flexible hiring policy. 
delivery - Tutors are trained for online teaching before they start their work with students. 

- Tutors are in charge of a predefined maximum number of students. 

- Assignments marked by tutors are randomly checked by coordinators to guarantee 
common standards. 

- Tutors' work is monitored by senior acaderruc staff 

- Students complete an evaluation of the learning experience 

Course - Tutor's performance is evaluated by students and senior acaderruic staff 

evaluation - Tutors complete an evaluation of the course (materials, pedagogy, assessment, 
workload, etc. ) 

(Guri-Rosenblit, 1997; Koul, 1997; O'Shea and Downes, 1997; Robertshaw, 1997; Chua 

and Lam, 2007) 
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The approach that open and distance universities have established to assure the quality of 
their provision is fairly structured and the protocols are well established and organised. 
Twigg (2001) describes them as 'internal centralised structures for controlling quality'. 

Certainly, open and distance universities' approach to quality assurance is embedded in the 
overall institution's structure which is already organised around a highly disaggregated 

configuration, and coordinated by a strong central management. 

The implications of this approach for quality assurance of online learning seem to be 

straightforward. Online learning has been defined for tl-ýs research project as the use of 
technology for distance and flexible provision. Since online mode of delivery is also part of 
the provision offered by open and distance universities, the strategies implemented in these 
institutions could be easily transferred and applied to the online courses they have started 
to offer. However., the appropriateness of this approach for online courses offered by 

conventional campus-based institutions is not that simple. Chua and Lam (2007) point out 
that the problem of the quality assurance processes implemented in large open and distance 

universities is that they are expensive and time consuming, in addition to needing 

adaptation for implementing in traditional campus-based universities. 

Furthermore, Pollock and Cornford (2000) - based on a study of the integration of 
technology in traditional campus-based universities - concluded that the process of 
integrating technology in higher education institutions is extremely difficult, mainly as a 

result of the way universities are organised. They describe it Eke this: 

Further, in the site that we studied,, there were aspects of the University that were 
crucial for the success of the projects and that did not exist and therefore had to be 
built - for instance, the University lacked procedures for validating online courses - 
slowing the whole process. In short, initiatives were confounded by difficulties in 
co-ordinating a wide range of actors across a large organisation made up of diverse 
and disparate entities (i. e., departments and service units). It is, it seems, the very 
institution of the university which is at the heart of the problem. (Pollock and 
Cornford, 2000) 

Considering these observations, and given that the quality assurance approach of open and 

distance education universities is rooted in its structure, it would seem that its value for 

traditional on-campus institutions is limited to specific and particular mechanisms that 

could be transferred, rather than as an overall strategy, as this would imply the revamping 

of the structure of campus-based institutions. Several mechanisms however seem to be 

valuable, for example some of the coordinating strategies, which enable the disaggregated 

nature of online delivery to be overcome, are not usually present in traditional on-campus 
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environments. 

b) Qualio standards andguidelines 

A different and widely used strategy aiming to assure the quality of online education has 
been implemented through the development of quality standards, guidelines and 
benchmarks. Hope (2001) argues that the main consequence of the use of technology in 
the provision of education is its globalisation, that has led, at local, national and regional 
levels to the production of a large number of quality standards and frameworks designed to 

certify and protect the quality of local providers, and to help students to choose in a global 

market. McLoughlin and Visser (2003) attribute a more economic motivation to the 

creation of these guidelines, at least in the US, as they help to strengthen leadership in the 

area, as well as to protect the market from bogus providers. Beyond their use to Protect 

markets and users, these quality standards and guidelines are a useful tool for practitioners 

and institutions providing guidance on how to design, develop, deliver and evaluate online 
learning courses. 

The US has been the most prolific generator of these guidelines, but they are common in 

many other countries. A significant number of quality standards and guidelines are 

currently available for online learning, some of which are presented in Table 2.2. 

Confronted with the increasing number of quality standards for e-learning being developed 

in the US, Frydenberg (2002) carried out a comparative analysis of the standards available, 

proposing a matrix to examine, compare and contrast them. The matrix is bound by the 

nine domains, which she found are repeatedly described as quality standards from the 

educator standpoint. These are: institutional commitment; technology; student services; 

instructional design and course development; instruction and instructors; delivery; finances; 

regulatory and legal compliance; and evaluation. For each domain she compared what the 

different guidelines were suggesting, noticing only small differences in the categorisation of 

some domains, demonstrating that, generally, these standards produce comparable criteria 

with which to evaluate the quality of online courses. 
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Table 2.2 List of oualitv standards and guidelines 
Organisation / Author Standards / Guidelines URL / Source 

The Institute for Higher Education Quality on the line www. ihep. com 
Policy - IHEP 

American Federation of Teachers - Guidelines for Good Practice www. aft. org/higher-ed 
AFT 

American Council on Education - Guiding Principles for Distance www. acenet. edu 
ACE Learning in a Learning Society & 

Distance Learning Evaluation 
Guide 

Western Cooperative for Best Practices for Electronically www. wcet-Info 
Educational Telecommunications - Offered Degree and Certificate 
WCET Programs. 

Quality Assurance Agency for Code of practice for the assurance www. qaa. ac. uk 
Higher Education - QAA of academic quality and standards 

in higher education. Section 2: 
Collaborative provision and 
flexible and distributed learning 
(including e-learning) 

Norwegian Association for NADE Standards www. nettskolen. com 
Distance Education - NADE 

UNESCO/OECD Guidelines for Quality Provision www. unesco. org/educat 
in Cross-border Higher Education ion/hed/gUldelines 

SLOAN-C Quality Framework and the Five www. sloan-c. org 
Pillars 

Inglis, Ling and joosten Quality Framework In Inglis, Ling, and 
joosten (2002) 

European Institute for E-Learning Open eQuality Learning www. elfe-I. org 

- EifEL Standards 

(Boj, 1997; Phipps and Merisods, 2000; Hope, 2001; AFT, 2002; Frydenberg, 2002; QAA, 

2004b; Inglis, 2005; Moore, 2005; UNESCO, 2005) 

In assessing the value of guidelines and standards as a quality assurance mechanism, the 

Institute for Higher Education Policy (Phipps and Merisotis, 2000) conducted a study to 

validate these benchmarks in order to ascertain the degree to which they were incorporated 

in the policies, procedures and practices of six higher education institutions that were 

recognised leaders in distance education in the US. The first part of the research included a 

literature search of benchmarks published by different institutions that resulted in a list of 

forty-five benchmarks specifically oriented to internet-based distance education. Then, 

staff, administrators and students were visited at the institutions identified as leaders in 
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Internet-based distance education. They were surveyed on the presence and importance of 
each of the forty-five benchmarks, to determine to what extent they were being followed; 

and whether they made a difference in terms of academic quality. The results of the survey 

were presented as a list of twenty-four benchmarks that were considered essential to ensure 

quality in Internet-based distance education and organised into seven areas: institutional 

support; course development; teaching/ learning; course structure; student support; faculty 

support; and evaluation and assessment (Phipps and Merisotis, 2000). 

Overall, these benchmarks represent a distillation of what was thought to be good practice 
for practitioners and institutions, as they provide standards to aim for while designing, 

delivering and evaluating online courses, and in this sense they offer a very useful tool for 

assuring quahty. It is not possible however to regard them as a mechanism in themselves, 

as they are only descriptions of what good practice in online learning is. 

c) Accreditation gstems 

The use of accreditation systems is closely related to quality guidelines. Accreditation, as a 

formal process of enquiry against a set of agreed standards, is a well-cstablished quality 

assurance mechanism, particularly in the US where no national quality assurance agency 

exists. In the context of online provision, this approach to quality assurance is growing 

among providers (Nfiddlehurst and Campbell, 2003). But it is not only in the US that it is 

possible to find certification of online activities and institutions. Canada has a national 

certification of quality provided by FuturEd. com, and in the UK two agencies offer this 

service. Table 2.3 gives an overview of some of the most relevant accreditation providers 

for online provision currently available. 

Accrediting agencies bad their certification systems on quality standards and guidelines 

specially devised for this purpose. All agencies have similar procedures that lead to 

certification. They are all voluntary. The process requires the submission of materials and a 

self-evaluation report according to the standards set by the agency. After that, the 

institution receives a visit from a panel of examiners and evaluators to verify the conditions 

in the field and to carry out interviews. Some agencies also contact students who may be 

interviewed or surveyed. The resulting certification usually lasts for a period between 3 and 

5 years; some last for the life of the material or course. 
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Table 2.3 Accreditation moviders 
Agency Certification URL 

Global Alliance on Transnational 
Education - GATE GATE Accreditation www. edugate. org 

American Society for Training & E-Learning Courseware 
Development - ASTD Certification ECC %v%vw. astd. org/ecertification/ 

Distance Education and Training 
Council - DETC DETC Accreditation www. detc. org 

British Learning Association - 
BLA Quality Mark www. british-learmng. org. uk 

Open and Distance Learning 
Quality Council - ODL QC ODL QC Quality Mark w%v,, v. odlqc. org. uk 

FuturEd & 
QualitE-Learning Assurance eQCHECK www. futured. com 

(Eaton, 2001; Hope, 2001; Twigg, 2001; OBHE, 2003) 

In the US, where the mecharusm for quality assurance is based on accreditation, agencies 
have included online provision as part of their accreditation services and have also 

encouraged the establishment of new specialised agencies. The Pew Report suggests that 

the increasing number of accrediting agencies comes as a result of a trend towards external 

examination as a way to ensure quality (Twigg, 2001). In other countries with well- 

established national quality assurance systems, like England, accreditation as a mechanism 

to certify the quality of e-learning institutions and programmes is also gaining a foothold. 

However, the majority of the institutions that look for an accreditation of this type are 

corporate organisations; there are few higher and further education institutions among its 

holders. 

The value of accreditation as a quality assurance system for online learning relies on the 

quality and prestige of the agency providing the certification and the thoroughness of their 

review process. From the point of view of dual mode higher education institutions, 

accreditation could be a useful mechanism by which the quality of online provision may be 

certified on a programme basis (as opposed to whole-institution certification), which would 

allow specific programmes to look for external accreditation in addition to any other 

internal quality assurance mechanism already in place in the institution. 
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d) Benchmarki q. 

The use of benchmarking as a tool for evaluating e-learrung is rather new, although it draws 

upon a larger base of experience on benchmarking in other areas, such as administrative 
processes. Benchmarking as a tool for quality assurance is very much related to quality 
standards and guidelines, although these are not necessarily plainly transferable into a 
benchmarking tool, and it is argued that benchmarking could be carried out Without any 

explicit standard as a reference (ENQA, 2003; Bacsich, 2005b). 

Benchmarking involves the comparison of the quality of a product or service against other 

providers. Usually the 'other providers' are selected based on competition, thematic areas, 

or just those deemed to be 'the best' of the others. Its main function is to be a self- 

evaluation and self-improvement tool by which an institution identifies its own position, 

compares it With others and then designs an improvement plan to close the gap Uackson, 

2001; Bacsich, 2005b; Inglis, 2005). 

Benchmarking is a tool focused on an overall institutional evaluation, with the general aim 
being to determine the current position in relation to others, rather than being a *judgment 

of the quality itself. However, as the process of benchmarking usually includes a rather 

detailed analysis and evaluation of the institutional internal services, processes and 

capacities, it has potential benefits for quality enhancement. 

The tools currently available specifically created or adapted for e-learnlng are mainly 

designed to establish the institutional level of development on e-learning. Some of the most 

well-known benchmarking tools for e-learMng are listed in Table 2.4. 

Tnhl, - ?. d"Renchmarkincy tools 

0 rgani sation /Author Benchmarking tool URL 

The Obsenatory on Benchmarking Online Learning www. obhe. ac. uk Borderless Higher Education 

joint Information Systems 
Embedding Learning 
Technologies Institutionally - w,, vw. jisc. ac. uk 

Committee UISC) ELTI tools 

www. matic- 
Paul Bacsich Pick & Mix approach media. co - uk/benchmarking. ht 

m 

e-Learning Maturity Model www. utdc. vuw. ac. nz /research 
Ste hen Marshall P (eMM) /emm 

UniVersity of Strathclyde and Scott Morton's MIT90s Model elearning. heacadem)-. ac. uk/we 
Kilmarnock College for Institutional Change blogs/pilot2/ 
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National Learning Network - 
NLN ILT Self-assessment tool www. nln. ac. uk 

Supporting Excellence in 
ELearning - SEEL Seel Benchmarking System www. eife-l. org 

Becta and NCSL Self-review framework matrix. becta. org. uk 
Department of Education, 
Training and Youth Affairs, Benchmarking Framework science. unIserve. edu. au/cours 
Australia I es/benchmarking/ 

(SCIENTER, 2004; Bacsich, 2005b; Bacsich,, 2005a; Inghs, 2005; HEA5 2007) 

Benchmarking has recently become an increasingly well-known approach for evaluating e- 
learning, particularly in England, following on from the HEFCE's e-learning strategy 
(HEFCE, 2005 a) proposed it as a tool to evaluate its success. To that end, the Higher 

Education Academy (HEA) in collaboration with the joint Information Systems 

Committee UISC) were commissioned to carry out a programme to identify an e-learning 
benchmarking tool for higher education institutions. The pilot of this programme tested 

five e-learning benchmarking tools and was carried out in 2006 with the participation of 

twelve institutions. The benchmarking programme has been extended since then with the 

addition of two new groups of higher education institutions. Benchmarking Phase 1 

included thirty-eight new universities and a further group of twenty-seven institutions have 

recently been selected to participate in Phase 2 (HEA, 2007). 

The programme's stated aims originally included three purposes: to provide higher 

education institutions with the opportunity to self-evaluate their e-learning development 

and to identify the extent to wl-iich it was embedded in the institution; for universities to be 

able to compare their level of e-learning development with other universities With similar 

characteristics; and to get an overall picture of e-learning across the sector (Morrison and 

Davies, 2005). These goals seem consistent with the main purposes of benchmarking as 

described earlier, in which the final intention of a benchmarking exercise is to determine 

the current position of institutions in relation to others of similar character. However, the 

evaluation of the pilot programme indicates that the third aim could not be addressed due 

to confidentiality issues (Mayes, 2006). In the two new phases, the programme's 

documentation has not included the goal of building a national picture of e-learning 

development, focusing instead on providing opportunities for higher education institutions 

to make comparisons with other institutions (HEA, 2006). This change of focus of the 
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programme is an indication of the complexity of issues involved in a benchmarking 
exercise which is aiming to generate a sector-wide picture. Confidentiality, differences 
between contexts and selection of common criteria against which to benchmark 
institutions are some of the issues identified in the pilot as difficult to resolve (Mayes, 
2006). It therefore seems reasonable, as the HEA benchmarking programme did, to focus 

on the intra-institutional benefits of the exercise, reducing the comparability scope to small 
clusters of institutions. It could be argued, however, that with this move, the HEA 
benchmarking programme is no longer a benchmark-ing exercise but rather the promotion 
of an institutional e-learning self-evaluation orientated towards internal development. 

In terms of the value that benchmarking tools might offer as tools for assuring the quality 
of online courses, it seems that benchmarking works at a different level and for a different 

purpose (institutional comparison) from quality assurance, making its value for quality 
assurance and enhancement of courses limited. Although it may be expected that a 
benchmarking activity eventually provides the basis for improving the quality of the e- 
learning provision in an institution (eLRC, 2006), this potential benefit might well come as 
a result of the application of a specific tool (and its specific criteria) rather than from 

benchmarking as a strategy. 

Conclusions 

The above review of current practice of quality assurance in online learning reveals the 

ample concern and debate regarding the quality of online learning. The strategies reviewed 
however are not equivalent, as they do not operate at the same level, and in that sense, they 

could be in place simultaneously in the same institution. An example might be a 

comparison of the approaches of large open and distance universities and certifications. In 

the former, the mechanisms correspond to internal procedures, and eventually the same 

institution could seek for certification from external agencies. Similarly, acaden-ac staff 

could be following the quality standards and internally applying them for the development 

and delivery of their courses, and at an institutional level be carrying out a benchmarking 

exercise to compare their overall level of development Within the sector. Consequently, it 

would be possible to argue that these strategies could be seen as complementary and 

offering distinctive mechanisms by which an institution could deal with the quality 

assurance of their online provision. 
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Although these strategies could be considered as complementary to the internal quality 
assurance procedures in place in dual-mode universities, the relationship between them 

varies. In the case of the approach in operation in open and distance universities, its 
embedded strategies could also be deployed as quality assurance mechanisms just as the 

ones observed in dual-mode institutions, and as is already the case for this type of 
institution in England (for example QAA, 2004c). The adequacy of these mechanisms for 

online courses in this type of institution is outside the scope of this project; however, it 

would be possible to suggest that the context on which these quality assurance mechanisms 

are applied is essentially different to dual-mode institutions, as some of the key features of 

online learning discussed above are already considered in the structure of the institution 

itself, hence avoiding the structural difficulties described in Pollock and Cornford's (2000) 

study. 

Accreditation systems are of a different nature when compared with the quality assurance 

procedures in place in dual-mode institutions. As mentioned above, dual-mode institutions 

may be seeking accreditation of their e-learning activities alongside their internal 

mechanisms. The value of accreditation resides in it being an external, and allegedly, 

objective process oriented to prove to external audiences (prospective students and other 

stakeholders) that the course or institution under scrutiny is of sufficiently high quality. 

Under Barnett's (1994b) framework, accreditations could be situated in the extreme bottom 

right of the matrix, as a mechanism externally-owned and oriented to an external audience; 

however in this case, this position is not meant to be changed. 

Benchmarking on the other hand has a different link with the quality assurance procedures, 

as the latter are usually one of the aspects to be evaluated as part of the benchmarking 

exercise. The different benchmarking tools currently being piloted by the Higher Education 

Academy project give an example of this, as they all include reviewing whether internal 

quality assurance processes have been adapted for e-learning (see for example ILRT, 2003; 

Bacsich, 2006). Applying Barnett's matrix, benchmarking could be regarded as a 

mechanism which is under the control of the institution, although not necessarily under the 

control of the academic community; and as a process oriented towards external observers, 

as the main goal is a comparison of the institution with other (similar) providers. It has 

been suggested however that the activities involved in carrying out a benchmarking exercise 

entail a self-reflection process which directly benefits practice, and which could be claimed 

as oriented towards enhancement (eLRC, 2006). Following the same argument, 
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accreditation processes could similarly involve a useful internal reflective process. Although 
accreditations and benchmarking have been described as equivalent to quality assurance 
(Massy, 1996; Inglis, 2005) they could generate improvement as an unplanned effect, but as 
they are mainly oriented towards external audiences, enhancement would not be part of 
their core purpose. 

Quality standards and guidelines are possibly the approach most closely related to the 
procedures in place in dual-mode universities, as guidelines are actually an in-built part of 
the procedures. As was indicated earlier, higher education institutions in England undergo 
quality assurance reviews carried out periodically by the Quality Assurance Agency, 
following a set of predefined standards and a code of best practices. One of these codes is 
dedicated to collaborative and flexible provision that includes e-learning (QAA, 2004b). In 
this sense, the quality assurance procedures are already guided by a set of quality standards 
and institutions should be following its precepts. These are oriented, as all other guidelines 
available, to guide institutions in what constitutes good practice and hence intended to be 

used as a reference point against which to evaluate practice. 

The code of practice relating to e-learning provision however is of a different nature to the 

ones referred to in the internal management of quality that describe the procedures to 

assure and enhance quality, which were discussed earlier. The code of practice that covers 

e-learning is primarily a guide of good practice; in contrast, the codes of practice relating to 

internal management of quality are defined as a requirement, With which higher education 

institution should comply. It is this different character of the codes that the focus of this 

research project is concerned with. The codes of practice describing the ways in which the 

internal management of standards and quality should be approached by higher education 

institutions were created mainly for traditional campus-based institutions, and are meant to 

be applied to all types of institutions. These internal procedures are well-established but 

they are mainly designed to assure the quality of campus-based courses. Open and distance 

universities, as reviewed above, have their well-established mechanisms to tackle the quality 

of their provision, and in their application of the QAA's procedures are already taking into 

account the distinctive characteristics of e-learning. The challenge is then for 'dual-mode' 

institutions that need to demonstrate that their online provision is of equal quality to their 

courses offered by traditional campus-based methods (Hope, 2001; Roffe, 2002) using the 

same mechanisms. 

it may be possible to assume that, considering the accountability-oriented role of the 
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quality audits, the QAA's mechanisms are able to deal appropriately with the online 
provision in dual-mode institutions, as its focus would be on determining whether 

objectives and aims are being achieved (Nfiddlehurst, 1997). It remains less clear however 

whether the procedures suggested by the QAA are also effective for enhancement. Thus, 

the question that arises here is whether these internal mechanisms are able to be as 

effective as tools for assuring and enhancing the quality of online courses as they are for 

campus-based programmes. 

In the next chapter this question is further explored through a revision of current practice 

of a selected group of higher education institutions and a closer examination of the 

implementation of quality assurance within institutions. The results of these preliminary 

studies will serve as the basis to define and refine the research problem and methodology 

for this project. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

DELIMITING THE RESEARCH FOCUS 

Campus-based higher education institutions in England currently have several quality 

assurance mechanisms in place to monitor, maintain and enhance the quality of their 

courses. The challenge for these procedures emerges in the context of dual-mode 

institutions, where the same quality assurance mechanisms are being applied to online 

courses. This challenge can be expressed in two different ways: on the one hand, it may not 
be possible to transfer some of the aspects to be assessed by the procedures transparently 
from the face-to-face modality into the online environment, making some of the 

mechanisms inappropriate for online provision; on the other hand, some key aspects of the 

online modality - which are absent in a face-to-face situation - may not be considered 

when applying some procedures, making them ineffective for online provision. 

A review of literature and current practice reveals that this area has not yet been researched 

in detail, leaving dual-mode higher education institutions with the challenge of dealing with 

the quality assurance of their online courses without the necessary guidance -a challenge 

of increasing relevance as online provision becomes more regular practice. 

This chapter presents two exploratory studies -a survey and a set of interviews - carried 

out to help define the research problem and refine the research questions, which are then 

presented at the end of the chapter. 

Exploring the research area 

Considering the lack of information about how dual-mode universities are addressing the 

quality assurance and enhancement of their online provision, and as a way to get an overall 

picture an exploratory survey' was undertaken. The specific airns of this survey were to get 

a closer view of how dual-mode higher education institutions in England were approaching 

the quality assurance of their online and mixed mode courses, and also to get initial data 

1 This survey was carried out during October and November 2003 
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that would provide a first input in the definition of the problem to be investigated. To 
achieve these goals, the survey focused specifically on traditional campus-based higher 
education institutions in England that, according to their official websites, were offering 
online courses in addition to their campus-based programmes. 

Two aspects were considered in selecting the data collection method. Data was needed 
from as many institutions as possible, in order to get an overall picture of current practice. 
Additionally, the exploratory nature of the study necessitated the collection of basic 
information regarding their online provision, and their quality assurance policy, practices 
and associated documentation. In order to meet these goals, and because of the limited 

resources available, the decision was made to use an online questionnaire. 

A brief questionnaire was prepared and trialled online so that the phrasing and organisation 
of the questions and answering methods could be refined. In addition, this pilot was used 
to verify the process of automatically populating the results database from the online 

questionnaires. The final survey form used is presented in Appendix One. 

Selection ofrespondents 

Two processes were undertaken to select the institutions and people who would be invited 

to answer the survey. Firstly, a brief review of the discussion groups on quality assurance 

available in JISCmail' was carried out. This search enabled the creation of a first list of 

institutions and of people responsible for quality assurance within those institutions. 

Secondly, the Est was updated and expanded based on information provided by the 

universities' websites. This verified two things: whether the institution was in fact a dual- 

mode provider, and which people were listed as being currently responsible for quality 

assurance. 

Those institutions which did not present this information through their official websites, or 

did not provide the names of the personnel in charge of internal quality assurance 

procedures, were not included in the final list. 

The request to complete the online questionnaire was sent out by e-mail to forty-four 

2 JIS 
i 
Cmail - National Academic Mailing List Service (http: // www. jlscmail. ac. uk) is a mailing list 

service sponsored by The joint Information Systems comnuttee JISC (www. jisc. ac. uk) 
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higher education institutions, and was addressed to the person in charge of the institution- 

wide quality assurance processes. 

Questionnaire results 

The request was sent out twice. Four responses were received initially. A follow-up 

message was sent out two weeks later to the non-respondents and yielded a further eight 

completed questionnaires. Twelve completed responses to the questionnaire were returned 
in total, constituting 27% of the total targeted. 

The respondents held different positions within their institutions (Q1) and were mainly the 

same people to whom the request had been sent. Their positions were mostly at top 

management level and were as follows: 

1 Dean of Quality Development 

6 Head / Director of Academic Quality or Quality Assurance units 
3 Deputy Academic Registrars 

2 Assistant Registrars 

Regarding the online provision within their universities, Table 3.1 shows the number of 

institutions that indicated having each type of provision (fully online or mixed-mode), 

distinguished by course level (Q2). 

Table 3.1 Ext3loratorv survev: answers to question 2 (Q2) 
MODULES COMPLETE COURSES 

Under- Post- Continuing 
Professional Under- Post- Continuing 

Professional 
graduate graduate Development graduate graduate Development 

(i) FuHy online 6 5 3 6 5 2 

(ii) Mýxed-rnode 6 9 6 4 9 4 
or blended 
ITotal 12 14 9 10 14 6 

-v-i-i- -% -) 
zliruew nti. qwf-rq to nuestion 3 and 4 (03.04) 

Yes No 

Number of HEls that have specific QA PROCEDURES for online 4 8 
and mixed mode delivery 

Number of HEIs that have specific QA DOCUMENTATION for 3 9 
online and mixed mode delivery 
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The results show that although the use of e-learning was spread across all levels of 
provision, it tended to be concentrated at postgraduate level. 

Question 3 and question 4 (Q3 and Q4) asked whether the institution had specific quality 
assurance procedures and documentation for onhne and nuxed-mode delivery. The results 
indicate that most universities did not (Table 3.2). 

To get a closer view of their current practice in relation to each of the quality assurance 

procedures in place in their institutions, respondents were asked to select for each 

procedure: its state of development in relation to online courses; whether they were 
different from the procedures applied to campus-based courses; if they had supplemental 

elements, or if they were the same as for campus-based courses. A further question was 

added to capture future developments in the area (Q5). 

The results (Table 3.3) show that very few institutions had different quality assurance 

procedures for their online courses, and only a few had managed the issue by including 

supplemental documents. 

Table 3.3 Exploratorv survev: answers to question 5 (Q5) 
Procedures and documents for 

onlInc/mIxcd mode delivery 
Different from 
campus-bascd 

courses 

Supplemental to 
campus-bascd 

courses 

Same as for 
campus-based 

courses 

Currently 
under 

dc%, cl()pment 

Don't 
know 

QA policy 1 9 

Course/module design 6 5 

Course/module approval 
procedure 

1 9 

Learning and Teaching 
Strategy 

1 8 

Course approval forms - 1 10 - 

Student charter - - 7 3 

Student satisfaction surveys - 3 5 1 

Assessment procedures - 4 6 - 

Library and IT access pohcy 1 4 6 

Annual course review 
procedure 

11 

Periodic course review 

procedure 
11 

Audit trial 
10 

Student complain procedure 10 

Teacher review groups - 

Usage data analysis 
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Analysis ofresults 

In terms of type of provision, fully online modules and courses are provided by half of the 
universities (6) at undergraduate level; almost half (5) also offered tl-ýs provision at 
postgraduate level and only a few offered this modality in CPD modules. The case of 
mixed-mode modules or courses is different. In this case, most of the universities (9) had 

this type of delivery at postgraduate level; half of them also offered it at undergraduate level 
(with more modules than complete courses in this mode of delivery) and fewer on CPD 

modules and courses. Combining both categories of type and level of modules and/or 
courses that universities provided, only one university was offering fully online and mixed- 
mode modules and complete courses in the three different levels (undergraduate, 

postgraduate and CPD). From these figures, the picture thaternerges is that dual-mode 

universities would tend to provide more mixed-mode courses and modules than fully 

online ones, and that most of this provision is at postgraduate level. 

Regarding the relationship between modules and full courses, the results show that only 

one institution claimed to be offering a fully online module with not one complete course 
in the same modality (at CPD level). The results for mixed-mode delivery are different. In 

this case, four universities reported having modules in this modality (at various levels) with 

no corresponding complete courses for the same level. This might indicate that the design 

and delivery of fully online modules was almost always part of a complete course delivered 

in that modality, while rruxed-mode delivery was used also in a complementary way to face- 

to-face teaching and learning; this may also explain the fact that some universities 

presented no complete courses delivered in mixed-mode. 

Questions 3 and 4 (Q3, Q4 above) were intended to uncover whether institutions had 

alre ady set up any specific procedures or developed any specific documentation to assure 

the quality of online and mixed mode delivery. Only four universities indicated having 

specific procedures, and three also had documentation. This shows that the majority of 

universities had not yet addressed this issue in a formal way. 

A more detailed review on how these institutions were addressing the quality assurance 

issue for online provision can be gathered from the answers to question 5 (Q5). According 

to these results and corroborating the responses on the two previous questions, most 

institutions were usually applying the same procedures and documentation for online 

courses as for campus-based courses. The only case in which a different procedure was in 

place was for Library and IT access policy. 
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Supplementary procedures and documentation for online provision were more frequently 
found. Half of the institutions stated they had supplemental procedures for online 
Course/Module Design. Also, in the areas of Assessment procedures and Library and IT 

access policy, four universities indicated they had special proceedings. The student 
satisfaction survey was also a process on which additional components for online provision 
was found in four institutions (one of which was under development). 

The areas of quality assurance in which none of the institutions had any special or 
supplementary procedures or documentation were: annual course review, periodic course 
review and student complaints procedures. 

The final question of the questionnaire (Q7) requested additional information that could 
help understand the way institutions were addressing the quality assurance of online 

courses. Their answers show that institutions were basically using the same procedures and 
documentation, but special consideration and attention were given when an online course 

was under review. One respondent was explicit in stating that quality assurance may be 

different for online courses in their implementation, 'but the principles are the same' as for 

campus-based courses. 

When comparing these final comments with the responses provided in question five (Q5), 

an interesting counterpoint can be observed. Reviewing the explanations given by 

universities regarding their own quality assurance systems, their arguments were in support 

of the position that there is no need for special arrangements for the quality assurance of 

online courses; or that at least the principles should remain the same as for campus-based 

courses. However, looking at the answers to question five, while the majority of institutions 

were using the same procedures and documentation for both types of courses, there was a 

significant number of institutions that already had specially formulated procedures for 

online and mixed-mode courses. Supplementary procedures and documents for course and 

module design, assessment procedure and library and IT access policy are some examples 

of the special arrangements in place for online and mixed-mode courses. 

Of the number of institutions that had specific or supplemental procedures, it is possible to 

distinguish that some quality assurance procedures (course and module design, library and 

IT access policy and assessment procedures) seemed to be more important for institutions 

to address earlier than others. It is also interesting to note that institutions were addressing 

the application of quality assurance to online courses mostly through supplemental 

documentation rather than with completely different procedures. 
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It is possible to identify some trends in the responses collected that can be summarised in 

three main points presented below. These results, of course, only apply to the sample, and 

the small sample size does not allow any generalisation about the way in which higher 

education institutions are addressing the quality assurance of online and rnixed-mode 

provision in the wider context. 

a Dual-mode higher education institutions tended to provide more n-dxed-mode courses 

than fully online courses, and these were mostly at postgraduate level. 

w Institutions seemed to support the position that quality assurance procedures needed to 
be revised for their application to online courses. A frequent result of this revision was 

the development of supplementary procedures and documents which were specifically 

oriented to cover online and mixed-mode courses. 

a Based on the number of institutions that presented different or supplementary 

procedures and documents, those that seemed to be of more relevance for them, in 

terms of priority, were: course/module design, assessment procedures, library and IT 

access policy, student satisfaction survey, and course/module approval procedure and 

forms. In contrast, those procedures wl-iich were not mentioned as being under revision 

at that moment or in the future were: student charter, annual reviews, periodic reviews, 

and student complaints mechanisms. 

Overall, these results show that some higher education institutions were starting to address 

this issue based on the assumption that a different or at least an adapted version of the 

quality assurance procedures was required for online courses. The question that arises from 

these findings is how institutions should or could approach the modification or adaptation 

of their quality assurance procedures, taking into account the differences between the two 

modalities of proVision. And furthermore, whether all procedures actually need to be 

modified or adapted in order to be effective for online programmes. 

Framing these questions in the context of dual-mode institutions which already have 

procedures for the quality assurance of their face-to-face courses, a first step would be to 

examine the quality assurance procedures currently in place for campus-based courses to 

analyse whether their set up would allow them to be applied to online courses. 

Approaching the current quality assurance procedures in terms of their general objectives, 

as defined by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA, 2002b), they aim to: 
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assure that quality standards are attained by courses 

assure that the courses achieve their stated aims 

a assure that students are attaining the 1ntended learning outcomes 

a identify whether the aims and intended learning outcomes set for a course are still valid 

a plan remedial actions when weak aspects of a course are identified. 

Considering the above list of aims, the same purposes for the quality assurance of online 
learning courses could be defined. The tension seems to he consequently on the application 

of the procedures rather than on their purposes. Two initial questions arise regarding their 

applicability to online courses: 

Are the procedures already set up for face-to-face courses suitable for the online 
modality? 

If not, where are the tensions between the two modes of delivery (for course staff 

and institutions)? 

To approach these questions, a deeper understanding of how quality assurance procedures 
for face-to-face provision operate in higher education institutions was required. In order to 

get a closer view of how the procedures operated, a brief review of practice was carried out, 

aiming to identify the purposes for which institutions apply their quality assurance 

mechanisms and the main issues that lie behind the procedures; the review would also 

provide further insight about how the procedures may be approached in this research 

project. 

Exploring quality assurance practice 

To understand how quality assurance mechanisms operate and how staff in higher 

education institutions encounter them, exploratory interviews were conducted to study in 

more detail how the procedures work and how they are applied in face-to-face and online 

courses. 

The purposes of these exploratory interviews were: 

m To understand how quality assurance procedures are applied and understood at an 

institutional level by the people in charge of their application. 
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To understand how face-to-face and online course leaders come into contact Wi 
quality assurance procedures. 

w To identify the main issues that lie behind quality assurance procedures, in terms of the 
key aspects of quality to be evaluated in a course. 

One further purpose of these interviews was to identify the main issues involved in the 
application of quality assurance procedures within higher education institutions that would 
facilitate the refinement of the research questions and the design of the methodology for 
this project. 

To achieve these goals, this exploratory study was designed as a set of interviews with 
people directly involved in the application of quality assurance procedures within higher 

education institutions, covering different levels, from senior management to course level. 
The decision to use face-to-face interviews was mainly in response to a consideration of the 

goals defined for this exploratory study. As the aims were to get an in-depth understanding 
of the way quality assurance procedures were applied and experienced in higher education 
institutions, the most important aspect of which data collection method to select was its 
flexibility to explore the interviewees' experience and opinions in detail. The interviews 

were selected to provide an improved understanding of the processes, and in that sense any 

other alternative method, such as questionnaires, would have limited the flexibility to 

pursue particular or unexpected aspects that may emerge during the interviews. The 

decision to carry out individual rather than group interviews was made based on the fact 

that interviewees were to be selected from different institutions which would have made 

the interviews difficult to set up. Additionally, individual interviews would facilitate a 
detailed exploration of the specific quality assurance procedures at each interviewee's 

institution, and from the particular point of view of each interviewee's position. 

To select the interviewees, four key roles were identified: Quality Assurance officer, usually 

in charge of the overall internal quality assurance management within an institution, the 

director/leader of a face-to-face course, the director/leader of an online course, and a 

school/ department-level quality assurance coordinator. 

Following the advice provided by Brown and Dowling (1998), the interviews were designed 

to get the maximum benefit from the information that interviewees would be able to 

provide. Each of them was interviewed individually, following a semii-structured design. A 

question guideline was created to collect a similar range of data from each interviewee that 
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would allow later comparison of the answers. The interviews however were semi-structured 
to give space to the interviewees to report their own experience regarding the application 
of quality assurance procedures in more detail; and also to make it possible to include 
further questions if information about an interesting experience or material came out 
during the conversation. In the same way, questions were designed and presented in a 
semi-structured way, giving interviewees the freedom to answer in comfort and in their 

own style (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000). 

The selection of the interviewees was done based on ease of access of the different roles 
defined. The institutions to which the interviewees belonged were not necessarily dual- 

mode. Considering that the goal at this stage was only to get a deeper insight into the 

purposes of the quality assurance procedures and how they were experienced, there was no 

requirement for the interviewees to be part of a dual-mode institution. 

The interviews were designed fol-lowing the BERA ethical guidelines (BERA, 2004), 

including at the beginning a fairly detailed explanation of the purposes of both the research 

project and the exploratory interviews, how the interviewees were selected and clarifying 

that all information provided during the interview would be kept anonymous and 

confidential. With the permission of interviewees, the complete conversations were 

recorded for the purpose of later transcription and analysis. 

All interviews were conducted by the author of this research, who contacted participants by 

e-mail explaining the main purpose of the interview and the type of information it sought 

to gather. The interviews were carried out with those who agreed to be interviewed at a 

time and place of their choosing. 3 

The interviews observed the following sequence: 

1. Introduction, during which the researcher introduced herself to the interviewee, 

explained the purpose of the research and specifically of the exploratory study; 

explained why s/he was selected; gave assurance of anonymity and confidentiality of 

responses; and asked for permission to record the intervlew. 

Main body of interview, which followed the guidelines according to the interviewee's 

role (see Appendix Two). These guidelines included specific questions around five 

3AII interviews were carried out during April and May 2004 
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points, which constituted the common content structure of all interviews. These were: 

Main functions and purposes of the quality assurance procedures 

Internal attitudes (of academic stafo towards quality assurance procedures 

Perception of differences between the functions of the quality assurance procedures 
(assuring vs. enhancing quality) 

m Efficiency of the current procedures in place in their institutions 

m Key aspects of quality in a course 

3. Close. 

All interviewees presented a very positive attitude towards the topic of the interview. They 

seemed relaxed and did not demonstrate any apprehension in answering any of the 

questions presented. Each interview lasted around one hour. The recordings were 
downloaded into a personal computer and password protected. 

Overview ofissues revealed in the exploratory intert4ews 

The overall goals of the interviews were to better understand how procedures were 

perceived and used by different staff roles within an institution, and to get an overview of 

their implementation. It is possible to suggest that these goals were largely achieved despite 

this exploration including a very limited number of interviews. The interviewees provided 

an interesting and open range of views on how quality assurance procedures were being 

approached by themselves, and by staff in general in their particular institutions. 

As defined in the interview guidelines, the conversations focused on five main topics: the 

functions of the quality assurance procedures; staff attitudes towards the procedures; the 

distinctions they may be making between procedures for assuring and procedures for 

enhancing quality; their perception of the efficiency of the procedures, and their views on 

what they considered to be the key aspects of quality in a course. 

In terms of the functions that the procedures for quality assurance had within each 

institution, the interviewees presented a fairly similar understanding of their purposes. 

Mainly they exist a) to assure the quality of a course, and its correspondence with the 

institutional strategic objectives; and b) to gather evidence that would provide the basis for 

decision making, to implement changes and to support requests for more resources. 
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According to the interviewees, academic staff mostly had a positive attitude towards the 
procedures. They all acknowledged however the existence within their own institutions of a 
recognisable group that had a detached or negative attitude towards the implementation of 
the quality assurance mechanisms. Tl-ýs negative stance -referred to as 'the people who do 

not take it seriously) - was mainly revealed by their lack of responsibility in completing the 
tasks that the procedures demanded, such as the generation of reports. 

It was suggested that the primary explanation for this negative attitude was an overload of 
work, preventing academic staff from giving sufficient time to an activity they perceive as 
not having any (positive or negative) consequence for them. A secondary reason given by 
interviewees - which was also recognised as causing a negative attitude - was an explicit 
disapproval that was expresses by some academic staff of these mechanisms. This latter 

attitude was mentioned by one interviewee as being particularly important in one institution 

which was described as having a strong departmental identity and where any external 
intervention - ir, --Iuding college-wide procedures - was perceived as an intrusion. 

Interestingly, interviewees indicated that the basis for a negative attitude among staff was 
largely related to a lack of understanding of the direct benefits that the application of the 

procedures would have for them as academics. They indicated however that staff were 

concerned with delivering high quality in their day-to-day activities, but the problem 

emerged with the application of formal procedures. This attitude highlights the problem 

that although staff may be well-intentioned and concerned with high quality, this does not 

prove that high quality has been achieved. 

It was surprising to find that one interviewee, a course leader, was not aware of the 

procedures in place in his institution. According to him, there was no mechanism that had 

to be applied, ano within his course team, they were not using the term quality assurance in 

their daily work; however they did have an innovative set of mechanisms in place to assure 

and improve the quality of their course. 

Regarding the distinction between assuring and enhancing quality there was agreement 

among interviewees that quality assurance procedures, in their experience, were mostly 

focused on assuring rather than enhancing quality. Nevertheless, some recogiused that 

when student perceptions and experiences were included, there were more chances of 

enhancement. They also noted that the procedures that included not only an evaluation, 

but the definition of an action plan tended to facilitate future improvements. 
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None of the interviewees who were applying quality assurance procedures could deny the 
effectiveness of these mechanisms. They seemed to agree that the mechanisms in place in 

their institutions were fine, with regard to how they operated and their purposes, although 
they recognised that there was room for improvement. One aspect highlighted by some of 
the interviewees was the fact that it is not completely possible to assess the effectiveness 
when the mechanisms are not fulfilled to the same depth and thoroughness and/or not an 
are carried out by staff For example, in one institution fewer than half of the staff had 

gone through peer observation in the previous year. In their personal views however, 

quality assurance procedures presented the necessary features to be effective. 

Finally, in relation to the aspects of quality of a course, interviewees interestingly agreed on 
the range of aspects considered to be key quality factors: teaching staff, teaching and 
learning activities, assessment, support and resources. These same aspects were mentioned 
for online courses. 

Overall interviewees presented a rather similar view on how quality assurance procedures 

were operating Within their own institutions, regardless of their different roles and 

positions. From their responses it is possible to build up the general view that quality 

assurance procedures are in place and working as much as staff time allows; staff are aware 

of their importance although sometimes it is difficult to make them realise the direct 

benefits for their own course-related activities; and that quality assurance procedures are in 

general perceived as a top-down imposition, mainly focused on assuring rather than 

enhancing the quality of the courses. 

Issues arising from the different modes of course deEvery 

From the analysis of the interviews., several issues were identified as presenting potential 

tensions when applied to a different mode of teaching and learning. 

There was a wide range of quality assurance mechanisms in place in the institutions where 

the interviewees were located. Course approvals, annual course reviews, module 

evaluations, student feedback surveys, and external examiners are examples of procedures 

common to all of them. The ways in which these mechanisms were applied however varied 

considerably in the different institutions. 

One first issue that emerges from the way procedures were implemented is related to the 
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ease of access to information. Considering that the procedures had been designed for face- 
to-face courses, they all relied completely on the availability for inspection of the modality 
of delivery, for example, on the possibility of talking face-to-face with students for module 
evaluations, or directly observing classes when implementing peer observations. 

In this sense the different modalities of delivery vary in the extent to which they are 
available for inspection. At one end, the face-to-face modality allows direct class 
observations and direct contact with students. At the other end, distance learning courses 
can only be reviewed through their materials, which convey all the aspects of the course 
(teadhing style, learning activities, assessment, resources, etc. ). The online modality could be 

positioned in-between the two. In some aspects online courses could be as closed as they 

are for traditional distance learning since students are remotely located and some of the 

resources might be delivered through printed materials. But at the same time, online 

courses provide communication between tutors and students, and among students, through 

conferencing and discussion spaces which could be observed directly. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, this variation of availability for inspection has 

implications for the applicability of the procedures to the different modalities of delivery 

(CVCP, 2000). From the interviews it is possible to suggest that the quality assurance 

procedures that were already in place for face-to-face provision seemed to be unsuitable for 

online or mixed-mode courses, unless some adaptation for their correct implementation 

were to be carried out. Furthermore, it seems that information gathered through the 

application of the procedures may be of a different nature. In other words, the necessary 

information to be gathered from an online discussion with students about the quality of a 

module would be of a different type to the information gathered from a face-to-face 

conversation or a print-based questionnaire. 

The different quality assurance procedures that would be needed for this new mode of 

delivery raise a second issue, this time related to where the responsibility for the quality 

assurance lies. From the interviews it was observed that in face to face courses it is the 

leader or director of the programme who holds the clear responsibility for carrying out the 

design and delivery, and therefore the quality of the course relies directly on him/her. In 

distance and online learning there is usually a distribution of tasks for the design and 

delivery across different units within an institution, sometimes including external providers. 

These observations corroborate the first distinctive feature of e-learning discussed in the 

previous chapter (Harvey, 2002), where the disaggregated structure of online courses poses 
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an organisational challenge to quality assurance, demanding that course teams define where 
responsibilities would he before applying any procedures. 

A third issue that arose from the interviews was the equivalence between face-to-face and 
distance/online qualifications, particularly when one course has two versions In different 

modes of delivery. According to some interviewees the aim was to keep this equivalence as 
much as possible, for example, keeping the same standards by using the same external 
examiners and/or applying the same assessment strategies. The question that may be 

presented here is whether it is possible to keep such equivalence. The answer to this 

question may be very different depending on whether equivalence of a qualification is only 
taking into account the way students are assessed or if it also considers the student learning 

experience'. Furthermore, a second question might be to what extent it is relevant to the 

quality of a course to keep this equivalence. 

When equivalence is only considered from the assessment point of view, i. e. two 

programmes are delivered by different modalities - online and face-to-face - but have the 

same assessment method and procedures, the awards granted can be considered equivalent. 
Problems may appear when the aim is to offer courses by different modes of delivery with 

equivalent students' learning experiences. Research comparing both modes of delivery has 

mainly focused on evaluating students' outcomes, and the evidence seems to support the 

argument that there would 'not be a significant difference' between the different modes of 

delivery (Russell, 1999). Although the quality of this type of research has been put into 

question (Phipps and Merisotis, 1999), it would not be possible to suggest that one 

modality is more effective than the other in terms of the quality of students' outcomes. 

It could be argued that the nature of the learning activities may provide a different learning 

experience for students, without attempting to contend that one mode of delivery is better 

than the other, and recognising that both modalities can deliver similar student outcomes. 

However, an equality issue could arise if a comparison of the two modalities is expected to 

be made using the same indicators. For example, if the quality of a course is measured by 

the interaction time students spend with tutors, the assumption that online students would 

be at a disadvantaged position by being at a distance would not be fair, as the position from 

which this assumption emerges ('face-to-face is better') is pre-judged. In this sense, making 

such a comparison between the modalities does not seem appropriate. The resulting 

implications for quality assurance are related to the purposes of the procedures, wl-ýich are 

focused on establishing the quality of the programme and enhancing the quality of the 
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course itself rather than in its comparison with a face-to-face version. 

Refining the research problem and research question 

The results obtained from these two exploratory studies provided further insight into how 

current quality assurance procedures were being Implemented in higher education 
institutions, giving the view of a rather robust system, mostly focused on assuring rather 
enhancing quality. It also highlighted problems related to staff time and in some cases their 
lack of understanding of the direct benefits for their activities. The exploratory studies also 
enabled a more detailed examination of some of the online learning aspects that may be 

affecting the application of these procedures, and hence may contribute to the refinement 

of the research questions. Three main issues were identified: availability for inspection, 

responsibility for quality, and equivalence of qualifications, which were all considered 

important aspects of the online modality that need to be taken into account when applying 

quality assurance procedures. 

These issues corroborate the fact that, in practice, some of the distinctive features of e- 
learning identified in the literature and presented in previous chapters are a real concern for 

practitioners in the application of the quality assurance procedures to online courses. The 

results also point towards the need to understand in more detail the ways in wl-ýich these 

procedures could be modified or adapted in order to take into account the online modality. 

Having previously ftamed the research question as how dual-mode universities approach 

the assurance of quality of their online courses, the issues identified in the data gathered in 

the exploratory studies give rise to a refined definition of the problem, the object of the 

study and the research questions for this enquiry. 

Therefore, the primary aim of this research project is to explore the ways in which dual- 

mode universities approach the application of quality assurance procedures in their online 

and mixed-mode courses and to identify whether through the application of these 

procedures they are able to assure and enhance their quality effectively, taking into account 

the differences imposed by the modality. 

Rephrasing this aim as a research question, the focus of this enquiry is to answer: 

Are quality assurance procedures used by dual-mode universities to ensure and enhance 

the quality of their online and mixed-mode courses effective? 
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Assunung the analysis will result in finding aspects of online courses that are not being 

captured by current quality assurance procedures, three specific research questions will then 
be addressed: 

a Which features of the online modality influence the capacity of the quality assurance 

procedures to capture the quahty aspects of courses? 

0 What do team members do to assure and enhance the quality of the online course? 

a What are the components in an online course that cannot be regarded as equivalent 

to the ones present in a face-to-face course? 

To get an understanding of how dual-mode universities approach this task involves 

investigating in what ways and to what extent current quality assurance procedures are 

appropriate for the online modality. Understanding 'appropriateness' of the quality 

assurance procedures as the level of effectiveness with which the procedures are able to 

capture all the aspects of a course, the first step to responding to the research question 

would be to identify whether these procedures are able to capture all aspects of online 

courses. The identification of these 'gaps'would then make it possible to explore the ways 

in which the quality assurance procedures could be adapted to improve their effectiveness. 

Conclusions 

This chapter presented two exploratory studies carried out in the early stages of this 

research project. The results gathered have provided better insight to the area of research 

and have facilitated the delimitation and refinement of the research questions for this 

enquiry. 

Additionally, these exploratory studies revealed that the distinctive features of e-learning 

are a real concern for practitioners, hence the need to gain further understanding of the 

ways in which quality assurance mechanisms may be modified to make them fully effective 

for the assurance and enhancement of quality of online learning courses. 

In the next chapter the methodology to carry out the investigation and eventually to 

respond to the research question is presented and discussed. 

70 



CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 

The aim of this research project was to understand how dual-mode universities are 

approaching the application of the quality assurance procedures to their online courses in 

order to assure and enhance their quality effectively. To respond to this question, the 

research methodology described in this chapter aimed to identify whether the quality 

assurance procedures already in place in these institutions were able to capture the aspects 
that characterise online courses. 

To carry out this analysis, a multiple-case study approach was selected as the most 

appropriate strategy that would allow a deep examination of the quality assurance 

procedures as well as the features of the courses under study, whilst keeping the 

connection with their institutional context. 

Research strategy 

Investigating the way dual-mode universities approach an effective application of the 

quality assurance procedures in their online courses implies exploring current procedures to 

identify their capacity to capture the quality aspects of an online course. To this end, it was 

necessary to get access to two main sources of data, in order to produce a map of the 

aspects of online courses which were being captured by the quality assurance procedures, 

and also to identify the aspects which were not being captured by them (represented in 

Figure 4.1). On the one hand, to identify the aspects of quality that these procedures were 

able to capture in an online course, it was essential to analyse the quality assurance 

documentation related to an online course. The application of quality assurance procedures 

involves the generation of several types of documentation, which - it could be assumed - 

contain and reveal the aspects being considered, and hence provide the required evidence 

to determine the aspects of an online course which are captured by the procedures. This 

documentation can take the form of student survey results, annual course review reports, 

and external examiners' reports, staff meetings' minutes, among others. 

On the other hand, the most direct way to identify the aspects which were not being 
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captured by the quality assurance procedures was through the views of the stakeholders on 

the course. Assuming that the account that stakeholders are able to give could be 

considered as the most complete description possible to obtain of a course, establishing 

their views provided the necessary contrasting point to identify the aspects which were not 
being captured by the quality assurance procedures. To obtain the stakeholders' view of the 

course, it was necessary to approach academic staff, students, support staff, developers, 

among others. 

4.1 Overview research strate 

ON-LINE 

COURSE 

QA procedures' representation 
of the course 

Stakeholders' representation 
of the course 

/ 
Map of issues which the procedures are capturing about 
the quality of an online course, and of the issues that are 

not being captured by them. 

The analysis of the data focused on identifying the aspects that were not being captured by 

the quality assurance procedures. Particular attention was given to those aspects that were 

related to the issues recognised on the exploratory studies as having an impact on the 

effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures, namely availability for inspection, 

responsibility for quality and equivalence of qualifications. 

It is relevant to highlight here the institutional point of View from which this research 

started. The aim of this research was to provide insight into the institutional challenge that 

online provision entails for quality assurance management. So it is important to clarify that 

the definition of quality standards for online provision or the definition of how quality 

should be maintained and enhanced by course teams (in the form of practical guides of 
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what constitutes a good quality online course, or good practice advice) were not part of this 
project. 

As suggested earlier, this study is focused on describing and analysing a particular event 
within dual-mode higher education institutions, that is the application of quality assurance 
procedures to online courses, aiming to identify the extent of their effectiveness for 

assuring and enhancing quality. The first step in this research involved the comparative 
analysis of two sets of data which were expected to provide the evidence that would enable 
the question to be answered. However, the analysis of these datasets required maintaining 
consideration of the institutional context within which the courses were delivered. 

Additionally, both datasets needed to belong to the same online course as this is a 

comparative analysis aiming to identify the gaps between the sets of data. 

Considering the above, a case study approach seemed to be the appropriate strategy to 

answer the question defined for this research. According to Yin's (2003) analysis for the 

selection of research strategies, case studies would be the most pertinent when three 

conditions are present: 'when a 'how' or 'why' question is being asked about a 

contemporary set of events, over which the investigator has little or no control' (Yin, 2003: 

9). This enquiry matched all three conditions in this definition. Additionally it included 

multiple sources of data. Adopting a case study approach also allowed other aspects to be 

taken into consideration, such as the particular conditions of the institution, the course 

team, and the programme of study, which may have been affecting the way in which the 

quality assurance procedures were applied, and hence influencing the results of the analysis. 

In terms of the type of case study to be carried out, Bassey's (1999) describes three main 

types of case study research: theory-seeking and theory-testing, which are particular studies 

of general issues, where the focus is on the issue rather than on the case as such; story- 

telling and picture-drawing case studies are mainly analytic accounts of events that aim to 

illuminate or develop theory; and evaluative case studies, which explore some programme, 

system or event in order to focus on its 'worthwhileleness'. Based on these definitions, the 

latter category, evaluative case study, seems to match the present research concerns, as it 

aims to exan-Line the extent to which the quality assurance procedures in place in dual-mode 

higher education institutions are effective for online and mixed courses. 

The methodology designed for this project follows the guidelines provided by Yin (2003), 

who defined a case study as 'an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

73 



phenomenon and context are not clearly evident' (Yin, 2003: 13). 

This case study research approach was based on qualitative methods for the collection and 
analysis of data. The use of quantitative data was used only as a supplementary tool to 
review the data collected in the documents and interviews (quantification of the characters 
coded under each category) to identify possible patterns or trends (Flick, 2006). 

Research design 

Case studies require a detailed design to ensure the research questions are logically and 
appropriately approached, the correct data gathered and a strategy for the analysis 
developed. 

Yin (2003) suggests that for the definition of what would constitute a 'case', the particular 

aspects that will be investigated within each case - which he calls, the 'unit of analysis'- 

should also be specified, and that all of these should be defined in accordance with the 

research question. A 'case'in this inquiry has been defined as an online course that belongs 

to a dual-mode higher education institution in England. In other words, in order to qualify 

as a case study for this inquiry, an online course had to be part of the academic offer of a 
dual-mode higher education institution in England, and should have had quality assurance 

procedures applied to it. 

Specifically, the aspects to be investigated within each 'case' were the quality assurance 

processes and procedures in place in the institution and applied to the specific course 

under study, including the documentation that such processes and procedures leave as 

trails, and the people involved in the course design, delivery and evaluation. 

The data to be gathered from each case study come from two main sources: 

m Documents., comprising all the quality assurance procedures documentation that were 

available. These documents may include: student sadsfacdon survey results and reports; 

annual course review reports; course approval documentation; external examiners' 

reports; team meetings minutes; board and committee meetings minutes; and any other 

quality assurance documentation that the specific institutions applied to their courses 

and that were accessible. 

m Stakeholders, including acadernic staff, tutors, adrrunistrators, students, support staff 
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(technical and other) and developers/ designers. The method used to collect the data 
from stakeholders was a face-to-face interview. This method of collecting their views 
introduced a further challenge for this research design. As the case studies were online 
courses, most of the stakeholders - the students and some staff members - were located 

at a distance. An alternative method would have been to collect this data through a 
questionnaire or a written interview through e-mail; however, the exploratory nature of 
this research required more flexibility for collecting the stakeholders' views. Interviews 

allowed the collection of data based on a predefined structure, whilst giving space to 
focus on greater detail in some aspects if this was considered appropriate (Brown and 
Dowling, 1998). 

Additionafly basic information about each case study was coUected to provide an overview 

of the characteristics of the course and its institutional context. These included: institution- 

wide quality assurance policy documents; course definition documents; course materials 
(manuals, audiovisual, computer supported materials, etc. ); course statistics (number of 

students, tutors, students' achievements, etc. ); and computer logs and statistics. 

Based on the research design, and its alms, it seemed appropriate for this project to include 

more than one case study as a way to cover different contexts of dual-mode institutions, 

online courses and quality assurance procedures in place. The selection of the case studies 

followed a 'replication logic' (Yin, 1993) (as opposed to a sampling logic) wl-ýich means that 

the case studies were selected to facilitate the replication of the study in other contexts, and 

in this way, make the results more robust. Considering the amount of data to be collected 

from each case study, and the aim to explore each case study in depth including their 

institutional context, only a small number of cases could be selected. Consequently, it was 

estimated that the inclusion of four case studies would be sufficient to cover a variety of 

contexts and course features, as well as providing a sufficient amount of data to allow a 

moderate level of generalisation of the research findings. In defining the number of case 

studies, the limited time available for carrying out this project was also considered. 

Quality assurance documents 

The first set of data for this research included the documentation associated with the 

quality assurance procedures applied to the courses that constituted the cases of study. 

These documents were expected to be found in the form of reports written by academic 
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staff, administrators or other contributors to the processes of applying quality assurance 

procedures. 

In defining the process of seeking out and analysing these documents, the first step was to 

verify the authenticity, reliability of the documents and to what extent they were 

representative (Scott, 1990; May, 2001; McCufloch, 2004). 

The verification of authenticity included the establishment of the author, place and date of 

writing of the documents, to check whether the versions found were correct and complete. 
In the case of the documents gathered for tl-iis research project, authenticity was not 

expected to cause a problem where reports had been held by the appropriate institutional 

quality assurance authority. Nevertheless, it may have become problematic if they had not 
been correctly filed. To minimise this problem, the intension was to collect the documents, 

where possible, from the institutions' quality assurance authorities (comnuittees, officers, 

etc. ). This would help to avoid (as much as possible), any inconsistencies in their content or 

versions. 

Reliability was a more complex issue. McCulloch (2004) defines it as 'to define how far its 

[of the document] account can be relied on', that would include issues of truth and bias, 

availability of relevant source material and how representative the documents are 

(McCulloch, 2004: 42). In the analysis of the documents to be collected, the most complex 

of these issues was the fact that most likely it was not going to be possible to establish an 

individual author of many of the documents, as they might have been the result of 

collective authoring. Additionally, in these cases, it would not be possible to determine 

whether the writer was in the position to write the report and to be totally trusted, though 

external examiners' reports have a particular status in this regard. Nevertheless, considering 

that reports are generally understood as the final statement and representation of a process 

or events, the backing of a report by an authority With formal responsibility for the specific 

task - for example by the Academic Board, or the Quality Assurance Committee - was 

considered to be sufficient evidence of its trustworthiness. 

To be representative, a minimum set of documentation for each case study needed to be 

included in order to qualify. Although this threshold was difficult to define ftom the outset, 

each case study needed to include an equivalent set of documentation in order to be 

comparable. 

Once these criteria have been verified and accepted, the analysis of the meaning of the 
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documents started. According to McCulloch (2004) the meaning of a document concerns 
two aspects. The first is the literal meaning, i. e. making sure that the content of the 
document is clear, including the understanding of technical or speciahsed words or phrases 

and references to institutions or individuals. In the case of the documents to be analysed in 

this enquiry, it was expected that each case may have had particular ways of naming 

procedures and processes according to their own institutional conventions. The 

complementary documentation collected from each case, such as the quality assurance 

policy for each institution, provided the necessary context for understanding the detailed 

meaning of the main documents. 

The second aspect is the interpretative meaning or theorisations (Scott, 1990; McCulloch, 

2004). At this level of analysis, three main theoretical traditions are recognised. Jupp and 
Norris (1993) describe them as 'positivist', 'interpretative' and 'critical'. The main difference 

between them is the theoretical stand from which each tradition conceptualises the 

documents. Positivists understand social phenomena as being objective and independent 

from individuals. Accordingly, the analysis of documents is approached mainly using a 

content analysis strategy. The interpretative tradition, in contrast to positivism, is based on 

the understanding that social phenomena are essentially not objective but socially 

constructed by individuals Uupp and Norris, 1993). In this way, the focus is on situated 

interpretations of documents, with an emphasis on hermeneutics and where sermiotics is 

one of its well-known analytic strategies (Scott, 1990; Lee, 2000; May, 2001). Finally, the 

critical tradition is strongly theoretical and political, focusing on social structures, power, 

ideology and social conflict. In this tradition we find, for example, feminist theory and 

critical modes of discourse analysis (McCulloch, 2004). 

Taking the research question defined for this enquiry as a starting point, it seemed clear 

that the documents themselves should be analysed following a positivist approach for the 

most part. However, the context in which they were produced also needed to be 

considered, as the documentation was to be relevant not only for the information it 

contained, but also for what was omitted (May, 2001). 

The analysis of the documents of each case study would have two angles: on the one hand, 

it would provide a map of quality issues that were being captured by the quality assurance 

procedures in place. On the other hand, the analysis would also provide the picture of 

whether the issues captured by the procedures on the first stages of the application of the 

quality assurance process remained present throughout the stages. 
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The data resulting from the analysis of the documents was expected to be the map of 

aspects captured by the quality assurance procedures. The focus was to reveal the issues 

covered by the documents, and for that, it was necessary to code their text according to 
defined categories based on the quality assurance issues that the documents were expected 
to be covering. 

In tervie w of s takeh olders 

The analysis of the quality assurance documentation was expected to give an overview of 

the issues being captured by the procedures in place in the institution where the courses 

under study were being run. In order to identify the issues which were not being captured 
by the procedures, a set of interviews was carried out with the course stakeholders. 

As suggested in the previous section, the stakeholders' accounts are to be considered as the 

most complete description of the course that could possibly be obtained, and in this sense, 

the method for collecting their views became critical to the quality of the data. The aim of 

the interviews was to get the stakeholders' view of the course and its quality, providing the 

necessary contrasts for identifying the aspects which were not being captured by the quality 

assurance procedures. 

Bearing in mind the research questions defined for this project, the interviews were focused 

on obtaining information related to two main issues: 

w Further explanation of the issues which were not clear from the analysis of the quality 

assurance documentadon. 

m Stakeholders' views about the quality of the course under study and their personal role 

in maintaining and enhancing it. 

The selection of the interviewees was carried out based on the different roles identified as 

stakeholders in an online course. The roles of the interviewees were: 

m Acaderrdc staff and tutors 

m Administrator(s) 

m Students 

Support staff - technical and other (if different from the above) 

Developers/ designer(s) (if different from the above) 

Employers 
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The interviews were carried out individually, following a serni-structured design to give 

space to interviewees to report their views of the quality of the course in their own style 
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000). 

The interviews were designed following the ethical guidelines from the Bntish Educational 

Research Association (BERA, 2004), including at the beginning a fairly detailed explanation 

of the purposes of the research and of the pilot study, and clarifying that all information 

given within the interview was to be kept anonymous and confidential. If interviewees 

permitted it, the conversation was going to be recorded for the purpose of later 

transcription and analysis. 

All interviews were conducted by the author of this research. The first contact with the 

stakeholders was expected to be done through the course leader/ director, with whom the 

conducting of the subsequent interviews would be agreed. 

The analysis of the documentation for each case study would provide the necessary 
background for the preparation of the questions to ask in the interviews. The sequence of 

the questions to be asked was as follows: 

1. Introduction 

a Personal introducdon 

8 Explanation of the purpose of the interview, and specifically the research of wl-ýich 

it is a part. 

Explanation why s/he was selected as interviewee 

Assurance of anonyrrLity and confidentiality of responses 

8 Request for permission to record the interview 

2. Main body of interview that would follow the guidelines according to each interviewee 

role and case study. 

3. Close. 

The comparative analysis of the results of the interviews against the results of the 

document analysis was expected to provide a map of the issues in each case study which 

were not being captured by the quality assurance procedures in place. 
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Data analysis 

As presented above, the aim of the document analysis was to map out the aspects and 
quality issues that were being captured by the quality assurance procedures in place in an 
institution, and the extent to which they were being effectively captured. Also, the analysis 
aimed to provide a picture of whether the issues captured by the procedures in the first 
stages of the application of the mechanisms remained present until the final stages of the 
process. On the other hand, the analysis of the interviews aimed to identify the aspects and 
quality issues that were described by the stakeholders as representing their online courses. 
The results obtained from the analysis of the interviews were then to be compared with the 
results of the documents in order to get a map of the aspects which were mentioned by the 
interviewees and which were not present in the quality assurance documentation. 

In order to carry out this comparison, the documents' texts and the interviews' 
transcriptions were coded using a list of categories in order to help identify and compare 

the different issues contained in both sets of data. 

The coding process was carried out in two stages and utilised two complementary 

approaches. In the first process of coding, the texts would be coded using a 'start list' of 

codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994) created beforehand. The second process of coding 

would follow an inductive approach. 

The first list of codes was defined based on the theoretical aspects of quality assurance 

taken from the literature. The starting point for creating this start list of codes, was the 

examination of the main quality assurance documents that higher education institutions are 

required to use when applying their internal procedures: the Quality Assurance Agency's 

Handbook for Academic Review (QAA, 2000c) and the relevant sections of the Code of 

Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education (QAA, 

2000b; QAA, 2000a; QAA, 2004b; QAA, 2004a). 

There was a four-step process to create the coding categories. Firstly, based on the 

Handbook for Academic Review (QAA, 2000c) and its description of the process of 

academic review, a detailed list of quality categories was generated. Secondly, a similar list 

was made from the sections of the Code of Practice (QAA, 2000b; QAA, 2000a; QAA, 

2004b; QAA, 2004a). Thirdly, both lists were merged into one; and finally, the list was 

reduced to the minimum possible number of categories, with the occasional requirement to 

create new labels to group similar concepts. The result of this process was the start list of 
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codes presented in Table 4.1. In this list, three main aspects of quality were defined: 

standards of outcomes, learning opportunities and quality assurance procedures for 

enhancement. Each of these aspects opens up into several sub-sections. These categories 

are still at a general level. 

Table 4.1 Start list of codes 
Quality Assurance Aspects General Categories 

Intended learning 
outcomes 

Expectations 

Curriculum 

STANDARDS OF OUTCOMES Assessment 

Student achievement 

Formative assessment 

External examiners 
Student capacity 

Teaching and learning Staff capacity 
Teaching methods 

Before the start of the 
course 

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 
Student support During delivery 

Students With disabilities 

Staff 

Learning resources Facilities 

Delivery system 

QUALITY ASSURANCE 
PROCEDURES for 
ENHANCEMENT 

Quality Assurance 
procedures 

In order to carry out a consistent coding, clear operational definitions were devised for 

each of the codes, which are presented in Table 4.2. These definitions were based on the 

literature and the main quality assurance documents on wl-ýich the creation of the start list 

of codes was based. These operational definitions were not intended to provide a definitive 

description of the quality assurance aspects, but rather to give a clear statement that would 

support and guide the coding of the texts under each category. 
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Although the coding of the texts at this stage was to be carried out according to these 

categories defined beforehand, it could also be the case that they n-nght need to be 

expanded with categories that emerged from the documents themselves. This expansion 
was to be defined over the revision of the codes on completion of the first process. 

Table 4.2 Operational definitions of codes 
Intended learning outcomes Refer to the intended learning goals and outcomes stated for the 

course; their relationship with subject benchmark statements, 
qualification framework, professional body requirements and with 
any other external reference point; to their relationship with 
internal reference points as aims and values of the institution. It 
also refers to the clarity, validity and relevance of learning outcomes 
statements. 

Expectations Refer to the explicit or implicit expectations regarding performance, 
participation, time commitment, pedagogic/acadernic requirements 
and responsibilities placed upon students and staff It also refers to 
the ways in which these expectations are communicated to 
students, staff and external examiners. 

Curriculum Refers to curriculum content, design, components and structure; its 
relationship with learning outcomes; student options and flexibility 
within the given curriculum; to the clarity, currency and its 
relationship with other subjects /disciplines. It also refers to 
curriculum changes and updates. 

Assessment Refers to assessment structure, strategies and instruments of the 
course; to the criteria for assessing students; the clarity of 
assessment methods and criteria and how they are communicated 
to students, staff and external examiners; refers also to the 
assessment relationship with the stated learning outcomes and 
curriculum. It also refers to submis sion/ examination and 
assessment process methods and rules; methods for informing 
results; and assessment n-usconduct and its consequences. 

Student achievement Refers to the level of achievement perceived/ achieved by students; 
level of achievement in relation with the award; level of 
achievement in relation with assessment load and time to prepare. 
It also refers to assessment results. 

Formative assessment Refers to formative assessment in the form of formal and informal 
feedback to students like tutoring, supervision, draft coursework 
feedback; to the planning, orgarnsation and schedule in the 

provision of formative assessment; to the timeliness, nature and 

extent of formative assessment; and to student progression 
monitoring arrangements 

External examiners Refers to external examiners role and activities; and external 
examiner's reports. 

Teaching and learrung: Refers to student workload, participation and engagement in the 

Student capacity learning activities. 

Teaching and learning: Refers to staff workload, participation and engagement in the 

Staff capacity teaching activities. 
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Teaching and learning: Refer to the teaching and learning strategies, methods and learning 
Teaching methods activities. 

Student support: Before the Refers to the promotion and recruitment activities and materials; to 
start of the course the processes of admission and induction of students to the course-, 

to the timeliness and form of the information provided to 
prospective students (or in the registration process) 

Student support: During Refers to the administrative, technical, career guidance and library 
delivery support for students during the delivering of the course. 
Student Support: Refers to accessibility and equality issues of materials, teaching 
Students with disabilities strategies, information, support for students or any other aspect of 

the course. 

Learning resources: Refers to staff experience, expertise and qualifications. It refers also 
Staff to staff training activities. 
Learning resources: Refers to the facilities for teaching and learning, such as lecture 
Facilities rooms, library stock and access, IT equipment for staff and 

students; electronic resources. It also refers to the processes of 
delivery and reception of course materials. 

Learning resources: Delivery Refers to the delivery system (VLE, conferencing system, websites), 
system (VLE) its reliability, access, disruptions, problems, and backup systems. 

Quality Assurance Refers to the procedures in place to maintain and enhance the 
procedures quality and standards, through student, staff, stakeholders and 

alumni feedback; to the changes /modification of course content or 
structure; and complaints and appeals procedures and processes. It 
also includes the references to other similar internal or external 
courses. 

Once the first process of coding was completed, a second stage of coding was expected to 

take place following an inductive approach (Nfiles and Huberman, 1994). Within each of 

the categories already coded, further refined coding was expected to be carried out, this 

time creating the codes from the data itself. In this second stage of coding, the codes to be 

created would be defined according to the content of the texts rather than being 

theoreticafly driven. 

In the application of the coding to the texts, one additional step needed to be completed 

after coding the first set of data (the quality assurance documentation). Once the coding 

had been completed and revised, it would be possible to devise a map of the quality 

assurance issues that were present in the documentation. This map however would not 

provide any indications of the issues that were not being captured by the procedures. In 

order to get an initial idea of the issues which were missing from the documentation, and as 

an input for building up the interview guidelines, it would be necessary to contrast the 

issues identified in the coding process with the theoretical categories identified in the 
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literature. To this end, additional refined descriptors were created from the start list of 
codes (Table 4.1), and based on the same documents used to create those categories, as a 
way to provide theoretical indicators of the quality issues with which to contrast the issues 
found on the texts coded. This theoretical map is presented in Appendix Three 

Finally, there was an additional coding phase planned which aimed to identify the 
continuity of the quality issues across the documentation. The documents to be analysed 
represent, as was indicated earlier, the different stages of the quality assurance process 
within an institution. The aim of this last process of coding was to identify whether issues 
that appeared on the first stages of the quality assurance process remained present 
throughout the following stages or until they were solved. This additional coding phase 
could, of course, only take place if the documentation gathered from each case study was 
spread over a year or more, so that the issues could be traced across the documents. 

Co ding s tra tegy 

To manage the coding of the documents and interview transcripts, the process was carried 

out using the software package Nvivo, which offered a flexible tool for coding as it was 

created specifically for the analysis of texts. This software provided the facility to create 

categories (nodes') before and during the coding process, which assisted both stages of the 

coding process described in the previous section. 

Nvivo also provides a tool for managing coded texts by creating 'sets', allowing documents 

or nodes to be grouped and handled as single units; and 'case nodes' which are nodes 

organised into groups under specific attributes. These tools were expected to facilitate the 

follow-up of specific issues across different documents. 

The unit of analysis for the coding of these texts was not predefined as structured sections 

such as words, lines or paragraphs. Not all of the text Within a document was expected to 

be coded during the first stage of coding (based on the start list codes), as the 

documentation may have not related solely to the cases under study. As a consequence, 

only those sections of the documents that were directly related to the case studies were 

coded according to the categories defined. In the case of the interview transcripts, although 

it was expected that all their content was going to be directly related to the course under 

study, some sections were off-topic, and in these cases, they were not coded. 
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As an operational definition, the texts were coded according to the meaning of their 
content in relation to the operational definitions made for each code. The unit of analysis 
was defined as the syntactic structure which satisfied the description given for each coding 
category. In determining how large it was, one particular coding was applied until it was no 
longer valid. Therefore, a unit of analysis could be as short as a phrase and as long as 
several paragraphs. 

It is important to consider the definition of the unit of analysis, as some initial numerical 
analysis of the coded texts was planned in order to detect whether any trends could be 

observed in the focus of the documents. Considering that the unit of analysis could be of 
different sizes, there was a risk in using it to make numerical comparisons. As an 
illustration, if a document is written in a way where its four topics are presented together, it 

would provide just four units of analysis. But if the same document is written in a way 
which presents the same content of the four topics distributed in alternate paragraphs, the 

result could possibly provide twenty or more units of analysis. To verify that the pattern of 
distribution of the topics in the documents collected in this study matched what the 
documents were representing, the data from the pilot and main studies were tested to 

verify its consistency. 

This testing process was carried out by comparing the statistics (percentages in relation to 

the different types of documents) resulting from the counting of both the units of analysis 

coded under each category; and the numbers of characters coded under each category. The 

result of this comparison showed there were significant discrepancies in-between the 

statistics drawn from the two methods, which proved that the numerical interpretation 

based on the units of analysis was inappropriate. For this reason, the numeric analysis to be 

carried out in the pilot and main study is based on the percentage of characters coded 

under each category. 

Validity and reliability 

Bassey's (1999) defines reliability 'as the extent to which a research fact or finding can be 

repeated given the same circumstances' and validity as 'the extent to which a research fact 

is what it is claimed to be' (p. 75). In the context of case study research validity and 

reliability are however debated concepts because of their implications regarding 

generalisation. (Brown and Dowling, 1998; Bassey, 1999). 
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It may well not be possible to assure the replication of the research processes used in tl-ýs 
enquiry in other contexts. However, the specification of formal protocols for the collection 
and coding of the data (such as the interview guidelines and the operational definitions of 
the codes), and the use of specialised software to archive and manage the datasets (that 
would help in recreating the processes carried out in the analysis of the data) contribute to 
the reliability of the analysis and the results found in the case studies (Yin, 1993) because 
they would enable other researchers to follow the processes of this research in other 
situations. 

Regarding the validity of the findings, case study research relies on the interpretation of the 
data by the researcher to establish their relationship to the research problem being 

investigated. This clearly presents limitations as the analysis is the result of an individual's 

interpretation rather than collectively derived. In the context of this research project, the 

validity of the results was pursued through the triangulation of the data: the use of multiple 

sources of data including documents and interviews, and the gathering of different 

perspectives from students, staff, administrators and designers, as well as through the clear 
definition of the unit of analysis (Bassey, 1999). 

Ethical issues 

This study was approved by the Institute of Education Standing Committee on Ethics in 

2004, based on the submission of an account of ethical considerations guided by the ethical 

code of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2004). Diverse ethical 

considerations were taken into account at the different stages of this research project. 

Perrnission to use the online courses as case studies was obtained from the programme 

leaders, who accepted the invitation to participate after consultation with their teams. Their 

participation was voluntary and based on a detailed description of the purposes of this 

research project and the strategies and stages of data collection. 

For the purpose of building up the collection of quality assurance documentation, course 

leaders were given a written a Est of the documents expected to be collected, together with 

the assurance that documentation would be read only by the researcher and used solely for 

the purpose of this research project. Documents were mostly received as files sent by e- 

mail and in some cases saved on a CD. The documentation was saved in a personal 

computer, backed up for security reasons and password protected. Anonymity was 
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protected by the use of codes to label files and changing names of people and institutions 
within the documents. 

Regarding the selection of the interviewees, different approaches were taken to protect 
stakeholders and assure their voluntary participation. In the case of staff (academics, 
administrators, designers) voluntary consent was obtained from each of them in the form 
of a response to a personalised invitation to be interviewed. This invitation explained the 
purposes of the research, the specific goals of the interview and the commitment of the 
researcher to anonymity and confidentiality pertaining to the information to be discussed 
during the interview. 

In the case of students, a different approach was taken. Course leaders selected a group of 
students who could be interviewed face-to-face. The course leader would contact them 
directly, based on messages prepared by the researcher, where purposes and ethical issues 
were explained, asking them to contact the researcher if they were willing to be 

interviewed. 

Each interview started by confirming the information provided in the invitation, explaining 
in more detail the purposes and goals of the interview in the context of the research, giving 
assurance of anonymity and confidentiahty, as weR as requesting exphcit consent to record 
the conversation. 

Anonymity was protected in the reporting of the study by the deletion of all real names 
(using fictitious names if required). The data gathered presented the potential risk of 

uncovering sensitive issues and information about courses or stakeholders and needed 

extreme confidentiality measures in their reporting. All delicate information was 

anonyMised and described in a way to avoid the identification of institutions, courses and 

people. 

The transcriptions of the interviews required particular ethical considerations. As the 

researcher had limited time to carry out this task, the service was done by an external 

company that provided the necessary measures regarding confidentiality (employees are 

required to sign non-disclosure agreements as part of their employment contract) and 

security (fire-walled servers in the UK, password protection, and encrypted transfers to and 

from the server) complying in this way with the Data Protection Act (HMSO, 1998). After 

the transcriptions were received, all were revised and corrected to verify accuracy. 

Finally, during the process of data analysis, the researcher focused all effort on ensuring 
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that stakeholders' views were appropriately understood (through a thorough revision of 
codes applied to texts) and properly represented in the reporting process. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this research project was to understand how dual-mode universities approach 
the application of the quality assurance procedures to their online courses that would allow 
them to assure and enhance their quality effectively. To respond to this question, the 
research strategy was designed to identify whether the quality assurance procedures already 
in place in these institutions were able to capture - and to what extent - the aspects that 
characterise online courses. To carry out this analysis, a case study approach was selected as 
the most appropriate strategy that would allow a deep examination of the quality assurance 
procedures as well as the features of the courses under study, maintaining their connection 
with their institutional context. 

Each case study would be investigated using two main sets of data; the quality assurance 
documentation and the stakeholders' views, and analysed through a comparative 

examination of their content. This analysis would be carried out regarding the theoretical 

aspects that quality assurance procedures should be capturing as defined in the literature 

and which have been structured as a set of categories under which the data would be 

coded. By structuring the analysis in this way it was expected that a map of the issues which 

are not being captured by the quality assurance procedures would be drawn up, and aspects 

of the courses which were affecting the implementation would be obtained. 

The next chapter presents an account of the pilot carried out to test this methodology. The 

pilot study aimed to test the data collection methods and to identify the limitations of the 

data gathered for answering the research questions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PILOT STUDY 

The alms of the pilot study were: to test the research methodology presented in the 
previous chapter to identify the type and range of data that it would be possible to gather 
through the methods selected; to establish the potential limitations of the data gathered; to 
trial the process of data-analysis to identify whether it would be possible to answer the 
research questions through it; and to modify and improve the data collection and analysis 
methods before applying them to the main case studies. 

In the following sections, the course selected as a pilot, as well as the data gathered and 
analysed and the results obtained, are described and discussed in detail. As a result of the 
pilot carried out, some key changes were made to the methodology and the final version is 
presented at the end. 

Case for the pilot study 

The selection of the case for the pilot study was made based on three criteria. Firstly, the 

course had to comply With the conditions established in the research methodology. This 

definition required that a case could be an online or Mixed-mode course, delivered by a 
dual-mode higher education institution and having been subject to quality assurance - 

procedures. Secondly, it was important to avoid using a course that would be part of the 

main study. Thirdly, the ease of access to the course was the final consideration as that 

would facilitate the collection of the data. 

The selected course was based in a higher education institution located in London. The 

course was delivered completely online using a computer conferencing system. The 

programme was a master's degree on which mostly international students were registered, 

along with some UK-based students. The course had an equivalent face-to-face version, 

and students registered on the distance/online version could take some campus-based 

modules; conversely, students registered on the face-to-face version of the course were 

allowed to take online modules during their studies. 

The contact was the course leader who formally agreed to participate in the pilot stud) 
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after consultation with his course team. The request sent to the course leader gave an 
overview of the research alms and strategy, and also a list of the documentation and 
interviews that the methodology included. One relevant issue for the course leader in 
agreeing to participate was a clear definition of a confidentiality agreement in the use of the 

information requested. Following discussions, it was agreed that all individual names from 
interviews and documentation would be removed before processing began, and that the 

course leader would read and approve any account of the pilot study or part of it which 

was to be read by others. 

Data for the pilot study: documents 

The course adrninistrator was the person designated to provide the documentation 

requested. The first set of data gathered for the pilot study comprised the following 

documentation orgatused by year and presented in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 Summarv of qualitv assurance documents collected - Pilot Studv 
2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 Total 

Course Proposal 1 1 

Course Handbooks 1 1 2 

Course Team Meeting Minutes 6 7 7 20 

Annual Course Review Reports 1 1 1 3 

External Examiner's Report 1 1 1 3 

Module Evaluation Reports 1 3 4 8 

Quality Committee Meeting 
Minutes 

5 7 4 16 

Total 5 

Documentation in context 

The documentation gathered for the pilot case study represented a fairly complete picture 

of the quality assurance procedures in place in the institution where the course was based. 

The pilot course was delivered by a higher education institution that had a clear quality 

assurance and enhancement policy. The procedures in place in this institution at the level 

of programme were: course approval, annual course reviews, external exami'ners' reports, 

student representative, and student feedback mechanisms. In tl-ýs course, student feedback 
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was gathered through a module evaluation form that students had to respond to at the end 
of each module; its results were collated in a report by the course administrator. The course 
had one external examiner who delivered a report once a year (fang out a form) based on 
the information provided by the course team. The annual course reviews were carried out 
by the course team based on the institutional guidelines and the information gathered 
throughout the year in their team meetings, plus the input from the student feedback forms 

and external exarruners' reports. The course approval procedure only took place once, at 
the very start of the programme. For tl-ýs procedure, it was only possible to obtain the 

original proposal submitted by the team. 

There was an additional procedure at course level called a 'periodic review'which is applied 

to courses every five years to review the validity and currency of the programme. The 

course selected for this pilot study had been running for only three years, and so it had not 
been under periodic review. 

According to the annual course review procedure in place in this institution, each course 
leader submits their annual course review report to their Head of Department through the 

department's Quality Assurance Committee. This committee reviews the reports and 

provides feedback to each course leader, and also feeds back to the Programme Board on 

issues which need to be addressed at an institutional level. 

Based on this structure, quality assurance issues for a course are dealt with firstly by the 

course team in their regular meetings, where they receive reports from the module tutors 

and student representatives. Also, in these meetings, the course team reviews the collated 

report of the results of the module evaluation forms and the external examiner's report. 

The issues raised in these sessions should be managed in the team meetings and ultimately 

reported through the annual course review at the end of each academic year. 

Accordingly, the documentation gathered for this pilot covered almost all the quality 

assurance procedure reports that were directly related to the course and the minutes of 

meetings where qpality issues were raised, discussed and addressed. This extensive material 

was therefore a good representation of the quality assurance procedures of the course. 

process of coding 

To proceed with the coding of the documentation, all fifty three documents were uploaded 
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into Nvivo, as well as the 'start list' of codes. 

The process of coding the texts presented some difficulties in choosing the right category 
under which to code some of the sections. This difficulty In coding the texts was 
sometimes related to the fact that the seventeen codes (see Table 4.1) were taken as being 

at the same level, and hence decisions were mostly based on their operational definition 

(Table 4-2) which tended to be very similar in some cases. The most difficult cases were the 

categories of 'formative assessment' and 'expectations'. The latter was especially difficult, as 

most of the time the 'expectations' category was based on the way the text was written, 

while the content of the text was pointing to a different category. The first category, 
'formative assessment', sometimes overlapped with other categories such as 'assessment' or 
cstaff capacity', or its content was mostly related to what could be categorised as 'student 

support during delivery'. 

Taking these issues which were raised during the coding process, three key decisions were 

made. The first decision was to restructure the codes arrangement. The adjustments to the 

structure of the codes were focused on clarifying the choice of categories under which to 

code the texts. The types of changes were as follows: 

a Renaming categories to make the process of coding easier. In this case the code 
'Students with disabilities' was changed into 'Accessibility and equal opportunities 

issues'; and 'Formative assessment'was changed to 'Academic support'. The new names 

were chosen as they were a better representation of what the definition of the categories 

included, which facilitated the coding process. 

Dividing one category into two to make more consistent coding. This was the case with 

'Expectations', which was divided into 'Expectations' and 'Student expectations'. The 

first new code 'Expectations'was positioned under the 'Course Definition' general 

category, and defined in its operational description only to those texts that refer to the 

expectations that the course (as an entity) has upon students and staff; 'Student 

expectations' on the other hand, was defined as referring to what students were 

expecting, and to what they finally got, from the course. This category was positioned 

under the Teaching and Learningý general category. 

a Re-ordering the position of some codes in the main structure. This is the case of the 

code 'Student achievement' which was moved into the 'Teaching and Learning' general 

category; 'External examiners'was moved into the 'Quality assurance procedures' 
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general category; and 'Acadetriic support' (formerly 'Formative assessment) was moved 
into the 'Student support' general category. The benefit of movi ries ing these catego i 

within the structure was related to the general decision of changing the coding strategy, 
which is described below. 

m Adding new categories. One additional category was created during the process of 

coding. This was 'Administrative issues'which was needed to classify those texts that 

were not related by their content to the course itself in terms of the quality of provision, 
but that in some way were affecting the delivery of the course. A further three categories 

were added as part of the restructuring process: 'Module evaluations', 'Student 

representation, complaints and appeals' and 'Annual reviews', required to classify the 

specific texts referred to each of the quality assurance procedures. 

a Breaking down one general category into various subcategories for a more specific and 

accurate coding. This was the case with 'Quality assurance procedures', which was sub- 
divided into five specific categories: 'External examiners' that existed in a different 

position in the structure and was moved into this category; 'Module evaluations'. 
'Student representation, complaints and appeals, 'Annual reviews' and 'Other quality 

assurance procedures'. This last category was created as there were found to be some 

text instances related to quality assurance procedures that would not fit into any of the 

other sub-categories, but that were relevant and sufficient in number to keep under 

consideration. 

As a result of these changes, a new coding structure was devised, which is presented in 

Table 5.2. 

Regarding the operational definitions of the codes, some changes were made to provide 

more accurate descriptions of the aspects which would be included in each category. For 

example, it was stated more explicitly that 'Teaching methods' included references to the 

materials used in the teaching and learning activities; and that the category 'Before the start 

of the course' included all references to student intake, student registration and number of 

students by module. The new codes' operational definitions are presented in Appendix 

Four. 
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Table 5.2 Modified list of codes 
Quality Assurance 

Aspects 
General Categories Specific Categories 

Administrative issues 
Intended learning outcomes 

STANDARDS OF 
Course definition Expectations 

OUTCOMES 
Curriculum 

Assessment 

Student capacity 

T hi 
Staff capacity 

eac ng and 
learning Teaching methods 

Student achievement 
Student expectations 

LEARNING Before the start of the course 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Student su ort 
During delivery 

pp 
Academic support 
Accessibility & Equal opportunities issues 
Staff 

Learning resources Facilities 

Delivery system 
External examiners 

QUALITY Module evaluations 
ASSURANCE 
PROCEDURES for 

Quality assurance 
procedures 

Student representation, complaints and 
appeals 

ENHANCEMENT Annual Review 

Other quality assurance procedures 

The second decision taken as a resLýt of the pilot coding process was related to the coding 

strategy. As pointed out above, one difficulty encountered in the process of coding was 

related to the approach taken by considering all categories as being at the same level, 

making the discrimination process in-between the categories laborious and complex. To 

reduce this problem, a new strategy was defined by which the texts would be coded 

following a two-step process. First, the text would be classified according to the general 

category to which it was referring; after the selection of the general category, the text would 

be coded by choosing from amongst the specific sub-categories integrating that particular 

general category. It was expected that in this way, the process of choosing the correct 
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category under which to code each section of text would be more precise and simple. This 

structure of the codes would also allow cross-analys1s of a general category with another 
specific category, making the analysis of the main study's data richer and more flexible. 

Finally, the third decision taken was that no further refined categories were to be produced. 
Consequently, no inductive coding process was carried out. This decision was taken based 

on the fact that the categories used during the pilot proved to be specific enough to 

provide a good description of the content of the documents analysed, and further 

refinement would have meant taking the data directly, without making use of the codes' 
'condensation' qualities (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Additionally, in the revision of the 

codes and their operational definitions, presented in Table 5.2 and Appendix Four, the 

categories were already taking account of what the data was revealing, thus integrating the 
issues and aspects that were not discriminated against in the very first list of coding (Table 

4-1). 

Applying modifications 

The application of these changes to the Nvivo project was a three-step process. Firstly, the 

new category structure and naming were uploaded. Secondly, the texts which had been 

coded under a modified category were corrected, as was the case for 'Quality assurance 

procedures'. Also, the texts under the categories where definitions were changed were 

recoded, as was the case for 'Expectations'. Thirdly, the texts coded for each category were 

revised to verify that all text sections were coded correctly, and to verify that they matched 

with the new coding approach. To illustrate the modified coding strategy, a sample of the 

coded text is presented in Appendix Five. 

Map of quality assurance issues present in the pilot study-s documents 

The next step of the analysis consisted of the comparison between what was found in the 

documents with what was expected to be found, according to the theoretical map of quality 

issues that procedures should be covering. This comparison was designed to provide a 

picture of what was being covered by the quality assurance procedures in place, and also to 

highlight some of the gaps. 

This comparative analysis was done by reviewing the texts coded under each category and 

95 



checking if the content was present within the categories and issues described according to 
the literature, presented in Appendix Three. 

As a result of this comparative analysis, it was found that some issues included in the 
theoretical map of quality assurance were not being covered by any of the documents 

analysed, and others were covered only in a very general way. 

Among the issues not covered by the documents were: 

n There were no accounts of the relation of the intended learning outcomes to external 

reference points (such as QAA infrastructure) or to the overall aims of the institution, 
even though the learning outcomes were well described and clearly stated in the 
documents. 

m The documents gave no references to what the course expected from staff. AU texts 

referring to expectations were related to students. 

w The relationship between the curriculum and the learning outcomes, or the effectiveness 

of the curriculum to deliver the learning outcomes was absent from the documents, 

although the curriculum was extensively addressed. 

a Accessibility issues for disabled students were not present in any of the documents. 

Issues like accessible electronic information and materials, alternative teaching strategies 

and IT support for access were not mentioned in any of the documents. Although this 

absence of references is most probably related to the fact that no disabled students were 

enrolled on the course, the course handbook did not mention any specific support that 

disabled students might be able to get (there was only a general reference for who to 

contact for general disability support). 

m It was also interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects relating to the 

delivery system of the course; according to the literature, issues like the reliability of the 

system and the contingency plans should be considered. None of these were mentioned 

in any of the documents. Although the category was present in the documents, the texts 

found referred to other issues, such as the information for students on how the system 

was organised and how to access it, among others. 

m In relation to the quality assurance procedures, the documents omitted references to 

three aspects: staff feedback, feedback from former students and employers, and quality 

assurance procedures for materials, which were not part of the strategies considered in 
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the course reviews. Although it could be argued that staff feedback was collected within 
the discussions carried out in the team meetings, it was not formally recorded as such. 

Some of the quality assurance aspects were covered in a rather general way by the 
documents, however one of them -'Teaching methods'- deserves special attention. 
Reviewing its content, it highlighted the differences in the level of detail observed in the 

references to the course made by these texts. The disparity seemed to be directly associated 

with the source of the texts: those texts which were student comments regarding the course 

were very specific, while the comments from tutors to similar issues were rather general. 
For example, in the module evaluation for Module 1 in 2001, students said: 

This course seemed Eke a traditional distance course - not an online course. It 
appeared as though the form of delivery, activities chosen, and assessment tasks 
were just transplants of face-to-face or traditional distance courses and didn't 
exploit the potential of online delivery. More online collaborative activities could 
have been included'why not digitize some lectures (audio or video) rather than just 
having students read all the materials? Instead I felt like I was just reading and 
doing tasks on my own as I would in an older, non-web based, distance course. All 
input was reading, materials were sent be regular mail, and even assignments were 
to be mailed in by regular mail. Why? 

--- -but there was little online teaching or learning involved. Any management done 
by the tutor was very well done, but we didn't do much as a group. In fact, I never 
really felt part of a group. 

After these comments, in the team meeting of 2002 the report on the survey results was 

very brief- 

[The module tutor] reported that he had so far received 5 evaluation reports from 

the autumn term. These had been mainly positive. 

In 2004 the reporting of student comments by staff had improved considerably, as can be 

seen in the following extract. In the module evaluation for Module 5 students had stated 

their opinions regarding time allocation for the activities and their interest in working in 

pairs and small groups. Later that year, in the team meeting, the results were reported as 

follows: 

[The module tutor] reported that 16 module evaluations were received from a total 

of 25 students. Students commented on the heavy reading load, which [name of 
tutor] intends to look into for next year. Nfixed feedback was received regarding the 
format of posting on [the VLE] and some suggested more group work to be 

included in this module. [The module tutor] is taking into consideration these 

comments for next year. 

This improvement in the way student comments were reported and addressed can also be 
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seen in the increasing concentration of the document's content on 'Teaching and learning' 

issues over the years. As can be seen in Table 5.3, the 'Teaching and learning' general 

category was the issue on which the documents were focused over the three years, and 

particularly on the 'Teaching methods' sub-category. 

Table 5.3 Percentage of documents' characters coded under each category per year 
(in relation to each vear's total) - Pilot Studv 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Total 

Administration issues 4% - - 111/0 

Course definition 19% 27% 26% 25% 

ILOs 1% 1% - 1% 

Expectations - - - - 
Curriculum 9% 9% 10% 9% 

Assessment 9% 17% 15% 15% 

Teaching and Learning 25% 23% 34% 29% 

Student Capacity 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Staff Capacity 1% 2% 6% 4% 

Teaching Methods 14% 11% 18% 15% 

Student Expectations 1% 2% 3% 2% 

Student Achievement 6% 6% 3% 4% 

Student support 32% 19% 23% 24% 

Before Start Course 17% 10% 7% 10% 

During Delivery 6% 1% 5% 4% 

Acaderruc support 6% 6% 7% 7% 

Accessibility-Equal Opportunities 3% 2% 4% 3% 

Resources 7% 11% 10% 10% 

Staff 2% 5% 5% 4% 

Facilities 3% 6% 5% 5% 

Delivery System 1% - 1% 1% 

QA procedures 12% 20% 7% 11% 

External Examiners 4% 7% 2% 4% 

Module Evaluation 4% 8% 2% 4% 

Stud Rep, complaints & appeals 3% 1% 2% 2% 

Annual Review 1% 1% - - 

Other QA procedures - 3% - 1% 

Total 1 
100% 100% 100% 100% 
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As was discussed in the methodology chapter, the unit of analysis was defined as the 

sections of the texts that satisfy the description given for one coding category. Considering 

that the structure of the documents and writing styles may have been influencing the order 
in which the issues were reported in the documents, the number of text sections cannot be 

taken as a representation of the relevance of the aspect in the documents found. 

Consequently, the way to analyse the data of the documents and interviews in terms of the 
issues dominating the texts is by considering the number of characters coded under each 

category. 

Grouping the documents under five categories (module evaluations, team meetings, quality 

committee meetings, external examiner reports and annual reviews) it is possible to see 
how the focus of the categories coded changed, and how this indicates the issues which 

were dominant in each type of document. As can be seen in Figure 5.1, it is possible to see 

that 'Teaching and learning' issues were predominant in module evaluations and, to a lesser 

degree, in annual reviews documents. In the team meeting minutes the emphasis was on 

'Student support'; and the quality committee meeting minutes and external examiners' 

reports focused primarily on 'Course definition' issues. 

Analysing the content of the texts, it was interesting to note that although some types of 

documents shared the category on which they were focusing, the level of detail with which 

their texts are referring to that topic is different. This is the case of the 'Teaching and 

learning' focus found on both module evaluations and annual reviews. While module 

evaluations gathered very specific comments of students about teaching methods and their 

own level of engagement in the activities, the annual review reports tended to be very 

formal and quite general in their description of teaching and learning practices and 

approaches. On the one hand this may be due to the tendency for annual reports to be 

more general, giving an overview of the year under review. On the other hand, it seemed 

that the format in which the reports needed to be presented - completion of a form with 

ready-defined questions and with no space for free and open descriptions - reinforced this 

lack of specificity about what was done during the year. A different reason for this lack of 

specificity could be the fact that the annual review form had been created for face-to-face 

courses, and there was no evidence that it had been adapted for the online modality. 
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Figure 5.1 Percentage of characters coded under each general category, by type of 
document - Pilot Study 

Percentage of characters coded in each category by type of 
document - Pilot Study 
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The documents were also analysed over the three-year period covered by the 

documentation to see whether any of the issues which came to light at any point were 

mentioned and addressed at later stages of the course quality assurance process. To this 

end, three issues were identified and followed up across the documents. The first two were 

raised by students at a very early stage of the course delivery and recorded in the module 

evaluation report for the first module that ran during the autumn term of 2001. 

The first issue referred to the lack of time allocated for students to master the technology 

before the start of the module. This comment was not mentioned during any of the 

subsequent staff meetings, and the next time it appeared was five months later when it was 

announced that the following year, the course would start three weeks earlier to facilitate 

student orientation and to avoid any technical problems. After that, it was mentioned as a 

resolved issue in the annual review for that year. 

The second issue mentioned in this module evaluation was a problem found by students 

when they were working With a textbook that did not have the answer keys, and which they 
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found difficult to cope with on their own. The issue was not mentioned by the course team 
until after the second run of the module two years later (2003) when the module evaluation 
came back with many more references to the same problem of dealing With a book that 
had no keys when students were studying at a distance. just after this, the issue was 
brought up by the course team in their meeting where it was agreed that the use of the 
textbook would be revised. Although it was not possible to find out if the lack of keys was 
resolved in a different way, the book was still part of the reading list and recommended for 

purchase in the 2004/05 student handbook 

The tl-ýird issue was raised by students in the evaluation for a module that had run during 

the spring term of 2004. In this case, only three students answered the questionnaire but all 
of them were in agreement. They complained about the performance of the module tutor, 
indicating also that they had complained formally to the course leader during the term 

about the issue. Interestingly, this issue was not mentioned in any other quality assurance 
documents for that year. The only reference found was the account given by the module 
tutor to the team - which was reported in the team meeting minutes - regarding the 

responses. The tutor is quoted as dismissing the evaluation answers, without referring to 

the content of the responses, because s/he was of the opinion that three responses were 

not enough to consider the complaint constructively. The annual review report for that 

year did not mention it as a student complaint either. 

The criteria used in the latter case for considering students' comments seem to contrast 

with the other two cases. The issue of the induction period was only mentioned by one 

student and it was taken into account. In the case of the complaint about the tutor, it is 

most probable that the sensitivity of the issue meant that it was dealt with in private. 

Nevertheless, what is important to highlight here is that it was the tutor under examination 

who was feeding back the results of the questionnaire to the team. The annual review 

documentation states that students' feedback was processed by the administrator and then 

discussed at the next team meeting. However, the process involved the person who was the 

tutor of the module evaluated who then reported back to the team meeting, and there was 

no evidence found that the rest of the team members were in receipt of copies of any of 

the questionnaire summaries. 

This way of dealing with the issues raised by students in the module evaluations might 

explain the lack of detail found in the discussion of the teaching and learning issues 

observed in the documents. Teaching and learning issues raised by students such as feeling 
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isolated during their work, the allocation of insufficient time for the online tasks, and that 
tasks were mainly for individual work and contributions were not meant to be discussed, 

were not being addressed by the team as a course design problem. This lack of discussion 
by the course team of the specific issues relatin to teaching and learning might also be 9 
related to one of the main features of the online modality which is the low level of visibility 
in which online learning occurs. Considering that the module tutors processed the 
information gathered in the questionnaires and reported back to the team, teaching and 
learning issues might have got lost in their own consideration of what was relevant or not. 
On the other hand, the absence of any other form of peer review or evaluation among staff 
(as there is for the face-to-face teaching) preserves this low level of visibility, and as a 
result, the issues tended to disappear from the discussion. 

As discussed in the methodology chapter, the online environment would have an effect on 
the type of information gathered from the students. It would not be of the same nature as 
that expected in a face-to-face environment, given that written feedback might prompt a 
different type of comment from students, and compared with what it is possible to collect 
in a face-to-face conversation. Some students experienced confusion while responding to 

the module evaluation form. The questions in the form were clearly based on a face-to-face 

modality questionnaire. For example, the questionnaire asked students to rate the 'online 

teaching sessions'. One student's first comment was: 'I'm not sure what this refers to 

unless I missed something', and then continued answering according to what s/he 

understood by the question. 

To summarise, what appears to be clear from the coding of the quality assurance 

documentation is that although the procedures seemed to cover most of the relevant issues 

for the assurance of the quality of the course, they did not seem to do it with the necessary 

detail required to address the issues raised by some participants on the course. This could 

be due to the fact that the quality assurance procedures had not been appropriately adapted 

to the online modality and in this way they were not asking the questions in the most 

appropriate way, or they were obtaining incomplete answers and descriptions, or the 

answers were too general. 

Data for pilot study: interviews 

The contact with the interviewees started with a meeting with the course leader. On this 
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occasion, it was agreed that the course leader would send an e-mail to all academic and 
administrative staff involved in the course to inform them about this research project and 
that they would be contacted directly with an explanation of the details and the purpose of 
the interview. Once this was completed, a personalised e-mail was sent out to each staff 
member where an interview was formally requested at a day and time convenient to them. 
Seven acaderruc staff and one administrator, who were all at that moment participating in 
the course, agreed to be interviewed. Regarding students, the course leader decided that the 

administrator would send an invitation to four students who could be interviewed face-to- 

face. Although it was slow to get the answers back from the students, this way of 

contacting them was effective as finally three out of the four students were interviewed. 

The eleven interviews were carried out by the author of this research project 4. Each 

interview started by giving a general overview of the problems and issues being studied and 

explaining the main goals for the interview. The commitment to keep all content of the 

interview confidential and anonymous was also clearly stated. Finally, before starting the 

interview, they were asked for pern-ussion to record the conversation. They an agreed with 

no objection. 

According to the design described in the methodology chapter, the interviews were 

conducted in a semi-structured style and followed a detailed guideline to the topics being 

covered. Each interviewee type (course leader, academic staff, administrator, student, 

support staff, designer/ developer and employers) had its own set of guidelines (see 

Appendix Six) which was used to ensure that all the topics identified as relevant to their 

role were covered. During the interviews the questions were not read directly from the 

guidelines,, as this was only an outline of the topics to cover and the questions written were 

only a reminder of how they could be phrased. This approach meant that although most 

interviews started with a very general 'icebieaking' question, they tended to follow different 

paths depending on what the interviewee was mentioning in his/her responses. At the end 

of each interview, interviewees were asked to read through a summary of the findings 

obtained from the document analysis for them to comment on. These summaries had also 

been custotritsed for each interviewee type and they were reviewed and approved by the 

course leader before they were used (see Appendix Seven). 

4AII interviews were carried out during April and May 2005 
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All interviewees displayed a positive attitude towards the questions posed and most of 
them became very interested in the conversation as it went along, despite an occasional 
slow start. Most of them seemed relaxed and did not demonstrate any apprehension in 
answering most of the questions. Some however showed signs of concern, mainly 
expressed by lin-ýiting their answers, for example, not allowing themselves to express an 
opinion on some topics. 

Interviews varied considerably in length. Most of the academic staff interviews lasted the 

planned time of around one hour each, with the exception of two staff interviews which 
lasted less than thirty Minutes. These very short interviews interestingly corresponded to 

those staff who had demonstrated concerns and tended to have a rather suspicious attitude 
towards the role of the interviews. Students' interviews lasted between thirty and forty five 

minutes each which was the expected duration. 

All interviews were digitally recorded. The files were downloaded onto a personal 

computer and password protected. The transcripts were carried out through an external 

company which provided the security measures required, and they were later revised and 

corrected. 

Tb e in tervie ws tra tegy 

An initial problem regarding the way in which the interviews were carried out was the 

strategy of showing the interviewees a brief account of what was found in the previous 

stage of the document analysis (Appendix Seven). The reason for showing these summaries 

to the interviewees was to gather more information on the specific issues described in 

them. The feedback provided by the interviewees after reading the summary however was 

no more detailed than what had already been gathered during the course of the interviews, 

and in that sense, it was not particularly useful. Furthermore, the issues Presented in the 

summaries had already been covered during the interviews in a less threatening way for the 

interviewees. The interviewees perceived the written accounts as an evaluation of how the 

course was managed; and as a result, they tended to justify rather than to further explain 

the issues represented. It was therefore decided not to use these summaries in the main 

study, as it would be more useful to incorporate the issues found in the document analysis 

through the questions posed to the interviewees rather than presenting them With a formal 

written summary. 
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A second issue that required revision was the number of staff and students interviewed. In 

respect to staff members, during the pilot, seven tutors representing the full team were 
interviewed. Analysing the content provided by these interviewees, there was no evidence 
to support the need to interview all members of the course team, as there was no additional 
information gathered as more people were interviewed. Staff accounts of the course were 
notably similar, making it possible to reduce the number of academic staff to be 
interviewed in the next stage of this project, provided that all staff key roles are represented 
(course leader, tutor, administrator, developer/ designer and support). This reduction would 
make the main study - with four cases studies- more manageable in terms of the amount 

of data to analyse, Without compromising the quality of it. 

On the other hand, considerable fresh and relevant issues were revealed during the process 

of collecting data from the students, suggesting that increasing the number of students to 

interview would be beneficial for the main study. Considering that most students 

participating in the courses under study are at a distance, it may be very difficult to get 

additional face-to-face interviews; for this reason, it was decided that a supplementary data 

collection activity in the main study was going to be carried out. As a way of obtaining data 

from a wider sample of students, a short online questionnaire would be prepared for each 

case study to check whether the views expressed by the students interviewed face-to-face 

are representative of the wider student body. This data would provide the necessary 

evidence to support the views obtained through the interviews. 

A third aspect needing reviewing concerned the interview gWdehnes. Although they 

worked well in providing a guide to the topics and issues to cover, the experience in the 

pilot study provided information to improve its structure and content. The key changes 

that applied to the guidelines were: 

- To begin the interviews with a more clear 'icebreaking' question that does not refer to 

the course under study itself, but to the interviewee and his/her experience of the course 

and their role on the course. 

- To simplify the guidelines so that they cover the main issues instead of explicitly 

presenting the type of questions to ask. This would simplify the process of checking the 

issues which have already been covered during the interviews. 

- To include some additional specific topics that appeared in the pilot staff interviews 

which were important to cover in the interviews in the main study. These topics were: a 
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comparison with face-to-face courses, and the role of the external examiners and their 

reports. 

The revised guidelines are presented in Appendix Eight. 

Finally, it is important to mention here the problems encountered with interviewing 

employers and support staff. Although several efforts were made to meet and interview 

people with these roles, it was not possible during the pilot. In the case of support staff, it 

was not possible to get a response from anyone in this position on the course. Although 

this may have affected the range of Views gathered for this case study, the reason for its 

non-inclusion had no further implications for the main study. In contrast, the pilot study 

revealed that it would not be easy to gain access to people in the role of being employers. 
Through the students interviewed, the initial plan had been to explore whether their 

employers had any role in the student's decision to take the course under study, and to gain 

access to interview at least one of the employers. However this turned out not to be the 

case; of the three students interviewed, only one was funded by their employer, who had 

no intervention in the student's decision about the course. Although this situation may be 

particular to the pilot, it should be noted that the likelihood of interviewing employers 

would depend on the courses taking part in the main study. 

Analysis of the inteiviews 

To analyse the interviews, all transcriptions were uploaded into Nvivo and coded by the 

categories defined and corrected in the previous stage (see Table 5.2 and Appendix Four). 

Mapping out the issues covered in the interviews - shown separated by interviewee type 

and their totals in Table 5.4 - it is clear to see that the most mentioned aspect by 

interviewees was 'Teaching and learning' issues, with a specific focus on 'Teaching 

methods' and 'Staff capacity'. 

By observing these figures, it also seems evident that the data from the interviews was 

strongly skewed by the questions asked. The structure of the interviews was designed to 

give space for the interviewees to expand on their responses and to follow up on particular 

topics. Their answers however, clearly followed the topics suggested by the questions in the 

interviews. The interview responses were mainly focused on two general categories: 

'Teaching and learning' and on the 'Quality assurance procedures', as can be seen in Table 

5.4. 
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Table 5.4 Percentage of characters coded under each category by interviewee type 
(in relation to each interviewee tvne's total) 

Staff Students Total 

Administration issues 2% 1% 

Course defin-ition 12% 9% 

ILOs - - - 
Expectations 1% - 1% 

Curriculum 2% - 1% 

Assessment 8% - 6% 

Teaching and Learn-ing 33% 55% 38% 

Student Capacity 3% 19% 7% 

Staff Capacity 11% 6% 10% 

Teaching Methods 18% 16% 18% 

Student Expectations - 12% 3% 

Student Achievement 1% 1% 1% 

Student support 11% 11% 11% 

Before Start Course - - - 
During Delivery 6% 2% 5% 

Academic support 2% 8% 3% 

Accessibility-Equal Opportunities 3% 1% 2% 

Resources 5% 7% 5% 

Staff 4% - 3% 

Facilities - - - 

Delivery System 1% 7% 2% 

QA procedures 38% 27% 36% 

External Examiners - - - 

Module Evaluation 17% 17% 17% 

Stud Rep, complaints & appeals 3% 10% 5% 

Annual Review 7% - 6% 

Other QA procedures 10% - 8% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

The emphasis on these aspects corresponds to the content of the interview guidelines 

which were designed to fill the gaps found in the documents. This mismatch between the 

documents and the interviews' content however is a design feature of the study. The 

comparison between the documents' and interviews' emphasis can be seen in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2 Comparison of percentage of characters coded under each category in 
documents and interviews - Pilot Study 

Comparison of percentages of characters coded in each category in 
documents and interviews - Pilot Study 
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Having said that, the interviews were carried out with three main goals in mind: 

To get the stakeholders' account of the general characteristics and the quality of the 

course under study, and to obtain a description of any issues that they would consider 

relevant during their participation in the course. The aim of this account was to provide 

a contrasting perspective of how the 'course is/was' in comparison to the account bat 

up through the analysis of the documentation. This comparison aimed to identify the 
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gaps which were expected to be found in the application of quality assurance procedures 
on an online course. 

To get a better and deeper understanding of how some of the quality issues identified in 
the documentation were perceived by the stakeholders. 

To get a closer view of how the quality assurance procedures worked in the course, 
identifying the main issues regarding their applicability, usability and benefit for the 
assurance and enhancement of quahty. 

To achieve these alms, a comparison of the content of the interviews with the content of 
the documentation within each category was carried out, to see whether there were any 
issues appearing in the interviews which were not present in the documentation. The 

results of this comparison showed that there were some aspects of the course that were not 
mentioned in the documentation. 

One of the most interesting new aspects found in the interviews was the different 

reasoning given by students and staff to explain the limited participation of students in the 

online environment. In the quality assurance documentation this issue was mentioned 

several times but the view presented in the documents (e. g. in the team meeting minutes) 

was that the lack of participation was directly related to the absence of an attendance 

requirement for the students. This approach was confirmed by all staff members 
interviewed and the way they tended to see the solution was only by looking for a change in 

the institutional policy that would allow them to impose this requirement on students. The 

interviews with the students revealed a different reason. All of them recognised that their 

participation was not frequent, but their explanation for this situation was different to that 

of the staff. According to the students, the low level of participation was a direct 

consequence of the overloading of activities on them, and their difficulties in coping with 

the tight schedule of tasks and deadlines. These differences, although they might be logical, 

would lead to different approaches regarding the improvement of the course itself. 

A second notable difference was the absence of references - observed in the 

documentation - to the lack of commitment shown by staff with the online course. Tl-ýs 

issue emerged from the fact that the online version ran in parallel With a face-to-face 

version of the course, and academic staff were usually engaged in both. Although the 

course leader seemed to have a very strong opinion on this issue during the interview, it 

was also mentioned by some of the other staff who indicated that, for them, tutoring on 
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the online course was an activity they felt was an additional task to their normal dudes. The 

absence of references to this issue in the documentation might well be a consequence of its 

nature, as it is a very sensitive issue for both course leader and staff to write down in formal 

documents. 

There was an additional issue that came up in the staff interviews that was not mentioned 

at all in the documentation: students in the online course were more engaged with the 

activities designed, and acl-ýieved better results at the end, in comparison with face-to-face 

students. Activities in the online course were the same as those taking place in the face-to- 

face sessions (according to the acaden-ýics' own accounts) and their comparison was made 

on the level of engagement students showed on them. It is worth noting that this opinion 

contrasted with the comments made by the same tutors regarding their overall view of 

online learning. These tutors expressed the rather contradictory view that distance learning 

cis not as good as face-to-face learning' and the main reason given to support this view was 

that students do not have the same commitment and involvement as in the face-to-face 

environment. These somewhat conflicting opinions could be partly explained by 

circumstances in that these were the tutors who stated that they did not feel comfortable 

teaching online. 

A different but important outcome of this comparison concerned the information gathered 

about the quality assurance procedures themselves. This information was not clearly visible 

in the documentation, most probably as a consequence of the nature of the documents. 

The documents were reports of the application of the quality assurance procedures and in 

this sense they were not meant to include references to the procedures; they just reported 

on the issues pertaining to the course they were reviewing. 

The interviews revealed that in general, the quality assurance procedures were not 

structured or applicable in a way and at a time that was suitable, even for face-to-face 

courses. It was apparent that some of the interviewees disapproved of the application of 

some of the procedures (like the annual reviews). Academic staff in particular could hardly 

see any benefits of their application, for them or for the course. Many of the staff 

interviewed described the application of the quality assurance procedures as a process they 

'had to do', and hence they were applying them in the simplest possible way. These 

comments move the analysis of the adequacy of the quality assurance procedures for the 

online courses onto a different level, as it appears the need to analyse how appropriate the 

procedures are themselves, before exploring how appropriate they are for the online 
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modality. This issue however would not be included in this analysis as it is not the focus of 
this research project, and the data available is not sufficient to explore it in more detail. An 
investigation of this issue would need to be considered for a future research project. 

Returning back to the data collected on the quality assurance procedures, there were five 

mechanisms in place on this course: module evaluations, annual reviews, external 

examiners, student representation and team meetings. 

Bearing in mind that the main focus here is to establish whether and to what extent these 

procedures were appropriate for the online course, the data collected in the interviews 

revealed two of the mechanisms were the most affected by the online modality: module 

evaluation and student representation. 

The module evaluation procedure was defined in the institution in which the pilot course 

was located as a paper or electronic form; this form was centrally designed, and all students 

were asked to answer it at the end of each term and for each module. From the outset, 

there was a problem With the form concerning the questions; according to the academic 

staff interviewed, the form could not be fully modified, although they had slightly adapted 
it for the online modality. However, as highlighted in the analysis of the documentation, 

the adaptation of the form was apparently still not enough, as several questions remained 

which the students did not fully understand. This issue with the student evaluation form 

does not seem to be a direct consequence of the online modality, but with the perceived 

rigidity of the central guidelines on management and administration of forms. 

Two further issues were identified in the application of the evaluation forms that could be 

associated with the online modality. The first problem was the low number of module 

evaluation forms being handed in by students each term. On average, less than a third of 

students on each module were providing feedback. Although this issue was mentioned at 

some point in the documentation, there was no evidence that any discussion had taken 

place regarding how to tackle the problem or how the evaluation form return rates could 

be improved. During the interviews however it became clear that this problem had been 

subjected to extensive analysis, and staff were very concerned about the lack of feedback 

from the students. They were also particularly worried about not being able to take the few 

comments received into account due to the low number of evaluation forms returned. This 

view was however more strongly expressed when the few forms returned contained 

negative comments rather than positive ones. It was apparent that this issue was having 

serious repercussions as the response rate was so low that any type of generalisation was 
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impossible, leaving the course team without any formal data they could rely on. It was then 
quite surprising to find out that the extended discussions that staff had had on this issue 

were not included in the quality assurance documentation. 

The second issue regarding module evaluations concerned the way in wl-ýich the forms were 
distributed to students. All of the academic staff interviewed agreed that the main cause of 
the low return rates was the remote location of students, which they saw as a problem with 
no obvious solution to it. They all mentioned - as a way to demonstrate the impossibility 

of getting more forms back from the distance learners - that in the face-to-face version of 
the course, all students could be assembled in a room together where the forms would be 
handed out to each of them and this would determine a 90% return of the forms. The 

academic staff interviewed did not question whether students were putting real effort into 

giving meaningful answers in the forms under this process. In addition, none of them 
highlighted a need to explore different ways to distribute the form in the online version of 
the course as a way to improve return rates. 

The interviews with students however revealed a slightly different picture of what was 
happening with the module evaluation forms. Although all students interviewed indicated 

they had almost always answered the form, they highlighted two issues which affected their 

responses. The first issue was related to the form itself; students mentioned the fact that 

they were receiving the forms while they were busy working on their assignments and this 

subsequently affected the time dedicated to complete it, causing them sometimes to delay 

its return or they simply forgot about it., They also reported that the form seemed rather 

repetitive to them and arduous to answer. This observation was corroborated in some way 

by the account given by the adrrunistrator of the course who was in charge of collating the 

answers (in the administrator's opinion, the answers in the forms filled in by distant 

students tended to be longer and more complete compared with the forms filled in by face- 

to-face students). The second issue mentioned by the students interviewed was the fact that 

the form was not totally anonymous and this put them under some stress regarding the 

answers they were giving. The form was normally sent out by e-mail to the students who 

had to complete it. They sent it back electronically to the administrator of the course who 

would then develop a report for the staff to review. 

The second procedure that was also strongly affected by the online modality was student 

representation. According to the regulations of the institution where the pilot course was 

located, each cohort of students should have a student representative. In the view of the 
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staff members, student representation was clearly an unresolved issue, as they had not 
managed to recruit a student representative in the previous year. For staff, the main 
problem With student representatives was Imagining how to make the representation work, 
as the key space for their physical participation was the face-to-face team meetings held 

every term. One planned solution for this problem was to make the online student 
representative haise with the face-to-face student representative, so they could participate in 

the meeting through the campus-based representative who would put forward their specific 
issues in the meeting. This system, although theoretically possible, never actually happened. 
The students'view on this procedure was more pessimistic. According to them it would be 

really difficult to have a representative of the distance students, even more so considering 
their lack of time which would make the task a very arduous one for any of the students. 

Comparative account of the pilot case study 

It is possible to produce a unitary account of the course by drawing together the data from 

the documents and interviews carried out in this pilot study. This description is focused on 

the main areas where divergence was found in-between the issues reported by the 

documents and the interviews, as revealed during the analysis of each of the data sets. 

The documents and interviews were mostly complementary in respect to the aspects 

related to the course definition. This was due to the fact that the major part of the data 

referred to in this topic was coming from the documents, which covered it well enough; 

hence, the interviews only partially covered this topic. There were nevertheless two issues 

that presented slight levels of discrepancy and these were: expectations from staff, and the 

assessment regulations on attendance. 

The module handbooks, which contained some statements about what the course expected 

from tutors, were not included amongst the documentation analysed; and this only became 

apparent after interviewing the course leader. Consequently, staff were asked during the 

interviews about this issue; a few indicated they were not clear about what was required 

from them, but the majority stated they knew relatively well what they were expected to do 

as an onhne tutor. The interesting point here is that although they expressed general 

recognition about what they were expected to do, there was an underlying issue about the 

level of commitment that staff would demonstrate with the course. This issue was not 

captured by the documentation but appeared in many of the interviews with staff. 
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Although this may not have had an impact on the quality of the teaching and the student 
experience on the course, it could explain in part the ftequent calls to staff to encourage 
student participation - by sending messages in the online environment - that were found in 

the documentation. The explicit explanation given by staff regarding the lack of student 
participation was usually, as noted earlier, the absence of an 'attendance' requirement. It 

appeared during the interviews however that staff were aware that a stronger 
encouragement on their part would have improved student participation, but their own 
lack of time or commitment was obstructing this from happening. 

Complementing this view about student participation was the explanation that students 
themselves gave of their lack of frequent participation. Students explained their absence 
from some online activities as being caused by the overload of activities; this issue, 

although mentioned in the module evaluations, was not taken into account by staff in later 

stages of the quality assurance process. The lack of recognition by staff of the reasons 

students gave to justify their own non-participation may originate from the low return rates 

of the module evaluation forms (as was indicated earlier, the low return rates resulted in 

staff dismissing their content as a source of information for their course reviews), limiting 

the capacity of the course team to consider the problem of low participation from the 

students' perspective. 

There were also discrepancies With regard to the teaching and learning aspects of the 

course between the documents and the interviews. The quality assurance documentation 

tended to cover these issues in a rather general way, with the exception of those procedures 

where students were the source of the data (e. g. module evaluations). As indicated earlier, a 

new element emerged in the interviews with staff that was not covered by any of the 

documents reporting on staff views (such as team meetings or annual reviews); this was the 

staffs perception that students were performing to a higher standard in the online activities 

compared with face-to-face students. This perception clearly differs from the view 

presented in the documents, where students are shown as not participating enough in the 

online activities. This issue of lack of participation was discussed during the interviews 

where it was further explained. Staff were concerned generally about students staying on 

the course without participating online during modules, and then being able to pass 

anyway. Although this issue had an administrative side, the specific pedagogic implication 

according to staff was that such a 'gap'in the regulations made the distance learning 

modality 'inferior' to the face-to-face course. All the explanations given appeared to be 
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deeply entrenched. Staff seemed to be trapped by the administrative regulations (no 

participation is accepted') and this was affecting their overall evaluation of the online 
modality itself, leading them to disregard their own experience with students, and the 
feedback received from the students in the module evaluations 

In relation to student support issues, although generally there was correspondence of the 
aspects covered by the documentation and the data gathered in the interviews, it is 

appropriate in this analysis to distinguish between administrative and technical support, and 
academic support. With regard to the administrative and technical support for students, it 

was noted that as an online course, there was apparently no realisation that institution-wide 
procedures may need to be modified in order to work properly at a distance. From the 
interviews it was observed that some general aspects of the support for students did not 
actually work well, but there was no record in the documentation about the need to adapt 
them accordingly. What seemed to be happening was that there was a basic perception that 
institution-Wide procedures could not be modified. That may have been the case, although 
there was no evidence that proved it was true. The main problem with this position 

towards institution-wide procedures was that, implicitly, it considered administrative and 
technical support as irrelevant to the learning experience of students at a distance. An 

example of this approach was the problem described by staff of the way the submission of 

academic related forms were managed (such as assessment entry and deferral forms). These 

forms were still having to be sent to and received from the students by post, generating 

problems on many occasions for students' academic progression. 

There was one issue with respect to the academic support, about which the interviews 

provided further insight, and this was the personal tutor's role. According to the 

documentation, there was a personal tutor system in place and it was working well. From 

the interviews however, it was revealed that the system was in place, but it was not in use. 

Staff had had hardly any contact with their tutees and even the one student who had 

attempted to contact his personal tutor had never attempted again as s/he failed to get any 

response. The interesting point was that staff were well aware of this problem, but this was 

not mirrored in the documentation. 

Finally, it is important to reiterate the essential role of the interviews in providing key 

information about the quality assurance procedures themselves, on how they were 

operating and problems in their application. As described in detail earlier, there were two 

procedures - module evaluation and student representation - which were the most strongly 
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affected by the distance modality in their application. 

Comments on the pilot study goals 

From the results obtained which are described above, it is possible to indicate that the 
goals of the pilot study were fully achieved. The pilot allowed the identification of the type, 
range and limitations of the data to be collected, and this led to modifications in the data 

collection methods and coding structure. A key goal was to check whether the data 

collected would enable the research questions to be answered. In this sense, the data 

allowed the aspects that were not captured by the quality assurance documentation to be 

mapped out, as was described above. 

Based on the above analysis of the pilot case study it is also possible to suggest that the 
information gathered through these data collection methods would be sufficient to answer 
the research questions of this project. Since the main focus of this study is to further 

explore and understand how dual-mode institutions approach the quality assurance of their 

online provision, the data gathered is providing insights into the main problems involved in 
the application of quality assurance procedures in online courses and how staff deal with 
these issues. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter the proposed methodology for collecting and analysing data was tested in 

one pilot online course, and as a result changes were made to different aspects of it. 

The most relevant improvements made to the methodology were related to the coding 

strategy, the interview strategy and the results analysis. With regard to the coding strategy, 

the code structure and definitions were improved to match the nature of the data and to 

facilitate the process of data-analysis. In relation to the interviews, the guidelines were 

improved and also a complementary data collection exercise was suggested, involving 

students, to back up the limited number of students that can be contacted face-to-face in 

online courses. 

Finally regarding the analysis, the pilot results suggest the data to be collected would allow 

the research questions of this project to be answered. This was down to the fact that it was 
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proved possible to explore and identify some of the issues of the online environment of 

the course under study that were affecting the effective Implementation of the quality 

assurance procedures. 

The revised methodology was applied to the four case studies that constitute the main 

study of this project, which are presented in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

EXPLORING QUALITY ASSURANCE PROCEDURES: 

MAPPING QUALITY ISSUES 

The main study consisted of four case studies. Each of them was an online or Mixed-mode 

course that had been subject to quality assurance procedures and it was part of the 

academic offer of a dual-mode higher education institution in England. 

In the folloWing sections, each case study is briefly introduced, the documentation 

collected is described in its institutional context and the general patterns observed in the 

results are presented. For their description and later analysis, the same terminology is used 

to name the different components and procedures. This is in order to avoid the possibility 

of the courses being identified due to the use of any specific terminology Within their 

programmes, and also to facilitate comparability among the cases. 

For the purpose of this research project, the word 'course' is used to describe a programme 

of study that leads to an accredited award (like as a Masters Degree, Diploma or 

Certificate). A 'course' is usually divided into 'modules'which constitute a basic assessed 

unit of study Within the course, and is commonly equivalent to a terms' part-time study. 

Cases for the main study 

The selection of the cases for the main study was made based on their compliance with the 

conditions established in the research methodology. Following this, several English 

institutions were contacted to identify possible programmes of study that could become 

part of the research study. 

A secondary criteria used was ease of access. As the methodology included the collation of 

a large amount of documentation, most of it confidential, in addition to face-to-face 

interviews of staff and students, it was essential to have good access to the institution. It 

may be argued that the restriction generated by this criterion led to significant bias in the 

representativeness of the cases, as all the courses finally chosen belong to higher education 

institutions located in London or its surrounding areas. Although the impact that this 
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criterion may have on the representativeness of the case studies is acknowledged, it was not 
considered sufficient to warrant the disqualification of any of the cases selected, as the 
location of the institution is not a variable that was thought to impact on the type of data 
to be collected. 

The course leaders were contacted first by e-mail in order to explain the research project 
goals and to invite them to participate. This contact was followed by a meeting where 
course leaders were presented with an overview of the research alms and strategy, and also 
with the list of documentation and interviews that the methodology included. Course 
leaders formally agreed to participate in this study after consulting their course teams and 
any other relevant school/ department authority. 

In all four cases, a relevant issue in the process of acceptance was the clear definition of a 
confidentiality agreement for the use of the information which was to be requested. As was 

agreed previously in the pilot study, all individual names in interviews and documentation 

will be removed before processing them. 

Data for main study., documents 

The first set of data gathered for each case study included the quality assurance 
documentation related to the selected courses. The documents collected are presented in 

Table 6.1 and are organised by case study. 

The documentation collected for each case study varied in some cases in size and content, 

as the different institutions organised and presented their records in different ways. The list 

in Table 6.1 shows the total number of the documents associated with each quality 

assurance procedure, including different types of documentation. For example, in the case 

of module evaluations, some case studies had included the form applied to students and/or 

the reports of its results. In some other cases, the documents under this heading are reports 

of particular events carried out with students to evaluate the modules. 

Most of the documents were received in electronic form, With the exception of some 

external examiners reports which were converted into electronic form for their analysis. All 

documents were uploaded into Nvivo and coded following the categories defined and 

amended during the pilot study (see Table 5.2 and Appendix Four). 
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Table 6.1 Summarv of ctualitv assurance docump"tq VnIlert'-d 1"', "n.. 
Type of document Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 Case Study 4 
Validation & specification - 4 11 3 
Team meeting minutes 3 5 3 - 
Module Evaluations 1 5 5 1 
Annual Reviews 2 2 1 4 
External Examiner - 5 2 3 
Student Handbook 1 1 1 1 
Tutor Handbook 1 - 1 
Total 8 22 24 13 

Data for main study. ý interviews 

The analysis of the quality assurance documentation provided a picture of what was 

captured by the procedures in place in the courses under study. To identify the issues 

which were not captured by these procedures a set of interviews was carried out with a 

group of stakeholders in each of the courses. 

The aim of these interviews was to get the stakeholders' views on the quality and features 

of their courses, providing complementary data to the documentation already analysed. 

The selection of the interviewees was carried out based on their roles. These roles included: 

academic staff and tutors; administrator(s); students; employers; support staff - technical 

and other; and developers/ designer(s). Seeking to cover as many roles as possible, but also 

keeping the numbers manageable, the target was to interview at least four staff and four 

students per course. 

The contact With the interviewees started with a meeting With the course leaders and 

agreeing the way to proceed. A similar procedure was arranged with all of them: based on 

messages prepared by the researcher, course leaders would send e-mails to staff and 

students involved in the course to request their collaboration and asking them to contact 

the researcher directly in case they wanted to be interviewed. 

The final number of interviews carried out is presented in Table 6.2. 
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Table 6.2 Total number of interviewees 
Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 Case Study 4 Total 

Staff 4 3 4 5 16 
Students 2 4 3 1 10 
Total 6 7 7 6 26 

Under the category of 'staff there were acadermcs, tutors, adrrunistrators, support staff and 
developers. It was not possible to gain access to any employers. From the inter-views with 

students it became clear that most of them were paying for their courses by themselves, 

and in the cases where an employer was involved in funding a course, the employer had no 

role or voice in the selection of the course. 

The interviewprocess 

All interviews 5 
were carried out in accordance with the BERA ethical guldelines (BERA, 

2004),, with a general overview provided at the start of the research project and an 

explanation of the main goals for the interview. The commitment to keep all content of the 

interview confidential and to anonyn-iise it for its reporting was also clearly stated. Finally, 

before starting, interviewees were asked for perrrussion to record the interview. They all 

agreed with no objection. 

The interviews were conducted by the author of this research, keeping to the foHowing 

sequence: 

1. Introduction, during which the researcher introduced herself to the interviewee; 

explained the purpose of the research and why s/he was selected; gave assurance of 

anonymity and confidentiality of responses; and asked for permission to record the 

interview. 

2. Main body of interview following the guidelines according to each interviewee role. 

Close. 

The interviews were carried out individually, following a sen-u-structured design, and a 

All interviews were carried out from November 2005 until January 2006. 
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detailed guideline of the topics to be covered. Each interviewee type (course leader, 

acaderrýc staff, adrrýinistrator, student, support staff and developers /designer) had its own 
set of guidelines (see Appendices Nine to Twelve). These guidelines were used as a 
reference to cover all the topics identified as relevant to their role and the particular case 
study. 

Most interviews were carried out face-to-face and some over the phone. All interviews 

were digitally recorded. The files were downloaded into a personal computer and password 

protected. The transcriptions were undertaken by an external company which provided the 

security measures required, and they were later reviewed and corrected. 

Supplem en tary da ta: s tuden ts urveys 

As discussed after the pilot study, the information gathered from the students' interviews 

would be reinforced with a short survey to collect further data from a wider group of 

students. The aim. of this survey was to reach a larger number of students in order to check 

whether the views expressed by the students interviewed were representative of a wider 

body of students, 

The structure of the surveys was organised around a set of statements and students were 

asked to express their level of agreement to each of them. The statements were drawn from 

all student interviews to build a basic template of the survey which was then custornised 

according to the specific features of each case study. The survey forms and results are 

presented in Appendix Thirteen. 

The role of the results of these surveys was different from the interviews themselves. This 

data was not coded and was only used to check the extent to which the student's opinions 

gathered in the interviews were supported, as some of them presented fresh new views 

regarding some aspects of their courses. - 

Strate 
. gyfotanalysingtheinten4ews 

As a first step in the analysis of the interviews, all transcription were uploaded into Nvivo 

and coded by the categories defined in the methodology and amended after the pilot study 

(see Table 5.2 and Appendix Four) . 
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Within this research project the interviews were planned with three main goals in rrund: 

- To get the stakeholders' view of the courses under study. This account aimed to provide 

a contrasting perspective about the course when compared with the account from the 
documents, and in this way provide evidence of any eventual gap that might be 

occurring on the coverage of the quality assurance procedures. 

- To get a better and deeper understanding of how some of the quality issues identified in 

the documentation were perceived by the stakeholders. 

- To get a closer view on how the quality assurance procedures operated, identifying the 

main issues regarding their applicability, usability and benefit for the assurance and 

enhancement of quality in online courses. 

The interviews were designed to cover specifically those issues that were not clear from the 

documentation and to focus extensively on the quality assurance procedures (as can be 

seen in Figure 6.1). 

Figure 6.1 Comparison of percentage of characters coded under each general 
category in documents and interviews (in relation to documents' and interviews' 
totals) - All case studies 
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The strategy adopted for analysing the interviews was to compare the contents of the 
interviews with the content of the quality assurance documentation. Within each category 
in which the contents were coded (course definition, teaching and learning, student support 
and learning resources), the analysis focused on reviewing whether there were any new 
issues arising from the interviews that were not present in the documentation. This review 

aimed to map out the extent to which the quality assurance procedures in place in each of 
the courses under study were able to capture all the aspects of them. 

In the following sections, the results obtained from the analysis of the documentation and 
interviews, and their comparison, are presented a case study at a time. Considering that the 
focus of this research study is the quality assurance procedures together with their 

effectiveness., the reporting of the results has been organised around three main parts: 

Firstly, a brief introduction describing the main features of the course under study and of 

the quality assurance documentation gathered; the results of the analysis of these 
documents are reported, highlighting any patterns found and the overview of quality 

assurance issues covered by the documentation. 

Secondly, the documents' account of the course is presented, mapping the quality issues 

covered by the documentation and linIdng them With specific contextual and institutional 

circumstances where appropriate. 

Thirdly, the results of the interviews are presented in relation to the map of quality issues 

covered in the documentation. The reason for presenting the interview results as a 

comparative account - as opposed to an account of the interviews on their own - is based 

on the interview design selected. The interviews were designed and carried out with the aim 

of identifying the issues which were not covered by the documentation and in this sense, 

they were not planned to review the full array of course aspects. The interviews were also 

designed to focus on the quality assurance procedures themselves (see Figure 6.1) which, 

by the nature of the documentation, were not covered in detail. 
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Results Case Study 1 

This case study was a postgraduate Master's level course that belongs to a higher education 
institution located in London. The programme was delivered fully online using a 

commercially available virtual learning environment. The course was first offered in 
September 2003. This programme had a parallel face-to-face version, but there was no 

mention in the documentation with regard to how similar both courses were, although they 

shared the same name. 

Documentation in context 

Comparing the quality assurance procedures' documentation gathered for this case study 

with the mechanisms suggested in the Quality Assurance Agency's Codes of Practice 

(QAA, 2000b; 2004a), there were only two types of documentation that could not be 

obtained: the validation documents and external examiners' reports. 

This course had its own quality assurance policy in place, which added three further 

mechanisms: internal peer review meetings, tutor annual reports, and external assessor 

reports. Unfortunately no documentation could be obtained regarding these three 

procedures. This policy also specifies that student evaluations would be composed of the 

summaries of evaluation questionnaires; the transcripts of feedback postings; and 

correspondence and complaints. 

Despite the fact it was not possible to access all the documentation, those that were 

collected provided a fairly complete account of the course as they included two annual 

reviews (one internal and one from external assessors) that presented quite a complete 

account of the course. 

Patterws observed in the documentation 

Analysing the data from the point of view of the number of characters coded under each 

125 



category', overall the documentation presented a strong focus on 'Course definition' issues 
that covered almost half of the coded text (see Table 6-3). This high concentration of 
'Course definition' issues was especially visible in the student and tutor handbooks (see 
Figure 6.2). This might be reasonable considering that these documents were meant to 

explain the course to students and tutors, and therefore they tended to be focused on 
describing the course objectives, curriculum and assessment. 

Figure 6.2 Percentage of characters coded under each general category, by type of 
document - Case Study 1 

Percentage of characters coded under each category 
by type of document - Case Study 1 
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6As discussed in the methodology chapter, a section is defined as the piece of text (sentences, 

paragraphs) that satisfies the description given for each coding category. In determining how large 

it is, one particular coding was applied until it was no longer valid. The numerical analysis of the 

coded sections however is based on the number (and percentages) of characters included in each 

category, as only in this way was it possible to identify where the focal points of the documents 

were located. 

126 

Annual Reviews Student Feedback Student Handbook Team meetings Tutor Handbook 



In contrast, the annual review reports, student feedback reports and the team meeting 
minutes were focused on different issues (see Table 6.3). Annual review reports were found 

to be focused mostly on 'Student support'issues and the 'Quality assurance procedures'; 

student feedback reports were largely focused on 'Teaching and learning' issues, while the 
team meeting minutes were mostly concerned with course 'Resources'. It is interesting to 

note that student feedback reports contained references to four aspects only: more than 
half of their text revolved around 'Teaching methods', and the rest were related to 
'Academic support', 'Facilities' and 'Module evaluations' (see Table 6.3). This concentrated 
pattern might be reflecting the fact that student comments had already been collated by 

staff and the reports were only stating what the team had considered relevant to include. 

Overview of quality assurance issues in the documents 

Comparing the content of the documents With what was expected - according to the 

theoretical map of quality issues that procedures should be covering (see Appendix Three), 

- the quality assurance documents analysed for this case study presented a rather complete 

account of the course. 

The results of this comparative analysis indicate that there were some minor issues only 

that were not being covered by any of the documents analysed. These were: 

- Intended learning outcomes were well described and clearly stated on the documents, 

both for the programme and each module; there were nevertheless no mention of 

external reference points, such as the QAA infrastructure or to the alms of the 

institution. 

- In relation to the expectations, the documentation gave extensive detail on what the 

course expected from students and staff, describing roles and responsibilities for both. 

Only the expected time conunitment of staff is not mentioned in any of the documents. 

- Regarding the curriculum, the documents addressed this aspect at length but Without 

making any reference to its relationship with the intended learning outcomes and/or its 

effectiveness at delivering them. 
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Table 6.3 Percentage of characters coded under each category by type of document 
to documents' totals) - Case Studv I 

Annual 
Reviews 

Student 
Feedback 

Student 
Handbook 

ea Team 
ti 

T 

e: e meetings 
Tutor 

Handbook Totals 
Administration issues - 1% 1% 

Course definition 9% 57% 10% 57% 46% 
ILOs 3% 2% 

- 9% 3% 
Expectations 

- 42% 31% 30% 
Curriculum 4% 4% 7% 4% 

Assessment 2% 
- 10% 10% 11% 9% 

Teaching and Learning 14% 52% 7% 17% 31% 13% 
Student Capacity 2% 

- 6% 
- 1% 

Staff Capacity 
- - 1% 23% 3% 

Teaching Methods 8% 52% 6% 7% 6% 8% 

Student Expectations 2% 
- - 2% 

- - 
Student Achievement 2% 

- 1% 2% 1% 

Student support 36% 9% 10% 19% 5% 14% 

Before Start Course 28% 
- - 7% 5% 6% 

During Delivery 2% 
- 8% 3% 

- 5% 

Academic support 2% 9% 2% 6% 2% 

A cce s sibility- Equal 
Opportunities 3% 

- 1% 3% 
- 1% 

Resources 12% 26% 23% 36% 4% 19% 

Staff 1% 
- 16% 6% 

- 11% 

Facilities 11% 26% 4% 24% 4% 7% 

Dehvery System - - 3% 6% - 2% 

QA procedures 29% 12% 3% 18% 3% 8% 

External Examiners 1% - - - 2% - 

Module Evaluation 9% 12% 1% 12% - 3% 

Stud Rep, complaints & 

appeals - - 1% - 1% 1% 

Annual Review 5% - - - 1% 

Other QA procedures 14% - - 6% - 3% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

- In relation to accessibility issues, the documentation revealed the concern staff members 

had regarding future developments. Also basic contact details were provided for 

students, Other issues that should have been included however, such as alternatives 
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teaching strategies or IT support for access, were not mentioned in any of the 
documents. 

- In relation to the quality assurance procedures, the documents referred to a Wide range 

of mechanisms, each mentioned with different levels of detail. Staff feedback and review 

of materials, wl-iilst part of the course review strategies, were only indirectly referred to. 
One issue not mentioned was the feedback from former students and employers. The 

course had a system of e-buddies that relied on former and older students of the 

programme, but they were not mentioned as being a source of feedback for the course 

review process. 

To explore the data from a different point of View, namely the effectiveness of the quality 

assurance procedures themselves, the documents were analysed across time to see whether 
issues that emerged at any point were mentioned and addressed later at advanced stages of 

the quality assurance process. For this case study however, the identification of these issues 

was not exactly time-related as the documentation covered only a limited period of time. 

Nevertheless, two issues were followed up, both of which were raised by students 

(although they were only reported on documents where student feedback was already 

collated by the course team). The first issue was the request made by students to have 

models of exam papers from the beginning of the academic year; this request was taken up 

by the course team and it was found recorded in the minutes of a course team meeting held 

in the middle of that year. In this n-Linute the issue appeared as solved due to sample exam 

papers having been already posted for each module. The second issue investigated was the 

suggestion made by students for improved access to e-journals. This issue was taken up by 

the team who started to explore how this provision could be improved as library access was 

outside their immediate area of control. The issue was reviewed several times and 

mentioned in several reports, and after a year there was still no definitive solution reported. 

A description of the course was composed using the information provided by all these 

documents. This account is presented in the foHowing section. 

Documents'account of Me course - Case Study 1 

Regarding the course definition, the documents gave a full description of the nussion, aims 

and objectives of the programme and each component. This course was delivered fully 
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online and relied heavily on students' self-discipline to work on their own through the 
materials provided, and their participation in the collaborative online events organised 
witl-ýn each module's units. In order to get the full involvement of students, expectations 
were clearly described and extensively explained in the student handbook, including giving 
detailed guidance for each type of activity that the course included (such as, academic 
writing, good essays, peer interactions, etc. ), and even indicating such details as the 
minimum number of contributions that each student should make. A code of conduct and 
ground rules for participation were also made available for students. 

Tutors were also a key factor in the success of the course, and the course provided a tutor 
handbook that complemented the information given in the student handbook. 

Expectations upon tutors were also expressed in detail, including descriptions of the roles 

of personal and module tutors, each of them With clearly separated tasks related to student 

support. 

The curriculum of the course was organised around three awards: certificate, diploma and 

master's degree. The master's programme included four core modules, the first of which 

was prerequisite to complete the registration process. Students also needed to complete 

one optional module (from a choice of four) and one dissertation module (from a choice of 

three). The course was designed to be completed in three years, and students could take up 

to five years to finish it. 

At the start of each module students received a study pack including the handbook, written 

materials, a CID with course materials Oournal articles and book chapters) and text books. 

The virtual learning environment (VLE) was the online system within which all materials 

were available and where the teaching and learning activities took place (communication 

with peers and tutors, and collaborative activities). Although the materials were reportedly 

praised by the students, there were reports found of two issues mentioned by students: the 

need to review the quantity of reading materials in each unit and module to ensure 

consistency of workload, and the need to improve the extent to which the materials 

reflected the multi-disciplinary and international diversity of students. It is relevant to note 

here that the comments of students regarding the course were not read directly as they 

were submitted, but through the reports prepared by staff and which were based on the 

original student comments. 

Other specific observations of students were recorded regarding the induction module. 

Students commented that the first unit of the induction module needed slower pacing, 
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clearer explanations of the tasks to be done and their deadlines, and better links between 

the activities and the objectives defined. 

Regarding the collaborative online activities that students should engage in within each 

unit, the documents reported extensively on the concerns staff had about the limited 

student participation, especially the difficulties in achieving in-depth discussions. This issue 

was reported as resolved the following year, when a more active group of students was 

carrying out the same activities, leading staff to conclude that it was not only tutor 
facilitation that influenced the group participation, but also student and group 

characteristics. 

Students were expected to dedicate an average of twelve to fifteen hours per week to their 

studies during term time. Each module lasted fourteen weeks and was divided into two to 
four study units. Each unit had a similar sequence of activities, starting with two or three 

weeks dedicated to individual reading and learning activities. This was followed by an 

online seminar during which students usually worked in small groups; finally the unit ended 

with some weeks dedicated to prepare and write up the unit assessment component. The 

only issue reported regarding workload was a comment made by one student indicating 

that the time allocated to the online activities was underestimated. 

Modules were assessed by an essay-type piece of coursework plus an unseen written 

examination paper. The weighting ratio between components was an issue for the course 

team; the documents reported how the team applied for a more coursework oriented ratio 

as an exception, obtaining approval for a better balance in the end. Criteria for marking 

coursework were clearly stated, as well as the procedure on how to submit assignments. 

One aspect of the marking criteria which was not clearly explained however was the 10% 

of coursework mark which was allocated for 'satisfactory participation' in the online 

activities. An issue that appeared at some point was the team's concern regarding the 

turnaround times that tutors were taking to assess coursework. It is reported however that 

after analysis, the turnaround times were within their quality standard of twenty-one days. 

Plagiarism and cheating events were also clearly described and examples given, as well as 

the procedures and consequences entailed. 

Regarding application and admission procedures the documentation reported problems of 

recruitment targets and late applications. Because of the low number of applications for the 

course, the programme had been forced to accept late applications, which had 

consequences later in the course, in that. students were falling behind (due to incomplete 
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inductions or late receipt of materials). Across the documents analysed, this issue remained 
an unsolved problem as its solution was dependent on several marketing and administrative 
procedures which were outside the team's direct control. In order to improve the 
application procedure several strategies were attempted, including studying the possibility 
of moving the course to a calendar year timetable. Related to this issue was the problem of 
funding, which was continually mentioned as the major cause of students failing to 
complete registration or resulting in the suspension of their studies. 

In relation to student support, the documentation provided a full review of the types and 
levels of support that students had access to. Specifically regarding academic support, 
students were offered two formal schemes plus other two complementary systems. The 
formal academic support was offered through personal and module tutors. Personal tutors 

were mostly related to overall support in academic matters, including personal or work- 
related issues that might be affecting student performance. Module tutors were focused on 

content-specific support, leading the online discussions and providing the formal feedback 

on assessment. The documentation reported high levels of student satisfaction with the 

support, feedback and tutor's swift responses. Tutors were perceived by students as being 

permanently available. 

The other two support schemes were in the form of mentors and e-buddies. Mentors were 

not organised by the course; it was suggested that students could identify a close person 

(for example a colleague) with whom they could talk about their student experiences and 

get assistance. E-buddies, unlike mentors, were organised by the course team. The system 

was made up of a network of former and older students of the programme who were 

paired with first-year students to provide informed advice during their study time. This 

scheme was put in place after being suggested by students. There were no evaluation 

comments recorded regarding these two schemes, and there was no strategy in place to get 

mentors' or buddies' feedback on the course. 

In relation to course resources, staff members were reported in the annual reviews as being 

highly committed to the course and a full account of their expertise and experience was 

provided for students in the handbook. Additionally they mentioned several staff 

development activities as being planned. The documents reported very briefly on the 

workload of staff Of particular note, the decision of the team to reject any additional 

projects until course activities settled down was mentioned, but details on the origins of 

such a decision were not provided. 
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The documentation also reported issues on access to library resources and to course 
materials. In relation to the library, the documents mentioned the problem of limited access 
to e-journals, bookshops and local libraries, as it was an issue students had complained 
about earlier. Although still unresolved, the team was considering the possibility of 
extending the collection of readings sent out to students to reduce their access problems. 
In relation to course materials, the documents reported of dispatch problems and delays 

for some modules. 

Regarding the quality assurance procedures, the documentation showed one main issue 

related to the student feedback strategies. One of the strategies in place was a formal 

questionnaire sent out to students at the end of each unit and module. The documents 

reported that this survey was originally sent out to students by email by the course 

administrator at the end of each unit but the response rate was very low. In order to 

improve the level of response, the team decided first that the questionnaire would be sent 

out by module tutors rather than the administrator. This strategy had also failed to raise the 

response rates,, and hence for the following year, according to the documents, the survey 
had been made compulsory for students and they would not be allowed to continue 

working on the next unit until they had completed the evaluation. The results of this new 

approach on the level of response were not reported. It is interesting to note nevertheless 

that the team had not reviewed the features of the questionnaire itself or seen it as a 

possible cause of the lack of responses. The questionnaire had twelve open-ended generic 

questions, eight of them related to the unit and four to the tutoring, which could be 

regarded as quite a heavy load considering that it was sent to every student after each unit; 

as some modules could have up to four units, this meant that students may have ended up 

having to answer it almost every three weeks. 

Comparative account for Case Study 1 

Comparing the data gathered through the interviews and the quality assurance documents 

for this case study, it appears that the differences between the two accounts are not 

significant. The quality issues followed up in the documents were corroborated by the 

interviewees and only some specific opinions from the students were revealed as new in the 

interviews, which are presented below. 

There was one major gap between the information gathered from both sets of data, and it 
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was related to the students' understanding of how the assessment on participation was 
carried out. In the documentation it was clearly stated that students needed to contribute a 
minimum number of postings to get the 10% of the mark. However, the documents were 
not explicit in describing how this 10% of the mark was going to be allocated. From the 
interviews (and confirmed by the survey applied to students) it was possible to conclude 
that students perceived this system as a grey area, indicating that they really did not know 

exactly how their participation was assessed. Interestingly staff interviewed had a very clear 
idea of how it worked. Remarkably, the staff were all in agreement in their understanding 
of the 10% being seen as a fine for non-participation in online activities, rather than an 
assessment of their participation. Despite their agreement in the way this 10% was applied, 
this explanation had not yet been passed to the students, who were still confused about this 
aspect of the assessment procedure. 

Regarding the teaching and learning aspects of the course, the interviews provided 

confirmation and further explanations of the views presented in the documentation, 

particularly in relation to the quality of the materials, the student workload, the 

international diversity of materials and the levels of participation observed. Three new 
issues appeared which were mentioned by students and were not present in the documents. 

The first one was the students' feelings about their difficulties in getting used to the online 

environment at the start of the course, mainly because of the amount of message reading 

and writing that the online working involved. The second issue, related to the level of 

participation, was a concern expressed by students, facilitated by being online, about fellow 

participants who just disappeared and did not participate. Although students agreed that 

the level of participation in the online environment was good, they considered this 

disappearance as a risk for the quality of what they were getting out of the online 

discussions. A similar concern was expressed by one tutor; in his View the quality of the 

online discussions was not at risk because of the failure to participate of some students, but 

due to the low number of students enrolled in the courses. The third issue pointed out by 

one student and also brought up in the survey, was the students' perception of the online 

discussions as of better quality when the tutor had specified clear objectives, while other 

discussions seemed rather aitriless, and hence less useful. Despite this comment, students 

were satisfied with the course in general, as it was as flexible as they were expecting. 

In relation to student support, the interviews revealed some feedback from staff regarding 

the e-buddles and mentoring systems, which was not mentioned in the documents. 
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Specifically regarding e-buddies, the perception of staff was that this support, although 
available for students, was not used by them. This view was consistent with students' 

statements regarding this support scheme. 

Regarding the learning resources in the course, interviewees fully confirmed the issues 

mentioned in the documents: the difficulties accessing e-journals and some problems in the 
dispatch of materials. 

Summag 

The above account suggests that in this case study the aspects not captured by the quality 

assurance mechanisms in place were few. However, most of these gaps were concerned 

with student perceptions and concerns, which were not mentioned in any of the quality 

assurance documents. Overall, and comparing staff accounts with those from student given 

in the interviews, it seems that staff accounts of the course are particularly consistent with 

the account provided by the documentation. 

This may be suggesting that beyond the wide range of quality assurance procedures in 

place, the documentation reporting on their application was mainly recording the tutors' 

views on the course, leaving student concerns unregistered. 
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Results Case Study 2 

This case study was a postgraduate certificate course offered by a higher education 
institution located in London. The programme started in 2002 and used a Virtual learning 

environment developed by the institution. 

Documentation in context 

The documents obtained for this case study represented all the internal quality assurance 

procedures in place in the institution in which this course was based. The only 
documentation not available was the tutor handbook. 

The course was delivered by an institution that had a well described quality assurance policy 

and procedures. The procedures related to programme level were: course approval, annual 

course reviews,, external exarruner reports, student feedback, and student performance data. 

Also, all courses were required to provide students with a handbook, updated annually 

according to predefined guidelines, and to follow the procedures for the planning, 

development and evaluation of course materials. 

In this programme student feedback was gathered through an online questionnaire that 

students completed at the end of each module. The institution had a standard form for 

student feedback that programmes could adapt. In addition, the course had an external 

examiner who delivered a report once a year (through the completion of a form) based on 

the information provided by the course team. The annual course review was carried out by 

the course team based on institutional guidance, the information gathered throughout the 

year in their team meetings, plus the input of the student feedback forms and external 

examiners reports. For this case study the validation documents included the original 

document submitted for the initial approval of the course and the documentation reporting 

two later changes carried out in two different modules. 

There was one additional procedure at course level that was the 'periodic review' designed 

to review the fitness for purpose of the programme. This procedure would normally be 

applied every five years (or more frequently, if needed) to renew the programme approval 

or if it was considered necessary. The course under study had not yet been under periodic 

review. 
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Table 6.4 Percentage of characters coded under each category by type of document 
(in relation to documents' totals) - Caqt- I; tiirlv ? 

Module 
evaluation 

Validation 

.1 

Annual 
Reviews 

External 
Examiners 

Student 
Handbook 

Team 
meetings 

Totals 

Administration issues - 2% 3% - 5% 1% , )0, / 

-0 
Course definition - 80% 30% 40% 54% 21% 48% 

ILOs - 13% 1% 1% 3% - 5% 

Expectations - 15% - - 16% - 9% 

curriculum - 35% 23% - 21% 14% 21% 

Assessment - 17% 6% 39% 14% 6% 13% 

Teaching and Learning 92% 4% 37% 47% 11% 19% 29% 

Student Capacity 5% - 11% - - 1% 2% 

Staff Capacity - - 4% 4% - 2% 1% 

Teaching Methods 14% 4% 11% 3% 6% 3% 7% 

Student Expectations 50% - 1% - - 4% 9% 

Student Achievement 23% 1% 10% 39% 5% 9% 9% 

Student support 7% 4% 21% 1% 16% 38% 11% 

Before Start Course - 2% 18% - 3% 27% 5% 

During Delivery 2% 2% 2% - 10% 11% 4% 

Academic support 5% 1% 1% 1% 2% - 2% 

Ac ces sibih ty- Equal 
Opportunities - - - - 2% - - 

Resources 1% 9% 7% - 13% 14% 8% 

Staff - - 7% - - 8% 1% 

Facilities 1% 9% - - 3% 1% 4% 

Delivery System - - - - 9% 4% 3% 

QA procedures - - 2% 12% 2% 7% 2% 

External Examiners - - - 11% 1% 1% 

Module Evaluation - - 1% - - 2% 

StudRep, complaints & 

appeals - 
1% 2% 

Annual Review 1% - 

Other QA procedures - - - 1% - 3 0, ý'o - 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Patterns observed in the documentation 

In the analysis of the documents, the overall focus on 'Course definition' issues was 

highlighted, as can be seen in Table 6.4. The documents that presented the highest 
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concentration of characters in one category were module evaluations; more than 90% of 

the texts coded in these documents referred to 'Teacl-ýing and Learning' issues. Annual 

reviews and external examiners reports also concentrated on the Teaching and learning' 

aspects of the course, the latter being especially focused on 'Student acl-ýievement'. 

'Course definition' issues were concentrated witl-ýn the validation documents, as well as in 

the student handbook. In contrast, team meeting minutes documents were mainly focused 

on 'Student support' issues (see Figure 6.3). 

Figure 6.3 Percentage of characters coded under each general category, by type of 
document - Case Study 2 

Percentage of characters coded under each category by type of document 
Case Study 2 

100% - ------- 

_0 7 

80% 

60% 

40% 

20% 

FL 
....... 0% 4 .......... - . Module Validation Annual External Student Team meetings 

evaluation Review s E)<aminers Handbook 

Type of document 

0 Administration issues im Course definition o Teaching and Learning 

[i Student support m Resources o QA p roced u res 

Analysing the data across time to verify whether issues raised at any point were addressed 

in later stages of the quality assurance process, there was one issue that had an interesting 

pattern in the documentation. The module evaluation reports for this case study were 

received in aggregated form for the last three years, so it was not possible to identify when 

exactly an issue was brought up by students. Despite this, it was possible to identify one 

student complaint, regarding the lack of peer interaction, present in the reports for most of 

the modules. This issue was next picked up by the annual review team for the second year 
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of the programme, as a response to the comment made by the external examiner, who had 

pointed out the struggle of students to establish relevant communications among them. 
The annual review report however confined the issue to one specific module, taking up 
immediate action by presenting a redesign of the activities for that module, in order to 

improve the support given to students in building up their interactions. Considering the 
timescale, it would be possible to establish that the issue was raised by students in the 

module evaluation during the second year. It is, however, interesting that the team meeting 
minutes during that second year did not present any record of this issue even though 

student representatives were participating and giving feedback to staff members in the 

meetings. 

Map of quality assurance issues in the documents 

Contrasting the content of the documents with what was expected to be found according 

to the theoretical map of quality issues that procedures should be covering (Appendix 

Three), the documents analysed for this course present a rather complete account. 

The result of this comparative analysis was that there were nevertheless some issues not 

covered by any of the documents analysed: 

- Intended learning outcomes were well-described and clearly stated on the documents, 

including their relationship with the overall aims of the institution. Nevertheless there 

were no references to them in relation to external reference points such as the QAA 

infrastructure. 

- Expectations upon students and staff were clear and well explained, detailing roles and 

responsibilities for both. Only time conu-nitment from staff was not mentioned in any of 

the documents. 

- Regarding accessibility issues, the documents only presented a general statement about 

the institution's convTiitment to equality of opportunities, making it explicit that this 

issue was part of the content of the programme. Despite tl-iis declaration, issues like 

accessible electronic information and materials, alternative teaching strategies or IT 

support for access were not mentioned in any of the documents. 

- In relation to the assessment procedures and criteria, information for students and staff 

was quite complete with the exception of the results release strategy, which was not 

139 



mentioned in any of the documents; there was no mention of the time allocated for 
preparation for assessment. 

The background information about staff presented to students was minimal, just a few 
general comments regarding their experience and qualifications. 

In relation to the quahty assurance procedures, the documents referred to the whole 
range of procedures in place in the university, including plans to survey alumni. There 

was however one aspect that was not clear: staff feedback. It seemed to be part of the 
strategies in place, as tutors' opinions were included in the annual review reports, but the 
way the feedback was gathered was not clearly stated. 

A description of this course was built using the information provided by all these 
documents. This account is presented in the following section. 

Documents'account of the course - Case Study 2 

This programme was delivered by a combination of fully online and mixed-mode modules. 
The programme comprised three core and three optional modules. In order to obtain the 

certificate students needed to successfully complete all core and one optional modules. 
There were two exit routes along the way leading to the certificate; and it was also possible 

to use the certificate credits for a further degree. The certificate was designed to be 

completed in one year, but students were usually taking two years to complete the 

programme. The maximum registration time was three years. Each module was ftee- 

standing and modules could be taken in a different order than the one suggested. Each 

module ran over a fifteen-week semester requiring ten hours of study per week. 

All core and one of the optional modules were delivered online, though the first core 

module could also be taken in a blended version of face-to-face workshops followed up by 

online activities. The other two optional modules were delivered in blended-mode as well, 

as a series of face-to-face and online workshops. Each semester, the programme also 

organised two optional face-to-face sessions: one just before the start of the module and 

one halfway through the semester. 

The course curriculum had been through various changes along its life. Amongst them 

were: the changes made to the credit ratings to allow modules to feed into further awards 

within the school; the creation of the blended version of the first core module and its 
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validation as equivalent to the online version; and several other content and assessment 
adjustments carried out in response to external examiner and student feedback. 

The programme had clearly stated aims and outcomes, as well as a rationale that explained 
the background of the course. Supporting this, expectations on students were well 
described, including detailed entry requirements that incorporated a self-evaluation ICT 

profile that prospective students needed to complete and submiit as part of their 

application. 

Students' attendance at the workshops was required (when registered in blended modules) 

and they were expected to connect to the virtual learning environment at least two to three 

times per week, suggested as the minimum frequency to maintain their presence. Students 

were also advised on what it meant to be a virtual learner, including a detailed explanation 

of the challenges that they would be facing. 

As for the expectations upon tutors, the documentation was also very explicit. Module 

tutors and personal tutors were expected to keep in contact with students permanently, 
including not only online contact, but also phone and face-to-face meetings when required. 
To organise this support, the programme had developed a set of guidelines for tutors to 

follow regarding their own preparation and the expected timing of contacts they should 

maintain with their students. The student evaluation results confirmed the guidelines were 

followed by tutors as students stated their full satisfaction with the quality of their 

interaction with tutors,, highlighting their crucial role in supporting them to complete the 

modules. External examiner reports also mentioned this area as a high quality feature of the 

course. It is interesting to note that although this interaction was valued by the tutors 

themselves, they also recognised the heavy workload the tutor role implied, leaving them 

with little extra time for other activities) such as research. This overload was also 

mentioned in relation to the situation where the programme leader had to act as module 

and personal tutor, and the administrative tasks that tutors had to take on because the team 

did not have an adn-Linistrator. Although the number of staff members increased in the first 

two years, work overload was still an issue that continued to appear in later reports. 

Course staff however had been able to expand the activities of the programme through: the 

publication of papers; presenting at conferences; organising a regional conference on the 

topic of the course; and attending academic events to keep up to date, demonstrating in 

this way their high commitment and involvement. This high profile of staff academic 

activity contrasted nevertheless With the absence of information about their expertise and 
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background in the programme documentation 

Regarding assessment the programme presented a wide range of assessment methods 
across the different modules, each of them described in detail in the documentation, 

including assessment criteria and marking procedures. As an indication of the level of 
appropriateness of the assessment methods, it was interesting to note that most students of 
all modules considered the assessment strategies to be professionally relevant for them, 
which was also mentioned in the external examiner reports. The programme also 
developed an online system for assessment submission that provided the course with the 

security required. According to the external examiner, student achievements were of a high 

standard. Students' perception of their own achievement was also satisfactory: according to 
their own feedback they were satisfied with their learning although an important 

proportion of students (40% to 80% depending on the module) considered they would 

need further training to feel totally confident in their skills. 

In relation to the teaching methods, each module was organised around a series of tasks 

that included both individual and collaborative group-based activities, some of them being 

highly structured while others were more open. All the materials for each module were 

online. Student feedback regarding the activities was very positive, describing the online 

tasks as challenging and relevant, although they also commented on the lack of time to 

finish them properly, and the difficulties involved in collaboration, which was confirmed by 

the high level of dissatisfaction with peer interaction observed across the different module 

evaluations. This was also noticed by the external examiner for one particular module. This 

comment was. taken up by the course team and the module was modified to scaffold team 

collaboration more explicitly. It was interesting to note that although students were 

dissatisfied, some also recognised in their comments that their lack of interaction with 

peers was actually a personal choice due to time pressure. It seemed here that staff tended 

to have higher expectations of students regarding their ability to interact with peers, 

without realising the real time demand that this activity implied. Additional to the review of 

the module activities, the course team decided to start advising students to take only one 

module per semester as a way to rninirrilse the work overload and its consequent effect on 

deferrals and non-subtiussions. 

Student support was well organised through a one-stop shop for all staff and students 

which was well advertised. Nevertheless module and personal tutors seemed to have always 

been the first point of contact for all queries, including technical difficulties with the virtual 

142 



learning environment. As mentioned above, tutors' performance was positively evaluated 
by students. The documentation mentioned however the difficulties encountered in the 
registration and progression monitoring processes that were not reliable enough to develop 

a student retention strategy. This led the course team to approach the registry team in order 
to solve the issue, as well as to plan the creation of an online application system. Regarding 

accessibility issues, the programme did not present any special arrangements; students were 
referred to the institution-wide contact details. 

Concerning the learning environment, students were receiving detailed guidelines on how 

to access it and how to work on it. According to the documentation, it seemed that the 

system worked without major disruptions as any comments by students or staff were 

recorded. When some improvements were made, like the online submission system, they 

were properly planned and tested, including contingency plans. 

The documentation presented brief information about the quality assurance procedures. 
Roles and tasks of external examiners were explicit, module evaluation surveys were 

collected online and in the face-to-face events, the collection of alumni feedback was 

planned, and student representatives' feedback was gathered in the team meetings. 
However, staff feedback was not formally collected. 

Comparative account for Case Study2 

Overall the interviewees presented a consistent account when compared with the 

documentation analysed. There were however, some interesting issues raised by the 

interviewees that were not covered by the quaUty assurance documents, mostly regarding 

student and staff percepdons. 

The first issue raised by students was related to the assessment strategy. Students 

interviewed stated they did not think it was fair that students that were not participating in 

the online activities were passing the modules anyway. The students completing the survey 

also agreed with this view. Although there was no indication in the documentation that 

would have led students to think participation was compulsory, this issue may be linked to 

the high level of expectations that tutors had upon student participation. 

The documentation reviewed presented a very detailed description of what was meant by 

being a virtual learner and the minimum participation required from students. Staff 
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interviewed nevertheless suggested that in their view3 students were not clear on how to 

tackle the online work (usually falling behind, missing deadlines, etc. ). This perception was 
particularly evident when commenting on the expected level of participation in the online 
environment, where staff recognised they did have over- expectations that made them feel 
disappointed most of the time. Since students were frequently being asked for more 
involvement and participation, it may be reasonable to expect that students would have 
liked to see their efforts rewarded by not allowing non-particip ants to pass the modules. 

Another interesting difference found on this issue was the explanation given for this 
perceived low level of participation. According to staff, the main barrier for student 
participation was time, which matched the data in the documents. The students however 
had a different view. They did not consider time was the main barrier. Students did think 
that it was a commitment issue and some even regarded collaboration tasks as very 
difficult, which would explain why people just did 'not turn up'. Interestingly students 
interviewed and surveyed agreed on the heavy workload the modules meant to them, but 

when asked specifically for a reason why participation in the online activities was low, they 

mainly explained it as a result of people's lack of commitment. Regardless of their 
differences on the causes for low participation, both students and staff agreed that 

participation would improve if they knew each other better, which did not seem to have a 
direct relation to the causes suggested. 

In reviewing these points of view, it seemed that students felt the 'non-participation' 

phenomenon was a personal decision, based not on lack of time but as a direct response to 

the difficulties of collaborating in groups. Collaborative tasks were perceived as hard work, 

and hence being the major cause for the lack of communication and participation. When 

asked specifically in the survey whether collaborative activities that did not work well had 

created friction and lack of communication, the majority of the respondents were in 

agreement. Bearing in mind this assumption, it is possible to understand why knowing each 

other personally could have been considered as the main way to improve participation. 

In the area of support for students, the issue of participation was raised again from a 

different angle, this time related to the attendance at the induction and the half-term 

events. Staff considered these face-to-face events key for getting people started and getting 

to know each other. The problem was that students were not attending them. Inductions 

were attended by an average of 40% of students and half term meetings by even fewer 

people. Staff had the view that students wanted them, and students even asked for more 
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face-to-face contact, but there was a tension because ln the end students were not attending 
these events in large numbers. 

A second issue regarding support for students was the relationship of the programme with 
the institution-wide systems. The documents mentioned the difficulties the course team 

was facing with registration and progression monitoring processes that had led them to 

create their own online application procedure. The interviews clarified that this was not the 

case; the course team only put an 'interest in registration form' in place online, but the 

actual registration was still processed through the institutional channels. Registration was 

evidently a major problem for the team and for the course, as the institution-wide system 

was not working well - students were registered on the wrong courses, several weeks after 
the start of the course, or documentation was going Missing - impacting on the quality of 

the students' relationship with the institution as a whole and with the programme in 

particular. The team had then decided to move their administrative procedures away ftom 

the centrally managed processes, as they felt they did not have any power to improve these 

processes. Registration was one of the few processes that the course team still had to 

operate through the institution, but they had moved away from other institution-wide 

mechanisms and had organised their own procedures for admissions and submission of 

assignments, amongst others. 

An example of this separation was the fact that within the validation documentation it was 

stated that students would get support through an institudon-wide office especially 

dedicated to support e-learners. When asked, students did not know what it was, as the 

course team had also moved away from that facility to provide all the support directly to 

the students. The facilities used for the face-to-face meetings were also an issue for the 

course team, which were not mentioned in the quality assurance documentation reviewed. 

Access to rooms and network availability were also a problem. Interestingly the view of 

staff was that the solution was not in their hands, and that the only way to proceed was to 

move away from the institution's procedures and to create course specific processes. 

Summag 

From the comparison of the two sets of data presented above it seems that the quality 

assurance documentation was able to capture most of the aspects and issues related with 

the course delivery; it highlights however a rather important difference in the views of staff 
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and students regarding those issues. An example would be the reasons given for the low 

levels of participation observed: the views' of staff given in the annual reviews were 

officially recorded the documentation; the student views recorded in the module 

evaluations were not taken up. 

This example shows a mismatch between student and staff views, which could eventually 

influence the effectiveness of any action taken to improve this situation, and hence 

affecting the enhancement capacity of the procedures. In this sense, it could be suggested 

that, although the module evaluations were a procedure in place and owned by the course 

staff, they were only being used to demonstrate they had applied the mechanism, but not 

using its content to 'enlighten' the course team (Barnett, 1994b). 
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Results Case Study 3 

This case study was a postgraduate master's degree course offered by a higher education 
institution based in London. The programme started being offered in September 2003, and 
it used a virtual learning environment developed by an associated institution. 

Documentation in context 

The documentation gathered for this case study seemed to be complete in relation to the 

quality assurance procedures that were in place at the institution which offers this course. 

From the information provided in the documentation, the procedures in place were: course 

validation, module evaluation, external examiner reports and annual review reports. Among 

the documents obtained, there was no inclusion of any formal results of the module 

evaluation questionnaire that seemed to be in place; the course leader confirmed later that 

it was never applied to the students. The course team however carried out several other 

processes through which they gathered a useful amount of student feedback. It is worth 

observing the intensive scrutiny of the programme regarding its validation, which included 

detailed reports from internal and external advisers. 

Patterns observed in the documentation 

Analysing the data from the point of view of the number of characters coded in each 

category, the documentation presented a strong focus overall on 'Course definition' issues, 

which was especially evident in the tutor handbook, the annual review reports and in the 

student handbook (see Figure 6.4). In contrast, team meeting minutes, module evaluations 

and external examiner's reports were mostly focused on 'Teaching and learning' aspects, 

while the validation documentation showed a more homogeneous distribution of the coded 

texts across all the categories, With 'Resources' issues foremost. 
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Figure 6.4 Percentage of characters coded under each general category, by type of 
document - Case Study 3 
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Observing the results of the coding in more detail, it was noticeable that in those 

documents where the focus was on the teaching and learning aspects, the content was 

mainly concentrated on issues regarding 'Teacl-ýing methods', which was particularly evident 

on the external examiner reports (see Table 6.5). On the other hand, student and tutor 

handbooks were focused on describing 'Expectations'. This was particularly acute in the 

tutor handbook, where almost 90% of its content was related to 'Expectations'. 

To explore the data from the point of view of the effectiveness of the quality assurance 

procedures themselves, the documents were analysed across time to see whether issues that 

emerged at any point where eventually mentioned and addressed later in the advanced 

stages of the quality assurance process. For this case study however, the identification of 

these issues was not accurately time-related as the documentation covered a very limited 

timeframe and some of the documents were not dated. 
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Table 6.5 Percentage of characters coded under each category by type of document 
(in relation to documents' totals) - Case Studv 3 

Validation 
Team 

Meetings 
Module 

Evaluation 
Annual 
Review 

External 
Examiner 

Student 
Handbook 

Tutor 
Handbook Total 

Administration 
issues 1% - - 1% 6% 3% 

Course definition 21% 11% 8% 56% 13% 43% 86% 33% 

ILOs 5% 1% 1% - 10"'o 

Expectations 9% 4% 55% 1% 30% 86% 23% 

curriculum 2% 2% 1% - - 2% - 2% 

Assessment 5% 9% 3% 1% 11% 9% - 70, /o 

Teaching and 
Learning 19% 61% 52% 23% 56% 17% 6% 28% 

Student Capacity - 4% 9% 2% - - - 2% 

Staff Capacity - 16% 3% 4% - 20//o 

Teaching Methods 17% 39% 25% 100//0 53% 15', ý/o V//o 20'//o 

Student 
Expectations - - 14% - - - - 3% 

Student 
Acl-devement 1% 2% 2% 6% 3% 1% - 2% 

Student support 19% 15% 8% 10% 15% 16% - 13% 

Before Start Course 1% 1% 1% 9% - - - 1% 

During Delivery 6% - 2% - 6% 10% - 6% 

Academic support 6% 14% 5% 1% 6% 4% - 5% 

Accessibility-Equal 
Opportunities 6% - 3% 1% 1% 

Resources 29% 6% 30% 11% - 12% 2% 17% 

Staff 1% 3% - 4% 7% - 4% 

Facilities 6% 1% 1% - 4% 3% 

Delivery System 22% 3% 28% 6% 1% 2% 10% 

QA procedures 11% 7% 2% 1% 16% 7% 7% 7% 

External Examiners 1% - 7% 

Module Evaluation 1% 

Stud Rep, 

complaints & 

appeals 1% 4ý/`o 0 

Annual Review - - - 

Other QA 

procedures 90,1/0 7% 1% 8% 7% 4'/o 

Total 100% 100% 1 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
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Despite this difficulty, three issues were identified and followed up across the documents. 

These three issues were pinpointed by staff in a report about student issues. In this report 

student concerns about the course were listed and described in detail. The issues identified 

were: students' discontent with the virtual learning environment; their complaint about the 

quality of the study materials; and their request for tutor support outside of office hours as 

most of them were studying mainly during the weekends. 

The first issue, related to the VLE, was mentioned several times in the documents, 

including team meetings minutes and annual reviews. This indicated that the issue was 

considered seriously by the team who did try to provide solutions for the difficulties of 
highest importance which the VLE was presenting for the students. 

Students were highly dissatisfied with the quality of the materials as they seemed to contain 

too many errors and some of parts were incomplete. This issue was also taken up by the 

team as they had to recognise the mistakes made in their quality review of the materials. 

The documentation showed that this issue was mentioned in team meeting minutes and 

annual reviews and which was also where the steps taken to resolve the problem were 

described. 

Finally, the request made by students for more permanent support from tutors, was 

interestingly not mentioned again. The redefinition of tutor roles carried out could be seen 

as a response to this request, although the reason for taking this decision was not directly 

related to the specific request made by students. 

Map of quality assurance issuespresent in the documents 

Comparing the content of the documents to the list of theoretical aspects that -according 

to the literature (see Appendix Three) - should be covered, the documentation for this 

course presented a rather uneven picture. 

The result of this analysis was that there were many aspects of the course that were not 

covered by the documents: 

- Intended learning outcomes were well described but they did not make any references to 

external reference points such as the QAA infrastructure or the overall aims of the 

institution- 
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- With regard to the curriculum, it was noted that the course was only generally described 

in the student handbook, with no specific information on the course modules. The 
document that contained most of the information about the curriculum was the course 
specification, which was not intended to be read by students. 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students were well considered in the design of the course 
materials, and it was described in detail. The information to students however did not 
contain any major references to accessibility issues. 

- It was probably due to the fact that all modules were assessed solely by written 

examination, that the information provided to students and staff regarding: the adequacy 

of the assessment in relation to the learning outcomes; the criteria by which the exams 

were to be marked; and issues like plagiarism and cheating were not covered in the 
documentation. 

- Other issues not mentioned in the documents were those related to recruitment 

strategies, promotional materials and admission processes. As the course team was not 
directly in charge of these processes, and considering also that the course had not had 

any trouble reaching its recruitment targets, the absence of this information may be 

reasonable. 

A description of the course was composed using the information taken from au of these 

documents. This account is presented in the foUowing section. 

Docum en ts' a cco un t of th c co urs e- Cas e Study 3 

This master's course was delivered fully online and it mirrored the on-campus version. The 

programme included four core modules, five optional modules (from which students 

needed to complete two), and a final dissertation. Students could take two to four years to 

complete the programme. Each module lasted thirty-five weeks which corresponded to the 

acaden-uc session from September to May. 

Module materials were organised around units, normally eleven per module. The structure 

of the course curriculum emulated the on-campus version, which was the main argument 

for all the design decisions taken on the course. The programme documentation was very 

explicit in informing students that the online course was actually 'the same' as the on 

campus course, only delivered differently. With this aim in mind, the materials included in 
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each unit were meant to be equivalent to one three-hour face-to-face lecture. 

The information contained in the documentation about the learning outcomes, curriculum 
and assessment was very general and did not describe the objectives and contents for each 
module, probably because of this assumed equivalence between the online and on-campus 
courses. Course definition issues were mostly related to the origins of the course, its 
distinctive features and the extensive experience of the institution in this area of study 

Assessment of each module was based solely on a final exam at the end of the academic 
year, with the exception of the dissertation that was assessed by a combination of exam and 
the dissertation itself. The exams for the online modules were based on the exams applied 
to the face-to-face version of the course. This assessment strategy seemed to put a great 

strain on the students, some of whom explicitly asked tutors to introduce more assessment 

elements in the course in order that they would have more formal feedback before the 

examination. Interestingly, the answer from the course team was that if the online course 

wanted to keep the same standard of the face-to-face version - which is also assessed solely 
by examination - they could not change it. However, there was a difference in the 

assessment of the two courses: exams in the online course were one per module (instead of 

one exam per two modules in the face-to-face course) and included a fifteen minute 

reading time at the start. The reading time was finally suspended after the external examiner 

considered it was an unfair advantage to the online learners over the on-campus students. 

In the documentation reporting student feedback and staff responses, the course team 

appeared to be stressing the opportunities for formative assessment offered to students on 

the course. In particular, students were strongly encouraged to submit answers to exam 

questions to be commented by the tutors, as they thought this was a more appropriate 

support for a master's level course. Despite student concerns regarding the examination, 

their exam results at the end of the first year showed they had got very high marks, and 

which were better than those of the on-campus students. 

One other assessment element challenged by students was the assessment of the first 

module of the programme, which included the exam plus a self-assessment report of their 

online contribution, which counted for 5% of the final mark. This was the only instance in 

the programme where online participation was made compulsory. The reason for the team 

to introduce this element in the first module was to encourage students to participate in the 

online activities so that they would be able to experiment With the online element and 

appreciate its benefits. In all other modules, online participation was strongly encouraged 
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although it remained optional. 

The documentation described in detail the expectations which the course placed upon 
students and tutors. The time requirement for students was extensively explained; a refined 
weighting system was in place, where each unit had an associated weight indicator, 

representing the amount of study time involved. Normally each unit was equivalent to 
three hours of study, although it was stressed that the time spent on each unit would 
normally exceed this amount as units included not only the content, but also tasks, 

exercises and further readings. On average, each module involved 175 to 180 hours of 
study. Overall students on the programme were required to study a minimum of twenty 
hours per week. Expectations of tutors were also very well described. Tutor roles, 
responsibilities and tasks were described in detail, although across all the documents there 

were only a few comments regarding the time involved. 

The course had a sophisticated tutorial system based on three roles. Each module had a 
leader, one or more distance learning assistants, and tutors. The module leader was mainly 

an academic role, with responsibility for overseeing the academic activities of the module, 
leading one of the online discussion spaces, and for its assessment and marking. The 

module leader was defined as the first contact point for tutors and they did not necessarily 
have a tutor role themselves. The assistants were research students who mainly provided 

the technical support; some of them would act as senior tutors, providing administrative 

support to the team of tutors. Tutors were mainly off-campus and they were in charge of 

the moderation of the online learning activities that ran in each module and they also had a 

rota system to monitor other online spaces. Tutor roles were highly specified and detailed 

guidelines for carrying out the role were provided in their handbook. Their role included 

reminding students about the upcoming online events and chasing up students who were 

not participating. After the first year of the programme an additional role was created: 

personal tutor. This role was defined as an added responsibility of the tutors rather than a 

different position. Personal tutors were general advisors for the students rather than 

providing support that was content-related. They were expected to contact their tutees at 

least twice during the year to check on their progress. 

In relation to the teaching and learning strategies, each module was designed around a set 

of online learning materials and activities. Learning materials could be of two types: normal 

units (text-based) and audio units (built around two to three hours of a live campus 

presentation). These materials were provided online and on a CID, and were designed to be 
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studied sequentially. After a set number of units, an online seminar led by the tutors would 
take place in the virtual learning environment, each of them lasting for around two weeks. 
Each module had three seminars distributed throughout the year. These online seminars 
were semi-structured discussion activities where students, organised in groups of twenty, 
participated in the discussion of two or three topics running in parallel threads. In addition, 
each unit had a discussion space to debate issues related to the topics and activities covered 
on the learning materials. These discussion spaces were monitored by the tutors on a 
weekly rota basis. 

Student opinions were strong regarding the learning materials and the online activities. In 

relation to the materials, the feedback from students was harsh, describing them as being of 
poor quality, out-of-date, containing errors, and missing parts (audio files, text equivalents, 
etc. ). The students received these materials on a CD. During the first year the dispatch of 
the CD was delayed by three months, which generated a large number of complaints from 

students. The problem with the materials seemed to be rooted to the time the course team 
had available for their production and testing before they were due to be delivered to 

students. The team recogt-Lised the insufficient and inaccurate testing procedures, due 

primarily to a lack of time and resources; but they also had to accept the highly demanding 

student bodyregarding the format of the materials. Students reported spending a great deal 

of time moving the content of the materials into text documents which they could print 

out, and transforming audio files into MP3 files which they could listen to on their audio 

players. One further problem With the materials was their currency. Considering that the 

content of the course was in an area of fast development, students were unsatisfied that the 

materials contained dated or incomplete information. The problem for the course team on 

this issue was that, because of its features and delivery format, the development of the 

materials was taking almost two years, leaving a gap difficult to bridge. Students challenged 

the course team by saying they wanted to be compensated and asking to be provided with 

an up-to-date version of the modules the following year and even to be allowed to defer 

their exams. The response from the team was clear: they were not giving any concessions, 

but they were open to receiving a full list of the changes required, or desirable, in the 

materials, and that they would include these in future reviews and developments of the 

materials. 

Regarding the online activities, the documentation reported the concerns of the team on 

the low level of student participation in the online seminars. This situation prompted the 
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implementation of a series of evaluation activities that included student and tutor feedback. 
The results of the tutors' comments led to some changes on the structure and length of the 
online seminars. Making seminars compulsory was discarded; instead they planned to 
implement a stronger strategy to encourage participation, including additional monitoring 
tasks for tutors such as sending personalised e-mails to absent students. It was interesting 
to find however that the discussion around the seminars did not include the revision of the 
design of the activities as a possible strategy to improve participation. Student feedback 

about the seminars matched the view of the course team. Students were not participating as 
they considered there was not much discussion going on and that not many students were 
contributing. Students recognised however that, considering their lack of time, they 
preferred to continue studying the materials rather than contributing in the seminars. 
Nevertheless they wanted to see more tutor presence. 

The only exception to this low level of participation was observed in the revision seminars, 

aimed at helping students prepare for their exams. According to the course team, this 

phenomenon was an example of an extra element of motivation being needed in order to 

improve participation. 

Apart from the specific problems with the learning materials and the online seminars, there 

was an overall dissatisfaction with the virtual learning environment through which the 

course was delivered. The system used by the course, although functioning, presented 

many glitches and under-developed sections that the students very quickly perceived as 

obstructing their study and full participation. This approach was largely based on the fact 

that students generally had a strong technical background and good experience. Student 

comments about the virtual learning environment were very strongly worded: poor design, 

poor interface, difficult and slow navigation that led to confusion, inconsistent labels, 

fragmented dialogues and random jumps in the order of threads. The team's response to 

these problems was that they were fully on the side of the students, stressing the fact they 

were unable to influence the development plans of the VLE (provided by an external unit) 

and suggesting at some point they were internally evaluating the possibility of moving onto 

another system. Staff also encouraged students to contribute to the improvement of the 

virtual learning environment by compiling a list of problems they had encountered to give 

to the developers. 

Student comments and the team responses regarding the virtual learning environment and 

the learning materials were present in almost all documents and may be considered one of 
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the major problems encountered by the course team regarding the delivery of the course 
since it started. Interestingly, the position adopted by the course team was not one of 
calrning down students and focusing on what the system was actually offering them. It 
seemed that the sympathetic attitude that the course team adopted may have made the 
problem more acute. It was possible to observe this in the evaluation of the online 
seminars, in which students were asked to state their level of agreement With a list of 
statements, some of which read: 

The 
i 
VLE interface makes it too difficult or time-consuming to participate fully in 

seminars and discussions. 

I would be unlikely to take part in seminars and discussions online, even if it was 
easier,, faster and used a revised interface. 

(Module evaluation form, Case Study 3) 

Regardless of the answers gathered, it seems that the course team was actually assuming 
that the system was the cause of the low levels of participation, without taking time to 
consider any alternative explanations. 

From the point of View of the students however, the evaluation results showed a different 

picture of the reasons why they were not participating; their responses were mostly 

indicating that their lack of participation was due to other commitments and because they 
had been unable to keep up with their study of the course materials. 

In relation to the support provided to students, the course presented a well-organised 

structure of academic,, technical and administrative support that was well-specified, 

including the turnaround times. Students however were not satisfied with the support 

provided. Their main complaint was based on the fact that most of them were studying on 

the course during the weekends, when no support was available, and this meant that 

sometimes they had to wait a week for a problem to be solved or a question to be 

responded to. Academic support was generally well-evaluated although students were swift 

to complain when a tutor was not - in their opinion - involved enough or had not led the 

seminar properly. For staff, this was a difficult issue to deal With, as tutors were in fact free 

to decide how they wanted to lead their seminars. All tutors however had to attend a 

course on online tutoring before becoming a tutor on the course. 

In relation to the quality assurance procedures, there were three issues worth mentioning. 

The first one was related to the strategies in place for gathering student and tutor feedback. 
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Among the documentation collected, there were various reports containing detailed 

comments from tutors and students, most of them collected through informal channels or 

ad hoc questionnaires. Although the course description documents stated that a formal 

module evaluation form was in place, it was never used with the students. 

A second issue that stands out from the documentation was the paramount importance of 
the full equivalence between the face-to-face and online versions of the course. At the start 

of the course this equivalence was the measure by which the modules were evaluated, so 

the quality of the online course was determined by how much it echoed the on-campus 

version. By the start of the third year however, the team started to change their view of 

this. They recognised that the online version of the course was starting to diverge from the 
face-to-face version, and this was considered to be a good sign. The team was happy to 

maintain the differences that they regarded as appropriate while also maintaining the 

similarities that were seen as beneficial. 

The third issue to highlight is the extensive review the course went through for its 

validation and approval, which included reports from internal and external experts who 

reported thoroughly on the different aspects of the course. 

Comparative account for Case Study 3 

Comparing the data collected in the interviews with the quality assurance documents this 

case study presents a number of differences in several aspects. 

Regarding the administrative and organisational aspects of the course, the interviews 

provided a clearer picture on how the course was organised and run. One interesting issue 

that appeared in staff interviews was their perception that the main problem they were 

facing was the lack of internal support, yet this was not mentioned in any of the 

documents. 

In terms of the equivalence between the face-to-face and online versions of the course, the 

interviews highlighted some additional issues to the ones covered in the documentation. 

The main issue in this area was that although the online course was thought to be a mirror 

of the on-campus one, the curriculum was not the same. Staff realised that they were in 

some way misleading students as on several occasions they had directed online students to 

check the on-campus course website for further information whereas not all the modules 
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offered as part of the campus-based course are available for online students. This was 
corroborated by the students interviewed, who considered this mismatch between the two 

versions an unfair deal for them 

In relation to assessment, the interviews provided a greater understanding of the issues 

surrounding the discussion on examination and coursework. In the interviews, it was 
revealed that exams were accepted by staff and students as an appropriate assessment 
strategy for the course. The discussion about assessment was subsequently focused only on 
whether it would be possible to add an additional assessment element to the course: for 

example, whether to integrate an assignment or a report based on students' online 
participation. However, staff and students differed in the way they evaluated this option. 
For staff, the administrative and management time, and the plagiarism risks that the 
inclusion of this type of assessment would involve, led them to uphold assessment based 

solely on exams. Students, on the other hand, wanted assignments to be included as a way 
to balance the weight carried by exams, but they also recognised that this would mean 
diminishing the flexibility of the course and adding more deadlines that may not work well 

with their employment commitments. 

Within the teaching and learning aspects the interviews revealed several differences to what 

was gathered from the documents. One initial aspect was related to the quality of the 

materials. The documentation presented a view of poor quality materials, and in particular 

that they were out of date. Interestingly the interviews, and a further survey of students 

confirmed that students' perception was not as strongly negative about the materials, with 

only 20% of the students considering them seriously dated. Staff views of materials 

remained similar to the views gathered in the documentation, focusing mostly on the 

difficulties of maintaining and updating the materials. 

The second aspect was related to the level of student participation. The documentation 

showed that staff perceptions - based on tutors' and students' feedback - was that the 

major reason for the low levels of participation of students in the online environment was 

their lack of available time. This view was fully corroborated by the students in the 

interviews. Regarding the connection between the level of participation and the 

malfunctioning of the VLE suggested by staff, this was mostly dismissed by students. In 

the interviews it became clear that the anti-VLE atmosphere was an issue during the first 

run of the course, and that it was in that context when a group of students created a 

parallel communication system that had continued to be active among the students. 
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However, this space was not perceived by students as being in competition with what the 
course was Offering; rather it was a complementary component for their personal 
communications. 

In relation to the support that students received during the course, the interview data 

confirmed the account laid out in the documents. There were however three new issues. 
First of all, although students had no complaints about the level of support, staff regarded 
the administrative support for students as insufficient. The second issue - mentioned in the 
interviews with students - was the overlapping of the support roles, providing the same 
type of support to students, especially in the cases of module tutors and tutors. The third 
issue, also brought up by the students, was their perception that although they considered 
the support sufficient and of good quality, it was not as good as if it were face-to-face. This 

view was confirmed by two thirds of the students surveyed. 

An unsatisfactory virtual learning environment was the issue mentioned in most of the 
documents as the biggest problem staff and students had to face in the course. This 

perception was confirmed by staff, although they limited it to the first year of the course. 
According to their accounts, the problems calmed down later as most of the technical 

issues were ironed out. Nevertheless, the VLE was still perceived by staff as a tool with 
limitations. In contrast, the students surveyed did not support this view, as 80% of them 

agreed the VLE was fine although it may be slow. This is quite interesting as the 
documentation was particularly strong and detailed in recording the flaws of the system. 
However,, this mismatch between staff and student views may be based on the fact that the 

documentation reporting on the problems with the VLE was Written by staff and did not 

include student views. 

Summag 

From the above account it is possible to suggest that in this online course several relevant 

aspects of the course delivery were not captured by the documentation. The 

documentation was varied and covered several topics in much detail, such as the problems 

with the virtual learning environment. It seemed however as if the documents had been 

overtaken by some issues, leaving several others topics out of them which were of 

significant relevance to the quality of the course (for example, the lack of internal support 

and the inconsistencies between the two versions of the course). 
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Furthermore, the documentation gives an inaccurate account. This is exemplified by the 

issues regarding the VLE and the quality of the materials, of which the documents revealed 

a very negative view, based on student complaints. These complaints existed but they were 

not as acute or permanent as the documents lent the reader to believe. 

This seems to be suggesting that it was the staff agenda which was dominating the topics 

and the emphases included in the documentation, and which may not have fully captured 

the current state of issues as students perceived them. It may also be that the rather 

unstructured way of recording student opinions affected this reporting. 
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Results Case Study 4 

This case study was a postgraduate master's degree course offered by a higher education 
institution located in London. The programme started being offered in 2001, and it was 
delivered using a combination of paper based materials with online activities using a virtual 
learning environment developed by an associated institution. 

Documentation in context 

The documentation gathered for this case study revealed some distinctive features. The 

course taken as case study was part of Wider range of courses offered by the institution's 

specialised unit in charge of the provision of distance and online learning courses. In this 

unit, the courses were usually not distinguished between one another, as they had a 
modular system, and hence all courses were usually described as one. This made the 
documentation rather general for the purpose of this research, and although it was possible 
to identify the main features of the particular course selected as the case study, there were 

various aspects of the course for which it was not possible to get information with 

sufficient detail. 

Considering the above, the inclusion of this case study in this enquiry was pondered in 

relation to the minimum material required to become a useful source of data. Although the 

documentation covered only part of the quality assurance issues analysed and some of 

them without sufficient detaiL it was decided to keep it as a part of the research case studies 

because of its distinguishing features. There were essentially two reasons for including this 

course in the study. Firstly, there are several higher education institutions that are managing 

their distance and online courses through a separate unit that has its own regulations and 

ways of working. And secondly, from the review of the documentation carried out, it was 

noticeable that there were some distinctive emphases of the quality assurance aspects under 

consideration when courses are taken in a group rather than individually. Thus, the 

inclusion of this case is expected to provide this enquiry with a closer look on how quality 

assurance issues are managed in those contexts. 

The paperwork gathered covered the range of documentation expected, although there 

were gaps of some importance in relation to the quality assurance procedures in place. 
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Firstly, the absence of student and tutor feedback information regarding the course under 
study was highlighted. The only document that could be considered as a module evaluation 
report was a document that reported on the planning of an evaluation strategy of which 
there were no results available; additionally the document called 'tutor handbook'was in 
fact a guide for module writers, and this also was related to all of the courses. Secondly, 

team meedng minutes were also missing from the documentation collected, although there 

was no indication in any of the other documents that those meetings were actually taking 

place. It is important to note that amongst all of the documents gathered, only two were 

referred specifically to the course under study: a report for the external organisation that 
funded part of the course development, and the course specification document. All the 

other documents reported on all of the courses that were part of the unit's offer, including 

the one under study. 

In relation to the quality assurance procedures in place at the institution, the 

documentation gathered covered similar procedures, although the unit followed different 

guidelines to the ones set up for the whole institution. According to the information 

provided on the institutional website, courses should have five formal procedures in place: 

approval and review, student feedback, student representatives, external examiners and 

internal programme review process. Detailed guidelines were provided for each of them. 

Courses were also required to provide student handbooks. 

Taking into account the above, although the documentation gathered did not completely 

represent the quality assurance procedures in place, it was expected that they would provide 

enough data to explore the ways in which the quality of this course was assured and 

enhanced in this specific institutional context. 

Patler-ns observed in the documentation 

Analysing the content of the documentation gathered it was noticeable that there was a 

high level of concentration of some of the documents which covered only a few aspects. 

The most Visible of this concentrated pattern was the content of the documents relating to 

module evaluations (see Figure 6.5). As mentioned above, this documentation was only 

related to the plan of a formal and very specific evaluation of the modules of some of the 

programmes offered by the specialised unit of the institution. Similarly, in almost all other 

documents it was possible to note the high proportion of text pertaining to 'Course 
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definition', particularly in the student handbook, validation documents and external 

examiners' reports. 

By contrast, the low level of presence of 'Teaching and learning' and 'Student support' 
issues was clearly visible. This can best be noted in Table 6.6 which shows those categories 
recording just 25% of the text coded in all documents. The tutor handbook displayed the 
largest number of characters coded under 'Teaching and learning', all of them concentrated 

on issues related to 'Teaching methods. Annual review reports showed the more 

widespread distribution of their content across the different categories, although it was 

noticeable that there were few mentions of 'Resource' issues in them. 

Figure 6.5 Percentage of characters coded under each general category, by type of 
document - Case Study 4 

Percentage of characters coded each category by type of document 
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The distribution of quality assurance issues across the documents was interesting and also 

explained the rather skewed over-view the documentation presented (see Table 6.6). The 

total absence of many of the key quality assurance categories in many of the documents 

analysed could be explained by the fairly general focus of the documents themselves, where 

courses were not considered individually but as a group. This was clearly the case for the 

student handbook which was common for all the online courses offered by the unit. 
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Table 6.6 Percentage of characters coded under each category by type of document 
(in relation to documents' totals) - Caqe Stiidv 4 

Validation Module 
Evaluation 

Annual 
Reviews 

External 
Examiners 

Student 
Handbook 

Tutor 
Handbook Totals 

Adnunistration issues - 19% - 1% 4% 7% 

Course definition 73% 27% 69% 74% 34% 52% 

ILOs 1% 4% - - - 1% 

Expectations 4% - - - 53% 22% 180`0 

Curriculum 64% - 11% 1% - - 14% 

Assessment 5% - 13% 67% 21% 13% 19% 

Teaching and Learning 16% - 13% 12% 15% 33% 17% 

Student Capacity - - 1% - - - 
Staff Capacity - - - - - - 

Teaching Methods 16% 4% 1% 14% 33% 12% 

Student Expectations - - - - - - - 
Student Achievement 1% - 9% 11% 1% - 5% 

Student support 1% - 19% 8% 4% - 8% 

Before Start Course - - 11% - 1% - 4% 

During Delivery - - 1% 1% 1% - 1% 

Academic support 1% - 3% 7% 2% - 2% 

Accessibility-Equal 
Opportunities - - 4% - - - 1% 

Resources - - 2% 3% 5% 22% 6% 

Staff - - - - - - - 

Facilities - - 1% 3% 2% 22% 5% 

Delivery System - - 1% - 2% - 1% 

QA procedures 9% 100% 19% 8% - 6% 10% 

External Examiners 3% - 6% 7% - 3% 

Module Evaluation 1% 5% - 2% 

Stud Rep, complaints 
& appeals - 

Annual Review 1% - 2% - - 10"o 

Other Q-A procedures 5% 100% 7% 1% - 6% 4% 

totals 100% 100% 1000,10 10 0 0%_/_I 100% 100% 100% 

Map of quality assurance issuespresent in the documents 

Considering the specific institutional context in which this case study was located and the 

absence of detailed accounts of the issues that tl-ýs course may present, the difficLýties 
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encountered in identifying and tracing particular issues across the documents were not 
surprising. The lack of student feedback information meant that the identification of issues 
relied completely on team reports. Among these reports, there was only one issue stated as 
being raised by students: that the assessment was solely based on examination while 
assignments were only optional. In the report, it was mentioned that the team had taken up 
this issue and had started to consider the possibility of giving assignments some weight in 
the overall marking of the modules. Reviewing later reports, the issue was not mentioned 
again in any of them, and the student handbook for the current year stated that assessment 
was fully based on examination. This situation contrasted with the active consideration 
given by the team to the issues raised by the external examiners, which were fully discussed 

and acted upon (for example their concern regarding the type of questions in the exams). 

Contrasting the documents3 content with what was expected to be found according to the 

theoretical map of quality issues that the procedures should be covering (Appendix Three), 

the quality assurance documents analysed for this course presented a rather incomplete 

account. 

- Intended learning outcomes were explicit and clearly stated in the documents, including 

their relationship with external organisations' goals that led to the development of the 

programme, as well as the overall aims of the unit. Nonetheless there were no references 
in relation to external reference points such as the QAA infrastructure. 

- Regarding the curriculum, it was interesting to note that the curriculum was only 

described in detail in one of the course review documents, written when the course was 

just starting. The course specification also presented a brief account of the curriculum, 

but with no specific information about its modules. This document however was not 

intended for student reading. 

Expectations on students were well explained, detailing roles and responsibilities in the 

context of an online course. Expectations about staff however were not mentioned in 

any of the documents. 

The documents presented only a general statement about the institution's awareness of 

the accessibility legislation and its implications, which was highlighted in the annual 

review reports as an aspect that should be considered for future developments. 

Regardless of this declaration, issues like accessible electronic information and materials, 

alternative teaching strategies or IT support for access were not mentioned in any of the 
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documents. 

- In relation to the assessment procedures and criteria, information for students was quite 
complete with the exception of the strategy for the release of assessment results, which 
was not mentioned in any of the documents. It was probably due to the fact that all 
modules were assessed by written examination, that the information provided to 
students regarding the assessment adequacy for the learning outcomes and issues like 

plagiarism and cheating were not covered by the documents. 

- Background information about staff was minimal. Only a few general comments were 
made regarding their experience. 

- In relation to the quality assurance procedures, the documents included references to 
student feedback strategies and review of materials processes, although it was not 

possible to obtain any documentation regarding their application or results. 

A description of this course was built using the information provided by the documents. 

This account is presented in the following section. 

Documents'account of the course - Case Study 4 

This master's level course was delivered by a combination of paper based resources and 

online activities. The course was integrated with the internal, face-to-face provision offered 

by the institution, particularly in terms of the learning materials produced. Precisely what 

this integration meant in terms of curriculum flexibility or parity of standards was unclear 

in the documentation. 

Although the course was officially offered for the first time in 2001, some of its modules 

were being offered as optional modules for other awards since 1998. The structure of the 

master's course included four core modules, four optional modules (from a choice of eight) 

and two research modules (research methods and a dissertation). The minimum registration 

time was two years with a maximum of five years. Students could opt for two intermediate 

awards: a postgraduate diploma which did not include the research component of the 

curriculum; and a postgraduate certificate, which could be obtained completing only four 

modules (three core modules plus one optional). Each module lasted thirty weeks, with an 

additional five weeks for exam revision. Each module comprised ten units. In terms of 

study time, each unit was designed around fifteen hours of study, and one full module 
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required five hours per week. Considering that a student might attempt to complete the 

course in two years, this would have meant doing five modules each year, demanding 

twenty-five hours of study per week. The student handbook however recommended 

students did not take more than three or four modules in the first year 

Modules were mainly text based which were delivered - either in print or electronic format 

- as a study pack containing a study guide and a collection of readings. Some modules also 
had videos, audio tapes or computer programmes. It was not clear whether the course 

under study included any of these materials. The virtual learning environment was offered 

as a communication channel to enhance interaction among peers and with tutors. Although 

the participation in this environment was optional, the team regarded it as an integral part 

of the teaching and learning strategy of the course that had increased the interaction among 

students and with tutors. It was also used as a mechanism for submitting the assignments. 
Regrettably, the documentation did not provide any data regarding the actual level of use of 

this environment. 

All modules were assessed by a one hour written examination with the exception of the 

dissertation. The documentation showed an interesting debate between the course team 

and the external examiners regarding the type of questions that were more appropriate in 

the exam papers. External examiner's feedback was inconsistent regarding the issue, 

making the consideration of it a difficult challenge for staff to solve. 

Modules also had assignments which were marked by tutors, but were not compulsory and 

did not count towards the final mark. Although the annual review revealed that the 

possibility of incorporating some of the assignments into the formal assessment had being 

considered, it had not yet being implemented. The course strongly encouraged students to 

do the assignments as a way of receiving formal feedback and advice that would allow them 

to identify their level of learning up to that moment in the module, as well as helping them 

in their preparation for the exam. Unfortunately, there was no data regarding the number 

of students that were submitting assignments. 

According to the information gathered, students received the study pack for each module 

and they then worked individually on the readings, activities, exercises and tasks through 

which they were guided. Some activities included suggestions for students on how to share 

their work with peers and encouraged them to post questions to tutors in the online 

environment. Academic support to students was mainly provided through the formal 

feedback to the assignments and through the online environment where students could 
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post their questions. A concern relating to academic support was raised by external 
examiners, particularly regarding the supervision of dissertations, where a strong 
relationship between the supervisor and the student was needed from the start of the 
research to make sure the projects were achievable. The team recognised this as part of the 
annual review. A related issue regarding dissertation preparation was the lack of local 
facilities and support that students may face while carrying out their research work. The 

team were aware of this issue. Athens accounts to access the online library were available 
for students but the instructions on how to get them were in the online environment,, the 
use of which was optional. 

Statistics about registration levels were presented in detail by module, and the course under 

study was amongst those with the highest registration numbers. Students were mostly 
international (from 30 different countries), although including an increasing number of 
UK-based students. 

The documentation presented a good overview With regard to quality assurance 

procedures. In relation to documents pertaining to module evaluations, the documents 

clearly described a formal student feedback questionnaire included in all the module packs. 
In addition,, students were requested to submit feedback after the completion of an 

assignment. The problems laid in the response rates. just 20% of students across all 

courses had sent back the questionnaire, and the response rate was reported to be less than 

15% in the course under study. Unfortunately, no reports on the results of this 

questionnaire were obtained. The annual review reports compensated for the lack of results 

by pointing out the increasing amount of feedback being gathered through the virtual 

learning environment, although there were no details available about the content. An 

attempt to solve this problem had been made by exploring an online questionnaire which 

was about to be released. However this solution did not take into account that students 

were not required to have access to the Internet to undertake the course. 

External examiners had been appointed and their reports were fully considered by the 

course team. The only issue noted regarding their reports was the extremely long time it 

took for course directors to get hold of the reports after they had gone through all the 

institutional mechanisms and committees and in turn delaying their response back to the 

external examiner. It is worth noticing the very detailed process carried out when the 

course was at the approval stage. The report from the external adviser regarding the course 

and each of the modules was of outstanding detail, including comments and suggestions 
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not only regarding the content but also the style and presentation of the materials. The 
documents also stated that there was an annual review for Minor changes of materials, 
while major changes were carried out every four years; there was no explanation however, 

on what constituted minor or major changes, and no examples or descriptions of the 
processes were provided. 

The documents revealed plans for a quality review of all programmes and learning 

materials, which the team envisaged would expose the problems on staff numbers, but 
there were no reports of the results of that review process. Staff numbers were mentioned 
however at various points across the documentation as an issue that needed to be 

addressed, as tutors and markers were mainly experts drawn from the corresponding 
faculty of the university but without a formal link to the course development. 

Finally, it is important to highlight the lack of information regarding student representation, 

complaints and appeals. 

Comparative account for Case Study 4 

The unit that was responsible for delivering this course was a specialised department which 

offered a wide range of programmes. Although the documents showed indications that 

courses were reviewed in an integrated way, the interviews revealed that this lack of 
differentiation between courses was very acute. Attempts during the interviews to identify 

the specific features of the course under study usually failed and most of the responses 

were given in terms of all of the programmes. Furthermore the students who responded to 

the supplementary survey were from different programmes. The only course specific- 

information that it was possible to gather came from two interviewees (a tutor and a 

student). Considering the difficulty of collecting specific data for the course selected for 

this study, it is important to note here that this course was considered to be very similar to 

most of the other courses offered by the unit, and hence the responses obtained during the 

interviews could also be taken as applying to the specific programme under study in this 

inquiry. However, it seems more appropriate to approach the analysis of this case study as 

different from the other cases. Whenever possible, references to the specific programme of 

study will be made, but on the whole, a more general perspective was adopted. 

Comparing the documents' account with the content of the interviews) there were several 

new issues which came out in the interviews. 
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The interviews provided a further insight into the way the course was organised, especially 
regarding the use of the virtual learning environment. The programme was essentially a 
distance learning course where content was delivered through printed materials and 
support was provided online through the virtual learning environment. Although the 
documentation presented a rather optimistic view of the. role of the online environment, a 
more realistic view materialised from the interviews: students were not required to have 
Internet access, and although they estimated that 90% of the student body were e-mail 
users, only two thirds of the students had actually accessed the online environment. The 

consequence of this was that a tl-lird of students did not have access to support. Staff 
indicated that other means of communication were still available (post, phone) but they 
recogrýised that one third of the student body were left out of the major source of academic 
support. Students also agreed on the view that not having Internet access was a 
disadvantage in terms o support. 

Another aspect of the course affected in the same way was the access that students had to 
further resources, readings and the library. According to the course documentation, an the 

materials needed to complete the course were delivered to students so they would not need 

access to the VLE in order to complete the course. Staff recognised however that there 

were two situations where access to the VLE was required: when the modules were out-of- 
date, and while writing the dissertation. In cases where the modules were acknowledged as 
dated, new materials were being provided through the VLE; and students needed to access 

the Internet to be able to complete their final research project. It seemed however that 

because the dissertation was at the end of the programme, staff did not regard it as reason 

enough to define access to the Internet as a requirement for the course. 

In relation to the assessment, the interviews showed that staff had a clearer position 

regarding the inclusion of assignments in the final mark than what was suggested by the 

documentation. It was written in the documents that the possibility of assignments being 

included as part of the assessment was under consideration. The interviews revealed that 

although the issue was still debated regularly, it was clear staff would not include any 

additional assessment component until some important issues were resolved: the 

management of the massive volume of assignments coming in, which would have to be 

double-marked; the funds required to cover the management and marking; and the 

necessary strategies needed to prevent plagiarism. 

An additional issue highlighted in the interviews, and riot fully reported in the 
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documentation, was the amount of academic support from the institution. There were 
several mentions in the documentation that staff coverage for courses had been reduced in 

the last few years, and as a consequence, academics and tutors had to be increasingly 
contracted in. According to the interviews, this was a critical issue as tutors had annual 
contracts without retainers, and a further issue was that they were providing varying levels 

of support to students. Although the majority of students regarded tutors' support as of 
good quality they also indicated that it was very variable. During the period of the 

interviews, tutors where informed of a plan to pay them based on the number of questions 
they responded to. This may suggest that there was an important variation in the support 
provided to students that the new payment system was attempting to recograse and resolve. 

Summag 

The different institutional situation which this case study presents clearly had an impact on 

the very large variations found between the two set of data analysed. It seemed that the 

grouped approach taken by the team to review and evaluate the courses was not capable of 

capturing the issues that were being observed by tutors and students. 

More importantly, it appears that general issues regarding the features of the programmes 

(such as the requirement for Internet access) were not being recorded as affecting the 

running of the courses or the support provided to the students. 

It could be suggested from this analysis that the documentation was mostly recording 

general data based on staffs assumptions or expected goals (such as the proportion of 

students accessing the VLE). It is also interesting to note the strong emphasis given across 

the documentation to the issues raised by the external examiners, suggesting that the focus 

of the review was not for internal consumption but to external audiences. 

Conclusions 

Reviewing the above accounts, two main aspects can be pointed out. Firstly, comparing the 

four case studies in terms of the number and nature of the issues which were not covered 

by the quality assurance procedures, it is evident where the differences among them are. 

Case studies 1 and 2 show the smaller number of differences in-between documents and 

interview accounts, and most of these gaps were mainly related to more detailed 
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descriptions and explanations of issues already presented in the documents. Case studies 3 
and 4 on the other hand, show a much more contrasted picture in-between the two sets of 
data. 

Secondly, it is possible to observe that most of the issues that tended to be left out from 
the quality assurance documentation are related to student participation and the support 
provided for the students. Additionally, issues related to assessment strategies and 
organisational issues (such as the relationship with the institution, equivalence with the on- 
campus version of a course, staff coverage, and access to resources) were also missing in 
the documentation reviewed. 

Analysing these issues from the point of view of its sources, it seems clear that the 
information missing in the quality assurance documentation is mostly that coming from the 

students, indicating that although courses might have procedures in place to collect student 
feedback, these strategies may not be sufficient nor fully effective. This mismatch between 

students and staff perceptions was more acute in case study 3, which was a course that did 

not have any formal mechanism for collecting student's feedback on a regular basis. By 

contrast, in case study 1 which presented the most formal procedures regarding students, 

the issues missed by the documents were far fewer than in the other three cases. In the case 

of case study 4, which had a more aggregated approach to quality assurance, the issues 

identified as not being covered by the documentation, were more at a managerial and 

organisational level, with little focus on the details of the teaching and learning strategies. 

In the next chapter - based on the four case studies presented above - two forms of 

further analysis will be carried out. To begin with there will be a comparison between the 

case studies regarding the implementation of each of the quality assurance procedures, to 

reveal the institutional and contextual factors, as well as to identify the features of online 

learning found to be affecting them. Secondly, there will be a comparison of the case 

studies around issues affecting the effective implementation of the quality assurance 

procedures, illustrating the ways in which these issues were revealed in each of the cases. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

EXPLORING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF QUALITY 

ASSURANCE PROCEDURES 

To respond to the research questions posed for this enquiry, the discussion of the results 

are presented over three discrete sections. 

Firstly, the analysis focuses on the quality assurance procedures implemented, and their 

effectiveness, across the case studies. This examination aims to explore the way these 

procedures were being affected by the features of the online mode of delivery. 

Secondly, the features of online learning found to be affecting the application of the quality 

assurance procedures are further discussed in relation to the implications that these features 

have for online courses in dual-mode institutional contexts. This analysis aims to explore 
how higher education institutions approached an effective implementation of these quality 

assurance mechanisms within their online and mixed-mode courses. 

Thirdly, the quality assurance procedures are discussed in terms of Barnett's (1994b) 

framework as a way to Visualise the tensions between quality assurance and quality 

enhancement in the operation of these mechanisms, and in this way identify the specific 

adjustments required to move towards an enhancement-led implementation. 

Overý4, ew of quality assurance procedures implemented in each case study 

The quality assurance documentation analysed in this study, due to its nature, was mainly 

reporting on the issues raised by the application of the procedures rather than on the 

quality assurance mechanisms themselves. Based on this, most of the questions prepared 

and the answers gathered in the interviews were used to build up a clearer and more 

detailed picture of the quality assurance procedures. 

As an overview of what quality assurance procedures each of the case studies had in place, 

Table 7.1 shows and briefly describes the procedures operating at the time of the 

interviews. 
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Across the four case studies, all of the expected quality assurance procedures were present: 

external examiners, module evaluations, annual reviews, student representation, team 

meetings and peer review of materials. Each case study presented a different combination 

of them with a diverse level of formality in their implementation. 

Table 7.1 Overview quality assurance Procedures in Place bv case studies 
Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 Case Study 4 

External Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Examiners 

Module Yes Yes No Yes 
evaluations Open questions Online Online 

by email after questionnaire questionnaire 
each assignment after each module after each module 

Student No Yes No No 
representative 

Annual Yes Yes Yes Yes 
reviews 
Team Monthly team Bi-annual. team Bi-annual team Monthly 
meetings meetings meeting meeting management 

Qual-ity meetings Bi-annual review Annual review meetings 
each term meeting meeting Annual tutor 
Annual review workshop 
meeting Annual review 

meeting 

Peet review of Yes Yes Not formally Yes 

materials Internal peer Internal peer External only in 
review meetings review and new modules, 

piloting in first during first run 
run 

Tutor Formal onhne Informal email Informal email Informal email 
feedback space, informal contact and contact, onhne contacts, Annual 

face-to-face and informal face-to- events, annual tutor face-to-face 

email contacts face tutor face-to-face meeting 
and through meeting 
meetings 

Approximate 6 4 12 11 staff in the 

size of team central team of 
the Unit + 
variable number 
of academics and 
tutors 

Comments Own quality Follow Partially follow Partially follow 

framework institutional institutional institutional 
procedures procedures procedures 
adapted 
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Case study 1 portrayed a well-formalised system of procedures which was well-known to all 
the participants in the course. This case was the only one that had its own quality 
framework, especially created for the online course, which organised and gave structure to 

the application of the procedures. This framework seemed to work as the point of 

reference for all the participants, and was complemented by the designation of one of the 

team members as the 'quality person' whose responsibility it was to make sure that the 
implementation of the framework and its procedures were carried out accordingly. The 

only procedure that this course did not have in place was student representation. This 

quality assurance mechanism was also absent in the other two fully-online courses. The 

extent to which the framework was aligned with their institutional quality assurance policy 

was not regarded as an issue by the course team considering that they were the first course 

to go online in their institution and as a consequence, they had devised their own 
framework and a set of 'translation methods' with which they responded to the institution's 

reporting requests. As a course, they seemed quite well integrated wiffidn the institutional 

structure. 

Case study 2 presented a rather different scenario as it was the only mixed-mode course in 

this study, combining online with face-to-face activities. This case officially had an the 

procedures mentioned above in place, although it had different levels of formality when 

compared to the other cases. The team meetings are an example of this as they were used 

frequently as a strategy for keeping up with the daily management of courses. In this case 

study, team meetings were not formally held by the team members, except twice a year, 

where an overall review of the course was carried out. A possible explanation for the more 

informal set-up of this particular mechanism was the small size of the course team (four 

people) and the strong leadership shown by the two course leaders. Their relationship with 

the institution-wide procedures was also a distinctive feature of this case study. Although 

they mostly followed the policies in place - in some cases adapted to their particular 

circumstances - the course team had a fairly detached approach to the institution-wide 

procedures and processes. 

Case study 3 also had particular features regarding its quality assurance set up. The 

procedures in place in this case study were few, and some of them were rather informally 

organised. Interestingly this was the only case in which module evaluations were not 

applied with students, although in the past they had run some occasional feedback events, 

but these were not formalised in any way. What seemed to be affecting the lack of 
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formalisation was the way the course team had organised the course management, the size 
of the course team and also the 1nstitution-w1de policies regarding quality assurance. This 

team organised their internal communication around casual encounters and occasional 
meetings that may have worked for a small team of two or three people. However this 

course was, compared to the other case studies, rather large in terms of the number of 
team members and students (twelve staff members and around 50 students in each cohort). 
The course team was also spread-out and working independently from each other, With a 
rather basic coordination role on the part of the course leader, which affected the 

implementation of the quality assurance procedures. The problem here seemed to be 

related to the lack of strong coordination - necessary to keep the course running as a 

unitary programme - which made the gaps more evident: the main reason for not applying 
the module evaluations was that the course leader thought the team who designed it would 
be sending it out, and vice versa. Additionally, their alignment with the institution-wide 

procedures was only partial, firstly because the institutional policy was not fully established, 

and secondly, because the course team had not taken up the issue. 

Case study 4, as was explained earlier, presented some specific features regarding its 

institutional context compared to the other three case studies. In this particular case study, 

the quality assurance procedures were set up as organisational strategies across programmes 

in which individual courses were not identified. The structure of this course should be 

considered mainly as a collection of modules, where different combinations led to specific 

awards. The quality assurance procedures in place were large operational efforts applied to 

the full range of courses on offer, and their results were mainly focused on general issues 

that applied across the board. Other specific features of this case study were the structure 

of the team and the relationship With the institution-wide structure and policies. The team 

in this case followed the structure of traditional distance learning units where academic 

leadership/ authoring and tutoring of courses are separated. In this specific case study this 

separation was strengthened by the overall position that the unit had within the university 

and its origins: the unit was brought into the institution and the established academic staff 

became course leaders for the distance learning courses, while tutors continued to be 

mainly drawn in by the unit as a separate academic support strategy. The problem facing 

the unit under this system of working was the lack of academic support from the 

institution-wide structure. This situation had created several specific problems in the 

implementation of the quality assurance procedures. Keeping courses up-to-date is one 

example. Courses were supposed to be following a cycle of revisions that would allow the 

176 



team to identify the modules that needed updating, but the large number of courses and 
the need for academic leaders/authors on those courses meant that many courses, although 
identified as being seriously dated, were still in need of updating. 

From the above review it seems that each of the case studies presented some particular 
features that were affecting the implementation of the quality assurance procedures in 

place, particularly those associated with the organisational context in which the course was 
located. In this sense, it is possible to make a link between this context and the design of 
this research project. The focus of this research was explicitly defined to explore the quality 

assurance procedures of courses offered by traditional campus-based higher education 

institutions which had started to offer online programmes. The reason for deciding on this 

particular setting was based mainly on the perceived difficulties that these courses 

encountered in order to be integrated within the mainstream processes within their 
institutions. The above accounts of the particular contexts on which the case studies were 
located demonstrate this complex situation. In some way it appeared that online and 

mixed-mode courses tended to become isolated from the rest of the institutional processes 

in place, unless there is a clear and strong leadership to bring them in, as is illustrated by 

Case Study 1. A contrasting example is Case Study 2, whose team presented a rather 

ambivalent relationship with the institution-wide processes. They were trying on one hand 

to get the support they need to successfully carry out their programme, and on the other 

hand, they are attempting to set their team and programme apart as much as possible from 

what they were considering as unsatisfactory support by implementing the processes 

independently. Case studies three and four also show a quite isolated position within their 

ni own institutions, the first one as a course, and the second with the u it as a whole. This 

isolation is evident in the way the institution-wide quality assurance mechanisms allowed 

these courses to go about their business on their own, sometimes without any major 

interference, as they did not have any particular requirements for online courses. There 

may be several explanations for this and the data gathered did not include the views of 

institutional quality managers that would allow for the exploration of answers. However the 

data showed that course teams tended to put themselves and their courses in a detached 

position with regard to the institutional structures that may have been encouraging this 

oversight by the institutions. This issue is discussed in more detail below. 
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Quality assurance procedures: exploring their effectiveness 

By the examination of how each of the quality assurance procedures had been 

implemented and adapted in the case studies, the exploration of how online courses 
approach quality assurance effectively would be possible. 

In this section the implementation of each quality assurance procedure across the different 

case studies is analysed and discussed, drawing mainly on the information provided by the 

interviews. 

External examiners 

External examiners were one of the few quality assurance procedures in place in all case 

studies With an equal level of formalisation. It was not possible to obtain external examiner 

reports from all the cases, but the four courses had one or more external examiners in 

place who were well regarded by staff. 

The role of the external examiners was perceived as a positive one by all staff members, 

especially by bringing an external viewpoint to the course, and through their support in the 

assessment process. Staff considered that no particular distinction should be made on the 

role of the external examiner for an online course. In two courses however, which were in 

the process of changing the person who was acting as external examiner, some staff 

suggested that they had looked for someone who, apart from being an expert in the course 

topic, had the appropriate experience and would show sympathy for the online mode of 

delivery. The perceived benefits of looking for these characteristics in external examiners 

were in order to get a more critical review of the course, and due to the likelihood that 

external examiners would have a better understanding of the way in which distance/online 

learning operates (although this was always dependant on their personality): 

... it is actually helpful if they [the external examiner] kind of want to know why 

you do something in case you have an entirely valid reason, rather than just state 
this isn't happening. (Staff, Case Study 4) 

Reviewing the ways in which the distance and online features of the courses affected the 

implementation of the external examiner's role, it seems that only the opportunity to meet 

students, and in some cases all the tutors, could be affected; however these issues were not 

mentioned as affecting the quality of the feedback and support provided by the external 

examiners. 
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AnnualReviews 

Annual reviews were another of the procedures in place in all the cases under study. The 
I four courses analysed adhered to a similar cycle of review meetings and reporting to be 

done annually. The value assigned to this procedure by staff was also similar: it was 
perceived as a useful exercise as it helped with the organisation of the paperwork, with 
discussion of the issues, and with the writing down the issues which arose from it. 

I think what's helpful.... I mean it's a real paln doing it. --- it takes ages but what's helpful is having to produce that documentation for it, so yeah..... so I mean 
actually sitting down for a day and producing and doing what I've just said about 
bringing together all the disparate sources of student feedback and checking with 
the administrator about the student numbers and going back and checking their 
progression figures that they send us from [the external uMt] and to check they've 
got that right, and I mean all that I think is quite a useful exercise to go through. 
(Staff, Case Study 1) 

However the perceived effectiveness of the annual review process varied. Although most 

staff considered the process worthwhile as an additional opportunity for reviewing the 

course, some staff considered annual reviews rather useless as, in their view, although 

things get noted, their institutions were not prepared to deal With and resolve the problems 

recorded in the documentation. Analysing this perception in terms of Barnett's framework 

(1994b) and the degree of ownership that staff felt over annual reviews, it is interesting to 

note that although they considered this procedure valuable in terms of their operation 

within the team, they considered the actual enhancement potential of the review activity 

was not in their sphere of power, and in this way, the mechanism was partly transformed 

into a bureaucratic exercise. Interestingly, this latter view only came up in those courses 

whose team members were positioning themselves, and the course separately from the 

institutional structures. 

In the cases where the course was part of a collaborative scheme between the university 

and an external organisation specialising in distance/ online learning, an interesting issue 

could be observed. In these cases, the courses' own institutions were formally in charge of 

the quality assurance of the programme; however, the annual review procedure applied in 

these courses was the one proposed by the external unit. The reasons for this were diverse. 

In some cases, the institutions were not requesting any annual review report; in other cases, 

the report requested was of less relevance, or was less specific than the one requested by 

the external unit: 

It's an issue for [the institution] because they haven't really got their brain round 
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that still. We have to comply... [--] .. we comply with the [institution] quality 
assurance requirements and we do whether it's programme specifications or 
validation, it goes through [it]. QA wise my view is that [the external unit] is better 
in terms of grip on quality assurance issues... (Staff, Case Study 4) 

Although the source of the request for the annual review could vary, in general, staff were 
mostly concerned with its effectiveness rather than with its appropriateness for the 
modality. Staff believed that there was no need for a different annual review form, as the 
particular features of the courses would be brought up in the issues that are stated in the 

report. 

The effectiveness of the annual reviews however seems to be connected with the fact that 
the courses were online. As the issues highlighted by this procedure were 'different' from 

the ones that were 'normally' appearing in other course reviews, staff perceived that senior 

management were not prepared or not able to understand the relevance of them, hence 

they were not providing the necessary support to solve the problems. It is not possible to 
know whether this situation was perceived similarly by staff running face-to-face courses, 
in which case, the managerial problem would not be specific to online courses. From the 

point of view of the staff interviewed however, there was a particular problem with the 

online courses and the management capacity to deal with the issues associated with them. 

This data shows how the annual review was a procedure which was inclined to be detached 

from its enhancement function. Harvey (2002) suggests there are two elements hindering 

the procedures' capacity for enhancement: when the procedures are perceived as events 

rather than a process; and when teams carry out a useful self-reflecting process but render 

two different accounts, one for external consumption and another to be used internally. 

The interviews with the course teams showed how these two elements were somehow 

present in the way teams approached annual reviews. As was shown in the results, teams 

considered annual reviews a painful process, which usually came at the wrong time of the 

year, were useless in terms of their effects, but were helpful for the team. This feeling was 

particularly strong in Case Studies 1 and 2, in which the teams approached the annual 

reviews as an exercise that would help them understand the processes they had been 

carrying out during the year, putting problems down in writing, and generally 

acknowledging the benefits which the process of writing the review would bring internally. 

These teams felt however that it was not an easy task, and they also recogiused that, in the 

end, it would not make any difference: 

... it wouldn't matter how much details [we] recorded in our report that goes to our 
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Head of Department; the Head of Department then summanses the main issues of 
all the programme reports operating in his department, that goes to the Head of School who then summarises all the key issues from all the Head's Department's 
report, -- which then goes on further into the uniVersity. So each time you get a 
sort of summary of a summary of the summary of the summary so actually what 
goes to the centre is really quite small inconsequential and sort of doesn't make a difference. (Staff, Case Study 2) 

In Case Studies 3 and 4 the teams tended to see annual reviews as a more bureaucratic 

process. Although they explicitly recogrUsed annual reviews as a valuable activity for the 
team, the documents themselves tended to report more statistical data and to focus on 
course definition issues compared with the other two case studies. 

This perception of annual reviews led teams to approach annual reviews as an 
administrative burden, which had to be written up just for accountability purposes and 
which were not being used as a tool for enhancement. This was particularly evident when a 
staff in Case Study 3 admitted being careful in what they were committing themselves to 
improve in the following year as part of the annual review report. Although this comment 
may be considered cynical, it shows one extreme way in which the annual review procedure 
could be approached by staff. The factors influencing this particular approach to annual 
reviews cannot however be said to be linked to, or caused by, the online environment. 

Module evaluations 

In contrast to the previous procedures, the strategies for collecting student feedback were 

problematic in the courses studied even at the level of formal compliance. Module 

evaluation seems to be one of the procedures which was greatly affected by the online 

modality. 

Each case study presented a different way of dealing with this quality assurance 

mechanism, however,, common to all of them was a sense of evolution in the way they had 

approached the implementation of this procedure. Two cases are good illustrations of tl-ýs 

maturation process, as they had changed their methods of getting students to give feedback 

more than once, in an attempt to get better response rates and/or a higher quality of 

feedback. The first of these cases (Case Study 1) is a particularly good example as they had 

actually tried many different methods before coming to agree on a simple but well-defined 

strategy; it involved sending a personahsed e-mail to students after each assignment 

(together with the assignment feedback) where a set of open-ended questions were asked. 
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This e-mail was sent by the administrator who was in charge of collecting the responses 
and also for collating them into one file before they were made available to the rest of the 
team. Although this system had just started being implemented at the moment of the 
interviews, staff perception was that they were getting better response rates (around 80%) 

than previously, and more complete answers from students. Three elements were new to 
this strategy compared with previous efforts made in this course: the questionnaire was 
centrally administered (in other times each tutor was in charge of sending the questionnaire 
to the students in each module); it was sent out at a clearly indicated time; and the 

processes for collecting and reporting the results were clear to students and staff. This 

strategy seemed appropriate for the course as there were only a small number of students 

which allowed for the manual analysis of the responses. 

The second case (Case Study 4) that had implemented several strategies had come to agree 

on a different approach this time: an online survey. The difference in the strategy adopted 

was clearly influenced by the high number of students expected to complete the survey and 

thus the need to have an automated system for analysis and reporting. In this case too, the 

new strategy was being implemented just at the moment of the interviews and it 

represented a big change for the team, as well as generating considerable expectations as 

the previous attempts did not provide any useful data. Students confirmed the effectiveness 

of this new approach for getting more responses: the students interviewed and surveyed 

indicated they were responding to the survey only now that it was available online. It was 

however surprising to notice that the tutor did not have any information about the module 

evaluations, neither in paper format nor online. In tl-ýs case study, the module evaluation 

was also administered centrally, but the team was not clear how the results were going to be 

processed. 

The other two case studies presented different circumstances regarding module 

evaluations. In one case (Case Study 2), the course had an online survey in place for several 

years with an explicit procedure for its monitoring and reporting. However, it was not until 

the information was requested for the purpose of this research project that the course team 

realised the very low response rates they were getting. In this case, regardless of how well- 

established the procedure was, it failed to gather enough responses and of sufficient quality 

to be considered useful. As the course leader put it: 

... we do it online but as you are seeing from comments that's an area of weakness- 
We don't have enough evaluation, we want more. (Staff, Case Study 2) 
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Students also had some issues with the survey they had to complete. In this case, the survey 
was online and tutors were alerted and could review the responses every time a student had 
completed it, without knowing who submitted it. On one occasion this facility prompted a 
tutor to respond publicly to some negative opinions submitted by a student, creating 
suspicion among students to the true anonymity of the survey, and in some ways affecting 
their willingness to complete the survey. In this case, it appeared that the survey had 
become more than just an after-module evaluation, but a mechanism to monitor student 
opinions, and what would have been taken as evidence of tutors' interest in knowing 

student views and opinions, worked against it. As a result, the few students responding it 
were mostly completing only the closed questions. 

The fourth case study (Case Study 3) did not have a module evaluation formally in place. 
This was not because it had not been planned, but because nobody asked the students to 

complete it: 

... I think probably [the module evaluation] fell between the cracks for this session, 
because I thought ... [ ... ] ... would be sent out by the development team to all the 
students but it didn't go out at all, not to our students and I don't know who was 
responsible for sending it out... (Staff, Case Study 3) 

Interestingly, the file with the survey was actually available in the virtual learning 

environment but no-one noticed it. Students were mostly unaware of any evaluation; 33% 

of all students interviewed remembered having completed it. 

What seemed to have happened in this course was that the distributed responsibilities 

affected the coordination between the teams involved in the course, causing the procedure 

to get lost between the gaps. Only one member of staff thought the survey was in place 

and running although she did not know who was collecting the results. 

Omitting this last example, module evaluations seem to be a procedure which teams 

struggled to get right in their courses. Despite the different mechanisms by which courses 

attempted to collect feedback from students, one common problem was the low response 

rates they were getting, which staff considered to be directly affected by the distance. 

Students also recognised the problem of low responses, but their reasons for not 

completing the evaluations were different. In the students' view, not completing the survey 

was mainly related to the time of the year when they were requested to do it, which usually 

fell after examination time. At this time of the year, they really wanted to relax, rather than 

think about the course: 
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... and all the others that we just sent pieces of paper and you had to then send them back by post which once you finished your exam right, and you have a month 
of rest you really... but I think people just forget about that, to be really honest 
however they have moaned during the term. Not that they can't be bothered, but 
they have just worked so hard so you need a rest before you can start again..... (Student, Case Study 4) 

Additionally, teams tended to believe that 'online surveys'were associated with 'tick 
boXing' answers, which students tended to do quickly and without major reflection, while 
open questions could gather a higher quality of responses. 

... what is interesting is that I still think some people have been very instrumental 
about filling them in, because every question has a open text box and it is rare to 
get the student that puts anything in and it is even rarer to have a student who puts 
a lot in, I think I have had one or two students this last term who has really taken 
time to write something almost in every question. (Staff, Case Study 2) 

The problems with this view began when students would not respond because open 

questions require too much effort. 

... I think it's a bit long and my feeling is that you want people to complete things 
they shouldn't be too long... [ ... ] ... because I think you have to think too hard, 
too much... you know, then you tend not to do tl-ýings, whereas if it is possible yes, 
no or very quick answers... you will do it. (Student, Case Study 1) 

The challenge is probably to get the right balance. Beyond the strategy selected by teams to 

coHect students' feedback, the question in the teams' minds remains about its effectiveness 

which is focused on how to get data, rather than on the quality of the data gathered, not to 

mention acting upon the feedback collected. 

The above analysis of the case studies reveals that the online modality is severely affecting 

the module evaluation implementation and effectiveness. Initial evidence of this was that 

the three courses that were applying module evaluations had already adapted the 

questionnaires to make them more appropriate to the online modality. The control that 

teams had over the features of the module evaluation contrasted with the little use they 

made of the feedback it produced. In Barnett's (1994b) words, this procedure 

demonstrated how a procedure could become highly 'technicist' despite being fully under 

the control of the course team. 

Overall the implementation of module evaluations presented problems regarding: response 

rates; the management of its application and results collection; and the type of 

questionnaires used. 
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Response rates were largely a consequence of the fact that students were at a distance, and 
as a result course teams had barely any control over the process. The strategies to 
overcome this lack of control over students' responses were made through various 
attempts to improve other aspects of the questionnaires, such as making questions more 
meaningful for the students in order to motivate them to respond, or by changing the way 
the questionnaires were applied to facilitate their responses. The series of changes found in 
the strategies implemented in the type of questionnaires used, and the different ways to 
administrate them represented the effort put in by course teams to have more control over 
students' responses, and ultimately to get a greater number of responses. Regardless of the 
effect that these changes actually had on the quantity of the final responses, the main 
challenge for staff was to obtain enough relevant feedback that would make the collected 
data valuable for quality assurance and enhancement 

According to Biggs (2001) student feedback questionnaires are one of the procedures that 
pose some risks for enhancement when they only focus on the teacher rather than the 
teaching strategy, because students tend to penalise alternative methods. The 

questionnaires applied in the courses under study - probably because they were already 

adapted by the course teams - were not necessarily focusing on the teacher or the teaching 

style. It could be suggested nevertheless that the module evaluations applied were not fully 

effective for enhancement purposes, mainly for two reasons: firstly, the low number of 

responses led course teams to discard the results as invalid, regardless of their content; and 

secondly, the absence of clear and effective strategies for collecting and processing the 

results in some cases meant that the responses were left untouched or only lightly analysed, 

thus loosing their potential to illuminate the overall evaluation and eventual improvement 

of the course. 

In the three courses that were applying student surveys (Case Studies 1,2 and 4), it 

appeared that the admirustration of the module evaluations for students was relatively well- 

managed, as course teams were well aware of the consequences that the strategy selected 

would have on response rates. The main problem for the management of the module 

evaluations that affected its enhancement function was found to be in the way 

questionnaire results were collected and analysed. Case Studies 2 and 4 are good examples 

for demonstrating this rather unbalanced management of the surveys by the teams. In these 

two courses, the teams were primarily focused on the appropriate application of the 

questionnaires and in obtaining more results, rather than on planning how the results were 
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going to be analysed and later used, as well as who would be responsible for tl-ýs process. 
There was only one case study (Case Study 1) that had an explicit and clear procedure for 
this which allowed the team to take the feedback into account in their review activities. 

In this sense, it seems that the distant location of the students was not alone in affecting 
the module evaluations; the distributed organisation of the teams and the resulting 
ambiguity in the allocation of responsibilities were also affecting an appropriate 
management of students' feedback. From the analysis of Case Study 1 it was clear that their 
success in gathering and taking into account the feedback from students was, in addition to 
having a clear strategy, the fact that there was one person (one tutor) in charge of the 
whole process, from the design of the questionnaire up to the reporting of results to the 
team. In contrast, in the other two case studies with module evaluations in place, there was 
no named person responsible, which resulted in no one taking care of the processes 

associated with the collection of feedback. It might be argued that this would happen in 

any mode of teaching and learning. However, as the online courses tended to have a rather 
isolated position within the institutions, there was no external authority on the courses that 

would put pressure on the teams to follow the procedure, making the responsibility he 

solely within course teams. Case Study 3 represents this situation at its limits. The 

institution had a centrally-adrranistrated survey and as the course team considered it 

inappropriate, they designed one form specifically for the course; but as nobody in the 

team was in charge of it, it was never implemented. 

The consequences of the approach for managing the evaluation results could be related to 

the underlying purpose of the mechanism itself From the staff's point of view, module 

evaluations were a very important mechanism to gather students' opinions regarding: the 

running of the modules; the achievement of goals; for measuring student satisfaction; and 

in general, as a very useful monitoring tool. Module evaluations were the main, and usually 

the only mechanism by which courses were gathering feedback from students, and in this 

sense, the focus on getting more responses is understandable. It is however surprising to 

observe that results were not treated with the same level of attention by the teams, as if the 

application of the questionnaire was enough evidence to demonstrate they had achieved 

those goals. It seems that course teams were in a way 'playing the game' of using student 

feedback for enhancement (Newton, 2002) by utilising the surveys, but at the same time, by 

not analysing and using the results, the mechanism was becoming more of an 

accountability tool, where the most important element was to show to external observers 
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that the procedure had been applied and results obtained. 

Studentrepresentatives 

Student representation was only in operation in the course which had a combination of 

online and rnixed-mode modules (Case Study 2). However, it was found to be the quality 

assurance procedure most seriously affected by the online modality of the courses. The 

other three fully-online courses had not implemented it; in fact, none of them had tried to 
do it. The reasons for not having student representatives for staff were clear: students were 

spread around the country and abroad, hence they could not be attending the staff 

meetings; and/or students did not know each other, hence they would not be able to select 

their representatives. Students'views were similar, plus they envisaged difficulties involved 

in collecting other students' opinions and they regarded this as a major obstacle. In this 

sense, the mode of delivery of the course was directly affecting the implementation of this 

procedure. 

The mixed-mode course (Case Study 2) had similar problems. The course team struggled to 

get the representative selected and they normally managed to only get one representative 

even though there were four positions available. In addition, although they had put the 

team meetings on the same day as other student events on campus, usually the 

representative failed to attend. This suggests that students knowing one another may not be 

the only factor affecting the implementation of this procedure. Interestingly, the students 

had a different view regarding the effectiveness of this procedure. The students interviewed 

knew about the representative but none of them had used that mechanism to put forward 

any issue to the staff team. On the contrary, they claimed not to need student 

representatives at all as they would always contact the tutor directly should there be any 

problems or issues to comment on. 

I would have )ust seen my own tutor... ... to be totally honest it wouldn't 

cross my mind to go through that channel [the student representative]. (Student, 

Case Study 2) 

This view was shared by the students surveyed for this case study. Additionally, when 

students from the other courses which did not have student representatives, were asked to 

evaluate whether having this position would had been useful for them, they found it hard 

to identify any benefits: 
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I don't know whether... not sure what use it would be.... it would only be of use I 
suppose if there were general issues and there were being picked up or something, 
you know, it's quite different than if you've got a real group in the sense of, you 
know, lack of class then you might.... I could see more value in that because it's a 
virtual... it's, you know, I am not sure whether there'd be a use or not. I can't see a 
use to it myself at the moment. (Student, Case Study 1) 

This situation poses the question as to whether student representation is an appropriate 
procedure for online and n-ýixed-mode courses. It seems that given the strong and close link 

that is established between students and their tutors, student representation may not have a 
role to play in this context, at least not in its current form. 

At present this is a mechanism for gathering student feedback which works through the 

appointment of one or more representatives of the programme, who would be in charge of 

collating the comments from their colleagues and attend meetings with staff where the 
feedback would be put forward. 

The fact that students in an online course are at a distance clearly works against the basic 

feature of this procedure which is established on the physical participation of students on 

the different institutional comt-nittees where staff and other stakeholders of courses are 

present. However, the problem with student representatives was also observed in the case 

study that included face-to-face events as part of the course (Case Study 2). In this course, 

the efforts made by the team were not sufficient to enable the satisfactory working of this 

procedure, which may be not surprising given the existing difficulties in recruiting students 

representatives and overcoming their unwillingness to attend meetings which are 

recognised problems in full face-to-face courses (QAA, 2005). Regardless of these 

difficulties however, the issue is whether or not it would be possible to modify this 

procedure to make it suitable for the online environment; and furthermore, whether would 

it be possible to provide students with adequate representation in the online environment 

at all. 

The research carried out by CHERI (HEFCE, 2003) regards student representation as one 

mechanism which higher education institutions have implemented to collect feedback from 

students. According to the accounts provided by the staff and students interviewed, they 

understood the role of student representatives in this way. It would be possible however to 

see this mechanism not only as a feedback tool, as from the point of View of student 

unions, representation is different from feedback (Howe, 2005). Using this distinction it 

would be possible to analyse the role of student representatives in online courses in relation 

188 



to their capacity to provide feedback to the course team; and also in relation to their 
capacity to represent the 'voice' of students in a more general way, in declsion-making 

situations regarding the course. From a quality assurance point of view, both roles would 
be equally relevant. 

It was interesting to find from the analysis of the data that students were not concerned 

about lacking a representative for their courses, as they felt the relationship they had 

established with their tutors was enough for them as a condult for feedback, comments and 

complaints. This may represent a shift in terms of what student representation means for 

online students and it also provides a different context in which this mechanism is based. 

As a mechanism for getting feedback from students, student representatives would be the 

only other formal strategy, in addition to module evaluations, set up for this purpose within 

the courses. Considering the difficulties observed in getting student feedback through 

module evaluations, the role of student representatives acquires more relevance. From the 

feedback-gathering point of view, student representatives may be a difficult mechanism to 

implement in the online environment. But it may be possible to think of other ways in 

which student feedback can be gathered in addition to student surveys. Online events as 

carried out at specific times in Case Study 3, used to gather feedback regarding particular 

aspects of the course are an alternative strategy. Other examples include having an online 

space where students can post their comments any time, as in Case Study 1; or taking 

advantage of the tutors' closer relationship with students to gather feedback through them. 

The CHERI's report (HEFCE, 2003) indicates however that the 'feed forward' character of 

the feedback provided by student representatives is a feature that is difficult to obtain 

through other means. A probable challenge is then to articulate feedback mechanisms in 

which students are encouraged to look towards the future rather than only evaluating the 

past. 

On the other hand,, student representatives as a strategy for the 'representation of the 

student voice' is perhaps more challenging for the online environment. Although the 

particularly strong relationships with the tutors are beneficial, they cannot be considered an 

equivalent tool for a student representation mechanism in course-related discussion and 

decision-making situations. For this purpose, occasional face-to-face meetings with 

students (that would be able to attend) may be the only way forward, like the annual 

residency event that students ftom Case Study 3 were requesting. 
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Team meetings 

Team meetings played a key role as a mechanism for coordinating, monitoring and dealing 
with the daily running of courses, particularly where teams were scattered rather than 
centrally located. Courses tended to have different types of meetings as part of their 
organisation, but here the focus of this analysis is limited to those meetings where 
acaden-ýics, tutors and other administrative and support staff get together to review the state 
of affairs regarding how the courses were running, and for dealing with any issues that had 

arisen. Also it includes the meetings where materials were reviewed. Meetings such as 
examination boards have been left out of this analysis. 

Team meetings were revealed as very different in each of the cases under study. The way in 
which course teams organised themselves seemed to be affected by the number and 
location of the members of staff and also by the style of leadership of the course directors. 

These factors seemed to affect the levels of formalisation, the frequency of the meeting, 
the mode of commurucation and ultimately the level of detail with which the courses were 
dealt. 

Among the case studies, Case Study 1 had a very well-structured system of team meetings 
in place. This course carried out several regular meetings, which were well-defined and 

properly organised, each focusing on different aspects of the course: quality meetings for 

analysing the course under their quality framework; team meetings to deal with more 

administrative aspects in relation to other activities in the department; peer review meetings 

to review the materials and activities of modules. All the tutors participated in all of the 

meetings. In addition, they had established an online space where they had daily 

interactions regarding the course. These meetings were feasible as all the staff on the course 

were on wider contracts that included other activities in the department. 

A contrasting situation emerged in two of the other case studies which revealed a rather 

unstructured system of meetings. In the first of these cases (Case Study 2), the team was 

very small and not all of the staff had full-time contracts. This made meetings difficult to 

organise as one of the tutors lived outside the city. They had carried out some online 

meetings but only when it was necessary to do so. Interestingly this course had two co- 

leaders who met weekly to work through all their projects, amongst which was the course, 

and in some ways it seemed that most of the decisions were taken by them. They 

nevertheless met with the rest of the team at least once a year. These occasions were 

regarded as good opportunities to discuss the course, although as a team they relied heavily 
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on informal online exchanges. The second case (Case Study 3) presents some different 
features as the course had quite a large team, mostly related to the course in a specific role 
(like module leaders or tutors) that demanded only a few hours of dedication each week. 
They may or not have belonged to the same department that was delivering the course. 
Many of them were external people brought in for a specific role. This situation made 
gathering all course staff together in meetings rather difficult, and was emphasised by the 
fact that they did not like to meet: 

I have to say there is a mindset.... an ethos in [the department] that in general 
meetings are a waste of time. Now I think that that's become a little bit outdated as 
the group has grown, and the group has grown, probably doubled in size in the last 
two or three years so I think probably you might feel think we need more meetings 
probably in [the department], but there is this ethos, that we don't have meetings 
[.. ] unless they are quite important 

.... so that means that it doesn't make it easy to 
have lots and lots of meetings and I mean..... and when we do have the meetings 
they tend to be quite long. (Staff, Case Study 3) 

The major difference with the previous case is that the course leader here relied mostly on 

module leaders and tutors' capacity to do their work on their own without any major 

coordination from the director. The key evidence to support this view lay with the different 

or incomplete accounts provided by different staff members regarding some aspects of the 

course. In some cases, staff members were even managing incorrect information. Some 

examples of this miscommunication amongst members of staff were: staff believing a 

module evýLluadon was in place and regularly completed by students while there was no 

form in place; tutors not knowing whether students had a representative; or precisely where 

module information for students was provided. 

In this case study (Case Study 3), online communications also had a role, but it was used 

much more sporadically. In the previous year, the team had organised an online seminar 

with tutors to discuss and obtain their feedback regarding some specific aspects of the 

course. Although they regarded the experience as very useful it was a one-off occasion. 

The fourth case study (Case Study 4) highlights a different scenario as in this case there 

were no team meetings related to particular courses. Meetings were held by the unit's 

management team which would tackle issues related to all courses. In this case, tutors were 

found to be quite detached from the course organisation, not knowing how some aspects 

of their particular module were managed. Consequently, since the level of detail with which 

courses were monitored was insufficient, this case study was not analysed in the same way 

as the other three. 
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When staff across all the case studies were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of their team 
meetings as a mechanism for identifying and resolving quality issues related to the courses, 
they indicated that most of this activity was done by informal contact With people they 
would meet in casual settings (e. g. the corridor, a common office, a phone call or an 
occasional e-mail). They all seemed to agree however that formalisation was important, as 
clearly expressed by one tutor: 

... okay maybe you identified the issues through an informal conversation in the 
corridor but then if you don't have a structure to plug it into they somehow get lost... (Staff, Case Study 1) 

The absence of a structure of formal meetings in this sense would put at risk the team's 

capacity to deal with the issues identified and the monitoring of their resolution. 

One general feature that seems to have characterised the way course teams coordinated and 
organised themselves was the strong reliance on online communications. Even in the 

course that had the most structured and regular system of face-to-face meetings (Case 

Study 1), online communications among staff were estimated by one tutor to represent fifty 

percent of their overall interaction as a team. What distinguished the different case studies 
from each other was the level of formality with which this online communication was 

taking place, varying from informal e-mails to well-established online discussion boards and 

seminars. Although this may seem a natural feature for an online course, it seemed that 

online communications for this purpose needed to be well-coordinated and eventually 
backed up by face-to-face meetings in order to be fully effective. 

As was indicated earlier, the main effect that the lack of regular team meetings was having 

on the courses was on the level of coordination and consistency in the information 

managed by the different members of the teams, which may have also affected the overall 

monitoring of quality in the courses. An example of this was the module evaluation 

application in Case Study 3; the lack of coordination in this team led the course to miss the 

application of the module evaluation. This would have been picked up more easily if 

regular meetings were held to monitor the course. Meetings however were not in 

themselves a mechanism that assured an effective monitoring; this seemed to also be 

dependant on an appropriate leadership: 

... and that is that probably the ongoing biggest issue for me and this came into 

that.... either that questionnaire wasn't used last year [ ... ] ... as With most things it 
probably depends on me chasing around finding out what went wrong last year. 
(Staff, Case Study 3) 
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In this particular case study (Case Study 3) this lack of coordination and monitoring also 
affected the quality of the learning materials produced in the first year, something the team 

only became aware of after they had been released to the students. 

Considering the contexts from which these case studies were selected - campus-based 
higher education institutions - it seems that online course teams were not only composed 

of campus-based staff, but increasingly by fee-based, contracted academics and tutors 

working from home or elsewhere. This situation resulted in dispersed course teams and 

course leaders seemed unaware and hence unprepared, to cope with the coordination 

requirements of such distributed teams. 

This situation was particularly evident when reviewing the mechanisms courses had for 

collecting feedback from their tutors. Where staff were mostly based on-campus and hence 

where face-to-face meetings were held regularly, tutors were fully-integrated in the running 

of the course and habitually feeding back their views regarding the modules and students. 

By contrast, in those courses where more off-campus tutors were in charge of running the 

different modules, and there were very few or no formal mechanisms to gather their 

feedback on a regular basis, the courses tended to split up into different sections running 

almost independently from each other. In these cases, course leaders had mostly anecdotal 

information on which to base their decisions on. As one course leader explained: 

There is an atmosphere that people just let me know if there are problems and that 

is actually quite healthy and I suppose that you probably just relied on that and 
certainly well we have been still developing but I think we definitely need in... not 
just a feedback on materials and the pedagogical stuff that just generally for better 

sort of establishing feedback mechanism where we are not depending on just ad 
hoc people doing all things. (Staff, Case Study 3) 

The above situation suggests that teams on online courses within campus-based higher 

education institutions may not be prepared to cope with a distributed team, maintaining the 

same mechanisms for coordination and feedback as if all staff were on-campus - trusting 

informal encounters to be the main source for the discussion of issues related to the 

course. 

Overall, as revealed in the above analysis, course teams' operation was affected by several 

of the features that characterise online programmes: the disaggregated structure of courses 

which demanded well-established coordination and communication strategies; the style of 

leadership displayed by the course leader; and the position they had within their own 

institutions. 
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Robinson (2004) gives a fairly detailed account of the organisational challenges of e- 
learning in traditional campus-based institutions that affect the way quality assurance 
procedures are applied, and which in her view have resulted in an additional feature of 
online courses, which is their tendency to set up informal arrangements Witl-ýn the 
institution, mainly as a consequence of the marginal status of the courses. These informal 
arrangements were also a feature found on the courses under study and this was 
particularly noticeable in Case Study 2, in which the course team had developed their own 
procedures for several adrninistrative processes, and hence strengthened their peripheral 
position. 

How effective team meetings of online courses were at assuring and enhancing the quality 
of their programmes seemed to be dependent on the level of awareness the team members 
had of the aspects affecting them and their capacity to implement the appropriate 

adjustments to overcome the limitations posed by the online environment. These 

adjustments usually took the form of increasing the formalisation of the communication 

and coordination channels. Case study 1 for example, revealed a good level of organisation 

and coordination of the team, and as they were aware of the limitations of time and 
location that they had as a group, they had established several communication channels 
(face-to-face meetings, online spaces) through which the team kept in permanent contact. 
In this case however the fact that most tutors were participating in other activities in the 

institution, and specifically within the department in charge of the course, greatly facilitated 

a smooth and intense collaboration among the course team. In contrast, Case Study 3 

portrayed a different situation where the course team was largely distributed and the course 

leader had not implemented any formal arrangements around which to organise, 

communicate and coordinate the team, which were instead carried out primarily in informal 

settings or on one-off occasions. 

From the case studies it is not possible to suggest one way to improve the effectiveness of 

the meetings at the level of the coordination and communication strategies; it is possible, 

however, to provide an overview of two different scenarios that an online course can 

present. One scenario is where most of the team is based at the university site, facilitating 

the coordination and communication extensively amongst its members as face-to-face 

meetings could be held on a regular basis, as shown in Case Studies 1 and 2. The alternative 

scenario is where the course team is relatively spread around the site or the country and/or 

their contributions are based on part-time contracts, impeding face-to-face encounters, like 
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in Case Studies 3 and 4. The effectiveness of the teams' coordination and communication 

systems, however, did not seem to rely on the option of meeting face-to-face or not. 
Rather, the effectiveness seemed to be linked to the level of formalisation with which the 

coordination and communication strategies were implemented, regardless of whether they 

were face-to-face or online. Formalisation in this context is understood as meetings (online 

or face-to-face) having clear goals and agendas, with clear responsibilities assigned to the 

members of the team, and keeping records of decisions and actions. In this way, 
formalisation seems to be, together with the presence of strong leadership, a key element 
for effective coordination and communication among team members that would facilitate 

reviewing, keeping track and resolving the issues arising from the running of the course. 

Consequently, the role that team meetings were performing as a quality assurance strategy 

seems to be related to the level of formality of the meetings themselves, either online or 
face-to-face. From the case studies it is possible to suggest this correlation as the cases 

which had more structured and frequent meetings tended to include a greater proportion 

of Teaching and learning', 'Resources' and 'Student support' aspects of the programme in 

their agendas. In this way, meetings were not only working as monitoring mechanisms, but 

also as a place to discuss the course and take decisions towards its improvement. 

This review has also highlighted the impact that the issue of staffs contractual relationship 

with the institution was having on the management of the teams. The tendency of higher 

education institutions to incorporate external or specialised units as a way to enhance the 

expertise of the course team (CVCP, 2000) is not only related to the incorporation of 

people with specific skills needed for the development of the course (like learning 

technologists or multimedia developers) but also to the way institutions are building up the 

academic teams. In the cases under study, it was noticeable that in all the courses, external 

academic staff were part of the teams; and these people were in a way strengthening the 

disaggregated nature of the teams as they usually worked for the course at a distance. 

In this context, the persistent recommendation of the need for a project-based approach to 

the management of teams made by Bates (2000; 2004) becomes more signficant, as it 

would facilitate the coordination of distributed and muld-disciplinary teams. However, 

what was happening with team meetings could be analysed in parallel to what was 

discussed earlier regarding module evaluations in relation to the tendency of these 

mechanisms towards a more bureaucratic form (Barnett, 1994b). As team meetings became 

more difficult to carry out, with more staff unable to attend, they tended to lose their 
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reflective nature, becoming a more administrative coordination and management space. 
The implications for quality assurance and particular for quality enhancement are 
sigi-11ficant. Most probably Bates' (2000; 2004) suggestion of a project-based approach 
could solve the administrative management challenges of online learning, but would not 
necessarily be the answer to an appropriate quality management. 

Summag 

The analysis of the quality assurance procedures in relation to their specific effectiveness to 

assure and enhance quality, indicate that three of these mechanisms were the most strongly 

affected by the online modality of the courses. These were module evaluations, student 

representation and team meetings. 

Module evaluations were found to be affected by the remote location of the students which 

impacted on the response rates; but more importantly the enhancement function of 

module evaluations were found to be severely affected by the distributed organisation of 

the teams and the resulting ambiguity in the allocation of responsibilities, which in turn 

impacted on the appropriate management of students' feedback, and can also be linked to 

the isolated position that the online courses had within their institutions. 

The remote location of students clearly affected the implementation of student 

representatives as well. It was interesting to find however, that online and mixed-mode 

students were not missing the role of student representatives, as they felt the relationships 

established with their tutors were close enough for the tutors to work as the main channel 

for putting their comments and complaints forward. 

The role that team meetings were perforn-nng as a quality assurance strategy was found to 

be greatly affected by the level of formality of the meetings themselves, either online or 

face-to-face. This level of formality of meetings depended also on the number and location 

of the members of staff and the style of leadership of the course directors. Overall, the 

impact that the issue of staff's contractual relationship with the institution was having on 

the management of the teams was highlighted in the analysis, suggesting that teams seemed 

unprepared for the necessary coordination that distributed teams needed. 

In contrast, annual reviews seemed to be implemented in online courses with no major 

variations, and the problems found in its effectiveness for quality assurance and 
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enhancement cannot be directly related to the online mode of delivery. 

Similarly, the data gathered regarding external examiners did not provide enough evidence 
to indicate their role and quality of feedback to the course teams was being affected by the 
online mode of the courses. 

In the next section, the main characteristics of online courses found to be affecting the 
implementation and particularly the enhancement function of the quality assurance 
mechanisms are discussed in detail, to explore the ways in which these procedures could be 

adapted to improve its effectiveness for this new mode of delivery. 

Quality assurance procedures: issues affecting their effective 
implementation 

The main features that characterise online courses within dual-mode higher education 
institutions that appeared to be affecting the quality assurance procedures in place in the 

courses under study were: the position that these courses had within their own institutions; 

the distributed configuration of the course teams and the remote location of students. 

Regarding the position that courses had within their organisations, the four case studies 

each had an interesting relationship with their own institutions. In general, course teams 

regarded themselves as rather isolated from the institution-wide processes. This feeling of 

isolation had sometimes originated in the fact that course teams were actually running the 

course in coordination with external units, which was the case for three of the case studies 

(Case Studies 1,3 and 4). However all cases presented this isolated position, which largely 

emerged from the feeling that their courses were representing a non-mainstream activity. 

This isolated position of the courses could be considered as a positive one in the sense that 

it gave course teams the space to take their own decisions., an aspect acknowledged as 

beneficial by staff Therefore, from what on the outside could be seen as isolation, in 

practice was perceived as autonomy (Hoecht, 2006). All course teams in this study were 

actually experiencing little pressure from their institutions' senior managers to follow the 

quality assurance procedures in place for all other courses, which provided them with the 

autonomy to carry out their programmes with no major interference. They may have been 

trying to apply the institution-Wide procedures, or had definitively given up as the 

procedures were not easily transferable to the online context. In any case, tl-ýs lack of 

compliance did not bring about any consequences for the courses or the teams. The other 
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face of this autonomy was the informal arrangement set up by course teams to cope with 
this isolated position (Robinson, 2004), expressed by the teams as not having the 

appropriate support from the central services of the institution, and explicitly expressed by 

Case Study 2 and Case Study 4 staff This situation was worsened by the teams' perception 

of senior management as being unable to deal With their concerns and problems, 

corroborating the observations made by authors regarding the difficult position that quality 

assurance of e-learning presents within dual-mode institutions (CVCP, 2000; Robinson, 

2004). 

This more independent position, and lighter pressure to comply with the regulations, were 

also visible in the different levels of formalisation of the strategies for collecting feedback 

from the participants, particularly from students and tutors. A good example was found in 
Case Study 3, where the institution had not formally requested any information and 

consequently, the collection of feedback relied on the course team's willingness to carry out 

any evaluation process, which led to the organisation of informal encounters and online 

seminars to collect opinions regarding particular topics of concern for staff. The collection 

of feedback was even more informal in respect of tutors, and the course team relied heavily 

on tutors approaching them if there were any issues to discuss. Only one event for 

collecting feedback from tutors had been carried out in the last three years. 

The isolated position presented by courses raises questions regarding the extent to wl-ýich 

academic staff were being autonomous or just left on their own by the institutional 

management. But more importantly it raises questions regarding how significant online 

courses - and the quality of them - are for dual-mode institutions. According to the 

multiple accounts of the forces that originated the move of campus-based higher education 

institutions to adopt new forms of delivery (Tait and NElls, 1999; Brennan and Shah, 2000), 

the expansion and diversification of the system and the need to satisfy the needs of 

students have been mentioned as the main drivers. It is however noticeable that the main 

forces whichrelated to the use of technology were primarily coming from government 

initiatives,, first with the TLTP and the TQEF programmes, and then the e-strategies in the 

last few years (HEFCE, 2001; HEFCE, 2005a). Adding these elements to the analysis of 

the results it seems reasonable to ask whether institutions consider themselves as dual- 

mode. From the cases analysed it appears that the online courses are still too much on the 

sidelines and off the senior management's agenda for the institutions to consider 

themselves as dual-mode; online course's teams enjoy a degree of autonomy that 
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sometimes probably verges on abandonment; senior management is perceived to be 

unaware of the challenges that the delivery of online courses imply; and quality assurance 
procedures do not seem to be enforced with the same rigour as could be assumed for 

campus-based courses. According to this, it could be suggested that the process of 
adoption of online learning by campus-based institutions is still largely an externally driven 

process which has not yet permeated the overall structure, leaving the concept of dual- 

mode institutions as just a label applied from the outside. 

A second feature observed on these courses was the distributed configuration of the teams, 

which was the main distinctive characteristic of the online environment highlighted by 
Harvey (2002) and Connofly et al. (2005) as generating particular issues for quality 
assurance and enhancement. Course teams were not, and probably could not be in charge 
of A the tasks involved in the running of an online course. Most of the case studies were 

working in coRaboration with external units that were providing specific services (like 

admissions, material development and VLE support), that added further complexity to the 

organisation of the teams. 

The distribution of teams found in the case studies was primarily a division of tasks. 
Course teams presented a similar division of tasks, usually distinguishing between 

academic, technical and administrative roles. In some cases,, academic roles were also 
divided between academic staff leading the course and the tutors. As was noted in the 

results, course teams revealed different organisational. patterns, which meant that although 

individuals were carrying out different roles, it did not necessarily mean they were working 

separately. Case Study 1 for example, had a rather small team within which members had 

different roles but would generally operate as a unit; a contrasting example was Case Study 

3 where the team of acadernics was separated from the team that developed the materials, 

and also separated from the team of tutors. The distribution of the teams observed 

however was not only related to roles but also to location. The nature of these courses 

allowed teams to have academics and tutors in locations away from the campus site. 

Both types of distribution, of roles and locations, left gaps in the teams' organisation that 

required special attention in order to reduce the risks they introduced for an effective 

implementation of the quality assurance procedures. These risks were mostly related to the 

effects that a lack of coordination and communication had on the implementation of 

procedures such as module evaluations and team meetings. Case Study 4 provides evidence 

of this situation. As revealed in the interviews, tutors were mainly located off-campus, 
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spread across the country. This meant that most of them were unable to attend the 
meetings organised by the central team, not only because of their distance but also because 

they had to pay their own expenses. This distance however was not only physical; the 
central team's difficulties in communicating properly with the team of tutors were revealed 
during the interviews, where staff usually had incomplete information about the course; for 

example, it was found that tutors were not aware that a module evaluation was part of the 

materials received by students. 

There was a further aspect in which this distributed configuration of teams affected the 
implementation of the quality assurance mechanisms. As Harvey (2002) indicates, the 
disaggregated organisation of teams may cause responsibility to move between parties, and 
hence issues are at risk of becoming the responsibility of no one person. This is particularly 

relevant in terms of the ownership of the quality of the course. Case Study 3 provides a 

good example of the way in wl-iich they managed the application of the module evaluations, 

where one part of the team assumed the other part would take care of sending the form 

out to students, and vice versa, and which finally resulted in the course being left without 

this feedback. In the same way, the lack of quality control over the materials developed for 

this course also shows how the distribution of the team roles affected the application of 

quality control mechanisms. In this case study, the team included an external unit, and this 

probably added a higher level of complexity to the distribution of responsibilities. 

However, this configuration of teams, including external units and/or those with more 

distributed team roles, is becoming more frequent within dual-mode universities, as 

campus-based course teams tend to collaborate with external/ specialised organisations as a 

way to incorporate the expertise in online learning which they may not have within the 

university (CVCP, 2000). 

The style of leadership observed in course leaders was strongly related to the distributed 

configuration of the teams. It also affected the application of the procedures, which 

seemed to impact directly on the level of coordination of the teams. With an increasing 

number of external and part-time staff, the lack of strong coordination can be immediately 

visible in the accuracy and completeness of the information managed by members of staff. 

The courses analysed were clearly contrasting in this area. Case Study 1 had a strong 

leadership and team members had clear roles and responsibilities; and in the interviews it 

was apparent that the accounts from all members of the team were very consistent and 

complete. In contrast, Case Study 3 had a much more distributed team and a more 
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delegated style of leadership; in this course the accounts gathered in the staff interviews 
were diverse, sometimes incomplete and inaccurate. 

What seemed to be a characteristic of all these courses was that5 as they were located within 
on-campus higher education institutions, teams tended to organise themselves in a way so 
that each member had the autonomy to run their part of the course somewhat 
independently, following the pattern of face-to-face organisational settings, where course 
leaders mainly work on their own, relying on the autonomy of each other's staff members, 
and where most of the interaction is carried out in informal settings as all members of the 
team are located on-campus (Robinson, 2004). This style of organisation was more evident 
in Case Study 3 where the course team was quite large in number, distributed across the 
campus (in different departments) and across the country. The course leader expected 
every tutor to deal autonomously with the module under their responsibility and to only 
contact her if necessary. This approach resulted in several problems of miscommunication 

amo ng the members of the staff, as well as Misinformation, as was revealed in the 
interviews and recogrLised by the course leader. 

It is evident from this analysis that in order to maintain a level of consistency in the courses 

and carry out effective mechanisms for feedback, a stronger and more explicit coordination 

effort is required. Robinson (2004) gives a detailed list of the organisational issues that 
'traditional' on-campus universities should consider when running online courses. One 

issue is the need for stronger coordination as a result of the increasing number of 

administrative tasks that are involved in online learning. This suggestion relates to Bates' 

(2000; 2004) proposal to adopt a project-based approach in managing e-learning. Bates 

advises that although a project manager is needed to run e-learning successfully, it may not 

necessarily be the leading academic who performs this role, suggesting an organisational 

setting closer to that seen in large open and distance universities (Tait, 1997). 

This new team organisation required for a successful delivery of online learning raises a 

more general question about whether campus-based universities have the flexibility to 

incorporate these alternatives structures. The study carried out by Pollock and Cornford 

(2000) shows the difficulties that universities have in dealing with the cross -functional 

management and multiplicity of actors that the use of technology demands. According to 

their analysis, the problem is the 'very institution of the university' (Pollock and Cornford, 

2000). Foster et al. (2002) reach a similar conclusion after analysing the institutional 

readiness for networked learning, suggesting external collaboration as the way forward to 
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support the adoption and institutionalisation of networked learning 

In the courses which were part of this study, three of them did have external collaborations 
aimed at enhancing their expertise in online provision. This collaboration however did not 
seem to have reduced the impact that distributed teams and leadership style had on their 
quality management. On the contrary, this feature seemed to have added an extra layer of 
complexity to the organisation and management of the courses. It might be necessary then 
to look inside the institution to analyse its capacity to adapt to the organisational. demands 

of online learning. In this sense, the institutional organisation and experience that open and 
distance universities have could provide the pointers as to how this integration can be 
implemented Uohnston, 1999). 

The third feature of these courses heavily impacting on the effectiveness of the quality 

assurance procedures was the physical distance of students. This distance puts the students 
in an isolated position in relation to the course. Apart from the interactions they have 

online,, students do not 'know each other' in the same way as face-to-face meetings would 

allow. It could be argued that in face-to-face courses students are equally unknown to each 

other; nevertheless the feeling students may get from seeing each other's faces may be 

different from what they get by reading each other's postings. Thus students perceived 

themselves as being 'on their own' rather than being part of a group. This sense of isolation 

was observed in students on all courses, including the one that included face-to-face 

encounters. Aside from the obvious effect that physical distance and its isolated sense may 

have on the quality assurance procedures, such as the impossibility of attending meetings 

or the difficulties in getting student feedback, it was also observed that distance affected 

the relationship that students established with their tutors, which was much stronger than 

expected. Students felt they could talk directly with their tutors about everything, with no 

need for intermediaries. In this sense, it could be suggested that the online environment 

affords a more 'egalitarian' relationship between tutors and students (Hodgson, 2002), 

where tutors compensate for the lack of control they would otherwise have over the 

students by building closer relationships, despite the physical distance. This more equal 

relationship may be supported by the lack of physical and oral clues which would facilitate 

the establishment of more hierarchical roles in face-to-face settings. 

This strong and more equal relationship between students and tutors is a well-known 

feature of online environments (Wegner and Holloway, 1999; Oliver and Herrington, 

2003), and it is sometimes claimed as becoming a learning community in Wenger's 
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understanding of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). ICrkup (2002) however 

challenges this assumption by questioning whether the networks that are established online 
are communities at all. This could be challenged further by asking whether they are 
networks at all as the main relationship that is established is student-tutor, and somehow, 
the relationship among students does not seem to be of similar relevance as the 

relationship established with tutors, as was revealed by the students' interviews. This 

4closeness' raises a further issue, related to the role that tutors seemed to have in the 

courses. Tutors were perceived as representing 'the course' for the students) as tl-ýs was the 

main relationship developed within the online environment; consequently, and linking back 

to the organisation of teams, this suggests the need for course teams to maintain strong 

coordination and communication with tutors - who n-ught also be at a distance - to deliver 

a consistent message to students. 

Missed opportunities 

From the distinctive features of online courses drawn from the literature, their visibility or 

availability for inspection was not easily identified as affecting the implementation of the 

quality assurance procedures in the case studies analysed. Harvey (2002) argues that e- 

learning allows more in-depth quality monitoring, as online courses are more available for 

examination than face-to-face courses. This increased visibility of online courses would, 

according to Fielding et al. (2004), impact on how easy it is to carry out quality reviews, and 

also on how these reviews are recorded (CVCP, 2000). In the courses under study there 

was no evidence to demonstrate this impact. On the contrary, it seemed that revealing 

course aspects required a simple yet different type of method, yet course teams seemed 

unprepared to collect the data. An example of this was the collection of feedback from 

tutors. On those courses in particular where tutors were not part of the main core team - 

for example Case Studies 3 and 4- and/or they were carrying out their roles at a distance, 

the courses had no formal strategy for collecting their feedback, which reduced the amount 

of information that the core team managed regarding specific students or units of the 

courses. In some cases the availability of this data would have significantly improved the 

information used by the course teams and hence their decision making processes. A similar 

Vi situation was observed on the use of the tools pro ided by the virtual learning 

environments to monitor students' progress and participation. Surprisingly the smaller 

courses (in terms of numbers of students and tutors, as in Case Studies 1 and 2) were the 
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ones making use of the tools in some way, while bigger courses, for which the tools would 
had been a useful mechanism to identify overall patterns, were not making full use of these 
tools. This illustrates the under-utilisation of the capacity of the virtual learning 

environment to provide more details of the processes. 

The issue of equivalency for courses, similar to that of availability for inspection, was not 
seen as a relevant issue in the application of the quality assurance procedures. The presence 
of the equivalency issue between online and face-to-face courses was mentioned in relation 
to two aspects: the parameters set by some of the quality assurance mechanisms to ask 
course teams to review their online courses; and the equivalence of assessment. None of 
them however were directly affecting the effectiveness of the procedures themselves; the 

parameters, for example, of module evaluations, had already been adapted for the online 

environment; and the parameters for the annual review forms were not thought to be 

affecting the review process. Additionally, external examiners were somehow considered as 

a mechanism to retain equivalence, as they were providing an external perspective in 

relation to other courses in the same discipline, whether online or not. The only case stud), 

that had a parallel campus-based version (Case Study 3), with the same external examiner 
for both courses, was already considering having different examiners for each mode of 
delivery. This course team took the issue of equivalency between both courses very 

seriously, but delivery of equivalency was focused on having the same examination for both 

courses. There were no concerns expressed regarding an equivalence of the students' 

learning experience, which the team considered nevertheless to be of better quality than the 

one provided for on-campus students. The team's argument to support this conclusion was 

their own perception of the facilities and materials that the online course was providing to 

students, such as constant access to tutors, and the capability of reviewing the course 

content at their own pace. The team considered however that many students were not 

actually taking advantage of these features of the course. What is interesting was that 

although the team had the option to, they did not carry out a more in-depth investigation 

into whether these perceived benefits were actually being delivered to students by taking 

advantage of the increased visibility. This tendency was observed in most courses, as 

mentioned above; course teams were not taking advantage of this feature to gather more 

evidence regarding the quality of the courses. It seemed as if course teams were not 

interested in looking for further evidence regarding the equivalence of the learning 

experience, as usually their focus on the analysis was on the outcomes, which was 

represented by the assessment. 
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As discussed above, equivalence of courses and openness for review were not found to 
have any relevant impact in the application of the quality assurance procedures in the cases 
under study. Although only availability for inspection is a feature of the online 
environment, and equivalence is an issue wl-dch might be considered to be affecting how 

quality assurance processes were being carried out, their lack of impact seemed to be 

related to the focus of the mechanisms themselves. The increased visibility of the online 
courses was mainly linked to the chance to more directly observe how the learning and 
teaching processes were carried out and to monitor progress, which course teams were not 
benefiting from. On the other hand, the issue of equivalence only appeared to be relevant 
in relation to the assessment strategies. This parallel between these two issues raises the 
point that the central focus of the quality assurance mechanisms seems to be on the 

outcomes rather than on the course processes. 

Quality assurance procedures: mapping their enhancement 
function 

The analysis of the effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures revealed a tension 

between the compliance of the regulation versus its enhancement function. It seems that 

the online modality was putting more strain on the capacity of the teams and the courses as 

a whole in using these mechanisms not only as tools for monitoring, but to improve the 

quality of the teaching and learning experience. Barnett's (1994b) framework for the 

analysis of the procedures gives more insight into how this tension worked in the cases 

reviewed in this study. Although it would be possible to suggest a map for each case study, 

the positioning of the procedures have been made based on how the mechanisms tended 

to function in the online courses in an integrated manner, as analysed above. 

The application of this framework was slightly adapted to make it more meaningful to the 

context and purpose of this analysis. Barnett's (1994b) original axes represented the tension 

between academe and external agencies which were influencing the application of the 

mechanisms; for example, the 'power' axis represented the location of the ownership of the 

procedures, which could be external to the institution (bureaucratic) or internal to the 

academic institution (professional). For the purpose of this discussion it seemed more 

relevant to make this distinction at the level of the course, and to differentiate between the 

procedures that were under the control of the course teams as opposed to the ones 

imposed by the institution's management or externally. 
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7.1 Mapping of proCedures into Barnett's matrix .... ....... 

ENLIGHTENMENT 

Self-enEghtenment 
(of the course team) 

Team 
meetings 

POWER Professional Module 
Inlernal to coum ieam - evaluation 

arnett, 1994b 

Annual Bureaucranc 
Reviews Exlernal to courfe ieam 

External 
Examiners 

'Fechnicist 
(Fnhglitcnmcnt of cxternal urUts) 

The resulting map (Figure 7.1) of procedures gives the overall view that the quality 

assurance mechanisms tended to be more self-enlightening for course teams when they 

were more properly owned and controlled by them, as With team meetings, which is 

probably the mechanism that provided the most valuable insight to staff regarding the 

course, despite the problems associated with the disaggregated character of team roles and 
locations discussed earlier; the positioning of team meetings within quadrant A (top-left of 

the grid) responds to the fact that these meetings tended to be identified across case studies 

as a mechanism which staff would have a greater sense of ownership compared with the 

other procedures. Its potential to be a self-enlightening for the course team also seemed to 

be high (as in Case Study 1) however its position in the grid is lowered as the level of 

formality, teams' size and contractual relation with the institution, as well as its 

geographical distribution seriously affected this potential. 

Module evaluations were positioned in between sections A and C of the grid; as a 

mechanism - compared with team meetings - course teams felt having less control over 

module evaluations, and might have had the same potential for enlightening their 

enhancement activities. However, the observed lack of analysis of the results made them 

less useful for the teams. 

Annual reviews and the role of external exarrUners were difficult to place; both tended to 

be seen as more externally controlled by the course teams than the other procedures; 
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annual reviews however were considered as a useful mechanism during the process of 
review although overall they were mainly carried out for external observers. The role of 
external examiners was difficult to define in terms of their value for the teams as the data 

collected was not sufficient to draw a clear picture of tI-iis aspect; nevertheless, they seemed 
to have a more limited benefit for the course teams as they were usually restricted to the 
assessment aspects of the courses. Student representatives were left out of the grid as there 

was only one case study that had implemented this procedure, and hence there was 
insufficient data to position them. 

7.2 Movinga procedures in Barnett's matrix 

ENLIGHTENMENT 

Self-cnhghtenment 
(of the coursc team) 

POWER 
Profcssiona 

Internal to course 
Burcaucra6c 

Exlernal to course leam 

From the above map it is possible to suggest that quality assurance procedures in the 

context of online courses are still not working fully at the service of the course teams' 

development. In this sense, the procedures that were owned and under the control of the 

teams seemed to be the ones wl-ýich worked better as quality assurance and enhancement 

mechanisms. From this, it could be further suggested that quality assurance procedures 

would be of greater benefit as course teams increase their sense of ownership and control 

over them, in which case, the challenge would focus on defining the way and the extent to 

which the online features of the courses impact on this possibility and either facilitate or 

obstruct this process. Taking the earlier analysis of the aspects affecting the enhancement 

function of the procedures in online courses, it would be possible to propose that a move 

towards an increased integration of online courses into the overall institutional 
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organisation, a more coordinated approach in the managing of the course teams, and taking 
further advantage of the relationship developed between students and tutors, could 
ultimately foster a greater ownership of the quality assurance procedures, and hence 
increase their enlightenment potential for the course team. This move could be represented 
graphically as shown in Figure 7.2, where the arrow represents the shift of the quality 
assurance procedures becoming more strongly owned by the course teams. The course 
teams would then become the target audience for the assurance process output, and in this 
way, strengthen the enhancement function of the procedures. 

Conclusions 

The analysis presented above suggests that the quality assurance mechanisms in place in the 

cases studied were affected to different degrees by the online modality of the courses. 

Related to the organisational. aspects, although not directly influencing the effective 

application of annual reviews as a procedure in online courses, there is evidence to suggest 
from the analysis, that the enhancement function of this mechanism relies upon the 

capacity of the team to use it as a tool for improvement. 

This analysis also suggests that institutions and course teams should consider the strategies 

to improve the amount and quality of student opinions With particular care. Online courses 

are particularly affected by restricted access to students, which had a direct effect on the 

quantity of the feedback that could be gathered and the appropriate representation of their 

views. In this sense, it seems that student representation, in its present form is not a useful 

mechanism as a conduit to bring student opinions to the foreground. The data suggests 

however that the relationships established with tutors may be a route worth exploring for 

student representation. 

From a general - and institutional - point of View, the results indicate that dual-mode 

higher education institutions should approach the quality assurance and enhancement of 

their online courses from a different organisational perspective. Online courses seem to 

require a stronger definition of coordination, communication and planning strategies, as 

well as a clearer definition of leadership than face-to-face courses. The absence or limited 

presence of any of these elements affected the effectiveness and enhancement functions of 

several of the procedures, such as team meetings and module evaluations. 
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Finally, Barnett's (1994b) framework for the analysis of the quality assurance mechanisms 

in place in online learning courses has proved to be a very useful tool to show the tension 

between assurance and enhancement roles of the procedures. It also facilitated, from the 

positioning of the procedures in the grid, the visualisation of some of the adjustments 

required to improve their effectiveness as quality enhancement mechanisms of online 

courses. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSIONS 

Over the last two decades,, higher education institutions have progressively introduced the 

use of technology as part of their strategies to improve the quality of their teaching and 
learning activities, to meet students' demands for flexibility and provision which is less time 

and place dependent. Simultaneously,, major transformations in quality assurance took place 
in the higher education sector. The Quality Assurance Agency in England developed a set 

of required internal quality assurance mechanisms which all higher education institutions 

are required to use to assist them in the processes of assuring and enhancing the quality of 
the courses they offer. 

This thesis is located in the convergence of these two processes, where the question raised 

was: are the quality assurance mechanisms which are operating in higher education 
institutions effective at assuring and enhancing the quality of online courses? 

The exploratory studies carried out at the start of this project allowed the identification of 

three issues that represented potential tensions when applying quality assurance procedures 

to online courses. These were: availability for inspection; responsibility for quality; and 

equivalence of examinations. They were used as inputs to refine and define the research 

questions upon which the design of this project was formulated. 

A case study approach was selected as the most appropriate strategy to carry out a deep 

examination of the quality assurance procedures as well as the features of the courses under 

study. This research strategy sought to identify the extent to which quality assurance 

procedures in the institutions under study were able to capture the aspects that characterise 

online courses. 

The results and their discussion presented in the previous chapters have provided a rich 

description of the way in which the online features of the courses are affecting the 

enhancement function of the quality assurance procedures. Additionally it has enabled the 

mapping of a detailed characterisation of the institutional and managerial environment in 

which online courses and their teams are located, in addition to how these features are 

influencing the effective implementation of the quality assurance mechanisms. 
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Answering the research questions 

The research questions were based on the assumption that current internal quality 
assurance procedures, applied in dual-mode universities, were not able to capture the 
totality of the aspects of online courses. Thus the need arose to identify the features of the 

online mode of delivery which were influencing the application of these procedures, with 
the aim of exploring how dual-mode higher education institutions approach the application 

of their internal quality assurance mechanisms to their online courses, to ensure and 

enhance quality effectively, and taking into account the differences imposed by the mode 

of delivery. 

The question that led this enquiry was: 

a Are quality assurance procedures used by dual-mode univers1ties to ensure and enhance 

the quality of their online and mixed-mode courses effective? 

Three subsidiary questions were also included: 

m Which features of the online modality influence the capacity of the quality assurance 

procedures to capture the quality aspects of courses? 

m What do team members do to assure and enhance the quality of the online course? 

m What are the components in an online course that cannot be regarded as equivalent 

to the ones present in a face-to-face course? 

The results of this study provide evidence to confirm that the quality assurance procedures 

in place in the cases under study were being affected by the online mode of delivery and, as 

a result, their effectiveness as tools for assuring and enhancing quality was being hindered. 

The quality assurance mechanisms most affected by the online delivery mode were module 

evaluations, student representatives and team meetings. 

Answers to each of the research questions are presented in the follovýing sections, starting 

with the three subsidiary questions referred to above. 

Online features affecting the quality assuranceprocedures -capacity to capture the 

quality asPects 

The results indicate that in the context of dual-mode higher education institutions, the 
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capacity of the quality assurance mechanisms to capture the quality aspects of online 
courses was affected mainly by the position that these courses had within their own 
institutions, the distributed configuration of the course teams and the distant location of 
students. 

This enquiry revealed that online courses in dual-mode universities tended to be detached 
from mainstream activities within their institutions, creating both a sense of autonomy and 
isolation in the teams. This isolated position drove online courses off senior management's 

agendas and concerns, and more crucially for the application of the quality assurance 

mechanisms, away from the institutional pressures to comply With the regulations, usually 
leading to the failure of course teams to collect relevant information that would have 

supported their enhancement activities. In this respect, the isolated position of online 

courses led teams towards an approach driven by compliance rather than by quality 

enhancement, as teams tended to only comply with the regulations that were being 

enforced by senior management. 

The second feature found to be affecting the quality assurance procedures was the 

distributed configuration of the course teams, in terms of roles and location. On the one 
hand, the distribution of roles affected the levels of coordination and communication 

among the members of the teams, which ultimately had an effect on the distribution of 

responsibilities and an appropriate application of the quality assurance procedures. The 

collaboration with external specialised organisations added further complexity to tl-ýs 

distribution. On the other hand, the distributed location affected the quality of the 

coordination and communication among the team members, which was also influenced by 

the style of leadership shown by the course leaders. In this way, the distributed 

configuration of teams meant that courses were managing inaccurate and incomplete 

information., and they tended to overlook feedback from students and tutors. 

Finally, the results showed that the distant location of students heavily affected the quality 

assurance mechanisms, particularly module evaluations and student representatives. The 

physical distance of students obstructed the implementation of these procedures in their 

current form, as students could not be 'forced' to provide feedback and were physically 

unable to attend staff meetings. This situation led teams to focus on the mechanisms' 

formalities (e. g. only sending students an evaluation). However they did not look for 

solutions to overcome the distance - despite sending evaluation forms out, they were not 

collecting students' responses to the evaluation and/or not analysing the data collected - 
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nor were they implementing alternative strategies. The case studies revealed that the 
distance was compensated for by a strong and trusting relationship between students and 
tutors) which would open up new ways of thinking about student involvement in online 
courses. 

Teams'activides affecting the quaKty assurance and enhancement 

As was mentioned earlier, the particular features of course teams affected the way and the 

extent to which quality was assured and enhanced. The distributed configuration and the 

need for strong and formal coordination and communication strategies clearly affected the 

way procedures were implemented, and especially, how feedback from students and tutors 

was collected and managed. 

The management of quality was particularly affected by two aspects: the style of leadership 

of the course leader; and the tension between staff autonomy and coordination. The style 

of leadership was found to be directly impacting on the levels of coordination and 

communication shown by the teams, which usually included the dichotomy between staff 

autonomy and the need for strong coordination. This situation led to: miscommunication 

among staff; an unclear distribution of responsibilities; and a lack of ownership for the 

quality of the course. 

One interesting finding was the identification of activities that staff were not doing for 

assuring and enhancing quality. The augmented opportunities for review offered by the 

online mode of delivery - its availability for inspection and the special relationship tutors 

had with students - were missed by staff These on-nssions revealed the primacy of an 

approach to quality assurance centred in compliance rather than enhancement, as teams 

appeared unprepared to take advantage of these opportunities, reducing the information 

and resources available for enhancement. 

Components of onbne courses regarded as not equivalent to the ones presentin 

face-to-face courses 

This question emerged from the exploratory studies carried out at the start of this project. 

In the analysis of the interviews to key quality assurance positions, equivalence of 

qualifications came up as an issue in the context of courses that had parallel versions (one 
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face-to-face and one online). The questions posed then asked whether it was possible to 
retain such equivalence, and furthermore, whether it was relevant to look for this 
equivalence. 

The results of the enquiry can only provide preliminary indications about the issue of 

equivalence because only one case study had a parallel face-to-face version wl-ýich provided 
limited data. In that particular case study, equivalence was maintained by applying the same 

assessment to both groups of students. The most interesting element in the analysis of that 

case study was that staff evolved from seeking equivalence at all costs, to a more flexible 

position where differences between the modes of deliveries had a value of their own, 

opening up the possibility to consider that online learning could be regarded as 'good' as or 
'better' than face-to-face teaching and learning. 

Overall, the issue of equivalence was not easy to identify in the analysis of the results. It 

was only mentioned in relation to: the parameters of the quality assurance mechanisms; and 

the equivalence of assessment, as mentioned above. External exarruners were considered, as 

a mechanism to retain equivalence as they would focus their review on the assessment 

aspects of the courses. 

The approach of dual-mode universities for an effective appEcation of quaKty 

assurance procedures to onKne andmixed-mode courses 

The examination of the quality assurance procedures across the case studies showed how 

these mechanisms were being affected by the online mode of delivery, revealing the aspects 

that would need modification in order to improve their effectiveness as tools for assuring 

and enhancing quality. 

Dual-mode higher education institutions need to tackle the tension between compliance 

and enhancement shown in the implementation of the quality assurance procedures. The 

analysis of the results under Barnett's (1994b) framework suggests the enhancement 

capacity of the quality assurance mechanisms would be made possible by increasing teams' 

power and sense of ownership over the procedures implemented in their courses. The 

characteristics of this process would vary depending on the mechanism under analysis: 

m Module evaluation 

Course teams would need to address the quantity and quality of the feedback they are 
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getting from students through the module evaluations, but more importantly they 
would need to start analysing the data gathered and acting on it. The results indicate 
that course teams need to resolve any ambiguity in their allocation of responsibilities 
to make sure module evaluations are not only carried out but their results are 
collected, shared by the team and used as inputs to improve the quality of the 
teaching and learning experience. 

Team meetin , gs 
Within Barnett's (1994b) framework, team meetings were found to be the most self- 

enlightening mechanism for course teams overall, although not necessarily reaching 
their full potential for enhancement purposes. To improve their potential position, 

course teams and particularly course leaders would need to address the coordination 

and communication challenges arising from the distribution of staff roles and their 
location. Issues like the level of formality, frequency and mode of communication 

can affect team's ability to maintain a consistent and regular strategy for discussing 

and improving course matters. 

m Annual review 
The implementation of this procedure showed that the problems found in its 

enhancement capacity could not be directly caused by the online mode of delivery. 

The limited capacity for enlightenment for course teams however can be directly 

linked to their sense of limited control over the purposes and outcomes of the annual 

reviews. Teams perceived annual reviews as a rather useless process in terms of their 

effects, and although they consider this to be a good exercise, the purposes are 

located outside the team. It would need to be brought back in. 

m External exami . ners 
In the same way as annual reviews, external examiners were not found to be specially 

affected by the online mode of the courses. The evidence indicates however that 

among the procedures analysed, this procedure tended to be the most externally 

owned and orientated, as well as restricted to the assessment aspects of the courses, 

limiting its usefulness for teams. 

Student representatives 
It was not possible to identify the teams' sense of ownership of this quality assurance 

mechanism with the limited data available in this enquiry. However, the strong 

impact on the implementation of student representatives caused by the remote 
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location of students meant that teams overlooked the relevance of this role as a 
feedback mechanism. 

The challenge for higher education institutions hes in undertaking diverse tasks at different 
levels. At course level, the research findings indicate course teams would need to: 

Collect more and hi in ýgher qualio studentfeedback, tak adva ta ,gn , ge of the stron re ý7fionshos TX 
established n4th students and the visibilio the online environment offersfor monitoriýT. 
This study revealed that online courses present particular challenges for collecting a 
sufficient quantity and quality of data given the remote location of students. For this 

reason, it seems necessary for course teams to explore new ways of collecting data 
from students, maintaining a balance between the response rate and the quality of the 

responses. 

m Re-examine course teams' orXanisational structure, strengtbeniq the course leader's role and the 
levels offormalisation of the communication and coordination cbannels among the team. 

The results showed the impact that distributed roles and location of teams had in the 

enhancement function of the quality assurance procedures, and how in this context 

responsibilities tended to become blurred. Course teams and especially course leaders 

need to become aware of the organisational challenges that the online mode of 
delivery involves, in order to eventually regain ownership of these procedures to 

transform them from compliance-driVen events into self-enlightenment processes 

(Barnett) 1994b; Harvey, 2002). 

Accordingly, online course teams would need to manage the application of the quality 

assurance procedures on their courses as an internal activity oriented towards quality 

enhancement, in order to realise the promised benefits this mode of delivery offers, namely 

more flexibility, wider access and ultimately a better quality of learning for students. 

Dual-mode higher education institutions have started delivering e-learning courses 

enthusiastically but usually Without an awareness of the implications. At this level, two 

institutional and interrelated issues need'to be carefully and promptly addressed. 

Institutions would need to: 

online courses into the institutional mainstream. 

Online courses in dual-mode higher education institutions present a particular 

organisational. set up that differs from campus-based and the traditional distance 

learning courses, which are clearly affecting the application of the quality assurance 
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procedures, lirmting their effectiveness as tools for assuring and enhancing quality. 

, gementfor dealiý ctate Prepare senior mana T witb the issues asso *d witb the deliveg of online courses. 
The findings suggest that dual-mode institutions, in particular their senior 

management, seem not to be fully prepared to deal appropriately With online courses 

and the implications that this mode of delivery entails for the organisation, relegating 

online courses into a peripheral, and usually isolated, position within institutions. 

In summary, this research has provided key insights into how to tackle a move to more 

effective assurance and enhancement of quality of online courses in dual-mode higher 

education institutions. Its value resides not only in the practical evaluation and suggestions 
formulated from the empirical studies, but also in broadening the discussion and analysis of 

the application of quality assurance procedures. Barnett's (1994b) framework has been a 

key contribution to this analysis. However, not all the difficulties encountered in practice 

could be fully explained by a lack of ownership and control by course teams. In this sense, 

it was surprising to find the strength with which institutional, managerial and organisational 

issues affected the enhancement function of these mechanisms. Particularly relevant among 

the organisational aspects was the influence that the level of formalisation of teams' 

communications had over the implementation of effective quality assurance procedures, as 

it affected the distribution of responsibilities and as a result hindered the enhancement 

function of the mechanisms in place. 

The assurance and enhancement of quality in online courses in dual-mode higher education 

institutions present challenges that have been identified and discussed in this thesis. This 

contribution is expected to benefit practitioners and encourage researchers interested in the 

potential role of e-learning to further study the factors affecting enhancement of teaching 

and learning in higher education contexts. 

Reflections on Barnett's framework 

In Chapter 7 Barnett's framework (1994b) was used for the analysis of the case studies, 

though adapted to match the level of the analysis being carried out, that is to course level; 

and the issues considered in the positioning of the quality assurance procedures Within the 

grid included the organisational factors identified in this research project. 

It might be that Barnett's framework could be further reformulated for e-learning contexts 
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based on the results of this research project, but there are a number of difficult issues that 

stand in the way of doing this in a straightforward way. 

Barnett's starting point for developing his framework was an exploration of the tension 
between accountability and enhancement that could be observed in the application of 
quality assurance procedures, and he did this through the identification of the location of 
control and ownership. For this study this framework provided a lens that allowed us to 

examine the implementation of the quality assurance procedures in the cases analysed, 
precisely because this framework is independent of this change of context, as ownership 

and control are present in both e-learning and face to face environments. 

The results of this study have allowed us to identify the main organisational issues affecting 

the effective implementation of the quality assurance procedures in online courses within 
dual-mode higher education institutions, that is the position courses have within their 
institutions and the level of formalisation of the organisation of course teams. To the 

extent that courses are more isolated within their institutions and their teams less formall), 

organised, then the quality assurance procedures tend to be less effective in terms of their 

enhancement function. 

In relation to Barnett's framework, these two issues identified as affecting the quality 

assurance procedures might be brought into the framework as two additional elements in 

the analysis of the effectiveness of these procedures in the particular context of e-learning 

courses in dual-mode universities. However, the issues of control and ownership expressed 

in Barnett's framework refer to the quality procedures themselves, whereas the issues of 

internal position and team organisation identified in this study refer to the courses. So the 

two sets of issues are referring to different objects in the analysis. There is, indeed, an 

interesting interaction between these two sets of issues: 

the relatively isolated position of on-line courses Within dual mode universities may 

well increase the sense of control by the course teams as they are not under the same 

pressure to comply with institutional norms and it may strengthen a more 

bureaucratic approach to the application of the quality assurance mechanisms 

the informality in leadership, communication and coordination strategies of online 

course teams within dual mode universities might diminish the teams' sense of 

ownership and their capacity to implement the quality assurance procedures and to 

use their results. 
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Therefore, the issues identified through this study represent distinct objects of analysis, and 
it is beyond the scope of this project to specify a unified re-formulation of Barnett's model. 
Future research could explore the development of a specific theoretical framework focused 

on the particular organisational. and institutional issues affecting the effectiveness of the 
quality assurance procedures in online courses. 

Suggestions for the sector 

This section presents brief comments and suggestions for practitioners based on the 

research findings presented in this thesis. These lessons are aimed to both e-learning course 
teams and higher education managers interested in improVing the strategies and 
mechanisms to assure and enhance the quality of their courses. 

m Course teams need to strengthen the coordination and communication channels 

among course team members, including academic and support staff, tutors and 
adrrunistrators, firstly through stronger leadership but also with a higher level of 
formalisation in order to overcome the effects that the distribution of roles and 
location have on the team's cohesion. This should include the use of formal meetings 

(both face to face and online) to bring together the informal exchanges and decisions 

taken in other situations. 

m Course leaders need to explicitly distribute responsibilities, and in particular, to 

clearly allocate the responsibilides for quality assurance, thus facItating the proper 

application of the quality assurance procedures, the collection of feedback and its use 

for the enhancement of the quality of the course. 

w Course teams need to coRect more and higher quality student feedback, using a range 

of mechanisms such as student surveys, student-tutor relationship and any other 

channel available to reduce the effect of students being at a distance; and to focus the 

course teams 3 efforts in analysing and acting upon the gathered feedback. 

w Course teams need to further explore the possibilities offered by the often close on- 

line relationship between students and tutors as a conduit for feedback and also as 

channel for the representation of students'views. 

m Course teams need to take advantage of the opportunity provided by the online 

environment's amplified visibility for monitoring students' participation and 
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progression, and collection of feedback from students and also, crucially, from 
tutors. 

Course leaders need to become aware of the organisational challenge that the on-line 
mode of delivery involves, they need to develop managerial as well as academic 
leadership to deal with the increased number of administrative tasks. 

m Institutions need to promote the integration of online courses into the institution's 
mainstream activities, by avoiding the implementation of informal or ad hoc 

processes for e-learning courses, and ensuring that they are fully integrated into the 
normal quality assurance processes. 

Reflections on research methodology 

The design of this research project was built upon the hypothesis that the quality assurance 
procedures in campus-based higher education institutions and applied to their online 
courses were not capable of capturing the totality of the aspects of the online courses, 
hence obstructing their capacity for assuring and enhancing quality. Based on this, the 

strategy for exploring this gap was to examine and compare the accounts provided by, on 
the one hand, the quality assurance documentation generated by the application of the 

procedures on a group of online courses, and on the other hand, the interviews carried out 

with staff and students participating on those courses. 

The methodology used in this research project proved to be appropriate to the task on the 

whole. Three particular elements can be highlighted as relevant contributions: the value of 

a case study approach; the list of quality aspects developed to code the data; and Barnett's 

framework for the analysis of the results. 

The use of a case study approach proved successful as it permitted the exploration of the 

specifics of the particular courses, which was necessary as they represented a wide variety 

of practices. Additionally, the selection of two sources of evidence for the analysis of each 

case study - namely documents and a range of stakeholders - was very valuable in 

providing a detailed picture of the context and procedures of each course under study. 

The categories created - based on the major theoretical quality documents available - 

provided a robust list of the quality aspects of a course, through which further work in the 

area could benefit. In addition, this list of quality aspects and their operational descriptions 
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used to code the data was demonstrated as being a valuable instrument in providing a 
detailed and consistent mode of analysing the data gathered. 

Barnett's (1994b) work, as an important approach to theorising this area of research, has 

been a valuable contribution in this project for the understanding of the tension between 

compliance and enhancement in the application of quality assurance procedures. This 

framework facilitated the analysis of the data itself and also its interpretation in relation to 

the position that quality assurance procedures could expect to hold in the future. 

The methods selected for the collection of the data impacted on the results obtained. The 

comparative analysis of both accounts reported that the main differences were related to 

student participation and support, suggesting that the quality assurance procedures were 

mainly Missing information coming from the students. This gap however could be 

explained to some extent by the inappropriateness of the quality assurance procedures, or 

the inadequate recording of their implementation, in addition to the design of the data 

collection used in this research project. Among the documentation collected there were 

reports of student's Views, such as the results of module evaluations and questionnaires. 

The amount of data recording student's opinions however was significantly less than the 

data collected from students through the interviews, which provided a rich and detailed 

account of student opinions. Consequently, it would be possible to suggest that although 

there is certainly limited access to, and collection of, student opinions through the quality 

assurance procedures, they will certainly not be as abundant as the data gathered through 

the interview process which was carried out. 

Limitations 

This research project also presents some limitations that need to be considered when 

analysing the results and trying to generalise them in wider contexts. 

Firstly, the representativeness of the case studies in relation to the variety of online courses 

in dual-mode higher education institutions in England. The case studies selected for this 

project were all from London and its surrounding areas which matched the quahýing 

criteria. The limited time and resources available for this research project impeded the 

selection of courses from a more diverse set of contexts and locations. Although the cases 

finally included were reasonably representative of the sector - three of the courses 

belonged to pre-92 institutions and one to a post-92 institution - they are evidently partial, 
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and potentially this could have influenced the results 

Secondly, limitations were encountered in the gathering of some of the data used in this 
study. The documentation collected for each case study, although it was enough for the 
purposes of the analysis, contained some gaps. Some case studies did not have all the 
documentation available pertaining to the application of their quality assurance procedures 
(e. g. missing annual reviews or reports on student survey results) which they should have, 

and which impacted on the results in ways it is not possible to determine. However, it 

could be argued that the very absence of this documentation is in itself something to be 

considered. Similarly, the selection of students for interviewing was made by course leaders 

and that may also have distorted the results. 

Thirdly, the differentiation of the factors affecting the enhancement role of the quality 

assurance procedures was sometimes limited. As was discussed in the literature review, 

internal quality assurance procedures have already been contested in their enhancement 
function (Nfiddlehurst, 1997; Biggs, 2001). In the analysis of the effectiveness of some of 

the quality assurance procedures it was not possible to separate whether the enhancement 
function was being affected by the way it was being applied or by any of the features of the 

online environment. In this sense,, the design of this research was created with the aim of 

exploring how the online modality of the course would affect the quality assurance 

procedures, (wl-iich can be observed in the interview guides) leaving out of the exploration 

and analysis other general problems that these procedures may have had. Consequently, the 

results of this study may have overlapping factors which are not entirely related to the 

online modality of the course, and that may be affecting the effectiveness of the quality 

assurance procedures. The presence of this risk was stated whenever it was likely to occur. 

Finally, the rather limited analysis that it was possible to carry out ftom the data regarding 

external exarruners, and the potential impact that the online modality would have had on 

their role should also be acknowledged. On the one hand this can be explained by the 

limited contact that course teams generally had with external examiners and thus the 

incomplete and small amount of data that interviews provided regarding this procedure as 

it did not represent an issue for staff. On the other hand, the limited coverage given in the 

interviews to this mechanism during the analysis became apparent. It is, however, 

reasonable to suggest that a thorough analysis of this procedure in relation to its application 

to online courses would need to include collecting the views directly from the external 

examiners themselves - an aspect which was not included in the design of this research 
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project. 

Further work 

This research project has provided a deep examination of the application of the quality 
assurance procedures in online courses in dual-mode higher education institutions, 
revealing the key issues having an impact on the effectiveness of this implementation. On 

this journey, several areas have been identified as needing further research, which would 
help to widen our understanding of both the role of these mechanisms in the improvement 

of teaching and learning in higher education, and the challenges that e-learning poses to 
this aim. 

In conducting this project it was possible to identify this area of research as under- 

theorised. This project tried to expand Barnett's (1994b) contribution by applying his 

framework to the particular context of online courses. It seems necessary however to 

further develop this approach - or to create new ones - which would be applicable to 

current institutional contexts, and to support the analysis of the role of the internal quality 

assurance procedures in higher education institutions. 

This project has also highlighted some specific aspects of the organisational and 

institutional context where the case studies were located which require further study. Issues 

such as: the isolation of online courses within institutions; the impact of senior 

management's stance on quality assurance practices; the influence of leadership styles in 

quality assurance and enhancement in online courses; the tension between accountability 

and enhancement in staff practices in their relationship with institutional policies; 

equivalence of courses. Among others, each of these issues can become a research project 

on its own and could contribute to further develop this research area. 

Finally, external examiners and student representation in the context of online learning 

would benefit from further research that would allow a deeper understanding of their role 

in assuring and enhancing the quality of courses. The data collected in this research project 

regarding these two mechanisms proved to be insufficient. Research concerning external 

examiners requires a closer look at academics who are holding this position to identify the 

actual implications of their role and reports in the assurance and enhancement of quality of 

an online course. The limited analysis of student representation carried out in this study 

revealed the need to approach this mechanism with a wider view of its role, as 
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representatives are not only limited to provide feedback to staff but more importantly as 

representing the views of students, never enough in higher education institutions. 
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Appendix One: Exploratory survey form 

Quality Assurance of Online Courses in Higher Education Institutions 

This survey seeks to identify the extent to which I IEIs are currently addressing the issue of Quality Assurance of ontine courses. This is a new area for some HEls and the terms used in different institutions differ; this survey uses the f6flowing key terms: 

VLE (Virtual Learning Environment): refers to the system(s) that provides the 'online' interactions of various kinds, 
which can take place between learner and tutors, including online learning. E1 'xamples of commercial N'LEs 
frequently in use in FlEls are First Class, Blackboard, WcbCT, Learning Space. For the purpose of this survey, the 
term VLE covers also MLEs (Management Learning Systems). 

Through a VLE is possible to deliver different modalities of courses (or modules), for example: 

Fully online - where -, LD the interaction of students with their tutor/tcachcr and content is through a VLF 
Mixed mode or blended - face to face teaching + *interaction and/or communication through a VLE 

This clucstionnaire includes 7 question,,; it should take no more than 8 minutes to answer. 

Questionnaire 

1. Please identify yourself. Your institution and personal details will only be used to validate your responses. 

Name 

2. Please indicate which types of modules and courses your nistitution offers and at what levels? (Tick as many as apply) 

MODULES COMPLE"IT COURSFIS 
Continuing Continuing 

Under-graduate Post-graduate Professional Under-graduatc Post-graduatc Professional 
Development Development 

(i) Fully online F__ 

Mixed mode or H El LI 
blended 

3. Does your institution have specific Quality Assurance PROCEDURES for online and miXed mode delivery courses or 
modules? 

11 Yes -j ' No 

4. Does your institution have specific Quality Assurance DOCUMENTATION for online and miXed mode delivery 

courses or modules? 
E Yes - 11 No 

5. Please indicate which QA procedures and documents apply to online and mixed mode delivery in your institution, 
specifying whether they are different from the ones for campus-based courses, they supplement them or are the same as 
for campus-based courses? 

Procedures and documents for Different from Supplemental to Same as for Currently under Don't know 

online/mixed mode defiNýery campus based campus based campus based dexýelopment 

courses courses courses 

QA policy 0 0 0 0 0 

Coursc/module design 0 0 0 0 0 

Course/module approval 0 0 0 0 0 

procedure 

Learning and Teaching 0 0 0 0 0 

Strategy 

Course approval forms, 0 0 0 0 
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Student charter 0 0 0 0 0 

Student satisfaction surveys 0 0 0 0 0 

Assessment procedures 0 0 0 0 0 

Library and IT access policy 0 0 0 0 0 

Annual course review 
procedure 

0 0 0 0 0 

Periodic course review 
procedure 

0 0 0 0 0 

Audit trail 0 0 0 0 0 

Student complaints procedure 0 0 0 0 0 

Others 

0 0 0 0 0 

0 0 0 0 0 

0 0 0 0 0 

6. Please indicate if it would be possible to get a copy of all or some of these documents. 
0 Yes -0 No 

If yes, please indicate the way it would be possible to collect them and /or the way you prefer to be contacted for this. 
0 Available online. Please indicate the website address 

0 Available electronically. Please send them to m. jara@ioe. ac. uk 
0 Hard copy. Please indicate who should I contact to obtain them 

Important note: this documentation ndll only be usedfor the purposes of this research. 

7. Please, add any additional information that might help clarify how your institution approaches the QA issues with 
respect to online and miXed mode courses. 

Thank you very much. 
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Appendix Two: Exploratory interview guidelines 

QA Officer 

1. Position and responsibilities in relation to QA procedures. 

- What is your position (role) within your institution, and what are your responsibilities in relation to the 
quality assurance procedures within it? 

General information about QA procedures within the institution regarding quality of proVision. 
- Which are the main internal QA procedures that are conducted here aimed to assure the quality of the 

courses that are in offer? 

3. Main functions of the QA procedures. 

- What are, in your personal View and practical experience, the main functions or purposes of the QA 
procedures, from the institutional point of view? 

Internal attitudes toward QA procedures. 

- How would you describe the attitude that course and module leaders and teams have toward the 
application QA procedures? 

- Do you think academic staff is aware of the purposes of the QA mechanisms? 
- Which would you describe as the main problems in the application of internal quality assurance 

procedures? 

Key procedures for assuring the quality and for enhancing quality. 
Would you consider that some of the QA mechanisms are more important for assuring and enhancing 
the quality of courses than others? (Which ones? ) 
Within the range of QA procedures in place, and based on your experience, would you consider that 
some procedures are better aimed for assuring the quality and other for enhancing course provision, 
or this distinction is not possible to be made? 

6. Efficiency of the current procedures. 
From your position, do you consider that the procedures in place provide the necessary information 
about the quality of the courses under revision? 
What are the weaknesses of the procedures currently in place? 

- What are the strengths of them? 
Do you think the application of the QA procedures in your institution really help to improve the 
quality of the courses? How? 

In the rruddle of the year (not when a review is going on), what it is usually done when a problem in a 
course that affects its quality is identified? 

7. Concept of quality in a course. 

- In your opinion, which would you say are the key aspects of a course to be reviewed to determine if It 
is complying with the standards defined by the institution? 

8. In your opinion, would you consider that QA procedures are a relevant/good mechanism by which your institution 
can assure the quality of the courses? 

School QA Coordinator 

Position and responsibilities in relation to QA procedures. 
What is your position (role) within your institution, and what are your responsibilities in relation to the 

quality assurance procedures within it? 

2. General information about QA procedures within the institution regarding quality of provision. 

- Which are the QA procedures aimed to assure the quality of the courses you have a relation with? 
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- What is your role in the application of those procedures? 

Main functions of the QA procedures. 
- What are, in your personal view and practical experience, the main functions or purposes of the QA 

procedures? 

4. Internal attitudes toward QA procedures. 
How would you describe the attitude that academic staff have toward the application QA procedures? 
Do you think academic staff is aware of the purposes of the QA mechanisms? 
Which would you describe as the main problems in the application of the cluality assurance procedures 
within the school? 

5. Key procedures for assuring the quality and for enhancing quality. 
Would you consider that some of the QA mechanisms are more Important for assuring and enh nci 9 a in 
the quality of courses than others? (Which ones? ) 
Within the range of QA procedures in place, and based on your experience, would you consider that 
some procedures are better aimed for assuring the quality and other for enhancing course provision, 
or this distinction is not possible to be made? 

6. Efficiency of the current procedures. 

- From your position, do you consider that the procedures in place provide the necessary information 
about the quality of the courses under revision? 

- What are the weaknesses of the procedures currently in place? 

- What are the strengths of them? 

- Do you think the application of the QA procedures in your institution really help to improve the 
quality of the courses? How? 

- In the middle of the year (not when a review is going on), what it is usually done when a problem in a 
course that affects its quality is identified? 

7. Concept of quality in a course. 

- In your opinion, which would you say are the key aspects of a course to be reviewed to determine if it 
is complying with the standards defined by the institution? 

8. In your opinion, would you consider that QA procedures are a relevant/good mechanism by which your institution 
can assure the quality of the courses? 

Face-to-Face Course Leader 

Position and responsibilities in relation to QA procedures. 

- Describe briefly the course you are in charge and its general characteristics. 
What are your responsibilities as course leader/ director? 

What are your duties in relation to the quality of the course you are in charge? 

2. General information about QA procedures within the institution regarding quality of provision. 

What QA procedures you have to work through as course leader? 

What do you have to do in the application of those procedures? 

3. Main functions of the QA procedures. 

- What are, in your personal view and practical experience, are the main functions or purposes of the 
QA procedures? 

4. Internal attitudes toward QA procedures. 
How would you describe the attitude that your course team has toward the application of the QA 

procedures on your course? 
Do you think academic staff is aware of the purposes of the QA mechanisms? 

Which would you describe as the main problems in the application of intemal quality assurance 

procedures? 
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5. Key procedures for assuring the quality and for enhancing quality. 

- Has your course been through an annual review? And through a periodic review? 
In your opinion, did any of them help you and your team to i prove the quality of your courseý im 
(If not, why?; if yes, how? ) 

6. Efficiency of the current procedures. 

- Do you think the application of the QA procedures, in general, help to improve the quality of the 
courses? 
Which of the procedures you have to deal with as course leader help better for assuring and/or 
enhancing the quality of the course? 
What are the weaknesses of the procedures currently in place? 

- What are the strengths of them? What would you say, based on your experience, are the main benefits 
of applying the QA procedures? 

- In the middle of the year (not when a review Is going on), what do you do (would do) if a problem in 
your course that affects its quality is identified? 

7. Concept of quality in a course. 

- In your opinion, which would you say are the key aspects of your course that show its level of quality? 

- In your experience, how during the process of designing, producing, delivering the course, you and 
the team take care of maintaining the quality of the course? 

8. In your opinion, would you consider that QA procedures are a relevant/good mechanism by which you can assure 
the quality of your course? 

Online Course Leader 

Position and responsibilities in relation to QA procedures. 

- Describe briefly the course you are in charge and its general characteristics. 
What are your responsibilities as course leader/ director? 

What are your duties in relation to the quality of the course you are in charge? 

2. General information about QA procedures Within the institution regarding quality of provision. 
What QA procedures you have to work through as course leader? 

What do you have to do in the application of those procedures? 

3. Main functions of the QA procedures. 

- What are, in your personal view and practical experience, are the main functions or purposes of the 
QA procedures? 

4. Internal attitudes toward QA procedures. 
How would you describe the attitude that your course team has toward the application of the QA 

procedures on your course? 
Do you think academic staff is aware of the purposes of the QA mechanisms? 

Which would you describe as the main problems in the application of internal quality assurance 

procedures? 

5. Key procedures for assuring the quality and for enhancing quality. 

Has your course been through an annual review? And through a periodic review? 

In your opinion, did any of them help you and your team to improve the quality of your course? 

(If not, why?; If yes, how? ) 

Does any special procedure was applied considering the mode of the course? 

6. Efficiency of the current procedures. 

- Do you think the application of the QA procedures, in general, help to improve the quality of the 

courses? 

- Which of the procedures you have to deal with as course leader help better for assuring and/or 
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enhancing the quality of the course? 

- What are the weaknesses of the procedures currently in place? 

- What are the strengths of them? What would you say, based on your experience, are the main benefits 
of applying the QA procedures? 

- In the middle of the year (not when a review is going on), what do you do (would do) if a problem in 
your course that affects its quality is identified? 

7. Concept of quality in a course. 
In your opinion, which would you say are the key aspects of your course that show its level of quality' , 
In your experience, how during the process of designing, producing, delivering the course, you and 
the team take care of maintaining the quality of the course? 

8. In your opinion, would you consider that QA procedures are a relevant/good mechanism by which you 
can assure the quality of your course? 
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Appendix Three: Theoretical map of quality issues 

11. OUTCOMES STANDARDS 

1.1. Aims and outcomes 
Intended Learning Outcomes ILOs relationship with external reference points 

ILOs relationship with overall alms of the provider 
Clarity of ILOs statements 

Expectations Expectation of students 
Expectation of staff 
Time commitment of students 
Time commitment of staff 
jAdequacy of ways to inform students 

1.2. Curriculum 

Curriculum Curriculum relationshIp with the ILOs 
Curriculum design and structure 
Curriculum content 
Curriculum effectiveness 
Flexibility and student choice 
Inter and multi disciplinarity 
Breadth and depth of study 
Curriculum level - relationship with the award 
Currency 
Clarity of information for students 

11.3. Assessment 

Assessment Assessment adequacy for ILOs 
Criteria for assessment 
Assessment procedure security and integrity 
Effectiveness of assessment strategy & instruments 
Security -of assessment submission 
Security of assessment results delivery 
Assessment misconduct and its consequences 

Student achievement Level of student achievements 
Student achievements adequacy for the award 
Assessment load 
Assessment time (to prepare) 

Formative assessment Formative assessment (feedback) schedule 
Formative assessment timeliness 
Formative assessment nature and extent 
Formative assessment effectiveness 
Academic support arrangements 
Effectiveness of academic support 

External examiners External examiners role 
External examiners number 
External examiners report 
External examiner's report consideration 
External examiner ,s report feedback 
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2. LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

2.1. Teachina and learnin-a 
Student capacity Engagement and participation by students 

Student workload 
Staff capacity Staff workload 

Staff expertise on the delivery method 
Teaching methods Effectiveness of teaching to dehver content and alms 

Teaching methods/ activities - variety 
Teaching methods /activities pace & challenge 

I 
[Teaching 

methods/ activities breadth & depth 

2.2. Student support 
Before the start of the course Recruitment strategy 

Promotional materials 
Admission process 
Induction 
Timeliness of Information for students 

During delivery Administrative support 
Technical support 
Library and IT support 
Career guidance 

Students with disabilities Accessible electronic information 
Accessible materials 
Alternative teaching strategies 
IT support for access 
Communications about equal access 

2.3. Learning resources 
Staff Staff experience, expertise & qualifications 

Staff training opportunities 
Facilities Accommodation 

Library stock and access 
Equipment & it facilities and access 
Materials to support learning 
Delivery of course materials 
Reception of materials 

Delivery system (VLE) Reliability of delivery system 
Contingency plans/actions 

3. QA PROCEDURES for ENHANCEMENT 

QA procedures Student feedback 
Staff feedback 
Feedback from former students and employers 
Quality assurance procedures for materials 
Quality assurance procedures for teaching/tutoring 
Modifications to course structure 
Equivalence with parallel course ýComplaints 

and appeals 
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Appendix Four: Modified operational definitions of codes 

ADMINISTRATIVE Refers to issues concerning course administration, like course finances, 
ISSUES administrative housekeeping and changes of course leader. 

COURSE DEFINITION Refers to all the explicit and Implicit definitions of what the course is 
and intends to deliver. 

Intended learning Refers to the aims, intended learning goals and outcomes stated for the 
outcomes course; to their relationship with subject benchmark statements , qualification framework, professional body requirements and any other 

external reference point; and to their relationship with internal 
reference points as aims and values of the institution; it also refers to 
the clarity, validity and relevance of learning outcomes statements. 

Expectations Refers to the expectations regarding performance, participation, time 
commitment, pedagogic/acaderrýc requirements and responsibilities 
placed upon students and staff, it also refers to the ways in which these 
expectations are communicated to students, staff and external 
examiners. 

Curriculum Refers to curriculum content, design, components and structure, and its 
relationship With learning outcomes; to student options and the 
flexibility given within the curriculum; to the clarity, currency and its 
relationship with other subjects /disciplines. It also refers to curriculum 
changes and updates. 

Assessment Refers to assessment structure, strategies and instruments of the course; 
to the criteria for assessing students; to the clarity of assessment 
methods and criteria and to the way they are communicated to 
students, staff and external examiners; it also refers to the assessment 
relationship with the stated learning outcomes and curriculum. Refers 
to submission /examination and assessment process methods and rules; 
to the methods for informing results; and to assessment misconduct 
and its consequences. 

TEACHING AND Refers to all the aspects related with the teaching and learning 
LEARNING experience, by students and staff. 

Student capacity Refers to student workload, participation and engagement in learning 

activities. 

Staff capacity Refer to staff workload, participation and engagement in teaching 

activities. Also includes staff teaching aflocations and other activities 
that affect their workload. 

Teaching methods Refers to teaching and learning strategies, methods and learning 

activities. Includes materials used in teaching and learning activides. 

Student achievement Refers to the level of achievement perceived/ achieved by students; 
level of achievement in relation with the award; level of achievement in 

relation with assessment load and time to prepare; Refers to the 

assessment results. Includes also completion and deferrals issues. 

Students expectations Refers to what students expected (not expected) from the course and 

what they finally got. 
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STUDENT SUPPORT Refers to all types of support that students have access to during A the 
stages of the course delivery. 

Before the start of the Refers to promotion and recruitment activities and materials; to the 
course Processes of admission and induction of students to the course; ways 

and timeliness of information provided to prospective students and 
who are in the registration process. Includes intakes and student 
registration in course/modules. Number of students in relation to 
decision of the run of modules. 

During delivery Refers to administrative, technical, career guidance and library support 
for students during course deliver. 

Academic support Refers to formative assessment in the form of formal and informal 
feedback to students (Eke tutoring, supervision, draft coursework 
feedback); planning, organisation and schedule in the provision of 
formative assessment; timeliness, nature and extent of formative 
assessment; and student progression monitoring arrangements 

Accessibility and equal Refers to accessibility and equality issues of course materials, teaching 
opportunities issues strategies, information, support for students or any other aspect of the 

course. 

LEARNING RESOURCES Refers to all resources that the course counts on and requires to make it 
a valuable experience. 

Staff Refers to staff experience, expertise and qualifications; and staff 
training activities. 

Facilities Refers to the facilities for teaching and learning as lecture rooms, library 
stock and access, IT equipment for staff and students; electronic 
resources (websites, online resources); delivery and reception processes 
of course materials. 

Delivery system (VLE) Refers to the delivery system (VLE, conferencing system, how it works, 
how it's organised), its reliability, access, disruptions, problems, and 
backup systems. 

QAPROCEDURES Refers to all procedures in place to maintain and enhance the quality 
and standards, through student, staff, stakeholders and alumni 
feedback. 

External examiners Refers to external examiners' role and activities; and to external 
examiner's reports. 

Module evaluations Refers to module evaluation forms, return rates and reports. 

Student representation, Refers to student representation, complaints and appeals; their 

complaints and appeals procedures and processes. 

Annual review Refers to annual review process and reports. 

Other QA procedures Refers to any quality assurance procedure not covered by the other 
codes in this general category. Also refers to references and 
comparisons to other similar internal or external courses. 
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Appendix Five: Sample of coded text (Nvivo screenshots) 

u0 In'! 2A 
10 Bl-a-c-k BZ 

Please f&iie,,, q the action points identified in YOUr 20OV02 report and summarise the a, -ticn that 
has been implemented 

Action points 

On the whole the report . vas extremely positive However the external examiner did make one major 
recommendation. worded as follo,, vs 

g, What there were fevvef optional modules than UK* W", 

expected They also comptainea about lack of library resoufces. with too fe,, v copies of core books in the 
library o,, ef-expensir; e photocopying, and too fe,, ý pfinters They also complained that there were no 
p4aces for students to work by themselves in groups Generally this gave a picture of lo, ý, Pr resources 
than in preoolis years Nevertheless during myiisit to the exam board in October I 'was reassured by the 
programme tutors that as the year has progressed the resource issues reported by the StUdents have 
been larjely addressed It is cei-tainly the rasp. that there is no evidence that FeSCUr-Ce Issues have in no 
,, Nay affected the high standards of teaching and learning and Of Student -work tvlý only recommendation 
this year it that the issue of staff resources needs to be monitored if students numbers continue to 
increase 

Action taken 11 

The action taken in (esponse to this recommendation has been limited Duiing the past yeaf, tvo 
members of staff -who worked on the MA programme have left and they have been replaced by, two new 
members So there has been no net change. Please note below that in the 2002-03 the external 
examiner has fepeated his recommendation that we monitor staff-student ratios 

Please state what action has been taken of you propose to take, in response to 
recommendations made by the External Examineqsý in the 2002, '03 feport(si For PfDPOSed 
action. please indicate the person responsible the date by which tile action vVill be completed 
and any staffinginon-staffing resource implications 

Recommendations and actions to be taken 

1 We should take greater care in ensuring that distance Students are aware, of the tutorial facilities 

available to them [Me cou(se leader] voll ensure that this happens 

2. Efforts should he made to maintain 'the right staff-student ratio. (Narne Of tutor] Currently trying to 

aifange backup for coursevoik mafVing 

3, The external examiner should see any questions set fol coutse-work [Name of tutor] and [course 

leader] will ensure that this happens in the future 

Please confirm that the External Examine[ has received formal written fpaftack on hefihis 

repOrt 

He has 

S-WI 

--- --------- 

Show ýMFýýes. Exv4uef St3Ae 

Scope of coding ý. 

I: Recerillt, Used 
W Free (3) 

Trees (311 

Outocorne Standiids 

Course defration 

ILOs 

Expectations 

Curriculum 

Assessment 

Leaining0ppoitunities 

Teachngkeaining 

StudenlCapacity 

TeachingMethods 

StudentExpectalm 

StudentAchievem 

StudeNSuppoit 
6 BeloteStartCouist 

Du,, ngDeh", y 
Academic Support 
Acce. sibility-Equi 

Lea(NngResouices 

staff 

Facilities 

DelivetySyslem 

QA-QE 

QApioceduies 

411 ExternalExaminell 

M oduleE valuation 
StudRep, complai 
Annual Review 

OtheiQApiocedui, 

SeafchResults 
4 SingleNodel-ookup 

911 Cases (0) 
W Sets (6) 

............ WýV- ý. f 

I 

Annual Review, Pilot Study 
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Browser Docir-ent Ed(t Format Lkik-, Coding 

101MIR RA 
i6 ------ ýBla 

; ck IB 

(I) Do you feel the tutor(s) were adequately prepared to teach the module? (Please tick one) 

Rarely Occasionally Frequently Akvays (2ý; 

Ream rig materalls t, '-, al ". re com , pi! ed had nt"-sthng and reýevanlt cortelts. Vy understandrig Of the 
vanoLýs ! opýcs has 5"r enhanced, Those Olater4s that needed to '39 coi,, yri, 'oadec fro? lq URLS 
giver, were also usefu? and intere-Stf. "g. Persona! but rnenorprob! erns encountered. &ffcul'ties (r, 
accessing a few of the arlýc; es recomir-criced due to tech, -iical p, ob; efrs, 

(ii) Do you feel that the tutor(s) encouraged your involvement in the sessions? (Please tick one) 

Rarely (I Occasionally Frequently (1) Alviays 0) 

Onlire Dýscuss, on / Tasks Useful. varied and miear, rafu! tasks men fhrougýout t? 7e riodý! e 
Lear-, ýrg pace S manageable though there were 11(mes t,, ie go: ng kvas tough due 10 bus 

'v scheau! e Glad ,D note that there were More CpiýOf-. 'S ^ýT6r, for'he 'asks g'-'jen So that ý, *je vlf,! MO' 
end up doing the sare tý; ng as a graý; o Deaoý; ne given for arlýre dscuss-ofls was rea; 'ý . stic 
App? ecgaled the f; 'exrb, ý:, If and miercy On 'he. par' of the ! ulor, n accepting some ; ate resporses 
from the group, Enjoyed ; Garr,;. -, g from rearr, rriernbers thrcugh tlý, e views ar'. J comiments 
iforn all of hhern. Glac everyone was oper to share their views ti-fough we didn t maýýy cnqagc n 
"":; ýcjrcus exchariQe &; Geas One anoý"'Sr '10ý allý the topics. 

, he Iýitor encouraged partfc, *. palý, on, but e% en ,: ' *herc- -; ere rephes, there was ;, **Ie fu. 1her d; scuss, on so at T 
I 'ý what vve were ialkirio aýýout as a clýass umes wers- not foPotved L. 'P' 'VBYle this ýs exactly 
people not havýrg C-rough t1me toresporcf'r ceta; ý orperýalos fseý! no that týie, r contrb,; ' ors Y, *re 
nol valued 

(iii) Did you find the teaching sessions Interesting? (Please tick one) 

Rarely () Occasionally () FreqUently (1) Always ill,,, 

Ti, e irstaictor's sumrrares Wsrs good. Whcr add, l, oriai readjng of otV, ne arl, c! es veas offered. ,' was 
m r; lý because atvvas riv t3tly acccssýble Lj& apprec(aied esloec; a 

(iv) Were the assessment procedures inade clear? (Please Cick one) 

Yes (21, No 

(v) Are the assessment criteria clear? (Please tick one) 

Yes (2.1 No 

(vi) Has adequate support been offered to help you with your work this module? (Please tick 
one) 

Yes (2ý, No 

(vii) Are there any equal opportunities issues arising from the module that you would like to 

raise? 

-t H, 9 tv, ýoýe tý, 9 fn, ýor-iation, was tai presrrý, '6-14 and ViaS 170 öý&s ýeeý'ect(ý"9 a"t'c! ,1! eýi ý es 

^i 

II 
Saff 

)r 

Module Evaluation, Pilot Study 
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Appendix Six: pilot study interview guidelines 

Course Leader 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it?, how has it been running, etc. 

2. Have any problems been i1 dentified. Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

3. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What makes it that way? What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? 

(If it not rated top quaht) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

4. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the picture: What do you think about: 

- The performance of tutors on the course; as a course leader what do you expect from a module tutor? Is there any information given to them about what it is expected from them? What do you do to make 
sure they are able to respond to those expectations? Is there any way for you as course leader to assure 
they are perforn-ung as expected during the delivery? 

- The learning activities on the course; 
how would you describe the type of activities that the students are asked to do on the course? 
Do you think they work out as you have planned them to be on the online environment? (i. e. do the activities 
make the students do what you have planned? ) 
How do you assure this really happens on each module of the course? 
Do you think they are appropriate for the students to achieve the learning outcomes you are intending? 

- Assessment; 

a would you consider the assessment strategy of the course appropriate for the course modality? 
Where there any worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given that staff haven't met the 
students)? 

0 Would you consider that the assessment fits the learning outcomes defined for the course? 

- Module evaluations. 
a Who were receiving the forms back from the students? How were processed the evaluations results? 

Do you think the evaluations were gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned 
about during the delivery of a module? According to the documents, the module tutor was reporting its 
results to the course team? Was the course team informed by any other way of these results? 

Course team meetings. How were this opportunities effective in dealing With the problems found on 
the course delivery? 

Annual review reports. Do you consider the reports are a reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative. According to the documents, every cohort had a representative that was 
haising by email with the face to face students to put forward their comments. 

Do you think this modality of representation has worked out the way expected? 
Do you think of any way this student representation from the online students could be unproved? 

5. From the revision of the quality assurance documents I have prepared a brief summary of the findings which I 

would like you to read and tell me what you think about what was found on them. 

Academic staff 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see itý, how has it been 

running, etc. 
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Have any problems been identified. Were QA procedures helpful m identifying those problems? Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

3. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What makes it that wayý What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? 

(Ifit not rated top qualzý) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quatity rating? 

4. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I'd like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: What do you think about: 

- The performance of tutors on the course; as a tutor on the course, 
a what was expected from you as tutor? 

How do you know this (was informed to you in any way)? Were you able to monitor if you were able to 
respond to such expectations? How? 

0 Is there any other way you can think this monitoring could be done? 

- The learning activities on the course; 
how would you describe the type of activities that the students are asked to do on the course? 
Do you think they worked out as youhave planned them to be on the online environment? (i. e. do the 
activities make the students do what you have planned? ) 
How do you assure this really happened on your module? 
Do you think they are appropriate for the students to achieve the learning outcomes you are intendmg? 

- Assessment; 

N would you consider the assessment strategy of the course appropriate for the course modality? 
Where there any worries about problems in plagiarism or Impersonation (given that staff haven't met the 
students)? 

M Would you consider that the assessment fits the learning outcomes defined for the course? 

- Course team meetings. How were this opportunities effective in dealing With the problems found on 
the course delivery? 

- Module evaluations. 
M Who were receiving the forms back from the students? How were processed the evaluations results? 

Do you think the evaluations were gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned 
about during the delivery of a module? 
According to the documents, the module tutor was reporting its results to the course teamý Was the course 
team informed by any other way of these results? 

5. From the revision of the quality assurance documents I have prepared a brief summary of the findings which I 
would like you to read and tell me what you think about what was found on them. 

Administrator 

1. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it, how has it been running, etc. 

2. Have any problems been identified. Were QA procedures helpful III identifying those problems? Were those 

problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

3. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course you are administrating? What makes it that way? What 

information are you considering to devise that conclusion? 

(ý(it not rated top qmalily) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 

rating? 

4. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: What do you think about: 

- Module evaluations. 
Who were receiving the forms back from the students? 

1 low were processed the evaluations results? 
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Do you think the evaluations were gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivery of a module? 
According to the documents, the module tutor was reporting its results to the course teamý Was the course team informed by any other way of these results? 

- Course team meetings. How were this opporturuties effective in dealing with the problems found on 
the course delivery? 

- Annual review reports. Did you participate in the elaboration of an annual review report? If yes, do 
you consider the reports are a reliable and complete account of what the course was during the yearý 

- Student representative. According to the documents, every cohort had a representative that was haising by email with the face to face students to put forward their comments. 
Do you think this modality of representation has worked out the way expected? 
Do you think of any way this student representation from the online students could be improved? 

5. From the revision of the quality assurance documents I have prepared a brief summary of the findings which I 
would like you to read and tell me what you think about what was found on them. 

Students 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it, how has it been 
running, etc. 

2. Have been any problems identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? Were those problems dealt 
with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

3. In terms of quafity, how would you rate this course? What makes it that way? What information are you considering 
to devise that conclusion? 

(If it not rated to 'bute to this less than top quality p quafiý)) What issues are you taking into consideration that contri 
rating? 

4. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: What do you think about: 

- The performance of tutors on the course; as an ordine student, what do (did) you expect from the 
tutors? 

- The learning activities on the course; 
how would you describe the type of activities that you were asked to do on the course? 

Considering the goals of the course, do you think the activities were aiming to achieve those alms? How? 

Module evaluations. Did you complete the evaluations after finishing modules? Where you putting 

your actual Views on them? 

a Do you think what is put by students on the evaluations is picked up by staff?. 

Student representative. To my knowledge, every cohort had a representative that was liaising by email 

with the face to face students to put forward their comments to the NLA, meetings. 

Did this arrangement work out weR for the online students? 

Did you ever (consider to) put forward your comments about the course through the rep? 

5. From the revision of the quality assurance documents I have prepared a brief summary of the findings which I 

would like you to read and tell me what you think about what was found on them. 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it, how it has been running, ctc 

2. Have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? Were those prob1cms dealt 

with, ie. was the loop closed? 

3. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What makes it that way? What information are you considering 

to devise that conclusion? 
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(If it not rated top qualio) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 
rating? 

From the revision of the quality assurance documents I have prepared a brief summary of the findings which I 
would like you to read and tell me what you think about what was found on them. 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

2. (If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? How do you feel about the coursc your 
employee attended? Do you think it was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appendix Seven: Pilot study summary of findings on QA 
documents 

Course leader 

The comparison of the QA documentation of the MA with the theoretical aspects of what should be covered by QA 
procedures found that most categories were present and most very well described, but were some aspects not covered 
and other aspects covered in a very general way. 

- Intended learning outcomes are well described and clearly stated on the documents, although there were no 
references to external reference points or the overall alms of the institution. 

- In relation to the expectations that the course has of students and staff, it is interesting to note that all references were 
related with what the course expects from the students but not from staff 

- Regarding the curriculum, the documents address this aspect extensively but fail in making any reference to its 
relationship With the intended learning outcomes and its effectiveness for delivering them. 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students are not Present in any of the documents. Issues like accessible electronic 
information and materials, alternatives teaching strategies or IT support for access are not mentioned in any of the 
documents. Although there might be considered the fact that no disabled student was enrolled on the course during 
the three years that the documents cover, there is no reference on the course handbook on any specific support that 
disabled students might get (only a general reference who to contact for general disability support). 

- It is interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects regarding the delivery system of the course that 
according to the literature should be present, that is reliability of the system and contingency plans. None of them are 
mentioned in any of the documents. Although the category is present on the documents, the texts found refer to 
other issues, like information for students on how is the system organised and how to access it, among others. 

- In relation with the quality assurance procedures, the documents refer to a wide range of issues. Nevertheless there 
are three aspects not mentioned: staff feedback, feedback from former students and employers and quality assurance 
procedures for materials, which are not part of the strategies contemplated in the course revision. Although it could 
be argued that staff feedback would be present within the discussions carried out in the programme meetings, they 
are not formally recorded as such. 

- 'Teaching methods' was one of the most specific and frequently aspects mentioned within the documentation that 
included student feedback, not however on the rest of the documents. An additional interesting element is that when 
the issue is considered by staff members they do not refer with the same level of specificity with which students 
mentioned them (although this improved along the years) 

Other interesting findings on the documents were: 

Module tutors were reporting back to the MA team meetings the results on module evaluation, which in some cases 
seemed to have acted as a filter of the issues raised by students. 

Module evaluation forms used were not adapted to the online modality, endangering the understanding students 

made of the issues asked on them. 

Annual Review form used was not adapted for the online modality, hindering a thorough evaluative review of the 

course. 

The most frequent issue mentioned on the documents is related with the teaching and leaming aspects of the course, 

especially those related with the teaching methods. On this, students present a very strong position and opinions 

about activities, tutor performance, what they needed and expected from the course, etc. 

Depending on the type of document, the issues emphasized varied- 

" Module evaluation reports and Annual Review Reports were mainly focused teaching and leaming issues. 

" MA team meetings reports focus on student support issues. 

" LTQ meetings reports focused mainly on course definitions and qualijy assuraricc procedures that affected all 

departmental courses. 

" External Examiner's reports focused mainly on course definitions aspects (especially assessment) 

The way and timelincss with which quality issues were addressed by the course team varied considerably. It appear-, 
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that some issues were solved in the same term/year they appeared mentioned by students (like the need of an 
induction period). Others took two years to be considered (like a problem with a book). And others are hidden, not 
being mentioned at all by any documentation (like the issues relating the performance of module tutors). 

Academic staff 

The comparison of the QA documentation of the MA with the theoretical aspects of what should be covered by QA 
procedures found that most categories were present and most very well described, but were some aspects not covered 
and other aspects covered in a very general way. 

- Intended learning outcomes are well described and clearly stated on the documents, although there were no 
references to external reference points or the overall aims of the institution. 

- In relation to the expectations that the course has of students and staff, it is interesting to note that all references were 
related with what the course expects from the students but not from staff 

- Regarding the curriculum, the documents address this aspect extensively but fail in making any reference to its 
relationship with the intended learning outcomes and its effectiveness for delivering them. 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students are not present in any of the documents. Issues like accessible electronic 
information and materials, alternatives teaching strategies or IT support for access are not mentioned in any of the 
documents. Although there might be considered the fact that no disabled student was enrolled on the course during 
the three years that the documents cover, there is no reference on the course handbook on any specific support that 
disabled students might get (only a general reference who to contact for general disability support). 

- It is interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects regarding the delivery system of the course that 
according to the literature should be present, that is reliability of the system and contingency plans. None of them are 
mentioned in any of the documents. Although the category is present on the documents, the texts found refer to 
other issues, Eke information for students on how is the system organised and how to access it, among others. 

- In relation with the quality assurance procedures, the documents refer to a wide range of issues. Nevertheless there 
are three aspects not mentioned: staff feedback, feedback from former students and employcrs and quality assurance 
procedures for materials, which are not part of the strategies contemplated in the course revision. Although it could 
be argued that staff feedback would be present within the discussions carried out in the programme meetings, they 
are not formally recorded as such. 

- 'Teaching methods' was one of the most specific and frequently aspects mentioned within the documentation that 

included student feedback, not however on the rest of the documents. An additional interesting element is that when 
the issue is considered by staff members they do not refer with the same level of specificity with which students 
mentioned them (although this improved along the years) 

Other interesting findings on the documents were: 

- Module tutors were reporting back to the MA team meetings the results on module evaluation, which in some cases 

seemed to have acted as a filter of the issues raised by students. 

- Module evaluation forms used were not adapted to the online modality, endangering the understanding students 

made of the issues asked on them. 

- Annual Review form used was not adapted for the online modality, hindering a thorough evaluative review of the 

course. 

- The most frequent issue mentioned on the documents is related with the teaching and learning aspects of the course, 

especially those related with the teaching methods. on this, students present a very strong position and opinions 

about activities, tutor performance, what they needed and expected from the course, etc. 

- Depending on the type of document, the issues emphasized varied: 

" Module evaluation reports and Annual Review Reports were mainly focused teaching and leamin issues. 

" MA team meetings reports focus on student suJ212or issues. 

" LTQ meetings reports focused mainly on course definitions and qualijy assurance procedures that affected all 

departmental courses. 
finitions aýp-emts (especially assessment) 

" External Examiner'-, reports focused mainly on course de 

- The way and timeliness with which quality issues were addressed by the course team varied considerably. It appears 

that some issues were solved in the same term/year they appeared mentioned by students (like the need of an 

induction period)- Others took two years to be considered (Like a problem with a book). And others are hidden, not 

being mentioned at all by any documentation (like the issues relating the performance of module tutors). 
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Administrator 

The comparison of the QA documentation of the MA with the theoretical aspects of what should be covered by Qý 
procedures found that most categories were present and most very well described, but were some aspects not covered 
and other aspects covered in a very general way. 

- In relation to the expectations that the course has of students and staff, it is interesting to note that all references were 
related with what the course expects from the students but not from staff 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students are not present in any of the documents. Issues Eke accessible electronic 
information and materials, alternatives teaching strategies or IT support for access are not mentioned in any of the 
documents. Although there might be considered the fact that no disabled student was enrolled on the course during 
the three years that the documents cover, there is no reference on the course handbook on any specific support that 
disabled students might get (only a general reference who to contact for general disability support). 

- it is interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects regarding the delivery system of the course that 
according to the literature should be present, that is reliability of the system and contingency plans. None of them are 
mentioned in any of the documents. Although the category is present on the documents, the texts found refer to 
other issues, like information for students on how is the system organised and how to access it, among others. 

- In relation with the quality assurance procedures, the documents refer to a wide range of issues. Nevertheless there 
are three aspects not mentioned: staff feedback, feedback from former students and employers and quality assurance 
procedures for materials, which are not part of the strategies contemplated in the course revision. Although it could 
be argued that staff feedback would be present within the discussions carried out in the programme meetings, they 
are not formally recorded as such. 

- 'Teaching methods' was one of the most specific and frequently aspects mentioned within the documentation that 
included student feedback, not however on the rest of the documents. An additional interesting element is that when 
the issue is considered by staff members they do not refer with the same level of specificity with which students 
mentioned them (although this improved along the years) 

- Module tutors were reporting back to the MA team meetings the results on module evaluation, which in some cases 
seemed to have acted as a filter of the issues raised by students. 

- Module evaluation forms used were not adapted to the online modality, endangering the understanding students 
made of the issues asked on them. 

- Annual Review form used was not adapted for the online modality, hindering a thorough evaluative review of the 
course. 

- The most frequent issue mentioned on the documents is related with the teaching and learning aspects of the course, 
especially those related with the teaching methods. On this, students present a very strong position and opinions 
about activities, tutor performance, what they needed and expected from the course, etc. 

- The way and timeliness with which quality issues were addressed by the course team varied considerably. It appears 
that some issues were solved in the same term/year they appeared mentioned by students (like the need of an 
induction period). Others took two years to be considered (like a problem with a book). And others are hidden, not 
being mentioned at all by any documentation (like the issues relating the performance of module tutors). 

Support staff 

The comparison of the QA documentation of the NIA with the theoretical aspects of what should be covered by QA 

procedures found that most categories were present and most very well described, but were some aspects not covered 

and other aspects covered in a very general way. 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students are not present in any of the documents. Issues like accessible electronic 

information and materials, alternatives teaching strategies or IT support for access are not mentioned in any of the 

documents. Although there might be considered the fact that no disabled student was enrolled on the course during 

the three years that the documents cover, there is no reference on the course handbook on any specific support that 

disabled students might get (only a general reference who to contact for general disability support). 

It is interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects regarding the delivery system of the course that 

according to the literature should be present, that is reliability of the system and contingency plans. None of them arc 

mentioned in any of the documents. Although the category is present on the documents, the texts found refer to 

other issues, like information for students on how is the system organised and how to access It, among others. 
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Students 

The comparison of the QA documentation of the MA with the theoretical aspects of what should be covered by Q, -\ 
procedures found that most categories were present and most very well described, but were some aspects not covered 
and other aspects covered in a very general way. 

- In relation to the expectations that the course has of students and staff, it is interesting to note that all references were 
related with what the course expects from the students but not from staff 

- Accessibility issues for disabled students are not present in any of the documents. Issues like accessible electronic 
information and materials, alternatives teaching strategies or IT support for access are not mentioned in any of the 
documents. Although there might be considered the fact that no disabled student was enrolled on the course during 
the three years that the documents cover, there is no reference on the course handbook on any specific support that 
disabled students might get (only a general reference who to contact for general disability support). 

It is interesting to note the absence of references to the aspects regarding the delivery system of the course that 
according to the literature should be present, that is reliability of the system and contingency plans. None of them are 
mentioned in any of the documents. Although the category is present on the documents, the texts found refer to 
other issues, like information for students on how is the system organised and how to access it, among others. 

- Module evaluation forms used were not adapted to the online modality, endangering the understanding students 
made of the issues asked on them. 

- The most frequent issue mentioned on the documents is related with the teaching and learning aspects of the course, 
especiaUy those related with the teaching methods. On this, students present a very strong position and opinions 
about activities, tutor performance, what they needed and expected from the course, etc. 

The way and timeliness with which quality issues were addressed by the course team varied considerably. It appears that 
some issues were solved in the same term/year they appeared mentioned by students (like the need of an induction 
period). Others took two years to be considered (like a problem with a book). And others are hidden, not being 

mentioned at all by any documentation (like the issues relating the performance of module tutors). 
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Appendix Eight: Revised interview guidelines 

Course Leader 

1. Since when you are the course leader and what is your participation in the course? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified. Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? Were those 
problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this courseý What information are you considering to devise that 
conclusion? 

(If it not rated top qualiý, ) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 
rating? 

5. How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

6. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: What do you think about: 

- Assessment strategy of the course - appropriate for the course modality? 
M Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given that staff have not met the students)? 

- Module evaluations 
How are administered, processed, reported. 
Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the dehvcry of a 
module? 

- Course team meetings - were effective in dealing With the problems found on the course delivery? 

- Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

- Student representative - does it work, how? 

- External examiners - 
Plus the areasItopics that will camefrom the document ana#Sis 

Academic staff 

1. What is your participation in the course? Since when? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified. Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? Were those 

problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 

conclusion? 

(ý'it not rated top qualiý) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 

rating? 

5. How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

6. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I'd like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: What do you think about: 

- Assessment strategy of the course - appropriate for the course modality? 

9 Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given that staff have not met the students)? 

- Module evaluations 
" How are administered, processed, reported. 

" Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivery of a 
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module? 

- Course team meetings - were effective in dealing with the problems found on the course dehven, ', 
- Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 
- Student representative - does it work, how? 

- External examiners - 
Plus the areasltopics that will camefrom the domment analysis 

Administrator 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do as administrator of this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified. Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problemsýý Were those 
problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course you are administrating? What information are you considering to 
devise that conclusion? 

(If it not rated to 
rating? 

p qmality) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 

5. In the course documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to completc the 
picture: What do you think about: 

- Module evaluations 
How are administered, processed, reported. 
Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivery of a 
module? 

Course team meetings - were effective in dealing with the problems found on the course delivery? 
Annual review reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - does it work, how? 
External exarnýiners - 

Plus the areasl topics that u411 camefrom the domment analý, Sis 

Students 

At what point of the course are you now? How did you come to know about this course? What made you to choose 
for it? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. As student, have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? Were those 

problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to dev1se that 

conclusion? 

(If it not rated top qmakýy) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 

rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: What do you think about: 

- Module evaluations 
0 Do you complete the evaluations after finishing modules? 

Where you putting your actual views on them? 

Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivery of a 
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module? 

M Do you think what Is put by students on the evaluations is picked up by staff? 
- Student representative 

M Did you ever (consider to) put forward your comments about the course through the rep? 
Plus the areasItopics that will camefrom the document analysis... 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do/did supporting/developing this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the courseý How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked upý How, by whom? Were those problems dealt 
with, ie. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 
conclusion? 

(If it not rated top qualiýy) What issues are you taking into consideration that contribute to this less than top quality 
rating? 

Plus the areasItopics that will camefrom the document anaýysis... 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

1. Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

2. (If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? I low do you feel about the course your 
employee attended? Do you think it was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appcndix Ninc: Intcrvicw guidclincs - Casc study 1 

Course Leader 

1. Since when are you the course leader - what is your role in the course right now? 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 

Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qua#ý) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to completc the 
picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (assignment + exam) - is it appropriate for the course modahty? 

Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
10% coursework is for 'satisfactory participation in online activities'- how is this assessed? 

- Support for students - proVided through personal and module tutors + mentors and ebuddies. 
" Do personal tutors scheme works? - expectations in time commitment 

" How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken for-ward? 

" Mentors & ebuddies - what are your expectations? Do they work? Is their feedback gathered? 

- Low levels of participation of students in virtual seminars - how the participation was assessed - what 
measures were taken to improve the participation? 

7. Regarding QA procedures, the course has its own framework - 

- Are the procedures defined in line with the UCL QA policy? And with EISA policy? 

Does the course apply the same procedures as other UCL courses? 
Do the course reports back to the UCL QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 

Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a questionnaire sent 
by email after each unit/module, that because the low response rates was made compulsory 

" How low was the response rate before? - Have this strategy worked? 

" How are administered, processed, reported. 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

Course team meetings - Quality monitoring group (termly) & Peer review meetings 
(weekly/ fortnightly) 

Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

- Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

- External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/suggestions of the course considering its 

specific features? 
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Academic staff 

What is your participation in the course? Since when? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 
Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclu ion? ýfit ot rated top quahý) What issues are you s (I, n 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (assignment + exam) - is it appropriate for the course modahty? 
0 Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
0 10% coursework is for 'satisfactory participation in online activities' - how is this assessed? 
Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors + mentors and e-buddies. 

Do personal tutors scheme works? - expectations in time commitment 
How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 
Mentors & ebuddies - what are your expectations? Do they work? Is their feedback gathered? 

Low levels of participation of students in virtual seminars - how the participation was assessed - what 
measures were taken to improve the participation? 

7. Regarding QA procedures, the course has its own framework - 
- Are the procedures defined in line with the UCL QA policy? And with EISA policy? 

Does the course apply the same procedures as other UCL courses? 
Do the course reports back to the UCL QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a questionnaire sent 
by email after each unit/module, that because the low response rates was made compulsory 
" How low was the response rate before? - Have this strategy worked? 
" How are administered, processed, reported. 
" Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 

delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings - Quality monitoring group (termly) & Peer review meetings 
(weekly/ fortnightly) I 
0 Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

a How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 
Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 
Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions of the course considering its 
specific features? 

Administrator 

Could you briefly describe the tasks you do as admmistrator of this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
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Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop close& 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quali_4) What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (assignment + exam) - 
Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors + mentors and ebuddies. 
How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - 
Mentors & ebuddies - Is their feedback gathered? 
Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

6. Regarding QA procedures, the course has its own framework - 
- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a questionnaire sent by email after each unit/module, that because the low response rates was made compulsory - 

How low was the response rate before? - Have this strategy worked? 
How are administered, processed, reported. 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about dunng the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings - Quality monitoring group (termly) & Peer review meetings 
(weekly/ fortnightly) 

What is your participation in those meetings? 
Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

a How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - (if bad any role in its wfifiq ,) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 

- Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

- External exarnMers - do they provide a relevant review/ sugge s tions of the course considering its 
specific features? 

Students 

At what point of the course are you now? How did you come to know about this course? What made you to choose 
for it? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. As student, have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? Were those 
problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 

conclusion? 

(If it not rated top quality) What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (assignment + exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality? 

0 10% coursework is for 'satisfactory participation in online activities' - how is this assesse& 

- Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors + mentors and ebuddies. 

Do personal tutors scheme works? 

Mentors & e-buddics - Do they work? 

- Other issues would like to have you view on: 
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" Information required/needed to deal with the course requirements - enough, on time? 
" Learning materials online 

" Low levels of participation of students in virtual seminars 
Workload - time dedicated to virtual seminars 
Induction - lower pace 
Readings access (e-journals) - availability of exam papers - delivery of materials 
Are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regarding QA procedures 

- Module evaluations 
Do you complete the questionnaire after finishing units and modules? 
Where you putting your actual views on them? 
Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivcry of a module? 
Do you think that what is put by students on the questionnaires is actuaUy picked up by staff?. 

Student representative 

d Did you ever (consider to) put for-ward your comments about the course through the rep? 
Where there any other way you could put forward your opinions about the course' , 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do/did supporfing/developmg this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 
Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qualityý, What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (assignment + exam) - 
M Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

- Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors + mentors and e-buddies. 

" How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - 
" Mentors & e-buddies - Is their feedback gathered? 

" Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

6. Regarding QA procedures, the course has its own framework - 
Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a questionnaire sent 
by email after each unit/module, that because the low response rates was made compulsory - 

Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

Course team meetings - Quality monitoring group (termly) & Peer review meetings 
(weekly/ fortnightly) 

What is your participation in those meetings? 
Are they effective in dealing With the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports -(fi bad anj role in its ivrifiq) are reliable and complete account of what the 

course was during the year? 
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- Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

- External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions of the course considering its 
specific features? 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

(If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? How do you feel about the course your 
employee attended? Do you think it was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appendix Ten: Interview guidelines - Case study 2 

Course Leader 

1. Since when are you the course leader - what is your role in the course right now? 
2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 
3.1- lave any problems been identified during the years the course has been runningý 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qmalilyý What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

6. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I would tike to ask you some questions about those areas 'in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (wide range: portfolios, webs, essays) - are they appropriate for the 
course modality? 

Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
- Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors - high presence. 

" Roles clear, not time commitment? - how is work overload managed? 
" How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 
" Monitoring of student progress - addressed by online application - was it solved? 

- Levels of participation of students in online activities - is participation assessed/ monitored in any 
way? - what are the expectations regarding student participation? 

- How are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

7. Regarding QA procedures - 
- Are the procedures defined in hne with the GW QA pohcy? 

0 Does the course apply the same procedures as other GW courses? Do they differ in any way? 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a online 
questionnaire 

How is the response rate? - is it compulsory? 
How are administered, processed, reported - when are they reviewed by the team (as team meetings don't 
seem to pick up issues from them) 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings 
N Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 
Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

Student representative - how this representation works? 

External examiners - do they provide relevant review/suggestions of the course considering its 

specific features? 

Course materials review - how the college wide guidelines are implemented? How the editorial board 

works? 
Alumni feedback - is it gathered? How? What is the purpose of gathering this info? 
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Academic staff 

What is your participation in the course? Since when? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the courseý How do you see it? 
3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop close& 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quafit 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

y) What issues are you 

5. How would you compare this course with the (a) face-to-face course? 

6. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questi in 
picture: 

ions about those areas i order to complete the 

- Assessment strategy of the course (wide range: portfolios, webs, essays) - are they appropriate for the 
course modality? 

- Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
- Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors - high presence. 

Roles clear, no time commitment? - how is work overload managed? 
How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 
Monitoring of student progress - addressed by online application - was it solved? 

- Levels of participation of students in online activities - is participation assessed/monitored in any 
way? - what are the expectations regarding student participation? 
How are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

Regarding QA procedures, 
Are the procedures defined in line with the GW QA policy? 
a Does the course apply the same procedures as other GW courses? Do they differ in any way? 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a online 
questionnaire 

0 How is the response rate? - is it compulsory? 
How are administered, processed, reported - when are they reviewed by the team (as team meetings don't 

seem to pick up issues from them) 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings 
a Are they effective in dealing With the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the )ear? 

- Student representative - how this representation works? 

- External exarruners - do they provide relevant review/ suggestions of the course considering its 

specific features? 

- Course materials review - how the college wide guidelines are implemented? How the editorial board 

works? 

- Alumni feedback - is it gathered? How? What Is the purpose of gathering this info? 

Administrator 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do as administrator of this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

Have any problems been identified during the years the coursc has been running? 
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Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quaYty) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality ratingý 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

Assessment strategy of the course (wide range: portfolios, webs, essays) 
a Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors - high presence. 
" How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? 
" Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

How are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regarding QA procedures, the course has its own framework - 
- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a online 

questionnaire 

8 How is the response rate? - is it compulsory? 
How are administered, processed, reported - when are they reviewed by the team (as team meetings don't 
seem to pick up issues from them) 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings 
w What is your participation in those meetings? 

Are they effective in dealing With the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

view reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the Annual re *II 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - how this representation works? 
External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ sugges dons of the course considering its 
specific features? 
Course materials review - how the college wide guidelines are implemented? How the editorial board 

works? 

- Alumni feedback - is it gathered? How? What is the purpose of gathering this info? 

Students 

At what point of the course are you now? How did you come to know about this course? What made you to choose 
for it? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. As student, have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? Were those 

problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 

conclusion? 

(Ifit not rated top quali-O) What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actuaUy happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (wide range: portfolios, webs, essays) - are they appropriate for the 

course modality? 
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- Support for students - provided through personal and rnodule tutors 
2 Do personal/module tutors scheme works? 
" One stop shop - is it used by students vs directly contacting tutors? 
" Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

- Other issues would like to have you view on: 
Information required/needed to deal with the course requirements - enough, on time? 
Learning materials online 
Participation of students in the online environment 
Workload - time dedicated to online activities 
Face to face meetings/events - relevance, value for time 
Are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regarding QA procedures 

- Module evaluations 

" Do you complete the questionnaire after finishing the courses? 
" Where you putting your actual views on them? 

" Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the delivery of a 
module? 
Do you think that what is put by students on the questionnaires is actuafly picked up by staff?. 

Student representative 

" Does the system works? 
" Did you ever put forward your comments about the course through the rep? 
Where there any other way you could put forward your opinions about the course? 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do/did supporting/ developing this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 
Were QA procedures helpful M identifying those problems? 
Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you con sidering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qualiýy) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (wide range: portfolios, webs, essays) 

a Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

- Support for students - provided through personal and module tutors 

How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - 

Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

- How are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regarding QA procedures, 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student feedback is seek through a online 

questionnaire 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 

delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings 

0 What is your participation in those meetings? 
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Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 
How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 

- Student representative - how this representation works? 

- External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions of the course considering its 
specific features? 

- Course materials review - how the college wide guidelines are implemented? How the editorial board 
works? 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

2. (If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? How do you feel about the course your 
employee attended? Do you think it was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appendix Eleven: Interview guidelines - Case study 3 

Course Leader 

1. Since when are you the course leader - what is your role in the course right nowý 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 
3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qualit 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? _y) 

What issues are you 

In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 
from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modahty? Why the request 
by students to add other assessed components was re)ected? - is this actually a measure of eqUIvalence 
with the face to face course? 

Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
5% of first module is for 'contribution in online seminar' report - how is this assessed? 

- Support for students - provided through module leader, DL assistants, tutors & personal tutors 

" Tutors role on online seminar + rota for other online spaces - time expectations 
" Do personal tutors scheme works? - why it was installed? Do students differentiate them? 

" How is tutors/ DLA /personal tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken 
forward? 

- Low quality of materials - how it come to happen? Why a MM approach to the materials was 
adopted? (given its difficulties for updating) 

- Low levels of participation of students in online seminars - strategies to encourage participation 
(personalised emails, monitoring) worked? - was it really a connection between the VLE and the level 
of participation? - why the team adopted a sympathetic attitude regarding the vle? Are there any 
activity design issue that could be affecting the participation? 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 

- Are the procedures defined in line with the RHUL QA policy? And with EISA policy? 

Does the course apply the same procedures as other RHUL courses? 
Do the course reports back to the RHUL QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire that was not used - why? 

E Are there formal channels for student feedback? Is there any survey in place? 

0 How are administered, processed, reported. 
Are these channels gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participates? 

Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

Student representative - does the course have a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide relevant review/ suggestions considering its specific features; 
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EquiValence with face to face course: how do you compare them-.,, Are they of the same standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 

Academic staff 

What is your participation in the course? Since whený 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see ltý 

Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problemsý 

Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quahýv) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 
from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality? Why the request 
by students to add other assessed components was rejected? - is this actually a measure of equivalence 
with the face to face course? 
* Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
* 5% of first module is for 'contribution in online seminar' report - how is this assessed? 

- Support for students - provided through module leader, DL assistants, tutors & personal tutors 

" Tutors role on online seminar + rota for other online spaces - time expectations 

" Do personal tutors scheme works? - why it was installed? Do students differentiate them? 

" How is tutors/ DLA/personal tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken 
forward? 

- Low quality of materials - how it come to happen? Why a MNI approach to the materials was 
adopted? (given its difficulties for updating) 

- Low levels of participation of students in online seminars - strategies to encourage participation 
(personalised emails, monitoring) worked? - was it really a connection between the VLE and the level 

of participation? - why the team adopted a sympathetic attitude regarding the VLE? Are there any 

activity design issue that could be affecting the participation? 

Regarding QA procedures - 
Are the procedures defined in line with the RHUL QA policy? And w1th EISA policy? 

Does the course apply the same procedures as other RHUL courses? 

Do the course reports back to the RHUL QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 

Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire that was not used - why? 

Are there formal channels for student feedback? Is there any survey in place? 

How are administered, processed, reported. 

Are these channels gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 

delivery of a module? 
Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participates? 

Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the yearý 

Student representative - does the course have a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide relevant review/ suggestions considering its specific features? 
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7. Equivalence with face to face course: how do you compare them? Are they of the same standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 

Administrator 

I. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do as administrator of this courseý 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the courseý How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 
Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 

Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop close& 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quality) What issues are You considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) 
a Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

- Support for students - proVided through module leader, DL assistants, tutors & personal tutors 
" Tutors role on online seminar + rota for other online spaces - 
" Do personal tutors scheme works? - why it was installed? Do students differentiate them? 

How is tutors/ DLA /personal tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken 
forward? 

- Are these roles enough to cover all the needs for support of studentsý 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 
- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire that was not used - why? 

" Are there formal channels for student feedback? Is there any survey in place? 
" How are administered, processed, reported. 
" Are these channels gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 

delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participates? 
0 Are they effective in dealing with the problems found durMg the course delivery? 

8 How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports -(if bad any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions considering its specific features? 

7. EquiValence with face to face course: how do you compare them? Are they of the same standard? Or the same 
difficulty for students? 

Students 

1 At what point of the course are you now? How did you come to know about this course? What made you to choose 
for it? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. As student, have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked up? How, by whom? \Vere those 

problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 

conclusion? 
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(Ifit not rated top quality) What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quabry ratingý 
5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality? Why the request by students to add other assessed components was rejected? - is this actuaUy a measure of equivalence 
with the face to face course? 
* Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
* 5% of first module is for 'contribution in online seminar' report - how is this assessed? 

- Support for students - provided through module leader, DL assistants, tutors & personal tutors 
0 Tutors role on online seminar + rota for other online spaces - satisfied with their role? 
M Do personal tutors scheme works? - Do students differentiate them? 

- Other issues would like to have you view on: 
M Information required/needed to deal with the course requirements - enough, on time? 

Learning materials 
Low levels of participation of students in online seminars 
Type of learning - (study units + online seminars) 
Are accessibil-ity issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regarding QA procedures 

- Module evaluations 
How do you comment on the modules, by what channels? 
Is there any questionnaire after finishing units and modules? - do you completed them? 
Arc you putting forward your actual views on them? 
Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about durilig the delivery of a 
module? 

m Do you think that what is put by students is actuaBy picked up by staff? 

- Student representative 
a Do you have a stud rep? how is selected? 

a Did you ever (consider to) put forward your comments about the course through the rep? 

- Where there any other way you could put forward your opinions about the course? 

7. Do you consider the course you are doing as equiValent to the face to face course at R-HUL? 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

1. Could you briefly describe the tasks you do/did supporting/developing this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 

Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qua4) What issues are you 

considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get 
ia 

clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 

from? 
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- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality-, Why the request 
by students to add other assessed components was re)ected? - is this actuaUy a measure of eqwvalence 
with the face to face courseý 
0 Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)-., 

- Support for students - provided through module leader, DL assistants, tutors & personal tutors 
Tutors role on online seminar + rota for other online spaces - time expectations 
Do personal tutors scheme works? - why it was installed? Do students differentiate them? 

- Low quality of materials - how it come to happen? Why a NIM approach to the materials was 
adopted? (given Its difficulties for updating) 

- Low levels of participation of students in online seminars - strategies to encourage participation 
(personalised emails, monitoring) worked? - was it really a connection between the NTLE and the level 
of participation? - why the team adopted a sympathetic attitude regarding the vle? Are there any 
activity design issue that could be affecting the participation? 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire that was not used - why? 
0 How is the feedback on the course gathered? 

- Course team meetings - 
" What is your participation in those meetings? 

" Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

" How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - does the course has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions of the course considering its 
specific features? 

Equivalence with face to face course: how do you compare them? Are they of the same standard? Or the same 
difficulty for students? - how this equivalence was seek . the design of the course? 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

2. (If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? How do you feel about the course your 

employee attended? Do you think It was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appendix Twelve: Interview guidelines - Case study 4 

Course Leader 

Since when are you the course leader - what is your role in the course right now? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course/s? How do vou see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifyirig those problems? Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qua#ý) \Nliat issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of xvhat 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 
from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modahtý-ý 
Why the request by students to add other assessed components was not taken forwar& (mentioned on 
Darwin Report) - what is the rate of TMA submissions? 

0 Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

- Support for students - provided through tutors 

m Tutors role - expectations are not explicit anywhere 
0 How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 

- Course materials for Biodiversity course - does it include NnM elements? 

- Access to library resources - Athens accounts available but instructions are in the VLE (optional) 

- Staff coverage is mentioned as an issue across the docs. - not clear how it works as courses are not 
matched with academics. 

Regarding QA procedures - 
Are the procedures defined in line with the ICW QA policy? And with EISA policy? 

Does the course apply the same procedures as other ICW courses? 

Do the course reports back to the ICW QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire had very low response rates 

How is the response rate? - how much feedback is gathered through the OLE? - Online questionnaire - but 

access to internet is not required. 
How are administered, processed, reported - 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 

delivery of a module? 
Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participatesý 

Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

Student representative - does the course has a stud rep? does it work, how? Complaints procedure? 
ing its specific features? 

External examiners - do they provide a relevant revlew/suggestions consideri I 

Review of materials - based on what feedback they revise/change materials? 

7. Equivalence with face to face course (Integrated system): how do you compare themý Are they of the same 

standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 
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Academic staff 

1. What is your participation in the course? Since when? 

2. According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it-,, 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusloný ýf it not rated top qua#i)) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 
from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality? 
Why the request by students to add other assessed components was not taken forward? (mentioned on 
Darwin Report) - what is the rate of TMA submissions? 

0 Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 

- Support for students - provided through tutors 

0 Tutors role - expectations are not explicit anywhere 
0 How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 

- Course materials for Biodiversity course - does it include NINI elements? 

- Access to library resources - Athens accounts available but instructions are in the VLE (optional) 

- Staff coverage is mentioned as an issue across the docs. - not clear how it works as courses are not 
matched with academics. 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 
- Are the procedures defined in line with the ICW QA policy? And with EISA pohcy? 

" Does the course apply the same procedures as other ICW coursesý 

" Do the course reports back to the ICW QA structure - EISA structure - is there any synergy? 
Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire had very low response rates 

How is the response rate? - how much feedback is gathered through the OLE? - Online questionnaire - but 

access to internet is not required. 
How are administered, processed, reported - 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participates? 

Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 

- Annual review reports - are reliable and complete account of what the course was during the year? 

- Student representative - does the course has a stud rep? does it work, how? Complaints procedure? 

- External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions considering its specific features? 

- Review of materials - based on what feedback they revise/change materials? 

7. Equivalence with face to face course (Integrated system): how do you compare them? Are they of the same 

standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 

Administrator 

Could you briefly describe the tasks you do as administrator of this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 
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I Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 

Were those problems adequately dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

Wbat information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top qmaký) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of \x-hat 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 
Picture: 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) 

0 Wornes about problems in plagiansm or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)? 
- Support for students - provided through tutors 

Tutors role - expectations are not explicit anywhere 
How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 
Is this role enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 
- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnaire had very low response rates 

How is the response rate? - how much feedback is gathered through the OLE? - Online questionnaire - but 
access to internet is not required. 

m How are adnunistered, processed, reported - 
Is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

- Course team meetings - how often the team meets? Who participates? 
Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 
Annual review reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - does the IPHC has a stud rep? does it work, how? 

External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/suggestions considering its specific features? 

Review of materials - based on what feedback they revise/change materials? 

7. EquiValence with face to face course (Integrated system): how do you compare them? Are they of the same 

, standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 

Students 

At what point of the course are you now? How did you come to know about this course? What made you to choose 
for it? 

According to your own experience, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. As student, have any problems been identified. Were those problems picked -up? How, by whom? Were those 

problems dealt with, i. e. was the loop closed? 

4. In terms of quality, how would you rate this course? What information are you considering to devise that 

conclusion? 

(Vit not rated top quafio) What issues are you considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 

actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 

from? 

27 4 



Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modality? Why the request by students to add other assessed components? 
Support for students - provided through tutors 
0 Tutors role - expectations are not explicit anywhere 
a Is this role enough to cover all the needs for support of students? 
Other issues would Eke to have you view on: 

Information required/needed to deal with the course requirements - enough, on time? 
Learning materials 
Online environment - being not a requisite 
Type of leaming - self study materials 
Are accessibility issues addressed in the programme? 

6. Regardmg QA procedures 

- Module evaluations 
Do you complete the questionnaire after finishing the courses? - on paper / online? 
Where you putting your actual Views on them? 
Are they gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about durIng the delivery of a 
module? 

a Do you think that what is put by students on the questionnaires is actually picked up by stafP. 
- Student representative 

8 Do you have a stud rep? how is selected? 
9 Did you ever (consider to) put forward your comments about the course through the rep? 
Where there any other way you could put forward your opinions about the course? 

7. Do you consider the course you are doing as equivalent to the face to face course at ICW? 

Support staff - Developer/ designer 

1 Could you briefly describe the tasks you do/did supporting/ developing this course? 

2. From your perspective, how is your perception of the course? How do you see it? 

3. Have any problems been identified during the years the course has been running? 

Were QA procedures helpful in identifying those problems? 

Were those problems adequately dealt With, i. e. was the loop closed? 

In terms of quality, how would you rate your course? 

What information are you considering to devise that conclusion? (Ifit not rated top quafiý) What issues are you 
considering that contribute to this less than top quality rating? 

5. In the documentation reviewed, there were some areas where it was not possible to get a clear picture of what 
actually happened in practice, and I would like to ask you some questions about those areas in order to complete the 

picture: 

- Course curriculum - not described in detail to students. How are students getting this information 

from? 

- Assessment strategy of the course (exam) - is it appropriate for the course modalityý 

Why the request by students to add other assessed components was not taken forward? (mentioned on 
Darwin Report) - what is the rate of TNL-\ submissions? 

Worries about problems in plagiarism or impersonation (given staff don't meet the students)ý 

- Support for students - provided through tutors 

Tutors role - expectations are not explicit anywhere 

How is tutors feedback gathered by the course team? - how their issues are taken forward? 

Course materials for Biodiversity course - does it include MIM elements? 

Access to library resources - Athens accounts available but instructions are in the VLE (optional) 
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- Staff coverage is mentioned as an issue across the docs. - not clear how it works as courses are not 
matched with academics. 

6. Regarding QA procedures - 

- Module evaluations - according to docs. formal student questionnair ie that was not used - whv' , 
is the questionnaire gathering appropriately the issues you knew students were concerned about during the 
delivery of a module? 

Course team meetings - 
" What is your participation in those meetings? 
" Are they effective in dealing with the problems found during the course delivery? 

" How the student (and tutor) feedback is brought in to these meetings? 
Annual review reports - (if had any role in its writing) are reliable and complete account of what the 
course was during the year? 
Student representative - does the course has a stud rep? does it work, how? Complaints procedure? 
External examiners - do they provide a relevant review/ suggestions considering its specific featuresý 

7. Equivalence with face to face course (Integrated system): how do you compare them? Are they of the same 

, standard? Or the same difficulty for students? 

Employer(s) / Professional associations? 

1. Did the course make any difference on your employee's performance? 

2. (If they paid the fees) How was made the selection of the course attended? How do you feel about the course your 
employee attended? Do you think it was value for money? How have /could you check what you are getting? 
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Appendix Thirteen: Student survey results 

Case Studv 1 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strong4l Disagree Not applicable 

A major reason to choose this course 
was its flexibility and the possibility of 7 1 (001, 
doing it while working. 

It took me some time to get used to the 
online environment. 

1 14 57 

At the start of the course there was too 
much information to cope with and that 1 14 6 86",, 
confused me. I 
The content of the course is of verý, 
good quality. 

3 43 4 57"o 

The online course materials are quite 
confusing and I have sometimes misscd 2 29'),, 4 57",, 1 14 
parts of the course. I I 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongily Disagree Not applicable 

I consider the feedback I receive from 
tutors very good. 

1 14"o 5 71 

Tutors tend to answer my requests for 
help quickly. 

5 71 2 29"',, 

The tutors usually get it right when they 
tell us how much,, vork the module wdl 5 71 2 29" 
mean for us. It is very helpful. 

When I need help on something, I don't 
like to send public messages on the 3 43" o 3 43",, 1 14"'o 
VLE. 

There are usually delays in the posting 
of materials on the VLE or sending 2 29" 4 57"'o 1 14("o 
back feedback. 

StronglY Agree Agree Disagree StronglY Disagree Not applicable 

When seminars are slow they are quite 
frustrating. 

5 71",, 2 29" 

The otihnc situation makes it easier for 
people to disappear without giving an), 5 71 1 14"o 1 14",, 

explanation. 
The qual-ity of the onhne serrunars 
depends strongly on how many people 2 29(',, 4 57" 14" o 
participates. 
One of the main barriers for a better 
participation onhnc is the different time 1 14" o 5 71 "o 1 IT) 0 
zones. 
I don't know how the 10", i) mark on 
participation is actually assessed by the 1 14" 6 86"o 

tutors. 
I think being assessed both by 
assignments and an unseen written 5 83('o 1 17",, 

exam is appropriate for this course 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree Not applicable 

think we have many ways to give our I 
' 4 57",, 3 43" 
t need N-jews on the course, and I don * 

anything else. - - - 
tudents to The VLE is used by many s 
. put up their views and opinions of the 14" o 6 86"o 

course. 
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The evaluation at the end of the 
modules is too long and that makes it 
more difficult for me to answer it. 

3 43",, 3 43",, 14",, 

I complete the module evaluations but 
do not know what they do with that 4 57", ý 2 29" 
feedback. ,, 

It would be very difficult to have a 
student representative, mainly because it 
would be difficult to collect the views of 3 43",, 4 57", ý 
the students. 

Case Studv 2 
Strongly Agree 

- 
Agree 

- 
Disagree Strongl, ý Disagree 

A major reason to choose this course was its 
-- 

Flexibility. 7 7o,,,, 

3 TOO,, 
The content of the course is of very good 
quahty. 2 80,11, 

The course has been a very good experience, 
but hard. 22" 0 3 33",, 4 45",,, 

I would Eke having more face to face 
meetings to meet other participants. 4 40"0 4 40",, 2 

I don't Eke reading the materials on the 
screen. I need them printed out. 

2 22",, 4 45",, 3 33" 

This course is for people that have some 
familiarity with technology already. 

4 40" 4 40",, 2 2o". 

I don't tl-tink the course demands too much 
work 

I 10" 3 30",, 4 4011. 2 20" 

StronglY Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagrce 

I consider the feedback I rccelve from tutors 
very good. 

4 40"o 6 60",, 

Tutors tend to answer my requests for help 
') " 

qwc - ). 
8 8() 2 2() ,, 

I 
Tutors are very helpful but the help among 1 10". 3 30" 6 60" 
participants is not vcry good. I I I I 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree StronglY Disagree 

Some times the collaborative activities do not 
work well creating friction and lack of 1 10,11, 6 60",, 3 30",, 
communication among participants. 
I don't think is fair that students who do not 
participate at all in the online activities are 2 20" o 4 40" o 3 30"10 1 100, 

passing the course anyway. 
I think the student workload is too much for 
the level of the course. 

2 ()ýo 20, " 8 80()/i, 

The time allocatcd to complete the online 8 890 0 1 
activities is about right. 
One of the main barriers for a better 
participation online is the lack of time and 2 22`0 7 78", ý 
motivation. 
I don't know how the ma-rks are allocated in 
some of the tasks we have to do. 

110 0 3 33", - I 
5 

I 
56" 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongl) Disagree 

I completc the modulc evaluations but I am 
not totally sure they are reafly anonvmous. 

5 50"o 5 5(),,.. 

I complete the module evduations but do 

not know what the), do with that feedback. 
6 60",, 4 4()" 

I don't care much about the student 

representative as I would always contact my 

tutor directly if want to say something. 

1011. 9 go, '', 
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Case Study 3 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

h h - - is course was its oose t A major rcason to c 
flexibibry and the possibiLty of doing it while 35 78", o 8 2" 
%vorking. .. 

The VLE is some times slow but on the 
whole is good. 

3 7o 32 71 9 20" 2"o 

The content of the course is of very good 
quality. 

11 -15",, 27 5 12", ) 

Some materials -are out dated or flawed but - 
the), havcn't been big things. 3 7"',, 33 73" 1, 9 20" 0 

I prefer to work through the materials in the - - - 
CD. 24(',, 12 27" 1, 16 36" 6 13" 

One main difference betwcen the online and 
on campus c ourse s is the cluahty of the 

' communication with tutors: oral i 12 27('ý, 17 39`0 14 32",, 2",, 
communication is better than written. 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 
I consider the feedback I receive from wtors 
very good. 

11 26" 24 56()o 8 181, 

Tutors tend to answer my requests for help 

quickly. 
9 2P o 24 56 "o 1 23" 

Module leaders and tutors ivc basically the 91 
same kind of support. 

8 19010 29 67"o 6 14('(, 

When I need help on somcthýng, I don't like 
to send public messages on the VLE. 4 T 9(1 11 

I 
25(',, 25 57,, 4 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

I think is good to have a parallel space of 
conversation outside the control of the 19 46`, ý 12 29"o 6 15" - 4 10111) 

university. 

The quality of the online serrunars depends 
'14 55" 1) 15 34" 5 110(1 

strongly on how many people participates. 
Some of the main barriers for a better 

participation onhne are the lack of time and 17 39') o 17 39`0 8 18" 2 4'),, 

the different time zones. 

I don't know how the 5'V(, mark in the First 
15 34('o 14 32", ý 11 25 4 91)" 

serninar is actuaHy assessed by the tutors. 

essed by an unseen written I think being ass 11 25('o 21 48('(, 11 25", ý 1 2'' 
exam is appropriate for this coursc. i 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

The VLE is used by man), students to put up 
their N, lCx%, s and opinlions of the course. 

3 7" o 23 

- 

52" o 

- 

16 

- 

36"o 2 5", ý 

I would hke the university to organise face to 
face meetings or residency. 

18 41" o 17 3 9') 1) 8 18.0 1 2" 

I think it would be very difficult to have a 

student representative, mainly because it 

would be difficult to collect the views of the 
10 23" o 19 430o 15 34')/o 

students. 



Case Studv 4 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disigree 

A major reason to choose this course was its 19 59" 
flexiblýty- , 31% 3 10"0 

The content of the course is of very good 8 "' 
- - 

quality 
24 o 20 6Vo 4 12" 3" 

I think the course content is very thorough 2 " 1), but it is too much. 
6 ,o 13 39 ,, 17 

7 
52",, 52",, 1 3", 

Some oF the course materials are very out of 
date. 4 13",,,, 11 36",, 13 42",, 3 1 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strungly Disagree 

I consider the feedback I receive from tutors 7 24`, ýo 21 70" o 1 3" 1 Y, l very good. 

Tu 
i 
tors tend to ansv-cr my requests for help 

3 1 22 76"o 3 loll', 1 Y,, 
quickly. 

I think not having access to Internet is a 
disadvantage in terms of the support you are 17 59"ý) 1 34" 2 T,, 

able to get. 

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

The quality of the onhne discussions depends 
13 4()",, 14 44" 5 16",, 

strongly on how many people participates. 

One of the main barriers for a better 
II 33", o 17 52'ýIo 5 15('ýý 

participation online is the lack of time. 

The TALAs are a good idea but it is difficult 
4 14')(, 11 38"o 11 38" 3 1011 

to Find time to do them. 

essed by an unseen written I think being ass 4 15'ý'- 12 41 12 4V" - 1 3(',, 
exam is appropriate for this course. i 

Strong]), Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree_ 

The VLE is used by man), students to put up 7'1'o 13 48", o 11 41 1 4" o 
their views and opinions oI the course. 
Now that the course evaluations are onhne 1 7`0 20 69() o 6 21"o 1 Yo 
am completing them. 
I think it would be very difficult to have a 
student representative, mainly because it 5 17" o 11 38' o 13 45"o 
would be difficult to collect the views of the 
students. 
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