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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is an investigation into how lecturers' conceptions of quality differ 

from the way quality is constructed by the quality assurance systems and procedures 

responsible for it. Lecturers opinions about these systems are also explored.

Primary research was conducted in a research intensive Irish University with a view 

to uncovering lecturers' views about quality assurance. This was done through semi-

structured interviews which were then thematically analysed and compared with a 

comprehensive review of the literature on quality assurance, pedagogical theory and 

the contemporary issues  in  higher  education.  Conclusions  were drawn about  the 

nature and value of quality assurance and the plausibility of future investigations into 

this area are examined.
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Hugh Sullivan Yet to be Convinced: Lecturers' conceptions of quality assurance MA IHE

1 INTRODUCTION

I became interested in studying higher education while neglecting my undergraduate 

degree in management science and information systems studies. I got involved in 

student politics and eventually became education officer of my university students' 

union  and  later  for  the  Union  of  Students  in  Ireland.  My  main  function  was  to 

campaign on behalf of students for improvements to the education they received. The 

kinds of issues I was motivated by were things like agreed deadlines for the returning 

of marked assignments, priority for final year students in timetabling examinations 

and for compulsory student module evaluations to be sought. I described this work as 

being  involved  in  higher  education  quality  assurance.  This  is  because  I  saw the 

things I was working for as improvements to the quality of educational experience for 

students in Irish higher education.

As a result of  my students' union work I have been invited to participate in many 

quality reviews and audits of institutions as a representative of the learners' interests. 

Over time my stance towards this process has changed. I have grown to suspect that 

quality  assurance processes don't  assess  research and teaching  quality  the  way 

lecturers would like. I have seen the mystified faces of lecturers being interviewed by 

panels and thought that they must be wondering what exactly these people mean by 

'quality'. I also feel that potential differences of definition could be a major source of 

tension between lecturers and the quality regimes that they work under.

This dissertation has three main aims:

First, to explore lecturers' concepts of teaching and research quality. I feel that this 

area is neglected in the literature on quality assurance. As will be discussed later, the 

majority of academic investigations of quality assurance focus on governance and 
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systemic issues as opposed to looking at what quality  means in the teaching and 

learning environment.

Secondly I hope to contribute to the growing debate about the nature and value of 

quality assurance as an issue for higher education generally. Finally I hope to pave 

the way for a more detailed and rigorous study of lecturers' interactions with quality 

assurance processes. 

I  also  hope that  this  dissertation  will  allow me to  explore  this  'feeling'  about  the 

disconnection  between  lecturers  and  quality  assurance  procedures.  Such  an 

exploration will hopefully allow me to improve my participation in quality assurance 

processes.

Chapter  2  examines  the  literature  to  discover  what  has  been  written  about  how 

lecturers conceive of quality and what their opinions of quality assurance processes 

are.  Chapter  3  describes  my  specific  research  questions  and  the  methods  and 

methodology used in my research. Chapter 4 is an account of that research and my 

analysis. Chapter 5 is the final chapter which draws limited conclusions and proposes 

possible future directions for this research.

1.1 The Irish Context

My experience in quality assurance has almost all taken place in Ireland so I decided 

to conduct my research in an Irish institution. I interviewed lecturers in a research 

intensive Irish university, which will be referred to as the University of Hibernia. At the 

beginning of the 2011/12 academic year Hibernia underwent institutional review by 

the Irish Universities Quality Board which made the university an excellent site for my 
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research as quality assurance processes would be reasonably fresh in the minds of 

its staff. 

The Irish higher education sector is made up of seven publicly funded universities 

and thirteen institutes of technology. There are also several dozen colleges of further 

education that  provide some higher  education courses and a collection of  private 

higher  education  institutions.  Currently  quality  assurance  is  the  responsibility  of 

different  organisations  depending  on the type  of  institution.  The Irish  Universities 

Quality Board administers reviews for the seven universities. The Higher Education 

and Training Awards Council is responsible for quality assurance and standards in 

the  institutes  of  technology  and  many  of  the  private  providers.  The  National 

Qualifications  Authority  of  Ireland  administers  quality  assurance  for  the  Dublin 

Institute of Technology and some other unusual cases. However, in 2011 the Minister 

for Education and Skills signed the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education 

and Training) Bill 2011 into law which will see the establishment of Qualifications and 

Quality Assurance Ireland. This organisation will  amalgamate all other Irish bodies 

with  responsibility  for  qualifications  and  quality  assurance  and  absorb  their 

responsibilities as well as taking on some new ones. This dramatic change opens the 

door for debate about the way quality assurance happens in Irish higher education.

As has been well documented in the media, Ireland is in some not inconsiderable 

economic difficulty at the moment. The effects of the 2008 financial crisis have led to 

moratorium on hiring in the public sector which restricts universities from hiring new 

or  replacing  lost  staff  which  has  increased  the  pupil:teacher  ratio  in  Irish  higher 

education and put a lot of pressure on existing staff. Questions of value for money, 

graduate employability and economic contribution have completely dominated recent 
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Irish government policy for higher education and recently a decision was taken to 

introduce a  student  contribution of  some kind yet  to  be determined for  university 

tuition.

The Irish university is characterised at the moment by pressurised academics trying 

to  live  up  to  student  and  government  expectation  with  shrinking  resources  both 

financial and human. However it is still a highly regarded higher education system 

which is increasingly attracting more international students each year and expanding 

transnationally.

1.2 A Note on Terminology

The higher education sector in Ireland, and indeed internationally, is highly complex 

with many different types of  institutions. For the sake of  simplicity I  use the term 

'university'  to  include  all  higher  education  institutions  where  they  deliver  higher 

education, although in some private higher education enterprises, quality assurance 

happens quite differently to the way described here.

Similarly,  there is  a huge variety in types of  academic staff  with responsibility for 

teaching and research in those universities. Again, for simplicity's sake I will use the 

term 'lecturer' to describe all professors, academics, teachers, tutors, and so on who 

deliver university teaching and professional research. In other words, all those who 

are subject to the quality assurance systems in universities that I am discussing

Abbreviations:

ENQA  European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
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HETAC  Higher Education and Training Awards Council

IUQB The Irish Universities Quality Board

QAA  The Quality Assurance Authority
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Literature on quality assurance in higher education is largely focused on governance 

and  administrative  issues.  Curricular  and  pedagogical  aspects  of  quality  are 

frequently alluded to,  but  rarely explored (Sullivan,  2012,  unpublished).  Questions 

about how a curriculum should be made “above an acceptable threshold of quality” 

(HETAC, 2006, pg.16) are addressed less frequently in terms of quality assurance 

and more often in terms of pedagogy and the student experience (Marshall & Case, 

2005; Ramsden, 2003; Sullivan, 2011, unpublished). Issues in quality assurance are 

frequently tied up with other contemporary issues in the culture and politics of global 

higher  education  generally  too  (Collini,  2012;  Morley,  2003;  Strathern,  2000), 

therefore  this  literature  review  (and  dissertation)  straddles  quality  assurance, 

pedagogical theory and societal issues in higher education.

There  have  been  several  similar  studies  into  lecturers'  conceptions  of  quality 

assurance (Anderson, 2006; Morley, 2003; Newton, 2000; McInnis, Powels, & Anwyl, 

1995) , but there have been no academic investigations into quality assurance in Irish 

higher education and very few into issues in Irish higher education generally. To begin 

with, a specific issue in the debates about quality assurance is discussed which will 

set the tone for arguments made in this dissertation. The origin and nature of quality 

regimes  are  then  briefly  explored  before  examining  the  literature  on  lecturers' 

interactions with quality regimes. Perspectives on lecturers' conceptions of quality are 

then discussed. 
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2.1 Golden Age Versus New Dawn 

A tension in the literature is created by the polarised positions adopted by critics and 

proponents of quality assurance. Critics lament the recent direction of change in the 

university  sector  arising  from the growth  in  quality  assurance against  unexplored 

claims about what it used to be like (Collini, 2012); while proponents claim that the 

use of metrics and audits will drive quality up and do away with the inefficiencies of 

universities (Browne, 2010; Collini, 2012; Morley, 2003). 

Conversationally,  academics  often  dismiss  quality  assurance  as  a  newfangled 

modern interference in their work that corrodes the value of academic scholarship:

There is a powerful discourse of loss, damage, contamination and  

decay in higher education. (Morley, 2003, pg.5)

This  golden-age  view  is  a  tempting  position  to  adopt  when  critiquing  quality 

assurance  because of  the  apparent  difficulties  it  creates  and the fact  that  it  has 

changed or made more complex the job of the lecturer (Hoecht, 2006, pg.542). The 

position  does  not  stand  up  to  scrutiny  though  as  this  suggests  that  in  the  past 

universities were perfectly good at assuring the quality of their teaching and research 

and wouldn't  need oversight  if  they could return the way things were then,  if,  as 

Collini notes, “there were any agreement on when, exactly that was” (Collini, 2012, 

pg.166). There is no evidence to suggest that teaching and research were superior in 

the past. The elitist interpretation is that in the past, quality was assured by restricting 

participation to a privileged few (Morley, 2003, pg.47), which is not a view that is not 

socially acceptable or desirable.

There is an equally powerful discourse of universities being fuddy duddy. The view 

that  they  need  modern  management  technologies  to  curb  elitism  is  expressed 
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regularly in media. Images of ivory towers filled with port-swilling dons frequently crop 

up  in  the  newspaper  articles  about  university  admissions  every  summer  (Collini, 

2012). Policy documents frequently point to a supposed need to 'drive quality up' 

(Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2011; Hunt, 2011). The new-dawn 

view constructs  quality  assurance  as  protecting  public  interest  from  conservative 

practices of universities. There is a paradox that universities are hailed as centres of 

innovation and driving economy, culture and citizenship while simultaneously they are 

presented as obstreperous old fashioned institutions that need a regulator standing 

over  their  shoulder  (Collini,  2012).  The  new-dawn  position  is  tempting  from  the 

perspective  that  there  is  a  significant  public  investment  in  higher  education  and 

universities should provide confidence that they are using it well.

As  can  be  expected,  a  sensible  perspective  from  which  to  analyse  lecturers' 

interactions  with  quality  regimes  is  probably  somewhere  in  the  middle.  Quality 

assurance  must be examined in a realistic context. Higher education as it functions 

now is more important than how it may have functioned in the past and quality as a 

concept must be open to critique based on how it affects universities and the roles of 

lecturers.

2.2 Quality Regimes

Quality is a political technology functioning as a regime and relay of  

power.”(Morley, 2003, pg.vii)

A regime is a set  of  political  rules and norms that  indicate the way something is 

governed.  Modern  usage  of  the  term  usually  has  negative  connotations  of 
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authoritarianism (Oxford English Dictionary, 1996). This is actually quite appropriate 

for discussing quality assurance because the processes used to assess and control 

higher education are often quite strict and in some ways arbitrary. The term 'quality 

regime' is frequently used in the literature to describe the conditions, rules and norms 

of audit, benchmarking, learning outcomes and other tools and rituals that make up 

quality assurance practices.

Ostensibly, quality regimes exists to safeguard the public interest in higher education 

and to provide confidence-inspiring oversight of how universities spend public money 

and  educate  populations  (McBurnie,  2008;  Morley,  2003;  QAA,  2008).  They  are 

presented by governments and proponents as a transparent processes that ensures 

efficiency,  value  for  money  and  useful  outcomes  from  higher  education  (Collini, 

2012). Transparency is understood as an indicator of integrity (Strathern, 2000) and 

participation  with  the  terms  of  the  quality  regime  is  seen  as  being  honest  and 

accountable.  “Non  compliance  is  not  an  option”  for  those  who  wish  to  appear 

professional and honest (Shore & Wright, 2000, pg.76).

Another way of looking at quality regimes is as a management practice. A reason 

they  exist  is  to  exert  control  over  academics  (Strathern,  2000).  Academics 

traditionally  have  a  flexible  and  self-directed  form  of  professionalism  and  quality 

regimes are designed to engender conduct and professional behaviour that militates 

against this (Shore & Wright, 2000; Strathern, 2000). Quality regimes are perceived 

by some in academia to be an obsession with measuring (Collini, 2012). More and 

more systems are in place “to ensure that professors must constantly and frequently  

provide an account of how they spend their time and the 'value' of these activities” 

(Amit,  2000,  pg.217).  From  this  perspective  quality  regimes  have  created  a 
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panopticon where academics self-police.  Quality regimes have become a form of 

ethics for higher education and this has created a sense of anxiety within institutions 

(Amit, 2000; Shore & Wright, 2000). 

Another  possible  reason  for  quality  regimes  is  that  it  is  a  device  for  students 

(constructed as consumers) to curb the powers of academics  (Morley, 2003). This 

seems less likely since regimes do not  transfer  power down the line to students, 

rather they transfer it upwards towards management and the state.

It  is  frequently argued that  quality assurance processes encourage academics to 

reflect upon their practices and hopefully improve them as a result  (Hill, Lomas, & 

MacGregor, 2003; Juwah et al., 2004). Similarly it is assumed that, at the very least, 

they  are  a  check  on  idleness  and  corruption  (Collini,  2012).  This  isn't  the  case 

however, as participants in various studies have described idleness and corruption 

and colleagues or themselves simulating reflective behaviour to please the regime. 

Morley argues that counterfeit reflection can lead to an academic becoming alienated 

from their work (2003).

2.3 A Brief History of Quality

As early as the 1960s ideas of benchmarking and standardisation of education levels 

began  to  become  popular  in  Western  nations.  The  first  instances  of  agreed 

educational thresholds for post-compulsory education came from the establishment 

of  professional  accreditation  bodies  in  the  early  nineteenth  century  (Rhoades  & 

Sporn, 2002), although quality assurance as a concept didn't emerge until much later 

(Brennan, 2012; Robbins, 1963; Shore & Wright, 2000). Quality assurance is a term 
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borrowed  originally  from  manufacturing  where  it  refers  to  systematic  activities 

designed to ensure that requirements for a product are met (American Association for 

Quality,  n.d.).  In industry,  quality assurance is  about  defects and errors,  in  public 

institutions, it is about trust and consequently about power (Morley, 2003). 

The appropriation of the concept to higher education is a result of the transfer of ways 

of thinking from the private to public sectors throughout the eighties and nineties. 

New  managerialism  is  the  attitude  that  being  economically  useful  automatically 

makes an organisation like a business. Under principles of new managerialism public 

sector organisations that contribute to the economy in some way are governed by 

free market economics and principles of efficiency, productivity and output (Morley, 

2003; Shore & Wright, 2000). This and the growing concern about the efficient use of 

public  funds in  the second half  of  the twentieth century gave rise to increasingly 

structured and powerful forms of regulation of higher education. This culminated in 

the establishment of national bodies to fund universities and to implement policies on 

quality  assurance.  Initially  national  quality  assurance  systems  involved  intrusive 

audits  to  measure  every  facet  of  activity.  The  panopticon  effect  was  then  so 

pronounced that  the  level  of  insecurity  and anxiety  as  well  as  the administrative 

burden and the cost became prohibitive to the quality regime (Amit, 2000). As a result 

of the backlash against this form of audit culture, responsibility for educational quality 

was shifted to institutions themselves and a 'light touch' audit culture emerged in the 

early 2000s across the European Higher Education Area (ENQA, 2005; Strathern, 

2000). This is a system of judging the effectiveness institution's quality assurance 

arrangements as opposed to scrutinising activity:

What  is  asked  for  now  is  not  any  insight  into  how  learning  

happens...  but  a confirmation to third parties that  the announced  
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procedures have been followed. (Collini, 2012, pg.107). 

The raisons d'être of national coordinating bodies are numerous: To foster attitudes 

about quality; to protect the national standard of education; and to protect the public 

investment in higher education (HETAC, 2006; IUQB, 2002; McBurnie, 2008; QAA, 

2008). There are three prongs to the light touch quality assurance system (Morley, 

2003):

1. Self-evaluation - Institutions produce reports on the effectiveness 

of  their  own  quality  procedures  against  which  they  can  be 

assessed.

2. Peer  review/Audit –  Periodically  panels  of  'QA experts'  and/or, 

depending  on  the  type  of  review,  subject  matter  experts  visit 

institutions  to  analyse  documentation  and  to  interrogate  the 

people responsible for quality and other stakeholders. They then 

pass judgement.

3. Published reports – Finally, the first two stages are combined in a 

publicly available report that gives a synopsis of the judgements of 

the quality regimes.

The  word  'judgement'  is  important  because  although  quality  regimes  are  often 

described  as  evidence-based  (Brennan,  2012;  QAA,  2008),  and  they  are  often 

discussed in  terms of  measurement  and  quantification,  in  the  end  no  policies  or 

procedures can spirit away the presence of value judgements (Collini, 2012, pg.79):

The  method  is  not  scientific.  We  supplied  the  hypothesis,  the 

evidence and the witnesses. (Morley, 2003, participant, pg.127).

With  the  exception  of  interested  academics  and  those  who  become  academic 

managers  and participate  in  audits,  the majority of  lecturers  are several  degrees 

removed from the operation of quality regimes. They can be found on 'the front line' 
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of quality; in the trenches actually delivering courses and conducting research; not in 

high command passing judgement  on  this  activity  (Morley,  2003;  Newton,  2000). 

National quality assurance systems set the parameters for audit and the targets to be 

achieved by institutional quality regimes. These regimes vary as much as institutions 

themselves vary, the one thing they all have in common is their influence on the jobs 

of  the  lecturers  in  the  trenches and it  is  this  influence that  is  the  subject  of  my 

research.

2.4 Lecturers and Quality Regimes

Quality regimes influence lecturers' lives through micro-politics, gossip and rumour 

resulting from the pressures of knowing that their work is being scrutinised and that 

value judgements are being made. As a result the regime can “introduce and expose 

organisational fissures and cracks” that can seriously affect morale  (Morley, 2003, 

pg.105). Interactions with quality regimes are aspects of lecturers' jobs, not separate 

from them, so these problems are not externalised in the lecturer's mind as part of the 

quality regime. Interactions can be categorised as 'continuous activities'  or 'quality 

events'.  Typically,  there  is  an  administrative  tier  within  the  university  that  either 

centrally or at a disciplinary level has responsibility for handling the systemic aspects 

of the quality regime – collecting and aggregating data, gathering feedback, compiling 

reports (Brennan, 2012). 

Quality events are periodic reviews or audits of institutions. These can be internal 

exercises or externally imposed regulation. Their purpose is to judge activity in the 

university  at  a  point  in  time  (Brennan,  2012;  Collini,  2012;  Morley,  2003).  While 

quality  events  grab  more  headlines  the  continuous  activities  have  the  greatest 
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influence on lecturers' conceptions of quality and the quality regime they work under. 

Continuous activities include teaching, examination and research; student feedback, 

professional development, writing learning outcomes, reporting to managers and so 

on.  They  are  the  rituals  and  routines  that  generate  the  data  collected  by  the 

administration of the regime (Brennan, 2012).

If there is a difference, as I suspect, between what lecturers think of as quality and 

what  the  quality  regime  judges,  then  that  throws  these  rituals  and  routines  into 

question. There is some evidence for my suspicions in the literature. The difference is 

described as: 

...a  gap  between what  is  designed  into  a  policy,  and  situational  

factors  which  prevent  this  from  being  achieved. (Newton,  2000, 

pg.154)

Some lecturers have noted that their notions of quality were incompatible with the 

regime's systems (Anderson, 2006, pg.167). The ultimate question for the future of 

quality  assurance  is:  do  these  continuous  activities  enhance  the  quality  of  what 

lecturers do, or do they simply feed the beast that is the quality regime (Newton, 

2000)?

2.5 Conceptions of Quality

A definition of  quality from the regime's  perspective can be synthesised from the 

exploration of  quality assurance to this  point.  Quality regimes are a management 

practice  which  influences  academics  towards  pursuing  institutional  goals  and 

ultimately policy objectives for higher education. Any definition must incorporate the 

concepts  of  thresholds,  confidence,  expectations,  audit  and  power  (ENQA,  2005; 
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Morley, 2003; Shore & Wright, 2000). For the purposes of this dissertation, quality 

when defined by quality regimes will mean: Fitness for purpose of an educational or 

research  system  in  delivering  pre-defined  goals  (Sullivan,  2012a,  unpublished; 

ENQA,  2005).  Goals  can  be  agreed  with  lecturers,  as  in  the  case  of  learning 

outcomes (ENQA, 2005) or imposed, as with bibliometries and the UK's Research 

Assessment Exercise (Collini, 2012). 

Synthesising a conception of quality according to lecturers is much more difficult as 

there are probably as many lecturers'  definitions of quality as there are lecturers. 

Quality on the front line is a concept that has many dimensions, depending on who is 

thinking about it and for what purpose but based on the literature, several common 

themes that contribute to quality can be highlighted and used to help form research 

questions.

2.5.1      Academic Freedom  

The term academic freedom suggests the absence of externally imposed constraints 

in  research and teaching  (Hoecht,  2006).  In  theory the topics  most  relevant  and 

interesting to a lecturer will be most effectively taught and researched by lecturers 

through  their  enthusiasm  and  “infectious  intellectual  excitement”  (Morley,  2003, 

pg.28). This is the basis for 'research-led-teaching', which is considered so important 

for teaching quality by some institutions (Including The University of Hibernia) that 

they  describe  their  teaching  and  learning  strategy  as  'research-led'  (Hunt,  2011; 

University of Hibernia, 2009). 

Most  national  higher  education  policies  enshrine  academic  freedom as  a  central 

principle of higher education  (Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2011; 
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Hunt, 2011), but there is an obvious paradox in instructing institutions and academics 

to  be  autonomous  (Collini,  2012) and  a  discourse  remains  of  loss  of  academic 

freedom  that  runs  through  studies  of  quality  assurance  and  higher  education 

generally (Holmwood & McGettigan, 2011; Morley, 2003). In reality best-practice in 

teaching and research is increasingly driven by client-satisfaction rather than by the 

dictates of the intellectual field (Morley, 2003, pg.129). This could be seen as the 

pragmatic response of universities to the emphasis put on graduate employability in 

higher  education  policy and the construction  of  students  as  consumers (Sullivan, 

2012b, unpublished; Harvey, 2000).

One of the key aspects of any authority relationship, like those created by quality 

regimes  is  that  accountability  is  exchanged  for  autonomy  (Morley,  2003).  While 

lecturers see academic freedom as a key aspect in educational quality, there must be 

a trade-off between academic freedom and the need to justify the public investment 

in higher education (Collini, 2012; Smith, Mcknight, & Naylor, 2000). There must be 

the flexibility to deliver whatever is intellectually appropriate to the discipline and also 

the imperative to teach the things that  students do need to know and base their 

course choices on.

2.5.2      Student Satisfaction   

Feedback questionnaires, attendance and progression statistics are often used as a 

proxy for  student  satisfaction which is  seen as an important  indicator  of  teaching 

quality  (Hill et al., 2003). Best practice and pedagogical theory literature constructs 

satisfaction  as  a  function  of  students'  engagement  with  learning  (Coates,  2005; 

Mann,  2005;  Ramsden,  2003) as  opposed  to  superficial  satisfaction  with  the 

circumstances of the learning environment. Student engagement in this sense means 
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the  extent  to  which  individuals  participate  in  “educationally  purposeful  activities” 

(Coates, 2005, pg.25).

It has been argued that student satisfaction is the one indicator of quality that should 

matter, because students are the principle arbiters of what goes on in the learning 

environment  (Browne,  2010;  Ramsden,  1991).  In  theory  feedback  indicates  the 

extent to which students themselves are engaging with learning. This information can 

be  used  to  extrapolate  how  likely  individuals  are  to  achieve  desired  outcomes 

(Coates, 2005, pg.31), but in reality questionnaires and feedback mechanisms have 

grown  into  a  system  where  students  assess  lecturers'  performances  (Anderson, 

2006). Critics of using feedback in judging quality feel that it has created a terror of 

poor student evaluations. Using results of formalised feedback mechanisms assumes 

that to some extent students' opinions and activities are static and independent of 

non-educational  concerns such as their  own interest  in  the subject  or  personality 

differences with the lecturer (Morley, 2003). 

I  have  personally  found  that  many lecturers  prefer  to  gather  feedback  informally 

through conversation with current and past students. They see it as an aspect of their 

professional  development  and  preparation  for  teaching  not  as  an  indicator  of 

performance.  As  a  participant  in  Morley's  study  notes:  “[students  opinions]  are 

important, but they are important as a clue rather than as a solution in themselves” 

(2003, pg.135). 

Quality teaching results in student satisfaction, and students' views are an important 

indicator of this. These views cannot be judged in isolation however. They should be 

seen as a part of a suite of indicators that suggest whether students are engaging in 
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productive learning (Coates, 2005) and may be more useful as a contributing factor to 

lecturers'  professional  development.  What  is  more  relevant  to  lecturers  is  that 

students have a good learning experience than if they perform well (Anderson, 2006, 

participant, pg.167).

2.5.3      Teaching and Learning  

It has been argued that many of the factors contributing to high quality education are 

related  to  teaching  and  learning  (Hill  et  al.,  2003,  pg.17).  Educational  theorists 

contend that if a student's intention is to extract meaning from a task they will adopt a 

'deep'  approach  to  it.  'Surface'  approaches  to  learning  are  characterised  by 

piecemeal treatment of tasks such as learning by rote (Ramsden, 2003). Didactic 

teaching is discouraged because it is argued that 'chalk and talk' will limit students to 

conceiving of learning as merely a quantifiable increase in knowledge rather than a 

developmental  process  which  leads  to  the  adoption  of  surface  approaches 

(Ramsden,  2003).  In  general,  best  practice  in  university  teaching  is  to  use 

pedagogical methods that are thought to stimulate deep and self-directed approaches 

to  learning amongst  students .  Strategies  such as  problem-based learning,  small 

group teaching, interactive tutorials and so on are examples of this (Kolb, Kolb, & 

Lewin, 2005; Miliszewska & Horwood, 2004; Ramsden, 2003;  Biggs & Tang, 1999).

As well as encouraging engagement with specific learning tasks, quality teaching can 

also result in students becoming a member of a community of practice (Lea, 2005). 

The idea  of  engagement  as  outlined  briefly  earlier  suggests  that  good  university 

teachers use strategies which protect  students from becoming alienated from the 

learning  environment  (Mann,  2001).  Critics  of  this  would  argue  that  this  view 

supposes that students are by default aspirant academics and that their goals are the 

Page 18



Hugh Sullivan Yet to be Convinced: Lecturers' conceptions of quality assurance MA IHE

same as their lecturers (Marshall & Case, 2005).

Teaching strategies that are constructed as high quality are those that encourage 

deep approaches, or to some extent engage students with the curriculum. However 

there are several problems with this conception of quality. First of all, when target-

oriented strategies are used for assessment based learning, students adapt and try to 

simulate  the  target  behaviour  (Ramsden,  1987).  This  means  that  attempting  to 

shoehorn students into becoming engaged or to adopt deep approaches can backfire 

and  have  the  opposite  effect.  Ironically,  this  is  similar  to  the  reason  that  quality 

experts  say  that  teaching  performance  indicators  only  have  a  two-year  shelf-life; 

because  lecturers  get  wise  to  them  (Morley,  2003,  pg.59).  Secondly  innovative 

teaching strategies can only do so much and cannot entirely mitigate students' own 

desires or circumstances (Trigwell, Prosser, & Waterhouse, 1999). Neither can they 

overcome  other  factors  such  as  class  sizes  or  the  physical  environment.  These 

issues can have just as much of an effect of teaching and learning as “instructor 

factors” (Hill et al, 2003, pg.17). 

Whether a particular teaching style is intrinsically linked with a conception of quality is 

not clear. Some lecturers and students believe that in order to be a good lecturer you 

need to be enthusiastic and able to transmit excitement for a topic. But as one of 

Morley's participants noted: “You could get a perfect QAA score and not do any of  

[that]!” (2003, participant, pg.28).

There is some evidence from the literature that lecturers define quality differently to 

the quality regime (Newton, 2000). Lecturers' conceptions of teaching and research 

quality appear to be based on three things: 
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1. Having freedom of intellectual inquiry.

2.  Being able  to  satisfy  students  with  a  learning  experience that 

facilitates their learning.

3. Having the tools and strategies to be able to transmit the spirit of 

academic enthusiasm.

Quality regimes on the other hand construct quality as a matter of the fitness for 

purpose of a teaching or research system in achieving certain goals.

Quality assurance as a concept is borrowed from industry and its application is to 

supposedly ensure the fitness for purpose of education and research in achieving 

certain aims. These aims include value for money and a public service as well as the 

stated  aims  of  courses  of  study  and  so  on.  From  the  perspective  of  lecturers 

however, quality regimes are a system that allows managerial control. This control 

and scrutiny can cause anxiety and alienation. The idea of quality is not sufficiently 

addressed in the literature which is more concerned with the governance of higher 

education institutions. As a result lecturers themselves don't have much interest in 

quality assurance as it tends not to have much to do with quality on the front lines of 

teaching and research.
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3 METHODS AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter is a discussion of the methods and methodology used in generating, 

handling and analysing data used to answer the specific research questions of this 

dissertation. 

These  research  questions  are  presented  then  the  rationale  behind  my  research 

design is  explained.  The methods used for  data collection  and analysis  are then 

described. Ethical and validity issues are addressed in the chapter and some other 

methodological  issues will  be  addressed  throughout  the  following and  concluding 

chapters.

3.1 Research Questions and Design

My research was limited by the fact that it is for an M.A dissertation as opposed to a 

large-scale research project. This meant the design had to be compact, with succinct 

research questions that allowed me to generate, analyse and report on useful data in 

a relatively short space of time and within a word limit.

Research questions are the specific departure points for a piece of research and it is 

intended that the research methods used will answer the questions posed (Bryman, 

2004). The primary goal of my research was to establish what evidence, if any, there 

is  for  the  understanding  of  lecturers'  conceptions  of  quality  proposed  in  the  last 

chapter and to develop this view according to my results. The second goal was to 

juxtapose  these  conceptions  with  the  regime's  construction  of  quality  in  order  to 

assess my original thesis that there is a difference between how lecturers and quality 

regimes  approach  quality.  Finally  I  hoped  to  achieve  a  sense  of  how  lecturers 
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perceive the quality regime they work under. These three goals translate into three 

specific research questions which are presented in order of priority:

1. How do lecturers conceive of quality in teaching and research?

2. How do these conceptions compare with the construction of quality 

by the regime?

3. What  are  lectures'  views  on  the  quality  regime  that  they  work 

under?

In order to address these questions I undertook a case study in a research intensive 

Irish university. In order to protect the traceability of the institution and the anonymity 

of my participants, this institution is referred to as the University of Hibernia.

A case study is an in-depth study of an instance of a phenomenon, the results of 

which are then used to make inferences about the phenomenon in general (Bryman, 

2004; Thomas, 2011). As well as creating a heuristic, this case study also serves as a 

'plausibility  probe'.  Plausibility  probes  are  used to  determine the need for  further 

study in an area (Thomas, 2011).

Although primarily  descriptive,  my research has  features  of  exploratory research. 

Descriptive research is undertaken to describe characteristics about the phenomenon 

being studied (Babbie, 1998) and relies on the literature base and previous studies to 

establish  definitions  and  parameters.  Exploratory  research  is  typically  used  in 

situations where the phenomenon being investigated is ill-defined, and as discussed 

at the beginning of chapter 2, the literature on quality assurance is quite thin in parts. 

There is no common set of definitions of quality in higher education (Ellis, 1993), and 

the  way  lecturers'  think  about  quality  has  not  been  sufficiently  explored  in  other 

studies. So while this research describes the way lecturers'  conceptions of quality 

compare with the regime's, it also takes a step towards a deeper understanding of the 
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situation where none previously exists (Bryman, 2004). 

Since no causal link is being hypothesised and the only relationship I am looking to 

investigate is that between lecturers and the quality regime they work in I decided to 

rule  out  causal  research  strategies  and  ignore  questions  of  dependent  and 

independent variables and controls.

3.2 Strategy and Methods.

My case study involved semi-structured interviews with a sample of  five lecturers 

from Hibernia.  I  decided  to  conduct  several  in-depth  interviews  amongst  a  small 

sample with a range of backgrounds and experience, to give a deeper analysis than 

less detailed interviews or a survey could (Sandelowski, 1995). I used quota sampling 

to select lecturers that were representative of social sciences, arts/humanities and 

engineering  and  systems  sciences  and  to  reflect  the  range  of  backgrounds  and 

experience at Hibernia (Bryman 2004). I also felt it was important to choose some 

participants that were familiar with quality assurance procedures, and some that were 

less so. I sought recommendations from personal contacts and red staff  lists and 

university committee membership lists to draft a shortlist. Participants were contacted 

by email and invited to be interviewed using the participant information sheet included 

in  appendix  A. Table  1  (below)  shows  a  breakdown  of  participants,  their  broad 

disciplinary area, their total years of teaching experience and their level of familiarity 

with  the quality assurance processes in  the  University of  Hibernia.  More detailed 

biographies are presented in appendix C.

Table 1: Breakdown of Participants
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Semi-structured interviews are a flexible form of interview that allows for unscripted 

questions or follow-up questions to be raised with the participant during the interview 

(Bryman, 2004). Rather than seeking specific data as with a structured interview, a 

semi-structured interview tends to explore themes or topics with the freedom to ask 

questions  in  a  way that  suits  participants  and  generates  the  desired  data.  Each 

interview lasted between forty-five minutes and one hour was conducted in a location 

of the participant's choosing.  Appendix B is a copy of the interview guide I used for 

the interviews. Although the phrasing of questions themselves varied in the asking, 

the themes explored and the approximate order of discussions were the same in 

each interview. I asked questions that were based around three themes: 

1. Context - I asked questions that were designed to ellicit information about the 

participant  such  as  their  level  of  understanding  of  quality  assurance 

procedures, their experience and their motivations for becoming a lecturer.

2. Quality –  I  raised some topics with a view to understanding how lecturers 

construct quality in their own minds.

3. QA Regime –  I  asked  questions  about  the  lecturers'  views  on the quality 

regime in the university to directly address my third research question.

It  emerged  during  interviews  that  some  questions  straddled  themes,  as  my 

participants' frequently responses did. 
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Morley notes a problem with interviewing academics about quality assurance which I 

had to overcome:

As performativity is such a central  feature of presenting quality,  I  

had  to  be  conscious  of  getting  a  performance  or  the  party  line. 

(Morley, 2003, pg.xi)

Asking a university lecturer what they think about educational quality must be like 

asking a chef what they think about flavour. It is a question that is intrinsically tied up 

with their personal values as well as the conditions of their employment.  Through 

asking open ended questions and using searching follow up questions in a familiar 

setting,  I  hoped  to  cut  through  the  quality  assurance  rhetoric  while  making 

participants comfortable with discussing their genuine views about the quality regime 

in Hibernia.

I was aware when planning this study that conducting research in a single institution 

with  a  small  sample  of  participants  invites  questions  about  the  validity  of  the 

research. The principle of 'moderatum generalisability' (Williams, 2000) suggests that 

generalisations from this study can only be made about similar instances to the case 

being examined. My findings could be generalised, but only to a limited extent and to 

other similar universities. I am not overly concerned about this however as one of the 

purposes of this research is to act as a plausibility probe to investigate the need for 

further research into this area. I am more concerned about the internal validity, the 

believability,  of  the  research based on the weight  of  evidence used to  support  it 

(Polkinghorne, 2007). 

The  interviews  were  audio  recorded  and  I  created  a  verbatim  transcription  for 

analysis. This transcription served as a form of preliminary analysis. It allowed me to 

review the conversations and begin forming ideas about how I would organise and 
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analyse the data.  The data were analysed using thematic  and narrative analysis. 

Thematic analysis involves grouping responses into themes, along the same lines as 

the themes outlined in the interview guide. Narrative analysis is the study of meaning 

as constructed through stories (Polkinghorne, 2007). The basic premise of narrative 

analysis is that by analysing how people use narratives in what they say, a detailed 

understanding of their meaning can be arrived at. Respondents tend talk at length 

about what interests them about a topic when responding to interview questions. By 

using thematic analysis to consider what is said and narrative analysis to analyse 

how it is said I hope to arrive at an understanding of my participants' conceptions 

about quality assurance. 

By addressing my three research questions in this way it is hoped that my case study 

allows me to draw some conclusions about how lecturers conceive of quality and 

their relationships with the quality regime. My results will be specifically applicable to 

the University of Hibernia, and  to research intensive Irish universities. It is expected 

that they will  provide direction and illuminate the need for  further research in this 

area.
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4 RESEARCH REPORT

This chapter details the research I undertook in the University of Hibernia. The five 

lecturers I interviewed revealed a multitude of opinions and views about quality and 

the quality regime. They each had their own personal interpretations of my questions 

and their own preconceptions about quality assurance but there were many common 

themes across their responses. These themes are addressed and interpreted through 

the lens of my research questions in the context of my literature review.

The first section looks at how lecturers conceive of quality in terms of teaching and 

learning. Lecturers' approaches to teaching and then their pedagogical methods are 

examined.  The  teaching  and  learning  environment  is  examined  to  contextualise 

concepts of quality. Conceptions are then summarised.

The next section addresses the issue of research quality and begins to reveal in 

detail some of lecturers' views on the quality regime in Hibernia.

The third section details lecturers' views on the quality regime they work under and 

the quality assurance activities they are involved with. Lecturers' opinions on the 

nature and culture of the regime are explored. The tension between accountability 

and academic freedom is then examined. Lecturers' views on the processes and 

procedures they participate in are detailed. Finally lecturers' views about the quality 

regime are summarised.
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4.1 Lecturers' Conceptions of Teaching Quality

4.1.1      Approaches to Teaching  

When  discussing  teaching  and  learning  Lecturer  B  asserted  that  “Ultimately 

[Hibernia]  has  an  ethos  of  academic  scholarship  -  Quality  is  about  the  learning  

experience”.  The idea of a learning experience implies that there is more to quality 

than  simply  teaching  well.  The  first  thing  that  has  to  be  addressed  to  see  how 

lecturers conceive of quality in teaching and learning is to explore how they approach 

teaching.

Students adopting surface approaches to learning is correlated with poor academic 

performance. Students adopting outcome oriented tasks is a difficulty for lecturers as 

Lecturer D explains:

Well  sometimes  they're  very  exam  focussed  which  can  be  very  

difficult. They're only thinking, you know: 'I've got to read this for the  

exam!'

However this is more than just a problem of academic performance. Lecturers are 

concerned that adoption of surface approaches shows that the students are not 

engaging with their studies at the level they would like and it suggests that their 

efforts in the teaching and learning environment are not working. Lecturer E feels that 

it is almost always weaker students that are not engaged and that by doing so they 

are not simply performing badly, they are spurning his efforts:

Very often it's the best students that are coming to the tutorials and  

some of  the weaker students,  really  the ones who would benefit  

from all of this, are the people who refuse to come to the tutorial and  

unfortunately these are the very people who send me emails in July  

and  August  asking  me  can  I  recommend  any  good  graduate  

students to give them grinds at €40 or €50 per hour or whatever the  

going rate is you know. I can never figure that out.
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As explained earlier, the teaching efforts can only do so much to mitigate students' 

own choices and circumstances as has been seen but the influence of the lecturer's 

own  approach  to  teaching  does  have  a  massive  impact  on  the  engagement  of 

students. Lecturer B's understanding of the influence his approach has completely 

dominates his view of what his role as a teacher is:

You have a lot of people who have complained about the lack of  

student  engagement  and students not  turning up to lectures,  but  

actually,  it's  because  they're  not  excited  and  engaged  by  the  

modalities of teaching. That's my view. The challenge is to make it  

more engaging and interesting for me to teach too.

Quality teaching and learning in higher education starts with the teacher acting as a 

talisman for  learning.  A lecturer should be “inspiring and interesting”  according to 

Lecturer D. How this is achieved is a question of pedagogical preference which will 

be  dealt  with  in  the  next  sub-section.  It  does  involve  engaging  students  and 

contextualising that inspiration so as to make students excited and engaged about 

what they're studying.

The approaches that  lecturers take differ considerably from one another.  They all 

stem from a personal conception of what quality teaching looks like is also informed 

by the discipline that they teach in. Lecturer C feels that students are best engaged 

with the curriculum by the provocation of debate and controversy:

I  teach  through  presenting  students  with  debates  around  and  

controversies around particular topics - it can be quite a provocative  

style.  So  you  would  pose  sometimes  quite  difficult  questions  -  

politically charged questions to students and then try to establish a  

dialogue  between  students  and  the  [lecturer]  or  students  and 
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themselves.

Lecturer A believes that the learning environment should in so far as possible be 

student-led and that students engage best with the material through teaching it to one 

another. 

Lecturers  B  tries  to  promote  student  engagement  through  interaction  and  co-

construction of the curriculum:

I'm no so much interested in the product or the outcome as I am 

engaging with the students. It's more of a process, a constructivist  

approach I suppose.

As  well  as  attempting  to  stimulate  deep  approaches  to  learning,  these  teaching 

philosophies are intended to transmit principles of independent thought and criticality. 

Students taking responsibility for their own learning, more than any other trait is seen 

as  a  desirable  outcome  of  quality  teaching.  Lecturer  D  expresses  the  point  that 

independent thought is useful both while studying and in a later career:

A lot of our time spent here is saying well there's no one way of  

thinking, you decide what you want to read or not, I'm not going to  

provide you with a set of notes you know. Go on and decide what  

reading list  you want to read or not  read you know and form an  

opinion  yourself....  [potential  employers]  say  'well  we  really  like  

[Hibernia]  graduates because they have learned how to think for 

themselves.'

Lecturer A shares the view and explains that producing independent minded people is 

a key outcome of a quality university education:

We are, to the best of our ability, turning out independent learners at  

the  end  of  their  time  and  that's  very  important  to  do  that:  

independent  thinkers,  independent  writers,  independent  

researchers.

Independent learning is a more than a desirable trait , it is a vital skill for completing 

your course according to Lecturer E:
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...they go into fourth year and they need to know how to use their  

partial differential equations, their optimisation methods and so on -  

and  if  you  barely  passed  your  exam  in  third  year  you're  left  

struggling with a number of modules. It's not just maths you know,  

it's being able to cope.

Lecturers'  conceptions  of  teaching and learning quality start  with  an approach to 

teaching  that  is  designed  to  transmit  intellectual  excitement  and  encourage 

engagement with the curriculum. Quality teaching and learning is a process that has 

outcomes beyond degree results, it produces critical independent thinkers and arms 

learners to survive further study and to succeed outside of academia.

4.1.2      Pedagogy  

How lecturers approach teaching conceptually and how they deliver their modules in 

practice are potentially very different phenomena. Lecturers are not simply teachers, 

they are researchers, administrators, managers, deans, personal tutors and so on. As 

Lecturer D pointed out:

To be honest, you're coming at this from a teaching perspective but  

when you are an academic the pressure is always research.1

Between teaching, research and administrative commitments and so on lecturers do 

not  always  have  the  time  or  inclination  to  fully  implement  their  approaches  to 

teaching. On top of this, factors outside their control can influence the teaching and 

learning environment. Despite this, lecturers do put significant thought and effort into 

using the most appropriate pedagogical methods they can find for their approach. 

First  of  all  there  are  the  practical  considerations:  There  is  a  need  to  be  clearly 

1 This quotation highlights a methodological concern which will be addressed later in this chapter and 
again in the next chapter.
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understood  and  for  teaching  aids  to  be  relevant  to  the  curriculum  and  easily 

interpreted or used in context by students. Lecturer C felt that teaching quality was 

mostly  about  practical  considerations,  and  that  this  is  something  that  the  quality 

regime should be assessing:

If we were to ask students the kind of questions I would like to ask  

them which is: 'does your lecturer turn up on time?' 'does he or she  

return essays within a reasonable amount of time' 'does he or she  

give reasonable feedback on the essays?' Those are the kinds of  

questions that I think students should be asked.

Another practical consideration is the currentness of the curriculum. The idea of 

research-led teaching is crucial to some lecturers and to the University of Hibernia's 

teaching and learning strategy. That a lecturer's research activity and their teaching 

should inform one another is an ideal; and at the very least what is being taught 

should be up to date. Lecturers see updating and adapting the curriculum to keep up 

with changes in their fields as important, but again the various responsibilities of 

lecturers can make this difficult. 

Pedagogically, didactic teaching methods are somewhat frowned upon. The literature 

and some participants see them as encouraging surface approaches and nominally 

characteristic of 'low quality' teaching. However Lecturer E sees exemplification as an 

excellent way of transmitting the interest that he has in his discipline:

I think there's no replacement for the chalk and talk. Someone who  

can go up onto a blackboard and work their  way through from a  

starting premise right through to conclusions and so on.

Interactive  teaching  methods  are  presented  as  the  better  alternative  to  didactic 

methods. They encourage participation and this is seen as a way of taking advantage 
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of  the  fact  that  modern  students  don't  need  information  as  such,  they  need 

contextualisation and direction. Lecturer B holds this view but does acknowledge that 

sometimes there's no escaping the need to stand and deliver a lecture:

I can't go all the way and make it 100% interactivity because I need  

to get some content done so it's a balance really. But these days I  

think the business of standing up and droning on for 50 minutes  

every lecture is totally passé, there's no need for that because they  

don't  need the knowledge,  they need to know where to find the 

information...We  can  actually  reduce  our  teaching  loads  

considerably if we respect what the students want which is a move  

away from didactic lecture and have more interaction.

Lecturer A, who encourages students to teach to one another, feels that didactic 

methods are something of a nuclear option for when all else fails:

I wouldn't go into the seminar and sort of deliver ... unless it's not  

working.  I  mean,  if  I   -   for  the  first  three  or  four  weeks  if  the  

standard is not right for presentations then I might go in in the fourth  

or  fifth  week  and  do a  presentation  and  say  'this  is  what  we're  

aiming for'.

Participatory and problem-based learning techniques are commonly used methods 

associated with good quality teaching. They are assumed to produce self-directed 

learning and other desirable outcomes of quality teaching and learning according to 

Lecturer D:

Entreating  more  problem  based  learning  is  a  great  way  of  

introducing them to how it works in the real world, critical thought  

and teamwork and so on.

These methods are however much more resource and effort intensive for the lecturer 

than  chalk  and  talk.  They  work  best  with  small  groups  and  unfortunately  the 

moratorium  on  hiring  or  replacing  staff  in  Irish  universities  (section  1.1)  has  put 
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pressure on the pupil:teacher ratio in Hibernia, pushing up class sizes. Teaching to 

larger groups restricts the methods available to lecturers and dilutes the attention 

they can give to individual students compared to small group teaching as Lecturer D 

explains:

It varies depending on whether you're teaching in say a large groups 

say,  [subject  1]  would have more than 100 in  the class whereas  

[subject 2] would be maybe 14 people. It's much more discussion  

based  in  a  small  group  and  there's  also  you  know  class  

presentations and you would know everybody. Whereas in the large  

group it's more that sort of traditional lecturer style.

Lecturer E echoed this concern while highlighting the value of teaching to small 

groups:

It's entirely different when you've smaller classes. For example in  

the final year module that I teach with smaller class sizes, you can  

be  more  flexible,  you  can  give  more  handouts,  present  more 

information for the students so they don't have to take everything  

down, and yet the student almost feels that they should attend the  

lecture  because you get  to  know them personally  and they'd  be  

missed if they're not there on a regular basis.

Lecturers'  conceptions  of  teaching  quality  are  heavily  influenced  by  pedagogical 

methods that work best with small class sizes. It isn't surprising then that they were 

somewhat scathing about the effect of government and quality regime policies on 

student numbers. Lecturer A's comments on the recent cutbacks typify this attitude:

“The only way we could make further savings would be to throw 

over the whole notion of small group teaching - of individual care of  

the  individual  student  and  just  go  to  a  continental  style  system 

where you have huge lecture theatres with a figure standing in front  

of them pontificating for an hour and going away. And how is that an  

education?  How is  that  encouraging a good student  experience? 

How is that caring for the individual student?” (Lecturer A)

It is possible that the emphasis put on class sizes by these lecturers is a result of a 
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contemporary pressure in Irish universities. It could be particularly prominent in the 

minds of my participants because it runs contrary to the University of Hibernia's ethos 

of valuing small group teaching. 

There is no one size fits all pedagogical theory. Different circumstances and different 

students have different needs. Lecturers know that they can't simply pick a 

pedagogical method to suit their approach to teaching. The job of being a lecturer is 

too complex to decide, say, that problem-based learning is the way to go and to 

expect it to work for all learners. Lecturer A explains how quality teaching 

necessitates an arsenal of pedagogical approaches:

People want different things and that everyone comes with different  

expectations, different needs – so the route for me to high quality  

provision and good quality assurance is flexibility...for example in a 

class of 20, I might have three high-flyers, four strugglers and the  

rest somewhere in the middle. How can I actually teach to all  of  

them? How do I make that the high-flyers are given space to fly,  

how do I make sure that the strugglers don't get left behind?

Llecturers conceptions of pedagogical quality are variable. They tend to agree that 

flexibility is important and that the quality regime shouldn't require particular methods 

to be adopted. Class sizes are seen as an important factor and the preference is for 

teaching methods that work best in small groups. Lecturers feel that they can perform 

best as a talisman when they are able to give more attention to individuals and react 

to the given circumstances.

4.1.3      The Teaching and Learning Environment  

The teaching and learning environment can be quite volatile. There are some factors 

which affect teaching and learning over which lecturers have little or no control. The 
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effect of the 2008 financial  crisis is a good example of this.  Physical spaces and 

students' personal circumstances are others that were mentioned. The effect of these 

factors  can  be  to  significantly  affect  the  quality  of  that  environment.  Lecturer  C 

speaks  about  the  variability  and  unpredictability  of  the  teaching  and  learning 

environment:

A lot of the time the dynamic in the class will dictate whether the  

class  is  a  success  or  not.  And  that  is  something  that  is  almost  

unpredictable from one year to the next, you have a group - two or  

three groups, you'd be teaching them exactly the same way, exactly  

the same material and it just so happens that the dynamic doesn't  

work  with  one  of  those  groups  and  that  group,  despite  all  your  

efforts, will not work. And that's something you just cannot - I don't  

believe it's something you can rule out. You can work with it and try  

to change it but the dynamic in the classroom is something you can't  

actually control.

Lecturer  A  talks  about  how  the  physical  environment  and  students'  own 

circumstances can obstruct what the lecturer is trying to achieve:

Sometimes you have a small group in a big lecture theatre so you  

feel  as  if  you're  talking  to  empty  space;  sometimes  it's  so  

overcrowded that  students are sitting  on the floor!...Increasingly  I  

think  there  are  students,  especially  students  coming  from 

backgrounds  that  haven't  traditionally  sent  students  to  university.  

You know we have this image of the student as having space and  

time at home to work and they don't always have that and you see  

people out in the common areas here ... sitting on the floor with their  

stuff spread out around them because they just don't have anywhere  

else to sit.

There is very little lecturers can do to prevent these factors from having an influence, 

but  teaching and learning isn't  simply a combination of  pedagogy and a physical 

space populated by learners. Any lecturer will  know that they are expected to be 
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'approachable' by students and that the learning environment extends beyond the 50 

minute  lecture.  Lecturer  D  sees  approachability  as  having  a  strong  influence  on 

students' propensity to be engaged:

You need to be seen as a sort of approachable figure who will give  

good advice - I think the students need to feel that you know what  

you're  talking  about;  that  the  advice  that  you're  giving  them  is  

actually worth listening to.

This however can be something of a burden to lecturers as Lecturer C jokes:

I spend a lot of my evenings answering emails from students. I think  

the email might have been the worst invention for lecturers because  

we're so easily accessed by students.

Approachability  for  Lecturer  A  is  a  manifestation  of  a  mutuality  of  expectation 

between students and teaching staff. Students need to feel at ease and confident in 

the  lecturer's  teaching  and  advice  and  the  lecturer  needs  to  feel  students  are 

interested and making an effort:

You can  expect 'X' of us, we will expect 'Y' of you. You know the  

mutuality of that. I would like to see that really central.

4.1.4      Summary  

Lecturers  conceptions  of  quality  in  terms  of  teaching  and  learning  start  with  an 

approach teaching that intends to transmit their own interest in the subject and to 

encourage engagement and independent thought. 

How they see this being accomplished in the classroom is  dependent  on various 

factors. Ultimately being clear, up-to-date and being capable of delivering a flexible 

suite  of  pedagogical  methods  where  appropriate  seems  to  be  important.  It  is 

important however no note that they cannot account for every variable in the learning 
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environment. The most important thing for their conception of quality, is to act as a 

talisman for learning and to try to create an environment conducive to independent 

thought and engagement with the curriculum.

4.2 Lecturers and Research Quality

As was pointed out by Lecturer D, my focus during this investigation was very much 

on teaching and learning. For lecturers however job pressures are centred around 

research. Participants had a lot to say about research and particularly the way the 

quality regime in Hibernia assesses research activity and its effects on their roles. 

There is a tension between research and teaching arising from the fact that there is 

limited  time  in  the  working  week  and  both  teaching  and  research  are  difficult 

activities. Lecturers spoke about having to do research at strange times of the day 

and  struggling  to  find  the  time  to  read  or  be  in  the  lab  because  of  teaching 

commitments. 

It is interesting to look at participants' rationales for becoming lecturers as a clue to 

how they resolve this tension internally. Lecturer B became a lecturer as a result of  

career progression as a researcher:

Sometimes I feel that the teaching is kind of taken over slightly from  

my interest in research but at the same time it's kind of a pragmatic  

decision - a proper job that pays the bills and you've got to trade  

that off - trade the time off against your research time.

Lecturer C has a very similar story:

I  wanted  to  move  into  academic  research and that's  part  of  the  

package, the lecturing, so that's just what you did.

Despite initial motivations being for research, they both demonstrate a keen interest 
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in  teaching  quality,  albeit  with  different  approaches.  For  Lecturer  A almost  the 

opposite is true; research is something that came with the teaching job:

I got offered some teaching up in [a UK Polytechnic] and really liked  

it, I really enjoyed it and also felt, I suppose I thought I was very well  

taught at university and I wanted to pass it on.

Lecturer E also became a lecturer through experience as a university teacher:

I suppose I was naturally sort of academic going through college  

and I had an interest in teaching, you know. I was a postgraduate  

researcher in [another Irish university]  and as part  of  the training  

you're involved with laboratories and tutorials and students and so  

on.

There is a sense that lecturers don't always have a harmonious attitude towards both 

teaching and learning. Students' Unions certainly feel, as do some academics that 

there are those who see teaching as beneath their dignity.

The University of Hibernia requires staff to produce publications at a certain rate in 

order to be judged 'research active'. This is a bibliometry, a performance indicator 

with funding consequences for departments. Lecturer C discusses how bibliometry 

could affect the standard of research and how the quality regime's assessment of 

research might affect both research and teaching:

Every three years we have to publish I think it's one book or four 

articles. Or a number of other things that are the equivalent of that so it's  

fairly pressured in terms of the research... I think that's the problem at  

the moment, we're looking for sort of hard empirical facts to come out of  

a quality assurance investigation that just doesn't work for some 

departments. And it also tends to skew the results and forces people 

into doing things that they shouldn't possibly be doing. The obvious 

example is the emphasis on having to have a certain amount of  

publications forces people maybe to publish before the book is ready.  

Maybe if they spent another 12 months on it it would be a much better  

book and more rigorous and will stand up to scrutiny. And that also 
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short-changes the students who don't get researchers and teaching that  

is fully research-led because you don't have the time to do the research.

The regime and Lecturer C seem to have very different ideas about research quality. 

While he sees research quality as a function of the time and effort put into research, 

the regime equates it to the frequency and impact of published research. Lecturer E 

has a similar concern about the regime's interest in research quality and its effect on 

teaching and lecturers' careers:

Now in the ideal world, an academic should be a good teacher and 

a good researcher but we all have limited amounts of time and if the  

-  unfortunately  at  the  moment  it  seems  that  all  of  the  reward  

mechanisms are focussed on judging you on your research output -  

In recent  years with the emphasis  on  publications -  because the 

Shanghai  whatever it  is  -  index and the Times Higher Education  

evaluation of universities - they don't know what's happening when 

Hugh attends a lecture on a Tuesday morning, they do know what's  

happening if the lecturer that's giving that lecture is publishing five  

journal  papers  per  annum,  or  no  journal  paper  per  annum  and  

college therefore is interested in its worldwide image which will be  

portrayed or enhanced via the people who are extremely research  

active rather than the people who are putting a lot of time and effort  

into the teaching.

Lecturers are concerned about how the quality regime assesses research quality and 

how the pressure to research affects their teaching activity and career prospects.  It 

seems that the quality regime's judgements about research activity are not actually a 

proxy for quality, but are in fact a performance indicator used to arbitrarily rank the 

university and its staff.

Academic freedom was a central feature of the idea of quality that emerged in the 
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literature and it is also a key component of lecturers' conceptions of research quality 

who see the pressure to publish as causing a legitimate concern about loss of 

autonomy. This concern is amplified in light of rumblings by the Irish government 

about 'rationalising' the Irish higher education sector according to Lecturer A:

But I think that if we had to work to a particular agenda, especially in 

the arts/humanities the research that we do and the pursuit of our  

own interests would probably suffer enormously.

Lecturers feel that the freedom to pursue their own interests in so far as possible 

affects the quality not only of research, but all activity in Hibernia. Lecturers are highly 

critical of the university quality regime's bibliometry and feel that it is a threat to 

research quality, academic freedom and even the quality of teaching and learning.

4.3 Lecturers' Opinions of the Quality Regime

4.3.1      The Nature of the Quality Regime  

The quality regime is seen as esoteric, complex and difficult to understand for the 

uninitiated. The language and a culture of the quality regime makes it difficult to grasp 

its nature and workings as Lecturer B found when he first arrived at Hibernia:

As a  non-[Hibernia]  man and  when you  first  arrive  at  [Hibernia]  

there's  a  whole  load  of  unwritten  rules  and  regulations  and 

bureaucracy that's a bit of mystery which you gradually sort of get  

the  hang  of.  But  it  is  still  a  bit  of  mystery  to  me how quality  is  

assured, how it feeds back and that was an ongoing debate on the 

quality committee, how is it fed back and how do you monitor that?

Even as someone who has been a member of the university's quality committee and 

'got the hang' of things, he still finds the nature of the regime opaque. For those who 

become involved in the quality regime, it can be difficult to talk about quality without 
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using the esoteric language of the regime. Lecturer A found that using the language 

of the regime made her points about research-led teaching sound less genuine than 

she intended:

Sorry,  that  sounds  terribly  jargonised  -  it  doesn't  feel  jargonised  

when we're doing it!

As  a  result  of  the  difficulties  in  understanding  the  nature  of  the  quality  regime, 

lecturers aren't fully confident of the rationales for quality assurance procedures. For 

instance the institutional review that Hibernia just underwent was a review of quality 

assurance procedures, not of the quality of the university's activity and this distinction 

was not initially understood as Lecturer D explains:

We had a quality review at the beginning of the year and that was  

very  interesting  because  that  review  was  about  the  review 

processes....For about the first two weeks most of us were getting  

our heads  round the idea that we were testing the testing, rather  

than actually sort of making the case for what we do.

The gulf in understanding between lecturers and the regime is exacerbated by the 

fact that lecturers can't see how the regime impacts upon their day-to-day work other 

than to add to their administrative workload. The quality regime tends to operate at a 

high strategic level and doesn't actually express an interest in minutiae of quality as 

conceived  of  by  lecturers.  Research  is  assessed  in  terms  of  its  effect  on  the 

university's global ranking, teaching is assessed by collecting student feedback and 

examining retention rates and so on. This irrelevance manifests for Lecturer D in the 

lack of interest lecturers have in the reports generated by the rituals and routines of 

quality assurance:

You can tend to find there's a massive report and there might only 

be  a  paragraph  on  something  that  you're  interested  in  and  that  

tends to be the way generically with these things.
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The feeling that quality assurance doesn't have an immediate relevance to lecturers' 

conceptions of quality leads to the impression that it is simply an exercise in rubber 

stamping. They see quality assurance as purely a management practice that has little 

or no useful function in assuring the quality of what they do. They have a conception 

of quality and the quality regime is interested in something else entirely. According to 

Lecturer C, it is interested in:

Box ticking, numbers, in terms of publications, impact in terms of  

citations and student feedback... via questionnaires.

The recent institutional review reinforced this view of the quality regime for Lecturer 

E:

I got the impression that they [the review panel] were maybe less  

concerned with issues of quality of teaching, they might have been  

more interested in you know, can you tick the boxes so that you  

make  some  effort  to  assess  whether  teaching  is  of  a  certain  

standard and so on.

Lecturers see the quality regime as opaque and its activities as difficult to reconcile 

with their conceptions of quality. They see the quality regime as purely a 

management practice and that it has no real interest in the quality of teaching, 

learning and research.

4.3.2      Accountability and Academic Freedom  

Despite being extremely sceptical about the nature of the quality regime, lecturers do 

not have a golden-age view of higher education. There is an understanding that 

spending public resources to educate society necessitates some kind of oversight. 

However, the way quality regimes are presented publicly has not found favour with 
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Lecturer A:

So this sort of notion that the universities need a really good shake 

up because we're not operating efficiently, I don't think is necessarily  

true  -  and  academic  publications  and  academic  courses  do  not  

spring fully formed out of the soil on the first of September.

It is safe to say that lecturers do not subscribe to the new-dawn view of higher 

education quality assurance either.

The panopticon effect described in the literature occurs when levels of scrutiny 

causes anxiety and resentment. This effect can be detected in the way lecturers talk 

about the way the regime measures research output and in the administrative 

burdens put on lecturers to document their interactions with students. Lecturer C 

acknowledges the need for accountability but feels that the regime has stepped from 

accountability into a panopticon system:

There's  transparency  and  then  there's  the  insanity  that's  being  

placed  on  it.  The  notion  that  every  instance  of  a  relationship 

between  a  lecturer  and  a  student  needs  to  be  completely  

transparent in case - and it's really driven by this fear of being sued  

by a student some time down the future...There's no trust at all in  

the university system.

As noted in Chapter 2, any authority relationship requires a trade off between 

accountability and freedom. Anxiety is caused, as Lecturer A explains when lecturers 

feel that their motives are being questioned and that they are not trusted to do their 

jobs independently.

Of course we have a public responsibility, we are spending public  

money, we're all very aware of that. But all of us are here because  

we believe passionately in what we do, we believe passionately in  

the well being of the upcoming generation. All of us are doing what  

we think is the best thing to do - in those circumstances.
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Despite understanding the need for an accountability framework, lecturers feel that 

the quality regime as it operates is not a suitable one. Having the scope to research 

and teach what they feel is appropriate is an important aspect of quality for lecturers. 

The way the quality regime encroaches upon this freedom through bibliometry has 

already been addressed, but there is a sense that there is also some intrusion into 

teaching. Lecturers are required to submit learning outcomes for approval by 

academic managers. This is essentially a form of oversight of lecturers' approaches 

to teaching, as Lecturer A explains:

... just in the last couple of years we've also been asked to provide  

learning outcomes and the [academic manager] would cast an eye 

over all of those so  - from that point of view - there was quite a lot  

of, shall we say, feedback on that because the particular language  

that pertains to those. So there would have been a level of oversight  

there, certainly for the first time in my experience anyway.

It has to be said that none of the five participants felt that the university had in any 

way forced them to teach to a particular agenda and that  any external pressures 

were taken into account in a pragmatic fashion; Lecturer A again:

[The  curriculum is]  a  mixture  of  what  we  want  to  do,  what  our  

research interests are – but also half an eye on what we know are  

popular courses what we know students want to do.

Lecturers  acknowledge the need for  a  system of  accountability  and the value of 

having a system that assesses the quality of lecturers' activity. They don't however 

feel that academic freedom needs to be sacrificed in favour of accountability to the 

extent that it dominates research activity or career progression. 

4.3.3      Quality Assurance Processes  

The way lecturers think about quality regimes in general is quite easy to identify from 
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their  discussions of  its  outcomes and  its  influence on their  jobs.  What  are  more 

difficult to analyse are their views about the specific processes that form the rituals 

and routines of continuous quality activities.

Student feedback is a key player in all discussions of quality assurance. When taken 

as a clue to help improve teaching and to develop curricula, it is seen as a positive 

force  in  quality.  However  it  is  often  treated  as  a  metric  and  a  proxy  for  quality. 

Lecturers feel that there are risks in making positive feedback and goal to be sought 

as an end in itself.  Lecturer C feels that this position will  force lecturers to adopt 

teaching strategies designed to promote positive feedback rather than engagement 

with learning:

I think sometimes students will think that they're getting something  

from a particular lecturer because they are entertaining or they use 

particular  techniques that  seem to deliver the material  in  a more  

accessible manner but ultimately five years after the event, students  

reflecting on the event in the most recent research have suggested  

that  that  isn't  the  kind  of  methodology  that  has  a  lasting  

impact....Which means really 'did this lecturer entertain you for 12  

weeks in a lecture term?'

Lecturer E shares this opinion:

You can adopt a very student friendly approach you know. You can 

set  exams that  will  look  very good on paper,  but  in  practice the  

students nearly know the answers before hand because you've had 

a number of 'relevant' tutorials where everybody's happy when they  

see the relevant questions coming up in the exam papers and so 

on.

The risk that student feedback could negatively influence educational standards is a 

genuine anxiety held by lecturers but it is possible their anxiety is reinforced by the 

fact that student feedback exposes lecturers to judgements about the efficacy of their 

approach to teaching and pedagogical strategies.
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One of the often reported values of continuous quality activity is that it encourages 

lecturers to reflect on their practices and to improve them. For Lecturer A, despite her 

conceptual difficulties with some quality assurance practices, does find this to be the 

case:

But on the other hand I've been one of the chief moaners about  

learning outcomes because of the restrictiveness of the vocabulary -  

grudgingly I have to say that it is a good process, I mean it does  

make you articulate - reflect on and articulate your practice  - it's a  

pain in the backside having to write them but it does make you stop  

and think about what you're doing and how you're doing it.

However as Morely notes, there is a risk of counterfeit reflection. Pseudo-reflection 

for the sake of pleasing the regime so that the lecturer can get on with their work in 

peace.  Lecturer  B  explained  how  being  reflective  isn't  simply  something  that 

happens, lecturers have to work at it which is difficult in an already pressured job. The 

risk, he explains, is that unless you're willing to do that work, it's easy to fake it:

There's very little time for both research and teaching to have to  

reflection time, to have time to sit back and reflect on your practice 

and the overall structures...If you're someone who just wants to go  

back to the lab and carry on with your research, you'll just bang out  

some learning outcomes.

All participants agreed that one of the most significant changes in lecturers' jobs in 

recent years has been the growth in the administrative burden. This is attributed to 

growth of the quality regime. The administrative burden is a significant contributor to 

the sense that lecturers' jobs are being forced to try to produce more results with less 

time  and  resources  currently,  Lecturer  D  summed  up  this  perspective  while 

discussing the impact of the quality regime's admin requirements on the rest of her 

work:

Page 47



Hugh Sullivan Yet to be Convinced: Lecturers' conceptions of quality assurance MA IHE

You're doing more administrative work and trying to find time to do 

your research so something does suffer and you can't have it every  

way. If you want quality, you have to have appropriate resources for  

it.

Having an administrative burden related to quality assurance that obstructs lecturers 

from their teaching and research duties seems somewhat paradoxical. This paradox 

is highlighted by Lecturer A:

For every ten minutes you put into writing your learning outcomes,  

that's ten minutes less that you get to spend with a student.

Lecturers see the continuous quality activities that are billed as quality enhancement 

activities as duties that get in the way of them actually doing the teaching and 

research that they want to do. 

4.3.4      Not Convinced  

Quality  regimes  are  supposed  to  work  to  ensure  the  fitness  for  purpose  of 

educational and research activities in achieving their goals. During my interviews I 

noted however how frequently the phrase 'I'm not convinced...' was used in relation to 

the quality assurance regime and quality activities. It appears that lecturers do not 

feel  that  the  quality  regime is  doing  anything  other  than  perpetuating  itself  as  a 

management system.

The regime is too high-level, exclusive and esoteric for lecturers to have faith that it is 

actually doing anything useful for their work. Lecturer B articulated this view when 

discussing the influence that his continuous quality activities have on the regime:

I have to say I'm still not clear or I'm not totally convinced about how  

much of that stuff is feeding back into the system.

Page 48



Hugh Sullivan Yet to be Convinced: Lecturers' conceptions of quality assurance MA IHE

Lecturer C feels that the trade off between academic freedom and accountability is 

not working under the current system:

I  accept  completely  that  there  has  to  be  some  kind  of  quality  

assurance - I'm not convinced that this model  that we're working 

with is useful at all.

He isn't convinced that the intrusions into academic freedom are being paid for with 

genuine accountability for teaching and research quality.

Lecturer E takes the view that the quality regime isn't at all interested in quality:

“I am not convinced that there's any serious attempt to find out if a  

lecturer is doing a good job in the lecture theatre or not.” 

Lecturer  D  feels  that  the  administrative  burden  associated  with  the  regime  is 

unhelpful and doubts that the regime has any interest in changing this:

What's lacking is any sort of decent administrative structure that's  

helping  and I'm not convinced that these things  coming down will  

actually do that.

Finally,  and  significantly,  the  degree  to  which  quality  assurance  processes  are 

effective depends on the degree to which lecturers are willing to buy into them. Since 

lecturers are not convinced that the quality regime is relevant to, or helpful in the job 

of teaching and researching in the University of Hibernia; they are reluctant to fully 

buy into it. Lecturer B articulates this idea concisely:

The degree to which they're helpful is dependent upon the time and 

energy of, ultimately, individual staff members to put them into place 

at their various levels of power...You know if I've got my lone staff  

member hat on, I'm not seeing the information coming down and it's  

sort  of  up  to  people  who  are  interested  to  show  initiative  and 

implement the stuff.
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While it is obvious that lecturers are not at all convinced by the efficacy of the quality 

regime, lecturers themselves find it difficult to imagine how assuring quality could be 

done  better.  Lecturer  A muses  on  the  difficulties  of  actually  trying  to  judge  the 

'goodness' of the student experience:

How do you find out actually what you want to know? Because as you 

know  so  much  of  the  student  experience  is  qualitative  rather  than  

quantitative  and  again  one  of  the  things  that  goes  with  the  student  

experience for me is that there as many student experiences as there  

are students you know, there is no one student experience.

Lecturer E acknowledges that despite feeling that the regime isn't interested in finding 

it out, he isn't sure how teaching quality can be assessed:

I  think  something  like  teaching  can  be  assessed  in  a  much  more  

effective way if people were really serious and considered it important  

you know. But then you ask, how do you know whether his teaching is 

good or bad?

The same is true of research quality. While bibliometry clearly isn't the way to go for 

Lecturer  C,  he doesn't  have any clear  ideas on  how research  quality  should  be 

assessed:

I don't know exactly how I should assess it. I don't think it should be in  

terms of the numbers I'm producing every three years or producing three  

articles, four articles, one book, whatever.
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5 CONCLUSIONS

This  concluding  chapter  gives  a  brief  recap  of  the  entire  dissertation  before 

summarising my findings. The need for further research in this area is examined and 

finally I reflect on the dissertation process and what I have personally learned from it.

5.1 Recap

The reason for my original interest in the relationship between lecturers and quality 

regimes comes from a sense I formed during my work in quality assurance. I felt that 

lecturers think of quality differently to the way it is constructed by the regime. The 

main  aim of  this  dissertation  was to explore this  idea and to see if  there is  any 

substance to this feeling. I also wanted to engage with the debate about the nature 

and value of quality assurance for  higher education and to examine the need for 

further  more  detailed  research  into  lecturers'  interactions  with  quality  assurance 

systems.

An examination of the literature helped me on the way to understanding the history 

and shape of quality assurance systems in higher education. It also allowed me to 

map out some of the common debates and issues in quality assurance, such as the 

tension between the golden-age and new-dawn views of higher education. Ostensibly 

quality assurance exists to ensure the fitness for purpose of education and research 

in providing value and a good public service. However from the academic perspective 

quality regimes are seen as a control system, a management technology designed to 

induce certain kinds of behaviour in lecturers and the university sector in general. The 

effects that the regimes can have on lecturers is to induce anxiety and to potentially 

alienate them from their jobs according to some in the literature. Quality itself is seen 

as something that results in student satisfaction and is facilitated through innovative 
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teaching methods and academic freedom. It was found that the literature on quality 

was  not  particularly  detailed  when  it  came to  addressing  the  specifics  of  quality 

teaching and research. Investigations of quality assurance tended to be focused on 

system and governance issues, rather than those of pedagogy, approaches and the 

effects they have on lecturers' work. This is reflected in the view that lecturers have of 

the regime itself not being particularly interested in quality 'on the front line'.

Based on this review of the literature, I formed three research questions:

1. How do lecturers conceive of quality in teaching and research?

2. How do these conceptions compare with the construction of quality by the 

regime?

3. What are lectures' views on the quality regime that they work under?

In order to address these questions I conducted a case study in the University of 

Hibernia. Five lecturers with a variety of disciplinary and experiential  backgrounds 

were interviewed about the views on quality and quality assurance. I was concerned 

that interviewing professionals about their work might generate guarded responses or 

a  performative  reproduction  of  the  quality  regime's  language.  However  through 

conducting  semi-structured  interviews  in  an  informal  manner  I  sampled  lecturers' 

realistic views on quality and the regime in Hibernia. 

5.2 Findings

Lecturers think of  quality in  teaching and learning as multi-faceted concept  which 

starts with the lecturer's stance towards teaching. The intent to pass on intellectual 

excitement and to act as a talisman for learning is important to achieve the outcomes 

that lecturers think high quality teaching gives. Namely independent thought, deep 

approaches to learning and engagement by students. This reflects some of what was 
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revealed  in  the  literature.  For  the  regime,  quality  is  about  the  effectiveness  of 

lecturers  in  achieving  certain  bureaucratic  metrics  such  as  scores  on  student 

satisfaction  surveys,  retention  rates,  pass  rates  and  so  on.  It  seems  as  though 

lecturers and the regime and them are speaking a different language when it comes 

to the approach to quality. Lecturers see the regime as opaque and too high level to 

be relevant to their work. They are not convinced that the quality regime is interested 

in what they are interested in. 

In  terms  of  research,  lecturers  value  freedom  and  unconstrained  inquiry  while 

accepting that in order for them to be truly accountable for the resources they expend 

and their results. The quality regime measures research effectiveness on a purely 

quantitative basis using a bibliometry and notions of impact. This, lecturers feel is too 

much of an encroachment onto the academic freedom that enables quality research.

At this point I can begin to respond to my research questions:

In general terms, lecturers conceive of quality in teaching and research as having the 

freedom to research and teaching that which they see as most appropriate, while also 

being accountable for  the resources this  consumes.  To act  as a talisman for  the 

subjects they teach and to transmit principles of academic scholarship. They also feel 

that in order to do this they need the resources and environment to allow for a flexible 

suite  of  pedagogical  methods  that  allow  for  high  quality  teaching,  learning  and 

research.

In  answering  my second  research  question  I  can  simply  state  that  the  evidence 

suggests the quality regime constructs quality as a concept very differently to that 

used by lecturers.  This does call  into question the 'rituals and routines'  of  quality 
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assurance that make up such a significant part of the modern lecturer's work. If the 

quality  regime  is  supposed  to  be  assuring  the  quality  of  teaching,  learning  and 

research that is delivered by lecturers, then surely lecturers and the regime should at 

least have a shared understanding of the term quality. If they do not then the risk is 

that  quality  assurance  processes  only  exist  for  the  sake  of  perpetuating  their 

existence and quality regimes are simply 'feeding the beast' as some in the literature 

would argue.

Lecturers' views about the quality regime in Hibernia suggest that the anxiety arising 

from  constant  scrutiny  and  a  lack  of  shared  definition  or  purpose  for  quality  is 

undermining  any  possibility  of  the  quality  regime  being  a  force  for  good  in  the 

institution. In response to my third question, lecturers views about the quality regime 

in Hibernia can be summarised as follows:

They are not convinced that the quality assurance system has any direct relevance to 

their jobs. They do feel that having some degree of oversight is important but don't 

see how the regime's activities are effectively overseeing quality according to their 

own conceptions of  it.  The commonly held view is  that  the administrative burden 

arising from the quality assurance process is interfering with academic freedom and 

autonomy is being exchanged for compliance, rather than autonomy.

5.3 Future Research 

This dissertation has shown that  there is evidence that  lecturers have a different 

conception of quality than that which is constructed by quality regimes. At the very 

least this is the case in Hibernia, and quite probably the case in similar institutions. 

When taken in parallel with debates about the nature and value of higher education in 
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the  literature  this  work  suggests  that  more  research  is  certainly  needed  into  the 

effects of quality assurance procedures on the modern lecturers' working lives.

Ideally this further research would take the form of a large ethnographic study across 

a variety of types of universities across more than one higher education system. This 

would allow for more generalisable results that could be used to inform debates about 

quality assurance worldwide.

A deficiency in my own research was my narrow focus on teaching and learning while 

research pressures and conceptions of research quality were only superficially dealt 

with. Any future work needs to attach much greater significance to research quality. 

I would also like to see any future work turn its gaze in more detail on the nature and 

operation  of  quality  regimes.  The  voice  of  those  who  drive  quality  assurance 

procedures both in national systems and within institutions should be heard. Similarly 

I would like students' views on quality to be taken into account as well.

As a plausibility probe, this investigation has been extremely useful in showing me 

that  there  is  room  for  and  indeed  a  need  for  further  investigations  of  quality 

assurance that  focus on pedagogical issues,  research quality and the nature and 

character of the quality regime itself.

5.4 Reflection

The  conclusions  of  this  dissertation  are  overwhelmingly  negative  about  quality 

assurance  and  quality  regimes.  My sense  that  there  is  a  disconnection  between 
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lecturers and quality regimes in terms of how they define and approach issues of 

quality in higher education is stronger now than it was at the start of this dissertation 

process. However I do still believe that there is a strong need for a system of quality 

assurance for  higher  education,  only one that  is  effective in  assessing quality as 

those who deliver that quality see it. I do however acknowledge that like the lecturers 

I interviewed I find it difficult to think of a way this can be done effectively. Quality as a 

concept  should  be  about  the  teaching,  learning  and  research  experience  in 

universities, not about league tables, retention rates and value for money. 

I have certainly learned a lot about lecturers and ideas of quality in higher education. I 

hope to bring this knowledge to bear in my work as a member of the quality regime in 

Irish higher education. Finally I hope that this dissertation contributes to constructive 

debates about the nature and role of quality assurance in higher education and that I 

get the opportunity to be involved in further research in this area.
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APPENDIX A

Participant Information for Dissertation Research Interviews

My name is Hugh Sullivan, I am studying for an M.A. In International Higher 

Education from the University of Nottingham. As part of this programme I am 

undertaking a dissertation in which I intend to investigate lecturers' 

perceptions of curriculum quality and their views on quality assurance 

processes and how they affect their roles as lecturers in Ireland.

In order to inform my dissertation I intend to interview a selection of lecturers 

in an Irish institution and I would be grateful if you would be willing to 

participate.

The interview should take no more than 30 minutes and will be conducted 

face to face. The location and time for the interview will be arranged around 

your convenience.

In the interview I hope that we could discuss in detail your views about:

 The quality of the curriculum you teach.

 The means by which your institution assesses and reports this and how 

this impacts upon your role as a lecturer.

The data collected from this interview will be used along with an extensive 

literature review to inform my dissertation.

Participation is of course entirely voluntary and you can withdraw from the 

process at any stage for any reason. Data collected will be held electronically 

and made secure. Results will not be reported in such a way that allows you 

or your institution to be identified. You will be given the opportunity to see the 

final dissertation. 

If you have any queries please feel free to contact me 

(Hugh.Sullivan@gmail.com) and if you have further queries or are not satisfied 

with the conduct of the research please contact my supervisor Prof. John 

Morgan (John.Morgan@nottingham.ac.uk).

mailto:Hugh.Sullivan@gmail.com
mailto:john.morgan@nottingham.ac.uk


Consent Form

Please indicate that you are content to take part in the interview by endorsing 

the statement below:

 I have been informed of the purpose of the interview and have been 

given the opportunity to ask questions.

 I understand that I can withdraw at any time, without prejudice.

 I understand the information I give will not identify me.

 I agree to participate in the interview as outlined.

Signature:___________________________________________

Date:_______________________________________________
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Interview Guide
Question Possible Follow up: Themes:
How long have you been a lecturer?

Context

QA regime
What modules do you teach? Context

Who decides what you teach? QA regime
How do you prepare to teach a module? Quality

QA regime
In terms of delivery? QA regime

Quality

Quality

Quality

Quality

Quality, QA regime

Quality, QA regime

Quality

QA regime

QA regime

QA regime

How and why did you become a 
lecturer?

How has being a lecturer changed over 
time?

How much influence do other parties 
have over what you teach in terms of 
subject matter? 

Do you have a particular teaching 
style?

What techniques do you think are most 
effective and why?

Besides your own teaching, what 
other factors make for a good 
learning experience for students?

What else do you do to try to ensure a 
good experience for students?

When you hear the term quality 
assurance what does it bring to 
mind?

Do you think it is important for the 
university to have policies and procedures 
in place for quality assurance?
How do you ensure the quality of what 
you teach?
How does the university assure the 
quality of what you teach?

What sort of administrative 
commitments do you have that are 
related to QA?
To what extent do you agree with the 
sentiment “keep the accountability 
framework and lose the 
administrative burden.”
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Participant Biographies

Lecturer A
Lecturer A is a professor in an arts/humanities discipline with over twenty-two years 
experience as an academic in several highly reputable institutions in Ireland and the 
UK. She is highly involved in University governance outside of her role as a lecturer 
and therefore can be characterised as having a high degree of familiarity with the 
quality regime.

Lecturer B
Lecturer B is a lecturer in a natural science discipline and has done so for just  
over fifteen years. He has worked in various higher education systems across 
the world. He has been moderately involved in quality assurance processes in 
the university and has a moderate level of familiarity with quality assurance 
and the regime.

Lecturer C
Lecturer C is an arts/humanities lecturer who will be starting his twelfth year 
teaching in higher education. He has thus far refused to become involved in 
committee work outside of his academic role and would have a low degree of 
familiarity with the quality regime.

Lecturer D
Lecturer D has worked as an academic in the law and social sciences are for 
six years and has been involved in the quality assurance system in Hibernia 
for half of that time. She is characterised as having a moderate degree of  
familiarity with the regime.

Lecturer E
Lecturer  E  is  an  assistant  professor  in  an  engineering/systems  science 
discipline with twenty-six years teaching experience. He has been involved in 
university  governance  for  the  past  several  years  but  not  specifically  with 
quality  assurance,  as  a  result  he  would  be  characterised  as  having  a 
moderate level of familiarity with the regime.
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MASTER OF ARTS/EDUCATION DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 
FORM

Name of student: Hugh Sullivan

Date of entry to course: 16th September 2011

Date of submission of dissertation

1st September 2012 *please indicate the 
year you

intend to submit
31st January 200*

Name of supervising tutor (If allocated) 

Professor John Morgan

Proposed title of dissertation

University Lecturers’ Conceptions of Higher Education Quality 
Assurance Processes.

Brief  outline  of  dissertation  (please  give  details,  where 
appropriate,  of  background  reading,  relevant  hypotheses, 
outline of  sampling and techniques to be used, sources of 
material,  proposed  chapter  headings,  etc.   Continue  on 
separate page if necessary, but statement should not exceed 
two sides.)

I intend to investigate the views held by lecturers in an Irish 
University about the QA regime they work under. I will do this by 
conducting semi-structured interviews with at least four lecturers 
from a variety of disciplines. I will juxtapose their views with an 
investigation of the University’s QA documentation and the 
academic literature about QA for HE and audit processes in general. 
Lecturers will be selectively sampled based on their discipline and 
level of teaching experience.

The dissertation will include an outline of the research, a literature 
review, an outline of methods and methodology, a discussion of the 
research and any conclusions that can be drawn from it, including 
any need for further research.



Signed (supervisor)
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