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Introduction 
The higher education sector worldwide has experienced many significant changes in recent years.  As the student population is getting larger and more diverse, academic institutions have to deliver quality education at a time of dwindling public funding and increasing public demand of accountability.  A global, knowledge-based economy is also putting new demands on university graduates, in that they are expected to possess a wide variety of competencies that will make them internationally competitive over their lifetime.  It seems that everybody is being asked to do “more with less.”  How is that possible?
As Donald Kennedy, President Emeritus of Stanford University, said, “Putting students first is a simple design principle, but it has great power.” (1)  I would like to submit in this paper that putting student learning and student success( first is a simple but powerful way to establish a quality culture on campus, hence the term “learning-centered quality assurance.”  Focusing on learning and the learner has two immediate advantages.  First, the perspectives of the institutions are aligned with those of their students, in that both sides are striving for the best possible learning experiences.  Second, the analogy between student - a learner - and institution - a learning organization - can be used to highlight the key issues in quality assurance.  After all, learning broadly defined is a commitment to continuous improvement, which is desirable for both students and institutions.
In the following sections, I will first discuss the evolution of quality assurance by drawing an analogy between assessment and quality assurance.  The intent is to provide a conceptual framework for institutions, irrespective of their level of maturity, to think about quality assurance issues.  Then I will use Hong Kong as an example of this evolution and end with some suggestions on how to develop and sustain a quality culture in response to a rapidly changing landscape.  The focus of this paper will be on undergraduate education, even though the conceptual framework can be applied to other areas (e.g., research, financial management, etc.) of quality assurance work in higher education. 
Evolution of Quality Assurance
The shift in focus from teaching to learning has raised a new set of questions for consideration, chief among which are:

· What do we want out students to learn?

· How do we facilitate that learning?

· What is the evidence of that learning being achieved?

The first question is about intended learning outcomes; the second, teaching and learning activities that would lead to those outcomes; the third, assessment of both student learning and institutional effectiveness.  Taken together, the ability to (i) set clear goals, (ii) find the best way to achieve the goals, (iii) gather credible evidence for success, and (iv) make evidence-based decisions to improve constitutes a “quality loop,” in that quality improvement is a continuous process.

Student learning outcomes, which are different from other institutional outcomes or outputs, are not meant to be restrictive or prescriptive.  With the enhancement of student learning as a primary focus, an outcome-based approach provides a conceptual framework for the development of effective pedagogies and the integration of in-class and out-of-class learning.  Assessment practices have also evolved from the assessment of learning, to assessment for learning, then to assessment as learning.

In assessment of learning, the emphasis is on finding out what a student has learned.  Typical assessment tools include examinations, term papers, reports, presentations, etc.  The assessment usually leads to a grade, based on norm-referencing (drawing a curve) or criterion-referencing (using a set of criteria).  This is the type of assessment that is most frequently used and thus most familiar to teachers and students.

In assessment for learning, the emphasis is on using assessment to facilitate learning.  Students are given clear expectations of the intended learning outcomes and their roles in managing their learning.  Then students are given appropriate learning activities, along with specific and timely feedback for improvement throughout the learning process.  The assessment is often formative rather than summative in nature, in that it does not involve a grade.

In assessment as learning, students are actively engaged in the assessment process to the extent that they assess their own work and the work of their peers.  Assessment becomes a key feature of learning in this approach.  When students are aware of the criteria upon which their performances will be assessed, they usually do a conscientious evaluation of their own and others’ performances.  Furthermore, they will take more responsibility for their learning and develop a better understanding of the learning process. 
As noted above, assessment serves the dual purpose of assessing student learning and institutional effectiveness.  If we view quality assurance as an assessment of an institution in its education work, then the analogy between student as a learner and institution as a learning organization becomes obvious.  What follows then is a similar evolution of the quality assurance process, from assurance of quality, to assurance for quality, to assurance as quality.

In assurance of quality, the focus is on finding out whether an institution has met threshold standards.  The exercise tends to promote compliance, and the quality assurance agency is often perceived to be rigid and controlling.
In assurance for quality, the emphasis is on using quality assurance to promote a quality culture.  The quality assurance agency plays the role of a partner who is flexible and empowering.  Institutions are given clear expectations of the process and specific and timely feedback for improvement purposes.

In assurance as quality, the institution assumes full responsibility and takes ownership of its quality process.  The institution has in place an internal quality culture and can provide a body of credible evidence to support its claims on education quality work.  In this case the quality assurance agency simply provides an external check for public accountability.

With a focus on learning to get better, an institution matures and gains confidence in much the same way a student does.  Both will then see an assessment (by either a teacher or a quality assurance agency) as an opportunity to demonstrate what has been learned, not a threat to reveal deficiencies.  Strong students and institutions will always perform above what is minimally required; they study for the sake of learning, not for good grades (even though good grades will result from the learning).  
The Hong Kong Experience

What happened in Hong Kong over the past decade or so serves as a good example of how a quality assurance system matures along with the institutions within that system.  In Hong Kong, there are eight higher education institutions (of which two, Hong Kong Baptist University and Lingnan University, are ACUCA members) funded by the government via the University Grants Committee (UGC).  The UGC, with its dual role as a funding agency and a quality assurance agency, conducted two rounds of Teaching and Learning Quality Process Reviews (TLQPR) in 1995-1997 and 2001-2003 (2).

As the name suggests, the first round of TLQPR was a process review, the main purpose of which was to check whether the UGC-funded institutions had a sound internal QA system and procedures for quality teaching and learning.  The second round of TLQPR remained a process review, but “outcomes” were included as part of the process.  Institutions were asked to provide evidence of having considered student learning outcomes in their QA processes, but not of the outcomes themselves.  The review was conducted within a framework of “education quality work,” which included the five domains of: design of curriculum; design of teaching and learning processes; design of student assessment and use of assessment results; implementation quality; and commitment of resources to education quality work.

The two rounds of TLQPR have significantly raised the profile of teaching and learning in Hong Kong and increased awareness of issues associated with the assurance and enhancement of quality practices.  But as Dill observed (3), as a quality assurance system matures, the focus will shift towards “the measures of learning outcomes currently employed by academic institutions and the roles such measures play in quality assurance and improvement measures.”
This is indeed the direction taken by the UGC, which has encouraged its institutions to adopt an outcome-based approach to enhance student learning and teaching quality.  In a complementary initiative, the UGC established a Quality Assurance Council (QAC) primarily to conduct audits, promote quality assurance and quality enhancement, and spread good practice.
Details of QAC operations can be found in its audit manual (4), but a few salient features are worth mentioning here.  Guided by the “fitness for purpose” principle, QAC audits focus in particular on student learning with quality enhancement as a key element, and involve close collaboration with the institutions.  Each review will start with an institutional self-evaluation, followed by peer review which makes evidence-based findings.  

It should be clear from the Hong Kong experience that with student learning as the centerpiece, a quality assurance system can indeed grow and mature, moving from assurance of quality to assurance for and as quality.  Again, the ability to act, reflect, and improve is the very essence of a quality culture.

Challenges in Establishing a Quality Culture
Members of ACUCA are in countries where the quality assurance systems are at different levels of maturity.  Furthermore, even within a single system, there are institutions at different levels of maturity.  It is thus difficult to identify a common set of challenges, let alone prescribe a common set of solutions.  What I will attempt to do is to provide a general framework to think about the situation.

First, it is important to assess where your institution is in terms of its maturity in quality assurance.  Are quality assurance activities mostly ad hoc, or are there systematic efforts at the unit level or above?  Does the institution have a strong commitment to quality improvement, with a prevailing culture of its staff and students?  On what evidence is this assessment made?  Overall, is the main focus of the institution on assurance of, for, or as quality?
After identifying where you are, it is important to know where you want to be in terms of student learning.  Only then can you develop or refine a quality assurance system that is fit for your purpose.  In developing or refining a system, bear in mind that changes that are imposed (or perceived to be imposed) often result in compliance behavior and cannot be sustained once the external pressure disappears.  A quality assurance system that is viewed as administrative and burdensome by front-line staff is also unlikely to be effective in the long run.  In order to have a sustainable change, it is important to work with change agents who understand the true meaning of the change and are willing to take ownership.  When the number of change agents reaches a critical mass, then the new way of doing things will become the norm and shape a new culture.
One way to identify and recruit change agents (i.e., building a change agent team) is to start a conversation on your campus involving all stakeholders (including students) on undergraduate education.  Two frameworks, both grounded in student learning and student success, are useful in guiding such conversations.  Massey (5) proposed the following principles for education quality work:

· Define education quality in terms of outcomes

· Focus on the process of teaching, learning, and student assessment

· Strive for coherence in curriculum, educational process, and assessment

· Work collaboratively to achieve mutual involvement and support

· Base decisions on facts whenever possible

· Identify and learn from best practice

· Make continuous improvement a top priority

Kuh et al. (6) recommended that institutions that strive for student success should:
· Feature student success in the institution’s enacted educational mission and purposes

· Make talent development a central tenet in the institution’s operating philosophy

· Cultivate an ethic of positive restlessness

· Put money where it will make a difference in student engagement

· Feature diversity, inside and outside of the classroom

· Attract, socialize, and reward competent people

· Encourage collaboration across functional lines and between the campus and community

· Lay out the path to student success

· Reculture the institution for student success

Needless to say, the local context of quality assurance must be taken into account in these conversations.  Nonetheless, evaluating institutions on the basis of how they develop and apply evidence of student learning outcomes is an international trend.  In the United States, for example, there have been several recent reports that asked quality assurance agencies and institutions to focus more on student learning (7, 8).  To recognize exemplar institutions in this area of work and to disseminate best practice, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) established the Award for Institutional Progress in Student Learning Outcomes (9).  CHEA used the following four criteria in evaluating applications for the award: (i) articulating and providing evidence of outcomes; (ii) providing evidence of success with regard to outcomes; (iii) informing the public about outcomes; and (iv) using outcomes for institutional improvement.  It is clear that institutions are increasingly being recognized by their attention to student learning outcomes.
Summary

An academic institution with a quality culture is by nature a learning organization; it learns, matures, and gets better with time.  This paper suggests that when an institution focuses on its core competence, namely the education of its students, its efforts in enhancing student learning will inevitably contribute to the development of its quality assurance system.  I end with an encouraging observation by Derek Bok that “(w)ith encouragement and prodding, careful research, and modest support for innovation, leaders in every college can aspire to create a culture of honest self-appraisal, continuing experimentation, and constant improvement.” (10) 
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(Student learning and student success are treated as synonymous in this paper, as one measure of success is helping students achieve the intended learning outcomes.








