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ABSTRACT The intent of the study was to implore the learning model as a process of improving quality at higher
education institutions. This study was conducted through the use of semi-structured interviews and documental
analysis process. The study did attract responses from 50 academics who work closely with academic quality
matters at as heads of schools. Majority of the respondents considered the leaning model as approach towards
improving the quality of academic offerings. The policies as applied in higher education were also the main drivers
of building excellent mechanisms that will ensure that the universities produce quality graduates for the labour
force. Most of the responses felt that even thought the quality is a cumbersome matter they can manage the
process, particular if the intention is to improve teaching and learning.

INTRODUCTION

In South Africa, policy developments were
monitored by the National Commission on High-
er Education (NCHE) (1996) in response to the
challenges facing Higher Education Institutions
(HEIS). In this regard, Quality Assurance (QA)
is seen as the process of assuring accountabili-
ty through the measurement and evaluation of
the effectiveness and efficiency of the trans-
formed Higher Education Institutions (HEISs).
Henard (2007: 76-78) argues that, it is important
that higher education institutions should con-
duct their own self-evaluation up to the point of
producing a report. It is important that all stake-
holders should make their contribution to the
self-evaluation reports. In this whole process,
internal self-evaluation would form the basis of
QA (Vroeijenstijn 2001: 70-71). In particular, the
White Paper 3 on HE (Republic of South Africa
1997) clearly states that the primary responsibil-
ity of QA rests with the higher education insti-
tution itself.

Quality is increasingly being considered as
a key factor in promoting competition. As a con-
sequence, many quality management systems
seem to be outwards orientated, placing more
emphasis on the external presentation of the in-
stitution than on its internal development pro-
cesses. It is a fact that an institution’s reputa-
tion and its dependence on the external envi-
ronment (for example, funding/ budget) can be
extremely influential factors for internal QA (Ka-
s0zi 2006: 30-32).

HEIs are beginning to realise the need to
build up self-evaluation and more generally, fos-
ter an internal quality culture. However, HE
(Higher Education) has always been driven by
the need for quality but the explosion of external
national quality assurance systems worldwide
is making greater demands on institutions to be
more transparent in this area. If external account-
ability has become more systematic, then it is
important that an internal procedure becomes
more developed and visible to the public. This
paper intends to implore the role of quality de-
veloping a learning environment
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HE has always been driven by the need for
quality but the burgeoning of external national
QA systems in most countries such as Finland,
Denmark and Austria is making greater demands
on institutions to be more transparent in this
area. By and large, external measures have been
useful in promoting quality, although there have
been documented cases, here and there, of in-
trusive procedures (Jensen 2004:1- 3). Never-
theless, if external accountability has become
more systematic, then it is important that inter-
nal procedures become more developed and
transparent to the public.

Internal QA seems, at present, to be receiv-
ing a great deal of attention at HEIs. These insti-
tutions are seeking guidance in determining the
most appropriate model on which to base their
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internal QA policies and procedures. Thus, this
study is an attempt to provide information on
some of the available models. It is, however, by
no means exhaustive. HEIs should feel free to
experiment, but should take care to avoid un-
necessary duplication of effort. Therefore, the
best practices in internal self evaluation are dif-
ficult to present.

The requirements of external QA bodies that
may be legislated should be met at all times
(Jacobs 2000: 69). Many businesses such as in-
dustrial and manufacturing models for internal
QA are available for adaptation, but HE institu-
tions should decide for themselves which are
the most appropriate for their purposes. Such
purposes may vary from merely satisfying the
external QA agency’s requirements, to introduc-
ing serious mechanisms at HEIs with the pur-
pose of improving internal quality (Woodhouse
2006: 22-24).

An Overview of Quality Assurance in Higher
Education Institutions

The concept of quality is not new; it has
always been part of the academic tradition. It is
the outside world that now emphasises the need
for attention to quality, with the relationship
between HEIs and society having changed. This
encapsulates the profound changes in the con-
text of HE; including growth, diversity, changes
in size and in the nature of HE. This has been
accompanied by a growing state interest in qual-
ity, demands for accountability and the estab-
lishment of national quality agencies (Newton
2007: 14). The notion of quality covers those
elements of an HEI culture that have the stron-
gest impact on quality teaching.

It must be emphasised that in studies of qual-
ity culture, with respect to HEIs, this concept is
perceived mainly in terms of the Total Quality
Management (TQM) philosophy, which reveals
the role of leadership in creating a culture based
on the constant need for improvement, team work
and the participation of all in the process mak-
ing (Kowalkiewicz 2007: 63). According to Kow-
alkiewicz (2007: 63), the majority of HEIs have
focused on working out the procedures of qual-
ity evaluation and assurance, which may appear
insufficient if not accompanied by the evolution
of the university organisational culture towards
a quality culture, since what is crucial for the
success of any action aimed at quality enhance-
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ment, is a quality-orientated system of values.
This visible determinant seems to be underesti-
mated by universities in striving for high quality
teaching (Okebukola 2006: 3-5).

Academic quality results from the leadership
that develops the best-in-class policy and strat-
egy, customer and market focus and people man-
agement with the academic and efficient use of
resources.

Learning Region Model

The learning region model is premised on
the fact that “institutions which regulate eco-
nomic activity are increasingly being regional-
ized and economic success is becoming increas-
ingly dependent upon trust, norms, values and
tacit and personal knowledge” (Favish 2005:
113), which is easier to achieve within regions.
Therefore, writers such as Kanter have asserted
that the “challenge is to find ways to which the
global economy can work locally by unlocking
those resources which distinguish one place
form another” (Favish 2005: 110). Building on
the approach to understanding the transforma-
tion of the economy, writers such as Lundvall
Johnson have operationalised the role of HEIs
in the context of the learning economy and the
learning region. She further defines the learning
economy as:

An economic where the success of individu-
als, firms and regions, reflect the capability to
learn (and forget old practices); where change
is rapid and old skills become obsolete and
new skills are in demand; where learning in-
cludes the building of competencies, not just
increased access to information; where learn-
ing is going on in parts of society, not just in
high-tech sectors; and net job creation is in
knowledge intensive sectors (high R-D, high
proportion with a university degree and job
situation worsens for the unskilled) (Favish
2005: 112).

Favish (2005: 117), in analysing the implica-
tions of the notion of the learning economy, has
articulated the notion of a learning region, which
would reflect the importance of lifelong learning
to cope with changing patterns of skills demands,
new ways of delivering education and training
made possible by ICTs, and the changing na-
ture of knowledge production. She summarises
the challenge for universities as:

Blending and combining competition in the
new enterprise environment with collabora-
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tion; fostering and supporting boundary span-
ners who can work across the borders of the
university in effective discourse with other or-
ganizations and their different cultures; foster-
ing cultural change to enable universities to
speak and work with partners from many tradi-
tions and persuasions as more learning orga-
nizations emerge and together enrich their var-
ious overlapping learning zones or regions
(Favish 2005: 110).

One of the limitations of this model is that
the notions of the learning economy and the
learning region are potentially too closely inter-
twined. Thus, there is a danger of assigning pri-
mary importance to upskilling people to cope
with the rapid changes in technology in order to
enhance economic competitiveness, and mar-
ginalising issues related to social justice and
equity, which may be manifest at local or com-
munity levels. In the absence of equal promi-
nence being accorded to the social manifesta-
tions of globalisation, there is a danger that in-
stitutions articulating stronger local or commu-
nity orientations could be regarded as inferior in
status to those institutions oriented towards
supporting the world of work, technological de-
velopment and economic competitiveness.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In this section the methodology used in the
study is highlighted and unpacked for the
smooth organisation of the process.

The researcher made use of the descriptive
survey as it fits perfectly this kind of study.
Questionnaires and structured interviews were
utilised. The purpose of using the qualitative
research method is to describe internal quality
and to explore how it can be used effectively in
South Africa’s UoTs. It is also used to explain
quality notions and concepts and to examine
how they relate to institutional evaluation.

Qualitative data were gathered in as many
ways as the researcher’s creativity permitted.
Although the most widely used sources were
observation and interviewing, an analysis of
records and documents is common, and it was
also used.

The research strategy is idiographic, in which
asingle case and its structural coherence with a
larger context are examined. Cohen et al. (2007:
6-9) indicate, that should one favour the views

on social reality that stress the importance of
the subjective experience of individuals in the
creation of the social world, the search for an
understanding should focus on different issues
and be approached in a totally different way.
The principal concern is with an understanding
of the way in which the individual creates, mod-
ifies and interprets the world he/she finds him-
self/herself in.

Population and Sample

The population of this study consists of all
six Universities of Technology (UoTs), academ-
ic heads of department (HODs) and quality as-
surance managers (QAMs). From all heads of
department, the researcher selected only four
UoTs, as they were able to participate during
the distribution of questionnaires and in inter-
views.

The characteristics that distinguish them as
urban centres are that the same external quality
provider has accredited these institutions; in
addition to this they follow the same curriculum
and make use of convenorship.

Data Collection

The data for this study consist of three kinds,
namely, primary, secondary and tertiary data.
Secondary data include academic journals, and
form the basis for the theoretical study and qual-
ity analysis. Secondary data were supplement-
ed by tertiary data obtained from the literature
and references in academic journals, as well as
from available unpublished research. The pri-
mary data were collected from the heads of aca-
demic departments by means of questionnaires
and structured interviews.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section reports on the research find-
ings of the qualitative analysis in this study.
The method of reporting has been included in
order assess the situation as perceived in the
field. Therefore, the data were collected through
the use of structured one-to-one interviews with
QAM. It was also imperative to support the use
of interviews by QAM with the support of the
questionnaires from the HOD as the immediate
recipients of quality process. All these methods
of data collection procedures for this study, be-
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ing the interviews and questionnaires, aided in
eliciting diverse views on answers to the re-
search questions. Furthermore, this study fo-
cused on the methodological aspects of the QA
system as it has been identified as the key indi-
cator for the study.

The findings were corroborated by the re-
sults of both the questionnaires and interviews.
These findings supported three research ques-
tions as they were seen to be the main indices
for the study.

The discussion concentrates on data ob-
tained following the administration of feedback-
questionnaires and of personal interviews with
heads of academic departments (HODs) and in-
stitutional quality managers (QAMS). The aim
of this paper is to present the views and respons-
es of the participants as they responded to the
questionnaires and interviews. At this stage, the
researcher intends to present the responses and
the views of the respondents as they are and
does not intend to argue or offer his opinion or
analysis at this stage.

An Overview of Response Analysis

Itis in these regard that Okebukola (2006:30-
35), sees QA as a process of continuous im-
provement in the teaching and learning process
which, to a certain extent, will be achieved via
the various pathways of employing the mecha-
nisms, internal and external to the HEIs. QAisa
process of maintaining standards in products or
services through inspection or in testing sam-
ples. Lastly, it is imperative that society should
be concerned about HEIs as they are a national
hope for the development of the nation; there-
fore, accountability aspects should be employed
in the process from time to time, when this issue
is discussed.

It is in this scenario that the QAMs and
HODs were chosen to participate in this study
as they are mandated with the responsibility of
QA by their respective institutions. Both stake-
holders are challenged to demonstrate quality
of some sort in their managerial and leadership
capabilities of students and various stakehold-
ers within their responsibility.

The particular need to which the legislation
referred was the need of quality education pro-
vided in HEIs that government supported finan-
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cially. Fuelling the initial fears was the embed-
ding of QA explicitly in the legislative frame-
work. The point raised here is the role that gov-
ernment plays as an umbrella body introducing
various national imperatives with which HEIs
will have to comply and it is the responsibility of
the various institutions to develop policies that
will assist institutions to respond to national
guidelines.

The point enhanced by the policy issues is
the tensions within the policy-making process
between the state and the quasi-state, with no
clear boundary between their respective spheres
of authority, accompanied by the realisation that
both may have different interpretations of what
constitutes desirable policy outcomes. The re-
searcher explained to the respondents that they
should bear in mind that the evolution of the
policy-making process by their respective insti-
tutions is not simply a record of expanding insti-
tutional powers. This tension between institu-
tional policy and government policies was bound
to happen, as experienced by the respondents.
It can be argued that the governance of QA rais-
es important issues with regard to leadership.

It was important for the researcher to estab-
lish if the HEIs have compliant processes in place
when dealing with QA at their respective insti-
tutions. Respondents were asked about the ex-
istence of such policies with regard to the guid-
ance of and compliance with their internal qual-
ity mechanism. A total of 3 (7%) of respondents
were in contrast to the views of the HEQC which
believe that all HEIs should be geared towards
the revisiting of QA policies, not quite at the
developmental stage. Furthermore, these views
of inequality in compliances with regard to pol-
icies should have been eradicated by the inter-
vention of the HEQC capacity development
structures. The 3 (7%) respondents clearly indi-
cated the difficulty of identifying quality com-
pliance in their respective institutions.

However, few would agree that after the first
round of re-accreditation and of institutional
audits, universities should be at the advanced
stage of compliance. The respondents indicat-
ed that they are still at the developmental stage
and that they are really working towards compli-
ance that will guide the quality culture in their
HEIs. It is indeed difficult to strategise if there
are no policies in place to act as a guide.
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Table 1: Analysis of quality assurance policies

Valid Frequ- Percent \Valid Cumula-
ency percent tive
percent
Yes 42 93% 93% 93%
No 3 7% 7% 100%
Total 45 100% 100%

In Table 1 analysis of the submissions indicates
that 42 (93%) of the institutions had some sort
of policy on QA. However, in most cases these
policies have not yet been translated into plans
and strategies. There was not much available
documentation, such as manuals or regulations,
reflecting QA arrangements.

Irrespective of how policy-makers within the
institution, as well as institutional leaders may
decide to shift and place the focus on policy
implementation and its discourse and practice;
critical questions pertinent to the relevance and
academic worth of the institution and its learn-
ing programme, will always engage quality scru-
tiny and enquiry into issues pertaining to the
public good.

Table 2: Respondents’ views regarding the measurements
of quality

Valid Frequ- Percent \Valid Cumula-
ency percent tive
percent
Yes 42 93% 93% 93%
No 3 % % 100%
Total 45 100% 100%

As seen in Table 2, in order to execute its man-
date for quality promotion, the institutional au-
dits and programme accreditation the HEQC need
to draw on the expertise, experience and under-
standing of those who work in the HE sector.
While it is true that most HEIs are still grappling
with the QA issue in a co-ordinated and aligned
way, no institution can use this as an excuse for
providing inferior standards. It is in this regard
that the researcher included the measurement
question in the study.

The researcher felt that it was very impor-
tant to find the viewpoint of the respondents
regarding quality measurements. It has been
mentioned from the outset that the study com-
prises 45 participants; 42 (93%) believed that
quality cannot be measured while 3 (7%) dif-
fered from the rest and believe that quality is

measurable and can be determined by, among
other things, a students’ satisfaction survey.

The Institutionalisation of Quality
Enhancement

The most critical challenge to the idea of
quality enhancement is posed by its institution-
alisation. Conventions for quality enhancement
need to be defined and systematic structures
constructed to develop its practices. Inevitably,
the unfolding of its process forces a return to
the question of who has the power to determine
the meaning of the key concepts, how are they
to be put into effect even in institutions that
apparently endorse them and what should the
policy outcomes be?

Regardless of what model should be con-
structed, the key area to explore is that of what
is happening on the ground, that is, in the uni-
versities; how the two bodies HEQC and QAM
interact with each other and relate to the univer-
sities, and how the representative institutions
will respond to the emerging outcomes.

However, there are those who remain scepti-
cal. In the words of one senior quality officer:
“Quality enhancement has become more talked
about, more promoted and the HEQC audit meth-
odology says that it encourages quality en-
hancement but I’m not convinced. I’ll wait until
we’ve gone through one; the rhetoric is there
but | think they’re going to come in and see
what our procedures are like, as they have al-
ways done. There’s no sign that they’re going
to focus on things that might encourage us to
really take the enhancement side more serious-
ly. The development of the quality agenda sug-
gests that ideas and power struggles are inti-
mately interrelated but their visibility varies as
policy unfolds: ideas become more prominent
as policy is formulated. Politics dominates the
formal construction of policy (legislative pro-
cess) while both politics and the ideological
struggle interact at the implementation stage.’

CONCLUSION
The New Learning Environment

An institution may have a range of motiva-
tions for adopting new approaches in quality
mechanisms or a quality framework that can ex-
pand thinking and therefore problem-solving
capacities when considering a performance qual-
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ity model or framework. For UoTs to transform
themselves and to contribute to transforming
the world, they should include QA in their re-
search, teaching and in community engagement.
Building legitimate QA transformation is done
partly by exhibiting alternative quality mecha-
nisms or models that can guide Outs into a more
consistent and uniform approach.

The learning approach may be seen as the
first step to building a quality system that will
be able to facilitate a better coordinated effort.
The learning approach can be constructed from
the students’ performance aspect and most, if
not all respondents acknowledged the fact they
have to carefully monitor throughput, as well as
student progression; the main aspect being
whether they do it in line with certain compli-
ances issues or in a individualistic manner. It is
this regard that the study revealed that the means
to maintaining the position of the learning ap-
proach by providing flexible solutions to stu-
dent needs will not do the university any good
in the long run.

From an institutional perspective regarding
the current problem, there was an imperative to
get a return on investment (ROI). Ultimately,
though, an institution will be judged by the qual-
ity of the teaching and learning it offers its stu-
dents. To improve the learning experiences of-
fered, it is essential that there is an emphasis on
improvement from the level of the individual
subject lecturer up through the organisation to
the activities of senior managers. The following
comment is pertinent:

This does not imply that the vision of the
programme and the planning of its implemen-
tation need be a top-down process. On the con-
trary, there needs to be ownership, vision and
enthusiasm at all levels of the organisation.

Institutional Quality Improvement Processes

The study was conducted with four UoTs,
and importantly, these institutions represent a
total of 90% of student enrolment in UoTs. There
has been a concerted effort by UoTs to set up
quality processes leading to the development
of a student evaluation system which individual
academics and programme facilitators make
available as a means of improving quality. In
some UoTs, the use of moderators is seen as the
main indicator of quality. The above-mentioned
process, according to the UoTs’ designers sug-
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gests that the improvement of the next offering
of subjects is as a result of the assessment of
current practices. Such a system is predicated
upon the evaluation of an educational activity
leading to improvements in subsequent at-
tempts; this is congruent with the action inquiry
process. The learning from this process is too
valuable to be left untapped within any one sub-
ject or minor project. Unless the information is
shared, the institution as a whole does not nec-
essarily benefit from these projects. Much can
be gained by facilitating the sharing of new
knowledge and experiences across the institu-
tion:

The university must have a technical and
pedagogical innovative environment for re-
search and development projects, providing
opportunities for trial and experiment and to
collect feedback on these via the QA process.
...many such pilot experiments in HE have been
conducted in isolation from the HE manage-
ment process.

Unless the evaluation occurs within the con-
text of the institutional process as a whole, the
valuable learning opportunities inherent in these
projects will be lost to the institution.

The researcher considered evaluation re-
ports of QA and concluded that the context in
which an innovation occurs has to be consid-
ered.

...the benefits were short-lived and /or did
not transfer. This finding offers a salutary cau-
tion to all educational innovators and under-
scores the need to view innovation within the
institutional contexts in which it will thrive or
die.

Thus, the institutional quality processes
need to be such that the culture and procedures
encourage the flow of information across sub-
ject and course and across departmental and
faculty boundaries. It is the contention of this
research that where quality cycles do not en-
able this flow of information, the lessons learned
do not easily go beyond the subject concerned,
students do not benefit and the ROI is reduced.

It is in this regard that more than half of the
respondents (64%) were of the view that the
flow of information process is easily followed.
The remaining respondents expressed a differ-
ent approach to the flow of information and how
it is disseminated. They contended that in some
UoTs the quality agenda is not organised holis-
tically which creates a problem of coordinating
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quality matter from the central position. The non-
existence of the quality model was one issue
that respondents perceived as a problematic fac-
tor; thus creating difficulties for the advance-
ment of the quality process and the coordina-
tion of a more coherent approach. About 28% of
the respondents expressed their frustrations with
regard to how things are done at their respec-
tive institutions.

A Model for Promoting Institutional Quality
Processes

A ‘conversational model’ of learning where
a ‘conversation’ can be considered as a two-
way flow of information is proposed. In essence,
the researcher posits that learning occurs when
the student acts for a particular purpose and
then receives feedback on the action. The stu-
dent then assimilates and reflects upon the feed-
back in order to re-conceptualise and articulate
a new understanding to the lecturer. This is a
classic action research cycle of goal-action-feed-
back-modified- action, integral to the quality
improvement process, with the critical part of
the process being the reflection. In supporting
the importance of reflection as part of the learn-
ing cycle, asserts: “my own assumption is that
helping academics to improve their teaching is
best done using a theory that helps academics
reflect on what they are doing”. The researcher
contends that a similar model of learning can be
applied at institutional level.

Establishing an Institutional Learning
Conversation

Most of the inexperienced HODs (67%), par-
ticularly those of fewer than five years’ experi-
ence in the service of HE, view the study as a
revelation, as they indicated that they have never
been exposed to QA teams at their different in-
stitutions. Those with more experience, that is
those with more than five years in HE (15%),
were more confident about how QA matters
should be organised; their only concern being
the operational aspects. The latter group of
HODs who have been at HEIs for more than ten
years (18%), in most cases, were the ones lead-
ing the process at their respective UoTs.

Most HODs felt that in going forward, the
process of deliberating on QA issues was of
great value to them; they felt that they were giv-

en the platform to discuss quality issues and
also to voice their opinion regarding the quality
direction of the institution. It is in this instance
that some institutions feel that they remain fo-
cused on working towards a quality culture, as
there is a general perception that exists that qual-
ity is a long-term process and cannot be achieved
after just two trials. It was interesting to note
that the majority of the respondents have al-
ready begun entrenching quality in their daily
routines, supported by clear directives.

Some HODs raised the question of the con-
testation of territory between traditional univer-
sity and UoTs. There is a strong feeling that
academics from large traditional university mar-
ginalised some HODs, who come from small
HEIls, particularly UoTs. HODs have the percep-
tion that the HE sector has become a battlefield
where contestation for power is all too real. UoTs,
they maintain, are treated as insignificant and
this attitude restricts them in making certain de-
cisions and in contributing to the wider HE com-
munity in a meaningful way. For example, UoTs
have not been strong in research and that in
itself, is a disadvantage within the HE communi-
ty as most rated researchers come from tradi-
tional universities. There is also the problem of
similar programmes being offered by a tradition-
al university and a UoT at the same time. The
perception still exists that UoTs are still “Techni-
kons’ and they will never be universities in the
true sense of the word. This contestation can be
seen clearly when teams of evaluators, during
the institutional re-accreditations process, com-
prise academics from traditional universities will
be invited to evaluate UoTs. The atmosphere is
often hostile and their criticism devastating.

In conclusion, UoTs are still regarded as a
second-grade universities, according to some
of the respondents.

As indicated earlier, it is not enough to have
‘learning conversations’ or ‘quality improvement
cycles’ operating at distinct levels within an or-
ganisation. There should be overlap so that these
conversations occur across boundaries. For in-
stitutional learning to take place, the project team
(self-evaluation team) should be in dialogue with
the institution. In the context of a project, to
improve the teaching and learning in a subject,
the academic becomes not only a researcher of a
discipline, but a researcher in how to teach the
discipline. The benefits of the project team’s
sharing its learning with other staff will lead to
improved learning outcomes for a wider range
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of students and staff. With restricted budgets
and in the stringent economic environment in
which today’s institutions operate, it is too costly
for projects to be funded without any institu-
tional benefit coming out of them.

The rationale and the logic of the findings
have indicated that a clear directive and pur-
pose in performing a self evaluation task plays a
crucial role in making the process more effec-
tive. However, in the current system, there is a
need to enhance clarity through training and
collaboration.

Although we can agree with or contest the
idea of political interference, it is important to
realise that this presents a paradigm shift in the
understanding of what quality actually means
to us; that is, the culture of accountability and
compliance with national imperatives. Itis in this
regard that the study outlined the national HE
DoE structure in order to assist UoTs with com-
pliance issues and to emphasise that strong in-
stitutional policies be built on, together with a
monitoring process to ensure compliance. Insti-
tutional self-evaluation principles are in actual
fact very simple, indicating that QA is evidenced-
based and that logic is an active force in making
it a success. It is recommended that clearly de-
fined concepts linked together to form a coher-
ent system should be employed to build a strong
self-evaluation report. This system makes the
results more valid as prior planning is undertak-
en accordingly.
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