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Reflections on Accreditations

In this age of clamouring for accountability and transparency,
Quality Assurance (QA) for institutions that provide public service,
especially those receiving public subsidy, has become an obligation.
For academic institutions in particular, it predominantly takes the
form of structured internal processes accredited by an external body.
As we look around the world at such practices, we would probably

notice some interesting features.

There are numerous forms of accreditation, either amongst countries
or regions that have been practising this for quite a number of years,
or newcomers who are eager to join the league and establish some
credibility. There is yet a “best practice” that is universally recognised.
The job would have been so much easier if there were a magic formula
for all to follow! All models continue to evolve, as a reflection of the
rapidly changing cultural, political, social and economicenvironments
within which academic institutions must operate. The outcome of
such exercises, often elaborate and costly, still has some ways to go
towards efficacy and credibility. QA, to a large extent, is regarded
as a necessary evil, except by the agencies with vested interest.
The difference in perspectives is quite expected. Practitioners
do not believe in any external authority that can truly judge
“quality”, while QA bodies want increasing responsibilities, and
preferably authority, to fulfil their missions and to justify their

existence.

We have to admit that all the less-than-perfect precedents are
food for thought. To avoid falling into some of the unfortunate
pitfalls, it might be useful for QA agencies to occasionally

reflect on some fundamental premises.
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Light over heavy

History has shown the genie of regulatory measures does have a
tendency to grow beyond control, and it would usually take rather
drastic measures to put it back into the bottle. From the lessons
learned and the adverse reactions generated in the past, everyone is
now subscribing to the idea of “light touch”. It is, however, worth
noting that lightness can never be over-emphasised. There was
never a QA body that was accused of being too lenient. For the few
cases of catastrophic failures, the signs were there in broad daylight
and would have been picked up by the most cursory accreditation
exercises, as indeed they were. At the other end, there was never an
academic institution which attained excellence through some heavy-
handed QA exercises. Accreditation reports were rarely, if ever, cited
as evidence of an institution’s laudatory assets. It may also be useful
to keep in mind that going from light to a bit heavier is easy, almost
inevitable, while going the other way could be very contentious and

“painful”.

Internal before external

QA is a continuous process. Ideally it should be part of an institution’s
culture. As such an institution should establish some appropriate
internal mechanisms for monitoring and promoting quality. An
internal process can be flexible, efficient and effective. Itis not bound
by the requirement of “one size fits all”. Any external inspection,
be it accreditation or validation or audit, should be peripheral,
supplementary and in the cases of well established internal systems,
perfunctory. If the former is done well, the latter is easy (and
therefore “light”). Without a proper internal process, however, any
external effort would be quite superficial, transitory and even futile.
There is no doubt where emphasis should be placed. It is perhaps
not fortuitous that the Teaching and Learning Quality Processes
Review (TLQPR) of Hong Kong’s University Grants Committee,
the post 2001 Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education
(QAA) in the United Kingdom and the auditing roles by the
Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) all chose to

focus on internal processes.
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Quantitative leading to qualitative
Despite a strong academic belief that quality, or more precisely
excellence, is necessarily judgmental and subjective, the popular
perception and practical reality are quite the opposite. Attempts
to quantify quality may not be fool proof or universally accepted,
but they have gone a long way towards establishing a whole range
of key parameters. The popularity (and reluctant acknowledgement
by even the leading universities) of league tables, increasing from 4
countries to 22 (including those in the Mainland, typically Shanghai
Jiao Tong University) in a matter of a few years, is a case in point. The
extensive and wide spread use of admission statistics in the US higher
education sector by parents and students is another. Job prospects
for graduates are used widely as selling points. Closer to home we
have seen the introduction of Information Portal for Accredited Self-
financing Sub-degree Programmes (IPASS) by the Education Bureau
for a comprehensive and quantitative summary of post secondary
education landscape. Further back we have seen the introduction of
several indicators, such as the Value Added Indicators for the school

sector.

The trend is obvious and irreversible. A set of simple yet meaningful
data may not give the full picture, but it certainly sets off a QA exercise
on a more solid footing. Conversely, a “qualitative” assessment
without any hard numbers will have very little credibility. As we
have long entered into an age of comprehensive and reliable data
accumulation, there is no reason not to begin with disclosure and
transparency. While the concern of unfair and biased comparisons
across institutions is well justified, there could hardly be any objection
to comparisons of an institution along a time line, i.e. with its own
past and its projected future. Gathering and publishing a simple
yet meaningful set of data is only the first and necessary step. A full

assessment will certainly involve substantial qualitative judgment.
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