Creativity or Conformity? Building Cultures of Creativity in Higher Education

A conference organised by the University of Wales Institute, Cardiff in collaboration with the Higher Education Academy

Cardiff January 8-10 2007

Subject benchmark statements and the requirements of professional, statutory or regulatory bodies: do external reference points for courses inhibit innovation and creativity?

Laura Bellingham

Development and Enhancement Group

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education

e-mail:  L.Bellingham@qaa.ac.uk
Copyright © in each paper on this site is the property of the author(s).  Permission is granted to reproduce copies of these works for purposes relevant to the above conference, provided that the author(s), source and copyright notice are included on each copy.  For other uses, including extended quotation, please contact the author(s).
Abstract
‘It is a place where those who hate ignorance may strive to know, where those who perceive truth may strive to make others see; where seekers and learners alike, banded together in the search for knowledge, will honour thought in all its finer ways, will welcome thinkers in distress or in exile, will uphold ever the dignity of thought and learning and will exact standards in these things’ (John Masefield during an address at the University of Sheffield in 1946). These words were encapsulated in the 1997 Dearing report, the result of the National Committee of Inquiry that set out new initiatives for higher education. While seeking to commend and uphold universities as places of learning with associated values of “developing the powers of the mind”, shaping the nation’s “social, moral and spiritual life” and “enabling personal development for the benefit of individuals and society as a whole” the report expressed its concern that universities continue to be able to engage in an internationally competitive market for employment, training and technology transfer which requires public confidence in the standards of awards and the quality of the learning experience made available to students. Thus followed a renewed engagement with institutional audit and review, and the introduction of a series of ‘tools’ aimed at securing confidence in standards of learning and teaching delivery. Some ten years on, what value or purpose have such initiatives served? Does the administrative burden associated with the pursuit of external (and internal) quality assurance mean that time and resources have been taken away from maintaining the very values that the Dearing report sought to uphold? Is it possible to harmonise the pursuit of creativity, innovation and excellence in learning and teaching with assuring public confidence and accountability in the standards of awards being delivered in universities and the abilities and skills being fostered in graduates entering local, national and international markets for employment and training? In line with the intended audience, this presentation takes as its focus the existence of subject benchmark statements for individual disciplines in exploring some of the questions outlined above. Also considered is whether the requirements set down by professional, statutory and regulatory bodies for certain disciplines present an additional barrier to creativity and innovation.
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Subject benchmark statements and the requirements of professional, statutory or regulatory bodies: do external reference points for courses inhibit innovation and creativity?
Universities have long enjoyed a sound reputation for the quality of the services they provide. Functioning for decades on the basis of institutional and individual responsibility for quality and standards, the late 1980s/early 1990s saw a move towards greater accountability in the face of public funding. Table one provides an indication of type of quality audit and review method, of both teaching and research, applied across different time periods up until the present where institutional audit replaced all previous methods.
	Period
	Major body
	Process

	1986 (and 1992; 1996; 2001 and planned for 2008)


	The funding councils
	Research Assessment Exercise (RAE)

	1991 - 1997
	UK Academic Audit Unit (AAU)

Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC)


	Academic quality audit

	1993 - 1995
	The funding councils
	Teaching quality assessment (TQA)


	1995 - 2001
	Various


	Universal subject review

	1997 - present
	Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA)
	Continuation audit (1998-2002)

Universal subject review (until 2002)
Academic review of subjects

Institutional audit (2003: replaces previous)



Table 1. Methods of quality review and audit for teaching and research, from 1986 until the present
Until the early 1990s, the concept of external (and internal) quality assurance was new to many of the older institutions while the new, post-1992 universities were familiar with these processes through previous inspections carried by the CNAA 1. Quality assurance continues to be met with scepticism by some who view such activities as regulatory when institutions themselves are autonomous. 

But are autonomy and accountability mutually exclusive? Institutional (and individual) responsibility might provide a bridge between the two. What we might very reasonably concern ourselves with, and that is, the sector as a whole: academics, managers, policy-makers and funders, is ensuring that the processes are as streamlined as possible and that we allow sufficient time for those working within institutions to adapt to the prevailing regime so that the cost: benefit ratio is maximised. That is, we should aim to minimise the diversion of time and resources from teaching, learning and research, to the preparation of reports and other necessary bureaucratic activities. Allowing time for external review processes to become sufficiently well embedded will create an opportunity for evaluating their effectiveness. 

In an address to the newly established Quality Strategy Network (QSN) 2 in September of this year, Sir David Watson from the Institute of Education identified the speed of change of quality assurance over the last two decades as responsible for leaving institutions somewhat exhausted and the sector as a whole lacking in information about their effectiveness. Sir David did not take an extremist view that would see the entire concept of external scrutiny removed but emphasised that we must consider more fully the impact of policy decisions and actions on the values inherent to higher education that institutions are seeking to uphold. We should not underestimate the vastness of the sums of money, expertise and time that goes into preparing for an external review or preparing an institutional audit report. 

We should also be mindful of the potential for layering and duplicity that some departments face when dealing with the requirements of professional, statutory or regulatory bodies necessary to see programmes in particular disciplines approved and accredited.

But are institutions their “own worst enemy”? QAA emphasises that institutions should be encouraged to devise innovative means of ensuring and enhancing quality, which at times might necessitate experimentation in teaching and learning. In Scotland, the method of enhancement-lead institutional review (ELIR) takes a risk-based approach to institutional review which sees greater attention being given to areas where there is a greater perceived risk to the maintenance of quality or standards. The extent to which an enhancement approach is taken seriously by the QAA is emphasised also by the existence of a dedicated directorate in its Gloucester; the Development and Enhancement Group oversees the development and maintenance of a set of developmental tools which together form a framework known as the ‘Academic Infrastructure’ (table 2).
	Element of the Academic Infrastructure
	Description 
	Further developments

	Framework for Higher Education Qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (FHEQ) (2001) and Scottish equivalent

	The framework sets out the nature and characteristics of higher education qualifications at different levels, from C level (certificates) through to D level (doctorates). It is intended to act as a reference point for those designing, delivering, approving and reviewing programmes, and may be of use also to other groups and organisations such as students and employers.


	The FHEQ is likely to be reviewed in 2007.

	Subject benchmark statements 

	While the FHEQ, above, describes the generic characteristics of awards at a particular level, subject benchmark statements articulate the nature of awards in particular discipline areas and the standards expected of those achieving such awards. The majority of benchmark statements are set at Honours degree level.

	The first set of benchmark statements published in 2000 is nearing the final stages of review. The second set of statements, published in 2002, is currently being reviewed. New statements are developed through QAA’s Recognition Scheme.

	Programme specifications

	Programme specifications provide information about an individual programme, including its overall aims, outcomes and structure. QAA issues guidance to programme providers on the preparation and format of a programme specification.

	Revised Guidelines were published in 2006.

	The Code of Practice

	There are currently ten sections of the Code, each setting out guidance for institutions on accepted practice in relation to matters such as programme approval, external examining, work-based learning and student assessment.

	Revised sections have already been published in some cases while a review of others is currently planned or underway.


Table 2. The elements of the QAA Academic Infrastructure
The Framework for Higher Education Qualifications describes the standards of awards at different levels, from intermediate through to honours, master’s and doctoral. Subject benchmark statements set out the standards expected of honours graduates in particular disciplines and programme specifications describe the programme level outcomes expected of a course of study. Sitting alongside these reference points is the Code of Practice, which looks at aspects such as programme approval, placement learning, student assessment and careers education.

Despite QAA’s assurances that it is OK for institutions to try out novel methods of assuring quality and standards, anecdotal feedback suggests that this type of experimentation is perceived as too risky by institutions. Hence institutions tend to produce voluminous amounts of paperwork when faced with an audit or review. Of course there is no reason why an institution trying out new methods of quality management in a way that is itself managed for risk, should result in a chain of events leading to a poor judgement. However, in a culture of league tables and media scrutiny institutions are notoriously risk-aversive in all of their principal activities. This is a very real issue. In a recent HEFCE-funded research project looking at the type of information on quality and standards that is attended to by employers in their recruitment and marketing, institutional reputation – both perceived and published in various league tables – was cited as being uppermost by 80% of employers 3. The reputation of an institution affects its ability to compete successfully with others in a local and global market. 
Peer review lies at the heart of all audit and review processes, much as in the case of the long-upheld system of external examining. At the QSN event in September it was also suggested by some participants that fairly often peers acting in the role of auditor/reviewer may adopt patterns of behaviour that are not amenable to encouraging institutions to adopt a more streamlined or enhancement-led approach to audit and review. Could this be another case of “we do it to ourselves”? This is not to suggest that certain refinements in the process of auditor and reviewer training and appointment carried out by QAA might not be helpful, and might assist in allaying some of the apparent fears and risk-aversion shown by departments facing an external audit or review. Moving away from a “tick box” approach to quality assurance and towards a system that values enhancement is essential. 

External audit and review do not, of course, rest on a measuring or assessing standards or indices of quality directly. Rather, the audit team explores with the senior management team how they assure themselves that quality and standards within the institution are maintained. Autonomy and individuality therefore feature on the basis of trust and responsibility. The spirit in which external audit and review takes place does not though take away from the debate the arguments surrounding the cost: benefit ratio for institutions and the sector as a whole. It would be difficult to rationalise the continuation of a practice if its maintenance meant that resources were diverted away from the activities that lay at the heart of an institution’s existence – those of teaching, learning and research. However, we as a sector – the last of the “great unregulated professions” undoubtedly have some sort of responsibility in terms of assuring the public and funders that standards are sound and are being maintained; now, in the face of unprecedented expansion and diversification, perhaps more than ever? 

So what are some of benefits that have derived, particularly from the now discontinued series of subject-level reviews? It is perhaps a strength of current arrangements for institutional audit that centrally-based, largely non-academic staff are able to undertake much of the preparation of paperwork required, consulting as necessary with those at the forefront of teaching delivery and assessment. This was less the case for subject-level reviews, which necessitated a greater level of involvement of teaching staff throughout the process. Benefits cited included an opportunity for a department to raise its own awareness of current practice and policy at subject level and for academic staff to learn from external observation. Testable measures of the outcome of learning have become more transparent, tangible and embedded as commonplace following subject review, and there has been a sharing of good practice amongst colleagues of methods of teaching, learning and assessment both within and between institutions. The development of the subject centres 4 and CETLs 5 followed. 

The importance of fostering the development of personal or transferable skills in students that might be particularly beneficial to future employment or offer a facilitation of life long learning also emerged. 
A learning outcomes approach and the importance of exploring effective and creative methods of teaching, learning and assessment does, of course, pre-date subject review but was a particular strength of the former polytechnics who had previously been expected to provide evidence of such activities as part of CNAA regulation. With the introduction of universal subject review and institutional audit, the older universities found themselves engaging more widely in discussions of such matters as programme coherence and overall intended outcomes which hitherto in some cases had not been put to paper. Lastly, subject review brought to the fore the contribution of staff who were not necessarily research-active but who were responsible for highly innovative or valuable practice in teaching delivery and assessment.

The original abstract for this paper reflected its title – are departments constrained in how innovative they are able to be in the design and delivery of academic programmes by the existence of (multiple) reference points which they are expected to consult and in some case, to adhere to? The discussion so far has highlighted some of the bigger or ‘higher order’ questions but the remainder will focus on the maintenance/management of academic standards at programme level.
There exists a continuum across disciplines, whereby some are almost wholly ‘academic’, subjects such as History or English, and where nationally there are perhaps learned societies but no statutory/regulatory or professional bodies. At the other end are those subjects that though delivered in institutions and therefore by their nature academic, also have a strong professional or practical element; many such disciplines are characterised by the existence of a regulatory body which specifies certain competencies expected of graduates if they wish to gain entry to the profession, whether through a licence to practice or professional register, or gain entry into further training. Dentistry and Medicine, and other subjects allied to the health professions, are such examples. In between these two ends are subjects such as Accounting, Law and Architecture, which are characterised by the existence of one or more professional bodies, which issue their own requirements for programme accreditation.

In addition to these external requirements for programme accreditation is the existence of QAA subject benchmark statements and, for some disciplines, National Occupational Standards 6. Across even those subjects that are considered to be largely ‘academic’, identifying employer skills in the education and training of undergraduates is also on the government’s agenda.

Subject benchmark statements were originally recommended as a result of the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education 7, conducted in the mid 1990s. The results were published in the 1997 Dearing report. As previously stated, benchmark statements set to paper the nature and characteristics of an undergraduate education in a particular discipline and the standard expected of an honours graduate in terms of what he or she is able to know, do or be able to understand. Lord Dearing saw a role for benchmark statements in offering an assurance to members of the public and other stakeholders that standards of awards were consistent and being maintained across institutions. Although benchmark statements vary across disciplines, they have certain core features in common in terms of their overall structure and coverage and these are outlined in table three.
	Section
	Description



	Defining principles


	Sets out the defining principles of the discipline: what the essence of the subject area is and any important additional dimensions such as routes into professional practice. 



	Nature and extent of the subject


	This is an opportunity to describe the boundaries of the discipline and its relationship to other cognate areas.

	Knowledge, understanding and skills


	This section sets out the core areas of knowledge expected to be covered by an honours degree in the subject. The skills that the degree should foster in its graduates are also articulated here, both subject-specific and generic (transferable). The descriptions are not intended to prescribe course content or to prevent innovation in course design but rather to articulate the conceptual framework that gives the discipline its coherence. 



	Teaching, learning and assessment


	There may be particular methods of teaching, learning and assessment that are considered to be either essential or of particular relevance to an undergraduate education in the subject area, for example, the undertaking of work-based learning or practical delivery through fieldwork or laboratory sessions. These are described here. 



	Benchmark standards


	The final section articulates the threshold standard, which is the minimum performance expected of an honours graduate in terms of what he or she is expected to be able to know, do or understand at the end of the programme of study. The statement may also articulate typical and excellent levels of performance.




Table 3. Features of a QAA subject benchmark statement

Subject benchmark statements were not intended to represent a national curriculum in a discipline area or to prescribe set approaches to learning and teaching. Nonetheless, do such reference points impose a constraint on innovation and creativity in programme design? This was certainly one of the general fears expressed by the academic community when benchmark statements were first developed but does not, at least through informal and anecdotal feedback, appear to have been realised. Certainly benchmark statements are not as rigid in terms of either their content or how they are intended to be used as the requirements of the various professional, statutory or regulatory bodies. The requirements of these bodies can be seen as restrictive in terms of the volume of space remaining for academic freedom and innovation. 
But who would be content to be treated by a doctor who had not passed through some sort of regulated training, who was able to recognise some types of illness but whose course of study had not extended to others? Who would be willing to pay legal fees to a solicitor whose qualifications were not nationally recognised? Or to inhabit buildings developed by unregulated architects? In some cases there is undoubtedly a need for a certain proportion of course content to be prescribed.

Even for those disciplines that do not have a strong professional element, should we be concerned in the face of mass expansion and diversification of the higher education sector, where new programmes are appearing every year, to have some sort of assurance that the fundamental characteristics of awards in particular disciplines are being maintained? And that the abilities of graduates thereof are preserved? This might be particularly important in an era where multi and trans-disciplinary programmes predominate. That students on programmes bearing particular titles are exposed to key underpinning theories and have access to appropriate leaning resources such as primary artefacts or properly-equipped laboratories, might be more important than ever. Maintaining the ‘fundamental honesty of scholarship’ is certainly worth holding on to and might be facilitated by such reference points.

As stated, subject benchmark statements were never intended to act as a national curriculum. Instead, they set out a conceptual framework that has been established and agreed by a subject community itself. Within these boundaries, those responsible for programme design, delivery and review can exercise innovation and can display creativity in methods of delivery and assessment. Benchmark statements do vary, but most are sufficiently broad to facilitate rather than constrain departments and their development and review takes place in a spirit that recognises that individual departments will offer programmes with a particular flavour that frequently reflects the expertise of resident teaching and research staff.

This is food for thought that is just waiting to be evaluated. It has already been suggested that there might be advantages to reducing or streamlining processes of audit and review, both in themselves and in relation to the accreditation activities of the professional or statutory/regulatory bodies. Current arrangements for quality assurance in UK institutions are the subject of an external review by the Higher Education Regulation Review Group (HERRG) which was established in 2004 by the DfES 8. In May of this year, the Group launched its Concordat which brings together 15 higher education bodies responsible for funding, data collection and quality assurance, and which includes also several professional, statutory and regulatory bodies 9. The Concordat aims to reduce the administrative burden faced by institutions without compromising quality and standards. Those signed up to the Concordat are committed to making practical plans for working together on a less burdensome, more proportionate approach to quality assurance and data collection. There is, in addition, the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) review group which last year published its initial outcomes and recommendations for improvements to existing arrangements for quality assurance which was followed recently this year with the outcomes from its second phase of review 10. The review group drew upon evidence published in a consultation paper on the costs and benefits of external review of quality assurance commissioned by an external consultancy group and its recommendations have been endorsed by the QAA, HEFCE, UUK and Guild HE (formerly SCOP) 11.  The recommendations coming out of the QAF review with the activities of the HERRG Concordat might conceivably free up time (and resources) that could be spent by academic staff on devising and delivering new methods of delivery and assessment, facilitating discussion amongst programme staff and other activities fundamental to ensuring and continually improving the quality of teaching and learning.
Furthermore, subject benchmark statements have evolved somewhat since they were first developed such that in some instances, subject communities have used the statements as a platform to marry academic standards with professional requirements – the revised benchmark statement for Engineering is one such example. In other cases, academic communities appear to appreciate the opportunity of establishing their own standard which is separate to that of the professional, statutory or regulatory body, offering them a sense of ownership in describing a conceptual framework for undergraduate training or education that is separate to the requirements of the external bodies.

Subject benchmark statements thus offer a source of external reference to departments that is a reflective consensus of the views of an academic subject community. QAA does not write benchmark statements; they are written by subject specialists while QAA is the facilitator and guardian of the process. At the very least, benchmark statements may facilitate academic discussion, debate and reflection, and may be particularly useful for new members of teaching staff and departments or institutions delivering programmes for the first time. They have also been cited as being helpful during periodic review of existing programmes to check for overall ‘drift’ in the content or mode of delivery of a programme that has existed for some time.

Concluding remarks
Subject benchmark statements are certainly less prescriptive and less rigidly applied than is the case for the requirements set down by various professional, statutory or regulatory bodies. Used correctly, they should facilitate rather than constrain innovation in programme design within an agreed overall conceptual framework established by the subject community itself. Originally viewed with scepticism by some who believed that they were edging dangerously towards prescribing a national curriculum where none had existed previously in a system where academic freedom is paramount, such fears have largely been allayed. In many areas, benchmark statements have become accepted as part of the overall context of quality assurance and their impact has not been significant other than to offer an assurance when one is called for. For other disciplines, however, an increasing demand from an ever-increasing number of professional bodies has meant that benchmark statements are now receiving renewed attention.

But the need for some sort of evaluation exists. It is now almost ten years on since the Dearing agenda was originally published and is perhaps timely to reflect upon the effectiveness of some of the initiatives deriving from its publication that have since been implemented. We have some information, largely in the form of anecdotal feedback gathered during consultations and roundtable events, on the impact of subject benchmark statements on assuring quality and standards at a subject level. Following a recent series of review and revision of some of the original statements, additional messages were received, some new and some which reinforced those that had already been expressed. What is certainly clear is that there is no “one size fits all”- respondents from colleges of further and higher education have praised the utility of the benchmark statements in providing an external reference point that is relied upon quite heavily by staff designing and delivering HE programmes in a subject for the first time. Yet others feel that they have not been touched too strongly by the existence of the benchmark statements, reporting that they are aware that they exist but that they rarely feel the need for external assurance of what it is they are delivering. Yet other subject communities have welcomed the opportunity of reviewing and revising their benchmark statement and uphold its value and status in maintaining the integrity of the discipline in a dynamic and fast-changing context for HE where new programmes are arising each year and where the coherence and identity of an academic discipline is considered by some to be at risk of being compromised; in short, there is seen by some to be a cost to innovation and creativity if it results in a lack of coherence or a loss of integrity/continuity between programmes bearing similar titles. 

Others see the development of a benchmark statement as a “rite of passage”, a means of giving validation and recognition to newly-emerged discipline areas (QAA has in place certain criteria which are applied in consultation with an external body of advisors composed of senior members of the academic community to ensure that a subject area has sufficient coherence and distinction to warrant the development of a new statement).

The intention of this paper was two-fold: to provide some stimulation of ideas where further research might be useful within the broader context of quality assurance and enhancement and secondly, to offer a contribution to the continuing debate over ‘creativity or conformity’. Although post-Dearing there is a potentially vast research project, there are many questions that would be worth posing and exploring at a local level. In a part of the sector that is almost entirely born of practice, there is certainly room for greater research, be it qualitative or quantitative. Hopefully this paper has demonstrated that there might not be a “one size fits all” between disciplines and that we should perhaps be cautious in attempting to apply one opinion universally. 
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