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1 Abstract

Performance information has featured in the reporting of Scottish Further
Education college activity through annual reports and through college
development plans to a limited extent in the 10 years since college incorporation
(1993). There have been five key performance indicators used since 1990 for all
of these functions, defined by the Scottish Office in “Measuring Up” (SOED,
1990).

Phase 1 of this study was a review of whether the performance indicators used
were valid and reliable, and how well understood the information was within
colleges. Phase 2 looked at reasons behind the difficulties and explored
approaches to deal with them. Phase 3 described the production of training
materials to support changes in practice and Phase 4 discussed the extension of
the use of standards to ICT support work. The stronger theoretical model

reflecting on the reported experiences of other countries and other sectors was

the subject of the literature review.

This study investigated the understanding of performance indicators, identified
short term changes needed, proposed short term revisions, and outlined issues
for further consideration in the longer term development of performance

indicators and benchmarks. In addition, a set of standards for quality
improvement for the support area of ICT was developed using self evaluation

approaches.

This study demonstrated that there were problems of reliability and validity in
collecting and using performance indicators. These differing interpretations of
the performance indicators were evident within institutions, across institutions,
and across years. In addition, the performance indicator information was not

soundly embedded in a clear theoretical model of quality.



2 Introduction

2.1  Why the topic was selected
Further Education (FE) Colleges have, since July 1999, been subject to

supervision and funding arrangements mediated through the Scottish Further
Education Funding Council (SFEFC). One of the major areas of responsibility
that the SFEFC wished to develop was quality assurance and quality
improvement. SFEFC had decided to consult colleges and investigate options for
a more effective model of quality assurance; this consultation was conducted
from November 1999 to March 2000. This study aimed to bring forward
information and materials to support the development of quality building on the

feedback from the consultation.

SFEFC, established in 1999, shares an executive and staff complement with the
Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFC). Therefore, the staft who
now deal with quality within FE have an experience and a perspective from
Higher Education (HE) that may impact on their view of quality in FE. It was,
therefore, important to deliver a clear study to give confidence to the SFEFC,

and a study with enough depth to support college staff involved in
implementation. In addition, the study was building on work that had been
undertaken to support Her Majesty's Inspectors (HMI) Audit Unit, so the issue of

continuity and building on current practices were also important elements of the
study.

HMI (now designated Her Majesty’s Inspectorate Executive) also hold a
responsibility for monitoring and reporting in the area of quality. In particular,
the HMI Audit Unit who produce (and publish) reporting information, primarily
on schools, was looking for more robust information to allow reasonable
comparisons and indications of quality development for colleges. Post-School
HMI (a separate Division of HMI) has a primary role of producing institutional,

subject and aspect reports on post school provision. The availability of robust



information for measurement and comparison in colleges had long been a
challenge for HMI.

In the school sector, this HMI interest has been supported through published
performance indicator (PI) information known as "Standard Tables" published
through HMI Audit Unit. HMI Audit Unit had expressed an interest in the
development of PIs (institutionally based) in colleges and benchmarks (national

standards for comparisons) for FE colleges.

The Scottish Further Education Unit (SFEU) has extensively supported the
development of quality in colleges, directly and indirectly. The author is the lead
officer in SFEU in the area of quality. The self-evaluation model for FE, and the
Scottish Office Education and Industry Department (SOEID) quality standards
document "Quality Matters" (1998) was developed by HMI, supported by SFEU
(lead officers being John McCann HMI and John Laird). Another key
contributing body to the quality improvement agenda in FE is a "forum" of
quality leaders. The Further Education Quality Improvement Forum (FEQIF),
consisting of key figures within the FE Sector, is supported by SFEU. Further,
SFEU is working in research and development areas supporting SFEFC in
developing a sound information base to support decision making in key areas

related to quality,

HMI Audit Unit commissioned SFEU (specifically the author as Lead Officer)
to investigate the use of PIs within the college self evaluation model. By
extending this enquiry, a broader view and information base will then be

available to inform ideas within SFEFC in their consideration of quality issues.

Key point from section 2.1

This topic was selected as a result of the needs of the key agencies supporting

quality in FE.



2.2 The purpose and direction of the study

The study took place in the context of a general move within the colleges and
key agencies to enhance the use of self evaluation to improve quality. The author
had recognised a need to improve the impact of self evaluation. The purpose of
the study was to seek and support enhancement and greater impact by improving

the current self evaluation model and extending the current self evaluation

model.

Improving the model was done through investigating the basic information that
colleges use to inform reflective judgements within the self evaluation process.
Earlier studies, such as the SFEU Benchmarking study, suggested that there
were serious flaws in the use of PIs by colleges (SFEU 1999). The study
therefore concentrated on checking and improving the understanding of the Pls
in common use, working toward a more uniform definition and developing

training materials to extend that understanding through a wider range of stafl.

This improvement process was conducted by taking steps to understand and
correct weaknesses resulting from poor or inconsistent understanding of PIs.
This involved the study into the weaknesses in understanding and application,
and developing guidance and training materials to help a wide range of staft

understand and apply the PIs more consistently.

Extending the model was done by looking at one key area of college functioning
that was not covered within the current self evaluation model. The current model

covered two key areas: Management; and Teaching and Learning. The Further

Education Quality Improvement Forum (FEQIF) expressed an interest in

extending the self evaluation model to encompass a range of support services.
Support services in this context would cover areas of activity such as ICT
support or estates management. In these areas of work (just as with the

Management area of the current standards) the learner is not the only direct

customer. In support services, it is college staff as well as learners who are the



users of the service. The SFEFC have given substantial additional funding to
colleges for investment in ICT, £28m in 2001/2002. Given this, and the extent to

which ICT support has an impact on colleges, ICT support was the area selected

for the extension of the self evaluation model.

The extension of the self evaluation model was approached through developing a

new set of standards to structure and support self evaluation for ICT support
staff. This includes the development of a set of Quality Indicators (Qls). In
addition to the standards, a training programme and support materials were

developed and provided to support the implementation.

This study concentrated on the research required to inform this work. Although
there are two distinct aspects of this work, they both concentrate on the
enhancement of the current self evaluation model, and the development of
professional practice in quality management in FE. Both the improvement aspect
and the extension aspect of the work share a common goal of enhancement, and
share the benefits of illumination through literature research and comparative
studies. Therefore, this work is essentially one study with two linked strands

aimed at enhancing the practices in, and benefits from, self evaluation in FE.



2.3 The research questions

It is broadly recognised that the investigative and developmental work
undertaken within this study will be useful in both informing decision making
(in SFEFC and HMI considerations) and in impacting on practice in Colleges.

The context of this work is for SFEU, SFEFC, HMI and colleges to develop

improved practice in supporting quality in FE. As with all strategic development,
a central starting point is the internal and external environmental scan. This
study formed the base of that internal and external environmental scan. The
questions have been defined through the work with the lead agencies and

colleges, and refined as the study progressed.

The key questions for this study are -

1. Are the current performance indicators understood by college staff?

2. Are the current performance indicators used effectively in Further
Education?

3. What improvements can be made in the use of performance indicators?

These three questions were the central questions for this study to lead to
improvement in the current self evaluation model. The ability to use and
interpret Pls as evidence with greater clarity, knowing the statistics to be more
valid and reliable will enhance confidence and improve use. It would also be
appropriate to note that, as a vocationally based study, the intent of this work

was wider than providing an answer to these questions, and aimed to develop

materials to support implementation of any useful findings.

A further two questions arose for investigation to extend the current model of
self evaluation to cover the area of ICT support services. These questions relate
to the initial three questions in two key ways: in purpose; and in information
base. The common purpose is about enhancing the current self evaluation model

(these two questions focus on extending that model). The information base that

they share is the written materials, international comparisons, sector
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comparisons and focus group feedback that form the research base of this study.

The key additional questions that were explored are -

4. What can the literature tell us about developing quality standards for IT
support?

5. Can useful quality improvement mechanisms for IT support standards be

modelled, developed and tested?

This last question required practical research and development activity leading to
the development of materials for the question to be fully addressed, rather than a
literature search for a simple and clear answer. It is important, therefore, to
recognise this study as both a research study and a professional doctorate,
impacting on both the body of knowledge in this area and the practice of staff in
the FE sector.

Where the questions have a level of specificity, they do include value laden
terms such as "effectively" and "improvements", This puts the enquiry on a basis
of using qualitative information as well as some quantitative data sets. Further,
the broad nature of the questions will result in wide ranging findings, with
breadth rather than depth within the work.

This study has been broken down to three initial phases, each of these phases of

activity running parallel to the literature review.

Phase 1 - Investigated the use and understanding of PIs and benchmarks in
colleges, using the specific example of Student Achievement Ratio by Unit
(SARU). This study looked at the validity and reliability of the information.

Phase 2 - Considered the wider range of the five primary PIs (sce section 2.2.1)

and modelled some potential improvements or changes that would support more

eflective adoption and use.

I



Phase 3 - Considered some revised PI definitions, and prepared a handbook for
information and training. This work also embedded the development proposals

in the context of lessons learned through a wider literature review.

These three initial phases led to the extension of the work to look at the use of
“standards” within self evaluation, and the practical application of standards ina

growing new field of activity in FE, the improvement of ICT support services.

Phase 4 — Considered and established a model for self evaluation of a college

support service, the provision of ICT support.

This research activity is laid out in diagrammatic form at the end of this chapter

in diagram 1.

Key points arising from section 2.3

e Five key questions were defined for this study.

e HMI has an interest in the reliability and validity of PIs.

¢ SFEFC wish to consider the publication of PI and benchmark information.
¢ SFEU wish to develop useful PIs to support the quality improvement

process.

o Phased development work, funded by HMI and delivered through SFEU is
planned in 4 phases to deliver an improved system.

* [Initial research led the enquiry work to extend to the use of standards in

support activity in colleges, specifically in the support of ICT.

12



Diagram 1  The simplified “map” of the steps in the study

The flow of the work Issues informing

following phases

PHASE 1
Investigated the use and

understanding of PIs in the academic
work of colleges, identifying how
robust the Pls are in the context of
self evaluation.

Evidence suggested PIs are of
limited validity, reliability and
usefulness and need changed

or improved. The literature
supports the general model of
self evaluation.

PHASE 2
Considered the S primary Pls and

developed ideas for improvements in
their understanding and application.

Evidence suggested that
improvements in clarity,
application and monitoring of
PIs would support quality
improvement using self
evaluation.

PHASE 3
Considered revised PI definitions,
and prepared briefing materials and a
training pack to improve PI use in
academic teams.

The self evaluation model and
use of PIs found to be helpful in
the academic areas of a college

could be extended to one
support area of colleges, that of
ICT support.

N /NSNS

PHASE 4
Developed a self evaluation “toolkit”
for one support service in a college,

ICT support, creating guidance and
resources for assisting self

evaluation.

13



2.4 The professional relevance of the study

There are four specific aspects to the professional relevance of this study, these
are:

o the relevance to FE Management;

e the direct relevance to the author’s work;

e the professional and academic link to this doctorate research work: and

e the professional development objectives of the task.

The following description expands these key headings.

2.4.1 The relevance to FE management
Scottish FE colleges were incorporated in 1993 and from the 1¥ April 1993 the
Principal and Chief Executive reported to (and was accountable to) the College
Board of Management. At this time, there was no advice or models to measure
or judge the performance of FE colleges in any robust comparative way. The
Scottish Office (through HMI) listed five Pls, which, based on guidance in the
publication ‘Measuring Up’, were to be published within the college reporting
cycle (SOEID 1990). These PlIs were:

1. SARU (Student Achievement Ratio by Unit of learning);

2. SPAR (Student Programme Achievement Ratio);
3. PCSR (Post Course Success Ratio);

4. SSR1 (Student Retention Rate at 25% point of programme); and
S. SSR2 (Student Retention Rate at end of programme).

College Boards have used these with various levels of knowledge and

involvement to make judgements about performance.

These PIs when collected and published were not verified or checked in any way

by anyone external to the college and internal checks (if conducted) were
entirely determined (in scope and methodology) through decisions within

institutions. Additionally, the PIs were developed before college incorporation to

14



look at the curriculum delivery only. Hence, colleges used information that may

not have been:

o reliable (would give the same results if applied in second or subsequent
times);

o valid (did not measure what the college felt it would measure ~ efficiency or
effectiveness);

e complete (missed out organisational efficiency and effectiveness); or

e well used (used for reporting only, not quality improvement).

Checking reliability, validity and use would be of great interest to all the major
stakeholders and funders. In addition, this more robust performance information

could herald an era of more effective use of information for quality

improvement.

2.4.2 The direct relevance to the author’s work

As the Director of Professional, Organisation and Curriculum Development
within SFEU the author had a central role in researching and supporting quality
development for the sector. A large part of his time was spent in consultancy and
training activity in the areas of quality and management. The author is an
observer on the SFEFC Teaching and Learning Committee, This Committee is
central in providing advice to the Council in directing and supporting quality

monitoring and improvement within further education.

2.4.3 The professional and academic link with the previous EdD. work

Work to date on the EdD. had focused on two specific aspects of professional
activity, further education management and curriculum development. The
research, evaluation and development work associated with this study clearly
combines these two elements and further enhances the skills applied in the arca
of academic research, It is essential for the satisfactory completion of the EdD.
that the study should integrate previous learning in a way that combines

research, effective management, and substantive contribution to the development

15



of the sector. In this way, the professional development need addressed through

this work will be fully met.

2.4.4 The professional development objectives

The professional development objectives of the task are:

e to research in a key area of management, adding to practical experiences and
research skills:

e to raise my understanding of PIs and benchmarks;

o to lead a national research and development project in college management;

and

e to link key literature with practical development work.

These link in with the previous practical experiences and activities in FE
management and link directly with the earlier work in this study programme.
Further, this matches my learning and development needs as my limited
exposure to research and writing activity with a significant national profile is

inhibiting progression and growth opportunities.

Key points arising from section 2.4

The research study relates clearly to the following:
e FE management;

 the work of the author;

e previous strands of the EdD. activity; and

o the professional development needs of the author.

16



2.5 The role of the author
The author has a role in supporting the development of quality within the FE

sector. This role, as Director of Professional, Curriculum and Organisation

Development within the SFEU has a focus on the development and support of a

quality culture within Scottish FE.

SFEU has made a significant contribution to a wide range of related initiatives in

this area of work. Three such major initiatives are:
e the Scottish Quality Management System (SQMS);
e Quality Improvement Through Self Evaluation; and

¢ the FE Quality Improvement Forum.

2.5.1 SQMS

This development of the SQMS culminated in publishing the SQMS Standards
in 1994. These standards, developed with financial support of Scottish
Enterprise, are the main quality standards and organisation development tool
used in colleges until 1997 (and now careers companies). The standard is still in

widespread use, and it has been investigated and modelled in many international
settings, notably in Australia and New Zealand. The author has contributed to

the support and further development of these standards.

2.5.2 Quality Improvement Through Self Evaluation (SFEU 1997)

The model of Quality Improvement Through Self Evaluation (later revised to the
“Quality Matters” publication) was developed jointly by SFEU and HMI in
1997. Specifically, John McCann HMI and the author (John Laird) prepared this
document. John McCann had a specific focus of looking at the checklist and

standards used by HMI in inspection, ensuring it was updated and could be
interpreted and used by college staff. The author had the focus of looking at the

implementation and training process, and evaluating (and learning from) the

pilot work.

17



2.5.3 The FE Quality Improvement Forum
The FEQIF was established with the report of the author in 1998, and launched

at a prestigious event addressed by the Chair of the SFEFC, The FEQIF is

steered by a group of senior managers (substantially at Depute or Assistant
Principal level) from the sector with an interest in quality. This group helps
determine development projects, research work, and training events for the

sector. There is also representation on this group from the Association of
Scottish Colleges (ASC), SFEFC and HMI. The author works with this group

and ensures all plans and activities are supported.

In addition to these national development activities, the author spends a great
deal of time delivering consuitancy and training on quality to colleges. Some of
this work is through national conferences and publications. However, a great

deal is also through on-site consultancy and training workshops.

Key point arising from section 2.5
The author has made a contribution to quality in the sector, specifically through
contribution to key projects such as SQMS, Quality Improvement through Self

Evaluation, and the FE Quality Improvement Forum.

18



2.6 The contribution of others to this study

As with any study that underpins development within a professional area, this
study had the benefit of support and contributions from professional
organisations and colleagues. As a broad description, it would be fair to say that
the research steps within this work were determined, designed and evaluated by
the author and the conclusions, write up and reporting were delivered by the
author. Colleagues with SFEU supported and contributed to the larger scale
activities of fieldwork and other organisations and individuals contributed to the
feedback, thinking and evaluation of work as it progressed. For clarity, the
respective contributions are outlined here, describing briefly the contribution of
others to each of the key phases of the work (see diagram 1, section 2.3). It is
appropriate to acknowledge the support and contribution of others in making this
work achievable. It is also appropriate to thank those colleagues who so
positively supported the work, in particular Martin Dunk who has been involved

with each phase of the work.

2.6.1 Phasel

In this phase, the author led the work following the support and impetus given
by HMI Audit Unit in raising concerns about limitations of the current quality
regime. HMI also provided funds to cover the fieldwork activity and provided
some information through agreeing with the author the questions to be raised
within the annual programme of college visits by post school HMI. The two
officers appointed part-time to support this work also deserve recognition. Helen
Ganson (seconded for 10 days from other SQA work) looked at statistical data
from SQA and the Scottish Executive, allowing a check to be conducted of the
PI information colleges were reporting in interviews. Martin Dunk (seconded
part time from Lauder College) supported the implementation of the fieldwork.
This involved setting up meetings, setting up events, conducting most of the
college based interviews and contribution of views to the research and reporting
process. Credit and recognition should also be given to the 11 colleges (who

were assured of anonymity) who agreed to contribute to this wok in participating

19



in the research. Without their openness, honesty and desire for improvement, this

study would have stalled at the initial steps.

2.6.2 Phase 2
In this phase, the revision of PIs and their definitions required a synthesis and
interpretation of the research and feedback. Where this was primarily done by

the author, due recognition should be given to Martin Dunk in his contribution to

both the thinking and review of information to feed this decision making.

In this phase, due recognition should also be given to HMI and SFEFC in
accepting the recommendations of the research, adopting the definitions and

publishing the revised PI definitions.

2.6.3 Phase3

In looking at the definitions and developing training materials, the content of the
packs followed on from the earlier work, Where the author made a lead
contribution in writing most of the material, Martin Dunk also developed notes,
presentation materials and training resources to support the work. In addition,
the scale of the work required the author and Martin to be involved in a number

of training events with senior managers to disseminate the findings.

Recognition should also be given to the support staff at SFEU for their work in

setting up training events and publications.

2.64 Phase4
In this phase, the impetus for change stemmed from the work of SFEFC and the

FEQIF in recognising a need to enhance quality models for a greater range of

areas of college work, SFEFC, advised by Dr Bill Harvey, Depute Director of

Quality and Innovation, provided funding to move this work forward. John

McCann from Glenrothes college led the consortium bid to take a model he had

20



developed within Glenrothes College and make the framework more robust and

uniform and provide training and support materials for implementation.

Within this work, much of the fieldwork was co-ordinated by Martin Dunk, and
planned through a steering group. Where the author drove the research elements,
SFEU staff under the guidance of the author supported some additional
fieldwork and publication work. Cathie Smith (SFEU Associate) took and
revised some of the training materials initially developed by the author for self
evaluation in academic work and revised it to fit with self evaluation for support
services. Peter Lanigan (SFEU Project Officer) took forward the work led by the
author from the focus group looking specifically at PIs for ICT and extended the
material on the web to include exemplar questionnaires and a wider range of
potential PIs. Noel Chidwick (technical secondee from Edinburgh’s Telford

College) took the developed training materials from this work and designed and

constructed the internet training package based on those materials.

Key points arising from section 2.7
o The work was supported by a number of agencies and individuals.
e The author led on the research and led the evaluation and write up activity.

 Thanks are expressed to the colleagues who helped with the fieldwork,

training and publication.
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2,7 Definitions of key concepts
For the purposes of this study, standard definitions of reliability, and validity

have been used. This approach to standard definitions is broadly true of all other
management terms used within this work. However, the language and
terminology that pervades the literature on quality in education can often create

ambiguity and confusion. For this reason, it is important to explore some of the
key concepts before coming to the definitions adopted for this specific study.
The concepts that might be usefully explored are ‘quality’, ‘indicators’, and

‘evaluation’.

2.7.1 The concept of quality

The concept of quality is one that is widely used carrying the assumption that it
has a universal meaning; this is questionable. The root of the word lies in the
Latin pronoun “qualis” which is used to ask questions about things. From this
derivation, the initial meaning appears to be value free, not suggesting that the
‘qualitative’ description of something is positive or negative. It is, in essence,
seeking description or judgement rather than making judgement. This 1s very
different from the common use of the term which implies an improved or
enhanced standard. From this initial derivation, quality, looking at the nature of

things, such as an education programme, seems to be an appropriate type of

enquiry.

In the common usage of the term ‘quality’, issues and definitions have emerged
using phrases such as ‘right first time’ or ‘fit for purpose’, carrying not only a
value judgement but a positive value judgement. This is evident in advertising
and promotional claims where a *quality product’ is, by accepted definition, an
attractive one. This notion of quality underpins much of the literature and
practice. However, in self evaluation and in the development of this study, the

more basic and literal view of quality re-emerges. The approach to quality is one

of enquiry and reflection on the nature of the object or the service (see section

3.7.2). This subtle distinction is important when considering the nature of Pls
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and QIs. QIs are by their nature reflective, based on enquiry, and may not be
inherently value laden until that value judgement is made by a person. Pls, by
contrast, look at performance, normally linked with measurable goals, where a
‘better’ score would be generally recognisable and agreed. This is evidenced by

the common use of the phrase “improved PIs” within reporting documents.

2.7.2 The concept of ‘indicators’

‘Indicators’ as an idea is used widely within the literature, and often carries a
range of meanings. An absolute definition is not adopted in the literature,
although the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) have developed a description within their project on the Institutional
Management of Higher Education project that captures the common usage.
Within this work, PIs were outlined as numerical values which can be described
in different ways (Cave et al 1988). This simplistic approach is echoed in much
of the literature, although varying distinctions are often made about ‘types’ of
indicators such as those made by Cave (1988) covering “simple indicators,

general indicators and performance indicators” (p.17).

The move toward using indicators in education was not universally welcome,
and had its root in policy development and funding. The Committee for Vice
Chancellors and Principals (CVCP) reacted to growing government concerns in
the mid eighties, and established a sub committee under the direction of
Professor Jarret looking at efficiency studies. Although concentrating on
Universities, this work had an impact in both the FE and schools sectors. This
committee determined that PIs should be developed for a range of functions
(Johnes and Taylor 1990). This move was essentially linked to political
accountability, yet the recommendations led to the consideration of indicators
for a wide variety of functions. This was seen by many as undermining peer

review as a methodology. Indeed, the committee later entered the debate about

whether peer review itself could be subsumed as a PI, but this was not

conclusive at the time.
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2.7.3 The concept of ‘evaluation’

This concept, not unique to education, has found a stronger place in developing
professional practice since the pioneering work of Donald Schon on the
reflective practitioner (Schon, 1983). He developed an approach to reflective
practice that was not context specific, and that required the evaluation of
practice. This established a place for evaluation in professional development and
quality enhancement that had been previously the domain of empirical practice
and objective scientific research. This work was welcomed in many professional
areas as characterised by practitioners such as William Reid (Shaw, 1994). He
viewed the contribution of evaluative work as a useful mechanism to overcome
difficulties such as the ethical problems and difficulties of objectivity in research

aimed at improving social work practice.

In the context of education, Eisner looks at reflective enquiry and evaluation as a
mechanism for supporting professional practice (1991). In an inspiring work, he
introduces the notion of ‘educational connoisseurship’, an idea suggesting that
using all senses and feelings to appreciate and evaluate practice and its impact is
a helpful way of judging and changing practice. This takes the notion of
evaluation to a very personal level, and accepts subjectivity as not only
acceptable, but also a positive contribution. This notion appears to be
intellectually sound, as evaluation (and the notion of value judgements as a
central element of evaluation) can only be rooted in the personal and subjective.
An idea or an object can only have ‘value’ or importance to someone. This
contrasts with a measurement or indicator which may have a numerical rating,

that rating being measurable objectively.

This notion of evaluation links with the earlier description of quality to underline
the case that the more subjective view of the key concepts (as characterised by
QIs) 1s supported in the literature, In addition, the more objective view of quality
and evaluation (as characterised by PlIs) also has a place, that place being to

inform and support the evaluative judgements made,
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2.7.4 Working definitions
It is important to note that there are no universally adopted definitions of the key
concepts outlined here, hence these working definitions below serve for

clarification of the terms used in this study only.

“Performance Indicators” - statistical measures which are applied within an
institution to reflect the extent of performance in one area of work. Each PI used
within this study has a specific definition of its own, as determined by the
Scottish Office in “Measuring Up” (SOEID 1990) (see section 2.2.1).

“Quality Indicators” — narrative descriptions which provide characteristics
allowing structured judgements (rather than numerical values) of the extent of

performance in one area of work.

“Benchmarks” — statistical measures that are applied across the sector to reflect
the measured extent of performance in one area of work. Specific benchmarks
are defined in the same terms as PIs, but are statistical norms not ascribed to any

one specific institution.

“Benchmarking” is using a process where PIs or national benchmarks are used

for comparison to underpin quality improvement activities.

Key points arising from section 2.7

e The concepts of “quality”, “indicators” and “evaluation” are explored and

considered.

e The terms “performance indicator”, “quality indicator”, “benchmark” and

“benchmarking” are defined specifically for this study.
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3

Research design, methodology and context

3.1 Research design

The process of developing an appropriate research design for this study was
challenging. The study had a clear starting point and clear purpose (see section
2.2) that is “...is to seek and support enhancement and greater impact by
improving the current self evaluation model and extending the current self
evaluation model”. With this in mind some key observations and decisions

required consideration before the process developed.

3.1.1 What is clear in planning the research
It would be naive to assume an entirely blank canvass when developing a study

for a professional doctorate. Any profession has established practices, models of
working, values and ethical beliefs that are likely to provide a backdrop for the
study. Authors such as Miller and Dingwall recognise this, and take this view
even further to suggest that organisational and institutional settings themselves
provide a distinctive and structured perspective for observing and researching

upon professional communities (1997).

It is also clear that, as a social researcher working in the context of a professional
community, the author brings experiences, values, perspectives and beliefs to the

work. This should be considered in the planning of any approach.

3.1.2 What general approaches are likely to be helpful

This study aimed to address fairly specific research questions, with a clear
common purpose. One approach that would have merited consideration was the
traditional/experimental approach. This approach has an established track record
in physical sciences and a strong philosophical base. This paradigm is often built
upon having a testable hypothests and the researcher adopting an objective and
systematic approach to the work. This approach fits well where comparison

through measurement is a feature of the work and a limited number of variables
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are in place. This work is highly appropriate in the realm of quantitative research

where variables can be measured with clarity and precision.

The traditional/experimental approach is not strong in progressing thinking
where there are central issues that are subjective, such as values and beliefs. 1t is
also least useful where the process rather than the outcomes of an activity are the

focus of the work. In this traditional/experimental approach, work should be

repeatable, howver, unique, complex and social situations do not always fit well

with this philosophy.

A case study approach is broadly more qualitative in nature and may help
illuminate an issue. It has the advantage of a focussed and in depth examination
of a situation. It can help describe, explain or illustrate a situation. In case study
work, the participant’s view can be considered more fully and complex
relationships can more readily be explored. However, case study work can often
be very specific and limited in scope. For this study, looking at, for example, one
college through case study would run a risk of not being appropriate for wider
generalisation. The ability to generalise in this work is central and avoiding a
participant’s view that work only applies to urban colleges, large colleges or any

other grouping is important in selecting an appropriate approach.

In this study, there are many complex interacting variables to be considered. In
addition, the work is neither theory building nor theory testing in its purest form,
and no hypothesis is postulated. These characteristics and others indicate that the
work sits in the arena of qualitative research. Indeed, in looking at a commonly
used definition of qualitative research, it resonates clearly with the purpose of

the work.
Qualitative research is an enquiry process of
understanding based on the methodological traditions of
enquiry that explore a social or human problem. The

researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes
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words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts

the study in a natural setting.
(Cresswell 1998 p.195)

Given that the work looks at a problem involving attitudes, beliefs and practices,
the topic should be ‘explored’ not answered. This study builds a complex model
of practice, explores the “human problem” of application (see above) and works
in a “natural” professional setting. It is clear that qualitative enquiry of some

type is likely to reap greatest benefits.

Case study is less appropriate because of the difficulty in drawing general and
wide conclusions from any one particular situation. In addition, certain elements
of the work should be appropriately approached in a more objective and
systematic way, For example, structure and rigour in testing college applications
of definition is, in a way, an objective and systematic enquiry. It requires routine
and repeatable steps, comparing identical inputs (scenarios) and looking at the
outputs (answers). Case study does not readily lend itself to this type of ‘sub

enquiry’, picking up specific strands of enquiry within a wider context,

Action research is an approach that may accommodate the different tensions and
needs of the study. It is qualitative in nature, and deals with social and
organisational contexts. It requires the work to be progressed in iterative cycles,
and improvements and changes are applied in practical work situations. A
number of authors are sceptical about the value of action research and question
the underpinning philosophy. From the literature, two main themes appear in the
criticisms. The first is the general view that the ad hoc nature of temporary
methodologies and frameworks within each cycle is in some way of poor
academic quality. A second is that the role of the researcher being involved in

the work detracts from the value of the work, or in some way inappropriately
distorts the findings.
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The emic and etic debate is where the tensions of objective researcher and
subjective participant is also resolved through looking at the purpose of the
work. A professional working within an established professional community is
conducting the study. It is clear that the perspective of active practitioner cannot
be excluded from the work and the implications of this perspective should be
recognised and accepted. In essence, this work is developed from the emic

perspective, with an insider’s viewpoint being broadly applied to the study.

Key points arising from section 3.1

e The research design needs to take account of the established professional

context of Scottish FE.

* A number of approaches to the study have been considered.

e The work is clearly qualitative in nature.,

In terms of the research objectives, this section raises the following issues.

o There are a variety of options for enquiry and the selection of enquiry
approaches are based around a personal judgement.

o The recognition of the subjectivity involved in this enquiry will influence not

only the approach, but also the interpretation of information and results.
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3.2 Establishing the structure for the research design

The area of research is inhabited with a sophisticated vocabulary that does not
lend itself to simple explanations. However, using a simple version of the model
developed by Creswell, the research design is considered in three stages (1998).
This model is similar to the ideas developed by others such as Denzin and
Lincoln and tries to bring clarity to the process of design, similar to the clarity
often found in more traditional empirical studies (1998). Using this model, there
are three stages. In the first stage, the general approach is outlined. In the second,
problematic issues are explored such as how to link the literature. In the third,

the actual format and methodology are outlined. These stages are now described

in more detail.

3.2.3 First stage of research design: the general approach

In the first phase of this design process, the general approach is outlined taking
account of ideas such as might be described in terms of the paradigm,
framework, context, theory, or ontology. The framework and context of the
study includes the professional context of FE, the notion of qualitative research,
the starting point of current standards and practices that provide a base for the
study. The study is also being supported by a practitioner who is interactive in
the field and interacts consistently with the other professional actors. This role of
“bricoleur” or ‘other’ has an impact on the context, “...the bricoleur produces a
bricolage [tapestry], that is, a pieced together, close knit set of practices that
provide solutions to a problem in a concrete situation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998,
p.3). The object of the study involves a complex and interactive quality standard,
where social interpretations of value and worth play a key role. This framework
points in the general direction of a qualitative study, planning an approach that

will take account of this complex and mature professional context.
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3.2.4 Second stage of research design: issues that determine or influence

methodology

In the second stage, the methodology and the related issues that inform
methodology are the focus of attention. There are several key issues that require
consideration to determine the appropriate research design. These include the

iterative nature of the work, the place of the literature, the place of comparative
studies and the complex link between the work improving the current model and
the work extending the current model. Each of these is examined here in more
detail.

The work will be iterative, with a progressive focus on the evidence, decisions,
conclusions and artefacts that inform and support changed practice. The purpose
of the study and the nature of the questions made it difficuit to plan the whole
study in a detailed way prior to the feedback within certain stages. Researchers
such as Smith increasingly recognise the untidy nature of research, and the

difficulties in qualitative research of determining the detailed steps in advance of
the work (1975).

The place of the literature is not as clear as it would be in a traditional empirical
study. The literature in this work will not only be there to inform the researcher,
but also to inform the participants. The literature is there primarily to bring an
external perspective to the work, and promote informed reflection. This model

has been developed as a concept known as “cogenerative learning”,

The cogenerative learning model is applied within the study. When the literature
review was conducted, the material was circulated to college staff through
structured workshops/seminars and inputs (as exemplified in appendix H). This
also included direct input and discussion with people from other sectors (such as

Paisley University) and other countries (such as Miami Dade College). The
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direct input and input from the findings of the study were fed to the participants

within each cycle to support their reflections, inputs and decisions.

This idea, described in great detail by authors such as Greenwood and Levin, is
an essential element of this study (1998). This links with the notion of the
“bricoleur” or ‘friendly outsider’ providing support and information. This view

was summed up by as follows -

Good professional action researchers achieve a balance of
critique and support through a variety of actions, including
direct feedback, written reflections, pointing to comparable
cases, and citing cases from the professional literature where

similar problems, opportunities or processes have occurred.
(Greenwood & Levin, 1998, p.104)

The place of comparative studies can also be considered using a similar
viewpoint. Comparative studies, looking at other countries or other sectors, may
illuminate new perspectives. It should also support reflection and critical
comparison. This reflective process, extending the perspectives, will add to the
ideas and options considered when looking for changes and improvements in the
model. In a similar way to the literature, these comparisons are not useful to find
a correct answer or better model, but to stimulate reflection and thought in the

researcher and the practitioners involved in the work.

The complex link between the improvement and the extension of the current
model stems from the purpose of the study, which has been broadly determined
within the professional context. The key agencies and groupings in Scottish FE
have all sought the improvement and extension of the model, this being explicit
within SFEFC statements. Both the improvement and the extension have
common elements of work in their nature, their methodology, the underpinning
comparative studies and their outcomes. Looking at these individually can

clarify the link.

32



The link in this work is widely recognised within the professional context, is the
subject of many FEQIF discussions, and is outlined within the SFEFC Circulars
providing guidance to colleges. SFEFC Circular 58/00 sums this up clearly when
it states —

One element of this strategy referred to an intention to

provide closer linkage between college developments in ICT,

and broader developments on quality, such as the Council’s

current consultation on college quality improvement

strategies and the references to the use of ICT within the

Council’s Management Review. (SFEFC Circular 58/00

annexe A, 2000, p.2)
The intention to link improvement in ICT support with current developments on
quality is clear, indeed, the link itself is not co-incidental, but central to the

thinking. The idea of using similar standards and cyclical review is central to the

quality improvement work in colleges.

The nature of the quality improvement work is based around an annual self
evaluation cycle using a prescribed set of national standards. The methodology
adopted in developing a quality improvement model involves taking a current
model and progressively improving it through reflection and feedback. The
enhancement of the current standards and the extension to include ICT standards
both require information and perspectives from other countries or other sectors
to introduce new ideas to inform practice. The outcomes from both elements will
be an improved structure for self evaluation in colleges. These ideas suggest that
the work is one study having a central core of research, with two strands

working on iterations of refinement in two parallel activities.

3.2.5 Third stage in research design: format and research style
The third stage in planning covers the format and methodology used. A number
of approaches should be considered in helping to progress this work. Having

already determined the work as having the characteristics of a qualitative study,
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a few options can be considered. Some options on a research style that might

illuminate and progress this work would include experimental, ethnographic,

case study and action rescarch.

Experimental analysis is relatively rare in qualitative work. It requires an ability
to control variables and is at its best where there are few variables. In this study,
there is no right or wrong answer and no objective truth or hypothesis, the work
is concentrating on views, perceptions, beliefs and practices. The experimental
style of work can often produce data or facts, but this is a long way away from
knowledge or understanding, which are central to this work. Experimental work
has the advantage of being rational and objective and will often be precise in
nature. It may also be helpful in illuminating causal relationships. In general, it is
possible that small elements of this work might be supported through this style

of research, but it very unlikely to offer any major contribution to the work.

Ethnographic studies involve integration with and observation of the group.
They have a tradition of illuminating social situations, looking at behaviour
within groups. This style can often provide fresh perspectives and insights into
what is often taken for granted. However, for this insight to be useful, the social
dynamics need to be the central focus of the study. In this study, the managed
process of self evaluation, although influenced by social dynamics, is primarily
delivered through a pre-determined procedure. The work is not primarily social
in nature, and behaviours are constrained by professional practice. This style of

enquiry is therefore unlikely to offer appropriate insights.

Case study work looking in a systematic way at group activity has a long
established track record of illuminating practice. This style can look in detail at
processes and relationships. Case studies, however, can be more complex and
less focussed if a range of groups is used. In addition, case study work is not
well suited to making iterative steps in developing practice across a sector. Case

study research is intended to illuminate rather than directly inform and change
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practice. Case study work could have been an option in the project, but did not

appear to fit as well as action research.

Action research is a relatively new style and it can be built upon elements of
case study or survey work. It involves cycles of action and reflection to review
and improve practice. There are many models of action research that can be
adjusted to match the problem in hand. The philosophy behind action research is
one that engenders ownership of change. In addition, action research allows the
adoption of smaller elements of other methodologies to be used within the action
and reflection cycle. These characteristics of iterative improvement, embracing
other methodologies, and maximising ownership provide a strong case for this
being the best fit style for this study.

Key point arising from section 3.2

e The research design should be considered in the context of the general
approach, the problematic issues and the actual format of the research.

e A number of approaches were considered in terms of being suitable for the
study.
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