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Abstract

Perspective: This study is concerned w ith a specific HE policy arising from 

the  N ational C om m ittee of Enquiry into H igher Education (NCIHE): the 

benchm arking o f academ ic standards initiative. It is concerned to  scrutinise 

the  inception, articulation, progress and  im plem entation of the policy 

initiative. The study is concerned to  explore the  distinctive policy process of 

the  benchm arking initiative and  th rough  th a t to  discover m ore about the 

policy process generally. In  th is endeavour social science theoretical debates 

and, to  a lesser extent, theoretic  debates in o ther disciplines - notably overseas 

developm ent studies - are draw n upon.

A backdrop to  the  progression of the  benchm arking of academ ic standards 

initiative is the  recognition th a t educational policy is frequently  the  terra in  on 

which contestation betw een the state and  higher education is played out. The 

s ta te’s in terest in HE policy is noted to be constrained and  to  focus upon:

• the  need to  support the capital accum ulation process;

• the  need to  guarantee a context for its continued expansion;

• the  need to  legitim ate the capitalist m ode of production including the

state’s own p a rt in it.

The s ta te ’s recurring policy in terest in h igher education w ithin the above 

context is acknowledged to  be the potential contribution of h igher education to 

m anpow er planning and  accum ulation of capital.

Quite separate from  the  contestation being played out a t the  m acro level are 

o ther disputes and  challenges played out w ithin the  m icrocosm  of the policy
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process itself. The m ost po ten t of these can arise from  different ideological 

perspectives, bo th  articu lated  and  tacit, represented  w ithin the  policy process. 

These exert forces which com bine to  neutralise som e potential options and 

consequently, to  constrain  outcomes.

M ethod: The study adopts the  form  of a policy trajectory  study to  examine 

each stage of the  policy process. The policy trajectory  uses the  m etaphor of the 

staircase as a simplifying organisational device to  m ark  out the different 

phases of the  trajectory. This does no t im ply th a t the  policy trajectory 

progressed in a m easured  and  regular way w ith ordered, staged progression to 

reach the  outcom e. Indeed  the  trajectory reveals th a t a t different stages, 

distinctive social processes were at work and  th a t contestation  and  ideological 

difference betw een stages m ilitated against such ordered  progression. The 

policy trajectory  focuses upon the key texts published th roughou t the  period of 

the  trajectory  to  articulate the  purpose, and  am ended purpose of the  policy 

initiative, upon interviews w ith participants in the  policy process, and  upon a 

questionnaire sen t to  university departm ents. There was a critical, 

interrogative reading of such key texts, and  analysis and  interrogation of 

interviews and  questionnaires. The policy trajectory  is thus able to illum inate 

com peting ideologies, em ergent issues, com prom ise and  adjustm ent, to  build a 

picture of the ir com bined effect on the policy process, in particu lar to  deflect 

the policy in ten tion  and  to  reconstitute it in an  altered  m anifestation.

That the  policy process can be ‘d isturbed’ th rough  changes in the  external 

environm ent is also recognised and the  relationship to  the  respective stages of 

the policy process of such external disturbances are referenced and  evaluated.

6



Rationale: The benchm arking of academ ic standards initiative has been 

selected for th is  study  because its publicly stated  in ten tion  was no t realised in 

w hat was subsequently  im plem ented. The progress of the  policy has been 

characterised by m odifications and adjustm ents to  th a t sta ted  purpose. The 

policy initiative u tilised considerable higher education resources in its 

construction and  im plem entation.

Conclusion: The suite of actions im plem ented as a resu lt o f the  policy initiative 

on academ ic benchm arking did not address those specific issues which 

originally b rough t the  m atter to  the  policy agenda. This finding raised the 

need for explanations in  respect of the  policy being scru tin ised  b u t also raised 

questions m ore generally about the m anagem ent of HE policy a t national level. 

In  particular the  apparen t absence of any strategies w ithin policy m anagem ent 

to  recognise and  respond w hen policy in ten tions becom e seriously 

com prom ised th rough  the policy developm ent and  im plem entation process 

itself. Finally the  study re tu rns to  consider im plications for conceptualisations 

of the  policy process a t m acro level and  m akes a num ber of suggestions for 

im provem ents for the  m anagem ent of the policy process, capable of improving 

adherence of policy outcom es to  policy objectives.
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Chapter l  

INTRODUCTION

The benchmarking o f academic standards initiative: a 
policy trajectory study

Purpose and Nature o f  the Study

This d issertation  takes the  form  of a policy trajectory  study (M aguire and Ball, 

1994^516) using a num ber of m ethodological resources. It is concerned with 

the  policy in ten tion  set out in the  N ational Com m ittee of Inquiry  in to  Higher 

Education (the NCIHE or Dearing report),

" . . .  institutions need to be more explicit and publicly accessible about the standards 
of attainment required for different programmes and awards. It would be both 
impractical and undesirable to try to achieve close matching o f standards across the 
whole o f higher education in all its diversity. W hat is  p ra c tica b le  is to develop  
threshold  or rninirnurn stan dards w hich s e t an agreed  level o f  
expectations o f  a w a rd s.” (NCIHE, lggypara 10.64).

"We recommend to the Quality Assurance Agency that its early work should include: 
to work with institutions to establish small, expert teams to provide benchmark 
information on standards, in particular threshold standards operating within the 
framework o f qualifications and completing its task by 2000. (NCIHE lggy para 
lo.gs).
(note: bold added for em phasis by author).

and  w ith the subsequent developm ent th a t policy in tention. The QAA’s 

benchm arking initiative was the practical em bodim ent of the  policy intention 

in the  NCIHE report. It was part of a suite, or ‘bund le’ of policy initiatives 

designed by the Agency to  take forward the  recom m endations set out in 

Chapter 10 Qualifications and  S tandards  of the NCIHE report.

8



The report provides an  im portan t context to  th is study. It can be viewed as 

m arking a particu lar poin t in the  relationship betw een HE and  governm ent in 

term s of th e  governm ent’s pressure to  increase its control over HE (Ball, 

1990:8). From  th a t perspective the  report provides:

• a lens th rough  which to  view the  changing relationship between 

governm ent and  HE, and

• an exam ple of governm ent’s use of policy w ith in  th a t changing 

relationship.

The key poin ts of reference for th is d issertation  are therefore:

• the  use of policy w ithin the  changing relationship  betw een the  state  and 

higher education

• the  role of language and  discourse w ithin the  policy process

• acknowledged and  unacknow ledged ideological perspectives of 

partic ipants w ithin the  process.

• variation betw een the  conceptual represen tation  of the  policy process 

model, and  the  reported  experience of the  policy process

• variation betw een policy intention and  subsequent policy outcomes.

The aim of th is study is to  provide a narrative account and  an analytical 

history of the  benchm arking initiative, using a num ber of methodological 

resources. Through it I aim  to provide an im proved understand ing  of the 

academ ic benchm arking policy initiative and  also to  offer som e insights into 

the policy process m ore generally. I do not in tend  to  m ake generalisations 

beyond these m atters.
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A uthor’s p osition
My in terest in th is area of policy arises from  observation of changes in the 

relationship betw een higher education and  the  state  since the  m id 1970s, 

sym bolised by Callaghan’s Ruskin College speech in 1976, which, to  quote the 

G uardian reporting  on 16 October 2001, the  25th anniversary of the  speech, 

still Echoes dow n the  years’. By th is the  G uardian refers to  the  idea prom oted 

by th a t speech th a t in re tu rn  for state  investm ent, university education should 

serve as a p reparation  for w ork and  m ake a contribution  to  the  economic 

health  of the  country. 1976 is also the  year Ball identifies as the  poin t at which 

the  old order w here teacher unions and  LEA lobbies w ielded considerable 

influence w ith a weak policy im petus from  the  DES characterised by 

consensual instrum entalism , was replaced by conflict and  contention and the 

assertion of greater centralised controls. (Ball, 1990:8).

Co-incidentally, 1976 is also the  year th a t I began my adm inistrative career in 

higher education. Since th a t tim e, prim arily th rough  m y involvem ent with the 

adm inistration of quality assurance requirem ents for h igher education, I have 

w itnessed rap id  and  increasing pressure on HEIs for increased compliance 

with the  governm ent’s economic agenda expressed th rough  policy. This has 

taken m any different form s over the years w ith the  involvem ent of m any 

different bodies. These have sought to: reduce the  autonom y of higher

education; direct and  modify the curriculum  in various ways; redistribute the 

educational offering according to  geographic or regional considerations; set 

recru itm ent targets according to  governm ent policy; prom ote various 

education-to-w ork initiatives; redirect funding to  fulfil particular policy 

projects; effect increased standard isation  of practice and increased
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accountability th rough  inspection and  public reporting. The NCIHE report 

can be seen as a w atershed  in the  m om entum  of continuing and increasing HE 

policy activity.

I have also observed the  sector’s a ttem pts to  resist som e of the political 

pressure, and  indeed  a num ber of the  initiatives p lanned  by the  QAA to  take 

forw ard the  Dearing agenda were rejected by the  sector and  subsequently 

dropped. However m uch also rem ained, and  the  tension  occasioned by HE 

policy is often played ou t not betw een the  sector and  governm ent quangos, but 

w ithin institu tions them selves, betw een academ ic leaders seeking to  m anage 

the  external agenda, and  academ ic staff, the  la tte r group generally expressing 

concern about interference w ith academ ic and  educational values and 

employing passive resistance or token responses to  institu tional dem ands.

In  term s of the  role of HE policy w ithin the changing relationship  betw een the 

state and  higher education, Ozga talks about HE policy being 'contested 

terra in ', arguing th a t it is struggled over and  no t delivered in  tablets of stone 

to  a quiescent population. She sees policy as having an im portan t role in the 

tension betw een education and governm ent. She argues th a t th is arises from 

the contradictory and  am bivalent role of education in its potential to 

contribute to  the  governm ent’s economic agenda and  th a t th is tension is at the 

root of instability in the  relationship, which, she argues, produces swings in 

the  form s of control of teaching professions, from  an consensual relationship 

which privileges professional ideology and  encourages self-regulation, to  direct 

regulation which allows the  state to  control the curriculum  b u t which provokes
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revolutionary tendencies in the  sector through for exam ple m ilitan t unionism . 

(Ozga, 2000:15).

These m atters are of in terest in  so m uch th a t they speak of the  sta te ’s desire to 

control higher education and  of the  acceleration of policy initiatives directed 

tow ards th a t end. The core concern of the  au tho r is policy initiatives which 

in terfere w hilst adding nothing (Dale 1989:23). In  particular, for such policy 

initiatives to  resu lt in som ething o ther th an  w hat was initially proposed, 

w hilst a t the  sam e tim e, diverting a tten tion  and  resources. The genesis of this 

d issertation has been  an observation th a t the  policy initiative to  secure 

academ ic standards th rough  the  establishm ent of benchm arks has been of this 

order, characterised by shifts and  m odifications and  its outcom e neutered  and 

ineffectual in  the  context of those perceived problem s the  policy was in tended 

to  address. The au thor does not align her sym pathies w ith any of the 

participants associated w ith this activity. In  term s of the  ideologies referenced 

in th is study, the  au thor leans only slightly tow ards the  position th a t sees 

education as a good in itself ra ther th an  tow ards th e  position th a t sees 

education as an potential contributor to  national econom ic health. However, 

as a ‘recipient’ of policy, in th a t as an HE adm inistrative m anager I am 

required to  im plem ent such policy requirem ents a t local level, I am 

unsym pathetic w ith policy processes which im pose requirem ents where there 

is little or no observable benefit to  any curren t or potential audience. I also 

own to  have com m on-sense reservations about conceptualisations of the policy 

process which accept as inevitable th a t since m odification and  adjustm ent will 

occur, policy can and  often will, produce an artefact which does not disturb 

the policy problem  th a t it was designed to  address.
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R esearch design

In selecting the  research design, I s tarted  w ith the  focus of my in tended study, 

th a t is, to  u n d ers tan d  how  a policy initiative which, on announcem ent had 

been m et w ith considerable hostility by the  sector, had. following 

developm ent, been received, in consultation w ith the  sector, w ith general 

acceptance. The com m on sense intuitive response to  th is observation was th a t 

there  h ad  been  changes betw een w hat had  been  initially com m unication and 

th a t which had  been  subsequently  developed. The research questions sought 

to  elicit w hether indeed such a scenario had  em erged, and if so, an 

understanding  of those changes. A pragm atic m atch of strategies and  m ethods 

were selected to  respond to  the  research questions.

The research design which suits the  above approach is a policy trajectory  study 

(M aguire and  Ball, 1994: 5-16). The study considers each of the  key stages in 

the  ‘life story’ of the  policy, from  its inception to  its outcom e. In  this it is 

sim ilar to  studies produced by Pressm an and  W ildavsky on the  ‘Oakland 

project’ , a A m erican public policy initiative th a t sought to  create perm anent 

em ploym ent to  m inorities through economic developm ent. $23 million in 

federal funds had  been com m itted b u t after th ree  years only th ree  million had 

been spent, and  little of the  policy objectives had  been  achieved. The Pressm an 

and W ildavsky trajectory study sought to  understand  how  a generously funded 

project had failed to  achieve its objectives (Pressm an and Wildavsky, 1973). 

Lingard and  Garrick’s policy trajectory study has m any sim ilar features, in th a t 

a policy initiative w ith worthy intentions to  im prove the  social opportunities 

for a specific underclass of the population in A ustralia also failed to  achieve
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w hat had  been set ou t for it. The authors undertook a careful exam ination of 

the  various stages of the  initiative to  discover the  features a t each of those 

stages which had  contributed  to  the  poor outcom es of the  policy initiative. 

(Lingard and  Garrick, 1997). Both studies were able to  illum inate how 

slippages of tim e, clarity of aims, in terp re ta tion  of policy intentions, 

resource m anagem ent decisions, cultural and  ideological perspectives of 

participants, had  a cum ulative bearing to  effect an  outcom e which was 

different to  th a t which had  been in tended by policy m akers.

Like those studies, th e  academ ic benchm arking trajectory  study starts from 

the  observation th a t the policy outcom es are a t considerable variance from  the 

s tated  objectives in  1997. Like the  above studies, th is p resen t study traces the 

policy process th rough  each of its key stages in  order to  identify the  features at 

each stage which contributed  to  the  variation. The policy trajectory  uses the 

m etaphor of the  staircase as a simplifying organisational device to  m ark out 

the  different phases of the trajectory. It should be no ted  th a t w hilst this is 

adm inistratively effective, it is no t consistent w ith th e  real-life progress of the 

policy process which did not follow the  ordered progress th a t the  staircase 

m etaphor implies.

Research Q uestions

The research questions which inform  and structu re  the  study are:

1. To w hat extent was there  unanim ity  or diversity about policy intentions  

a t different treads of the  policy developm ent stair case
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2. To w hat extent was there  unanim ity or diversity in  policy developm ent 

a t different treads of the  staircase

3. W hat explanations can be found for the divergence betw een policy 

in ten tions and  policy outcom es

4. W hat new  critical insights about m odels of policy form ation and policy 

developm ent can be deduced from  the  study.

The policy in ten tions as they relate to  the  benchm arking initiative are 

captured in  the  recom m endations set out in  C hapter 10 of the  NCIHE report. 

To begin to  answ er the  research questions therefore, I p resen t a com m entary 

on chapter 10 Qualifications a n d  S tandards , of the  NCIHE Report, which 

contextualised th e  recom m endations relating to  benchm arking academic 

standards. I then  tu rn  to the activities which flowed from  the 

recom m endations, draw ing on texts produced by the  QAA, and  interviews with 

a selection of those who served on the benchm arking groups. I also draw  on an 

interview  w ith a m em ber of QAA staff w ith responsibility for m anaging the 

initiative w ithin the  Agency. Finally, I undertake a lim ited review of how the 

benchm arks have im pacted on university departm ents. I elaborate on these 

m atters in the  M ethodology chapter.

W hy is th is trajectory study im portant

This study provides detailed explanation about the  reasons for the gap 

betw een a specific policy in tention and  its policy outcom e. The explanations 

have the  potential to  be helpful for policy m akers in  the  future. Roger Brown, 

providing critical com m ent on educational policy captures the  point:
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There is little point in having policies which cannot be implemented. Consideration 
of key implementation issues should therefore take place at the same time as 
consideration o f key policy options. (Brown, 2001:21).

In  th is quotation  Roger Brown is reflecting th a t educational policy has been 

characterised by instances w here the m eans selected by HE policy m akers have 

no t been capable of being executed effectively. I would suggest tha t 

observation is applicable to  the  suite of policies for securing academic 

standards devised by QAA after the NCIHE report, of which the  academic 

benchm arking initiative was central. I would add a fu rth er observation, th a t in 

HE policy a t national level, there  is an absence of a m echanism  by which to 

invoke a corrective response where it becom es clear th a t effective execution is 

not in prospect. R ather the  tendency is to  ‘m uddle th rough’ (Lindblom, 1959) 

and perm it cum ulative and ultim ately deflecting adjustm ents.

It is possible th a t the  academ ic benchm arks initiative as a rem nan t of the 

envisaged external quality fram ew ork has continued to  be m aintained by the 

QAA because they represen t so m uch early investm ent by universities’ own 

staff and  hence the  Agency may see it necessary, politically, to  continue with 

the  benchm ark  statem ents in order to  save face. In  th is context, the study is 

im portan t because it draws atten tion  to  the  existence of policy initiatives 

which drain  resources w hilst contributing little of value. It is im portan t tha t 

the sector can identify and  criticise such activities.

Pertinent to  the  above, Dale observes th a t in term s of policy form ation, the 

State is assum ed to  be unable to  contribute anything of its own to the 

achievem ent of desired outcom es, b u t it may unw ittingly interfere with it
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(Dale, 1989:23). By draw ing a tten tion  to  a specific exam ple of Dale’s 

generalised observation, I hope to  contribute to  ongoing critical debate on HE 

policy.

O rganisation o f  the D issertation

In  th is f i r s t  chapter  I have provided a b rief overview of the  dissertation. I have 

also flagged key concepts for the  study, draw ing a tten tion  in  particular to  the 

use by governm ent of policy to  shape the  evolving relationship  betw een the 

state  and  HE. My research questions are set out in th is chapter.

Chapter 2 : A key issue th roughout the  study is am bivalence as to  the  purpose 

of HE in th e  UK and the  ideological positions which m ain tain  th a t 

ambivalence, and  C hapter 2 seeks to  provide an explanation for th a t situation. 

I provide a background to  educational policy developm ent in the  20th century. 

This b rief and  selective historical perspective is in tended  to  serve to  illustrate 

the  changing relationship betw een the  state  and  higher education in 

particular, to  provide an understanding of why the  state  had  a laissez faire 

attitude up until the  1970s, which allowed education to  enjoy a high degree of 

autonom y, and why th is attitude changed in ways th a t eventually led to  the 

im position of the  QAA quality fram ew ork in 2000  -  2001.

In Chapter 3  I undertake a selective review of relevant literature, focussing in 

particular on the  policy process, and  its problem atic nature. I draw  prim arily 

on social science literature, b u t also refer to  overseas developm ent debates 

where these provide useful references.
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In  chapter 4, I p resen t my m ethodology and  revisit the  research questions. I 

describe the  assum ptions and  hypothesis I used  to  guide the  identification and 

refinem ent of those questions. The study employs different sets of resources to 

illum inate specific aspects of the  policy trajectory  and  I provide a rationale for 

the  selection of these  resources and  describe the  analytical approaches 

adopted for each data  set. I describe the relevance of those resources to  the 

policy trajectory  and  to  the  research questions. I elaborate on the  strengths of 

the  different approaches used and  also acknowledge som e drawbacks. The 

choices m ade for research design and  m ethodology are contextualised by 

reference back to  C hapter 3 and the  influence of particu lar studies exam ined in 

the  p reparation  of the  dissertation.

Chapter 5  is the  heart of the  dissertation. I p resen t m y findings according to 

the  chronology of the  benchm arking initiative, to  illustrate  how  the  policy 

initiative, in  its developm ent, becam e increasingly decoupled from  its original 

intention, charting the  events which cum ulatively over tim e effected a set of 

outcom es inconsistent w ith the original policy in tention.

I also revisit m y research questions a t appropriate  points. The analysis of each 

of the  data sets and  the  findings of the analyses is set ou t in  Chapter 5.

In  Chapter 6 I p resen t a discussion on the  findings in  the  context of the 

research questions and  seek to  offer explanations for those findings.
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In  Chapter 7, I offer a reflection from  a m acro level and  consider the  critical 

insights in to  policy form ation and  policy developm ent have been elicited from 

the  study.
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Chapter 2

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

A Brief H istory o f Educational Policy contextualising the 
Benchmarking initiative

Pream ble

In  th is chapter, I provide a b rief historical account of educational policy 

developm ent in the  20th century up  to  and  including the  policy on academic 

benchm arking in 1997. I in tend  to  show the  changing relationship  between 

the state  and  higher education to  contextualise those developm ents. This 

chapter seeks, in  particular, to  provide an understand ing  of why the  state had 

a laissez faire a ttitude  which allowed education to  enjoy a high degree of 

autonom y up until the  1970s, and the reasons why in  the  m id 1970s this 

attitude changed. In  th is chapter, the  them e identified in  chap ter 1, of change 

in itiated by the  state  being resisted by the  sector is fu rther evidenced.

V ested in terests, Local pow er

Up to  the  m id 197OS11, developm ents in educational policy can be seen as the 

product of the  pressures brought to  bear by different groups operating locally 

ra ther th an  nationally. This is clearly the case in the  early p a rt of the tw entieth 

century where educational provision can be seen to  be the  p roduct of the

1 Britain’s economic performance was falling behind that of other European Countries in the 1060’s. Steven’s notes 
that the average hourly increase in productivity in Britain between i960 and 1973 was 4.1%, compared with 6.6 % in 
France and 5.7 % in Germany. (Stevens, 2004:32). Stevens further comments that “It is unclear whether the idea that 
universities (and indeed the whole of higher education) were inextricably linked with the growth of the GDP came 
from government or from universities. What is clear is that it launched an alleged relationship from that day to this 
and has been the catalyst for transforming the primary purpose of higher education from education to training. 
Equally it helped transform higher education for an elite to mass higher education allegedly for the benefit of the 
economy. (Stevens, 2004:33)
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beliefs and  values of different powerful groups such as the  clergy and gentry, 

the dissenting churches, groups prim arily from  the  m iddle classes active in 

effecting educational change a t local level, and  th en  later, the  municipal 

alliances of the  school board  era, the  socialist local authorities of the  early 

tw entieth  century  and  the  suburban  state  professionals of the  post war period. 

(Johnson, 1989: 99-100).

The im pact of these groups and the  peculiarities of th e ir specific concerns 

resulted in  a diversity of provision, which served the  dom inan t interests in 

those localities. Hence local initiatives flourished in  the  absence of a state  view 

about how  education should be organised, and  indeed, in the  absence of a 

state view as to  the  purpose of education. Johnson  believes th a t it is this 

increm entalism  th a t explains the  peculiarly British am biguity as to  the 

purpose of higher education.

“The most persistent division (of curriculum categories) has been between the 
academic (or '’pure’) and the vocational/technical or ‘applied’). ‘Vocational’, despite 
its clerical connotations , has often been a metaphor for ‘working-class’. It implies 
the technical, the manual, and in recent years has been strongly associated with 
‘training’. Any area of the curriculum with both ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ sides is liable to 
bifurcation on these lines - from natural science (‘pure science’ and ‘technology’) to 
photography (the art and the technique). In these disastrous dichotomies, elite status 
has lain via the ‘academic’ routes. Literature and pure science have often been 
dominant disciplinary clusters, heavy with their own mystiques. The overwhelming 
value to the nature o f vocational or technical knowledge has periodically been 
urged, but this inversion has rarely been sustained or institutionalised....”

“Of course they do not operate alone, but interact with pre-existing social and 
cultural differences. The academic-vocational split interacts richly with class-
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culture divisions. The science-humanities division is active in relation to gendered 
social identities. The repeated operation of such mechanisms, working through 
students’ own interests and abilities, acts back on the major social differences, 
associating cultural preferences, with social positions.” (Johnson, 1989: 98-9).

Lawton traces party  political attitudes and histories in the  s ta te ’s relationship 

w ith HE. He describes as ‘privatizers and  m inim alists’ those representing he 

views of the  Conservative Party, and  notes th a t the  Labour Party debate on 

education tended  to  be betw een pluralists and  com prehensive planners. He 

notes th a t these ideologies co-existed w ithin an accepted consensus. Beyond 

th is Lawton observes a lack of engagem ent by political parties in  educational 

policy. In  particular, the  Labour party, which m ight have been  expected to 

have used  its pow er to  effect social change, in  fact m ade little im pact on 

educational policy. Lawton notes:

“The history o f the Labour Party and education can be summarised as a desire to 
plan to improve the life chances of working class boys (and, later, girls), but not 
quite knowing how to, and also being trapped within the deep structure of 
traditionalist beliefs about education in a society which was, and is, very 
conservative. They were also prevented from  developing a coherent policy by the 
continued existence o f conflicting opinions and even ideologies within the Party” 
(Lawton, 1992:16).

The declaration by C.P. Trevelyan, President of the  Board of Education, in the 

Labour Party’s first m inority governm ent in 1923, th a t education should be 

kept out of politics and th a t all parties should work for gradual expansion in 

education, gives expression to  the a strong prevailing view of the relationship 

betw een politics and  education a t th is tim e. (Lawton, 1992:23) This state of 

affairs persisted  w ithin the  coalition governm ent in  1940, and  afterw ard when
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the coalition broke up. Referring to  the  post-w ar Labour governm ent, Stevens 

notes:

"What was remarkable during what was thought o f as the most radical government 

that Britain had ever seen (Labour 1945-51) was just how irrelevant the tertiary 
sector seemed to be." "The idea that universities should contribute to the economic 
success o f Britain was not even thought of; and the intellectual wing of the Labour 
Party, while it might harbour hostility towards the public school remained largely 
loyal to the universities." (Stevens, 2004:16-17).

The analysis of Johnson 's, on the  pre-em inence of local in terests and the 

academ ic-vocational schism , and th a t provided by Lawton and  Stevens, on the 

lack of a political consensus about any im perative to  d irect education, provide 

the backdrop to  the  scenario which prevailed in the  early 1950s. However, 

developm ents in  th a t decade m ade in trusion  by the  state  on the  academy an 

even less likely.

In the mid 20th century the academy enjoyed exceptional prestige. The old power of 
the dons within a university system intimately related to the nation’s elite was 
reinforced by the new power of the code-breakers atom scientists and social 
engineers o f the post war great and good. No longer dependent on student fees or on 
civic and industrial support but subsidised at arm’s length by the state, universities, 
and to a lesser extent other higher education institutions were more autonomous 
than ever before (or since). Because of their own prestige as a profession and the 
heightened autonomy of the institutions in which they worked, scientists and 
scholars achieved an unprecedented commend over the intellectual agenda. In any 
case that agenda rested on a firm  liberal consensus in which all elite groups, 
political as well as academic concurred. So here was little basis on which to interfere 
with higher education’s private life and little desire to do so. (Scott, 1989 : 9)

Stevens notes th a t in the early 50's the dem and for university places continued 

to  grow. Some of th is was undoubtedly to do w ith the availability of funding,
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even though econom ic decline in Britain was increasingly obvious. The 

economic recovery which was em erging in the  countries defeated in W orld 

W ar II - G erm any and  Japan  - did not extend to  the  UK. (Stevens, 2004:18).

The beginn ing o f  the end o f  la issez  faire

In  response to  the  realisation th a t the UK was being overtaken post-w ar by 

other countries in  term s of productivity, the  governm ent produced a white 

paper on technical education which proposed the  setting  up  of Colleges of 

Advanced Technology, (CATs). The purpose of the  CATs was to  conserve 

resources, to  ensure the  national distribution of teaching staff and  to  improve 

the UK's com petitive position. The governm ent in troduced  the  designation of 

College of Advanced Technology in 1956. and  its concern to  establish 

arrangem ents for the  train ing  of a vocationally and  technically qualified 

workforce can be seen to  be established from  this po in t forward.

"The management o f full employment with its much greater need for a responsible 
attitude to work and its challenge to greater output per man as the only way further 
to raise living standards, has brought a sense of dependence on education as the key 
to advance (Ministry o f Education, 1956:37)

Salter and  Tapper com m enting on the em ergence of the  state’s view of 

education as a contributor to national economic success sound both  a note of 

caution and  also draw  attention to persistence of the  trad itional liberal ideal.

"Once it is assumed that education's primary goal is to serve the economy, all else is 
then subordinated to that goal As an educational principle, the disinterested pursuit 
of knowledge is devalued. Knowledge no longer has an absolute status, but its worth 
is contingent upon the yardstick o f social relevance, so that applied knowledge is 
highly valued and pure knowledge regarded with suspicion. Education or training,
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for occupations that will enhance economic performance is laudable and, conversely 
education solely fo r  the purpose of individual development is peripheral.

Although by the late 50s the economic ideology had made inroads in some parts of 
the state bureaucracy, those dealing with the universities remained impervious to its 
charms and, apparently, securely in the grip o f the traditional liberal ideal. The 
result was that two irreconcilable ideologies confronted one another across intra­
state boundaries. (Salter and Tapper, 1994:13)

In  1963 after the  report of the Robbins Com m ittee on HE, the  CATS, already 

rem oved from  LEA control and  financed by direct grant, were upgraded to 

technological universities w ith degree aw arding status. However, m ore and 

m ore the ir courses had  begun to  look less like technical and  vocational 

preparation and  increasingly like the  academ ic courses offered in  universities. 

Their original rationale had  been overtaken by a process which came to  be 

known as ‘academ ic drift’. The CATs initiative had  lasted  less th an  a decade 

(Domestic Records Inform ation 24).

The state and  higher education were increasingly chafing against each other. 

In  the  post-w ar years the  dem and for university education burgeoned and the 

governm ent becam e pre-occupied with rational m anagem ent of growth. Not 

w ithstanding th a t the  CATs had been perm itted  to  drift away from  the 

aspirations the  governm ent had had  for them , ie as centres for vocational and 

technical education and  training, there rem ained a concern for the training of 

the sort of w ork force th a t the governm ent envisaged was necessary to  sustain 

the economy.
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The governm ent tried  once m ore to  harness higher education provision to 

state needs by form ing the  Polytechnics. A nthony Crosland's speech as 

Secretary for State for Education on 27 April 1965: the  W oolwich speech, 

recognised th a t there  was an increasing need for vocational, professional and 

industrially-based courses in  higher education, and  th a t “a public sector of 

higher education, separate  from  universities was required  to  prom ote such 

courses." The governm ent's W hite Paper outlined th e  arrangem ents for 

im plem enting the  governm ent's policy for a dual system  of higher education, 

divided by the  b inary  line. The paper: A  Plan fo r  Polytechnics and  Other 

Colleges, was published in 1966. The polytechnics in the  public sector would 

provide vocational, professional and industrially-based courses. (Crosland's 

Woolwich speech reported  in the  THES, quoted in Salter and  Tapper, 1994:15) 

The establishm ent of the  binary divide, by which th e  universities and 

polytechnics were to  be separately funded, was symbolic of the different 

educational rem it for polytechnics consistent w ith the  governm ents m anpower 

planning agenda.

N otw ithstanding, notions of elitist and liberal higher education continued to 

be strong:

"From outside the ivory tower there has nearly always been pressure, varying in 
intensity at different periods, to make university education more obviously useful 
and vocational A university is not a trade school fo r  the production o f plumbers 
(Twining, 1967:404. quoted in Lomas and Tomlinson, 2000:133)
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The beginn ing o f  the new  order

Changes since the  m id 1970’s saw a decline in support for an autonom ous 

higher education system  and  indeed increasing public criticism  of it. Some of 

the reasons for the  reduced level of public confidence in  HE were: increased 

s tuden t num bers; expansion of the sector; proliferation of new courses and 

new disciplinary areas, and  m ost im portantly  a perception th a t a UK degree 

had  a d im inished value. The economic recession in the  early 1970s brought 

w ith it a renew ed and  increased concern for effective stew ardship of 

m anpow er planning and  resource m anagem ent. These developm ents 

strengthened  the  case against the ideal of liberal education, and  a higher 

education system  which educated a workforce out of line w ith economic needs. 

Funding had  continued to  be cut by the  Labour governm ent betw een 1972 and 

1979 in response to  the recession, b u t a t the  sam e tim e the  expansion in 

studen t num bers and  the sector generally m eant th a t there  was a very 

significant cost of HE to the public purse, and  questions were being asked 

through the  m edia particularly about value for money. Callaghan’s famous 

Ruskin College speech in 1976 made explicit the  governm ent’s stance to HE. 

The G uardian reported  25 years later th a t the speech continues to  ‘echo down 

the years’ (G uardian 16.10.2001). Certainly, its them es are clear in the  report 

of the NCIHE in 1997. W hilst the 1980s saw a continuation of Government 

policy for expansion of studen t num bers, and  at the  sam e tim e reducing the 

un it of resource, it also sought greater accountability from  higher education 

through increased regulation.

In the context of these economic and regulatory constraints, the  relationship 

between higher education and the state was changing. Henkel and Little
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conceptualise the  possible relationships betw een the  state  and  higher 

education as being on a continuum , w ith a t one end  self regulation and an 

exchange relationship  w ith sponsors, and a t the  other, sponsorship- 

dependency and  a hierarchical relationship w ith sponsors. They note th a t the 

1980s saw  a suite of policy changes in the UK which sought to  move the 

relationship of th e  state and  HE, from  self regulation to  a sponsor- 

dependency relationship. M oreover, governm ent policies began to  become 

m ore concerned w ith m icro policies affecting the  style and  content of higher 

education, partly  in response to employers' perceptions about the  adequacy or 

otherwise of graduates' knowledge, skills and attributes. (Henkel and Little, 

1999: 16-17). The clear signal for th is swing to  the  dependency end of the 

relationship spectrum  was the  publication of a DES Green Paper in May 85 

"Development of higher education in to  the  1990s" which identified the 

governm ent’s in terest in m onitoring perform ance in relation to  its concerns 

for, in ter alia, m eeting the need for a skilled workforce, and  further 

rationalising of resources w ithin the sector. The green paper m arks a much 

m ore purposive step by governm ent to  harness HE tow ards m anpower 

planning th an  had  been evident in its previous increm ental approach to 

achieve th a t end. It brings HE m uch closer the  so rt of dependency model 

spoken of by Henkle and  Little.

The Education Reform Act 1988 is im portan t to  the  them es of th is dissertation 

for two reasons: it established unam biguously the  quality agenda; it the 

privileged funding arrangem ents which had  been enjoyed by the  universities.
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The new funding councils established under the  Education Reform Act 1988 

included a rem it for quality w ithin the ir term s of reference. Three regional HE 

funding councils were set up  w ith statu tory  responsibility for ensuring th a t the 

quality of publicly funded education was of an appropriate  standard  and 

quality. The inception of the  funding councils were significant in term s of the 

governm ent’s aspirations for increased regulation and  accountability in tha t 

coupling of state  funding w ith statu tory  responsibilities for the  quality of 

education was enabled. The sam e level of public scrutiny would from  this point 

forward apply to  the  expanded sector ra ther th an  as previously, to  polytechnics 

and colleges. This was a coup for the governm ent. Stevens says:

Overall the government had other reasons for liking the arrangement. Historically, 
polys had operated on a f ar  lower basis o f funding than universities. The latter's 
expectations were in the process o f being brought down to the poly level. There was 
now one standard of support (Stevens, 2004: 69)

Later, the  governm ent white paper H igher Education: A  N ew  F ram ew ork  

(DES 1991a) set out proposals for polytechnics to  be allowed to call 

them selves universities (note th a t in some cases the  polytechnics in question, 

for example Derby, had  only been recently p rom oted  from  colleges of HE 

status). And the following year, the Further and H igher Education Act of 1992 

rem oved the  binary  line allowing the form er polytechnics to  become 

universities and  aw ard the ir own degrees.

U nder the  rem its of the funding councils incepted by the  1988 Education 

Reform Act, the  funding councils set in tra in  the ‘quality agenda’. Two forms of 

scrutiny em erged and  dom inated the 90s: subject based  Teaching Quality 

Assessm ent; and  institutionally  focused Audit. Teaching Quality Assessment
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(TQA) was set up  by the  H igher Education Funding Council in 1992. Audit 

was set up in the  sam e year by the H igher Education Quality Council, 

established by the  Com m ittee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals (CVCP) and 

the Standing Conference of Principals (SCoP). I t was a refinem ent of the  audit 

process set up by the  CVCP’s Academic S tandards A udit U nit and was 

concerned w ith the  scrutiny, in ter alia, of in stitu tions’ quality assurance 

arrangem ents, teaching learning, s tuden t assessm ent and degree 

classification. Both TQA and Audit procedures required  the  institu tion to 

prepare a self-critical assessm ent of its perform ance together w ith a statem ent 

of aims and  objectives. It was the  statem ent of aim s and  objectives th a t were 

the basis on which judgem ents were m ade by peers.

The TQA m ethod m issed any notion of standards beyond those defined by the 

institu tion itself. HEQC addressed this th rough a redefinition of ‘quality’ in the 

context of HE, to  include a specific focus on academ ic standards. Later the 

HEQC was to  instigate the Graduate Standards Program m e (GSP) which 

operated from  1994 and  reported in 1997. It considered the  m ost prom ising 

approach to  establishing standards lay in articulation of the  general qualities 

th a t m ight be expected of any graduate in term s of cognitive and  transferable 

skills and  suggested th a t it m ight be possible to  identify clusters of 

overlapping attribu tes th a t would be com m on outcom es in cognate fields. 

(HEQC 19973:6-13). The GSP, whilst having an im pact on HE debate and 

particularly on ‘graduateness’, was not form ally taken  forward by the 

governm ent. R ather it favoured the approach to  s tandards offered by the 

NCIHE.
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The N ational Com m ittee of Inquiry into H igher Education reported  in 

February 1997 less th an  a year after the  GSP report, offering 142 

recom m endations on the  long-term  developm ent of higher education. The 

report of the  NCIHE was applauded by the  Governm ent. The report’s 

recom m endations and  the

governm ent’s response to  the  report (DfEE, Feb 1998) represen t a flow of 

dom inant m essages which required  the  sector to  be com pliant to  the dem ands 

of society as in terp re ted  by the state m achinery.

QAA, in its task  of taking forw ard the  NCIHE agenda proposed a fram ework 

for national quality assurance. R ecom m endation 25 was em braced in the 

academic benchm ark  statem ents initiative.

The changing relationsh ip  betw een education and the state

The above history has dem onstrated the changing relationship  betw een the 

state and higher education over tim e, particularly  over the  two decades which 

preceded the  NCIHE report.

Clark offers a conceptual fram ework by which to  u n d erstand  the  changes over 

th a t period. He sees the  state and higher education locked in  a relationship 

with a th ird  societal power, which he calls the  m arkets for higher education, 

m ade up of those elem ents of society which have an active in terest in HE.

Clark dem onstrates his concept via a com parison of H E-state relationships 

across a num ber of countries. He posits th a t it is the  dynamics of this 

triangular relationship which determ ine the degree of latitude enjoyed by any 

higher education system  to pursue its own priorities and  direction. He argues 

th a t it is the  state  m achinery within th is dynam ic triangle which has the
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greatest influence on the  behaviour both  of the educational system and on the 

relationship of th a t educational system with society. He shows th a t where state 

authority  is m ore relaxed, th en  other factors come in to  play so th a t education 

system s becom e increasingly responsive to  m arket systems, b u t are also able 

to behave autonom ously in a variety of ways. (Clark, 1986:136).

State Authority

Markets for 
HE/
Society

Academic oligarchy

Fig 1 The Triangle of Co-ordination after Clark (Clark, 1986:143)

Using Clark’s conceptual framework, it is possible to  p lo t the  position of UK 

H igher Education in term s of the balance of pow er enjoyed by the academic 

oligarchy in the ir relationship w ith the state  and  society, as moving from  the 

position ‘A’ in the  early 1980’s where higher education was largely 

autonom ous, to  the location identified by ‘B’ in  the  p resen t day where state 

control exerts substantial influence.

Clark observes th a t higher education in the  UK continues to  m aintain 

considerable autonom y, and is capable of resisting to  an  extent the  attem pts of 

the  state  to  w rest authority  from  it, through legislation and  policy initiatives. 

Retention of th is degree of autonom y he attributes to  the practice in the UK of
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involving influential academ ics to  serve on som e of the  sta te ’s operations, for 

example in  audits and  assessm ents of the  university provision. (Clark, 

1986:143).

Dale provides com m ent which adds to  the above. He points out th a t a 

contributory factor in re ten tion  of autonom y is the  continued assertion by the 

sector of the  pre-em inence of pupils’ in terests over the  economy and 

industry’s needs and  the persistence of teachers’ com m itm ent to the 

‘legitim ately  function of education’ ie th a t education is a good in and of itself. 

(Dale, 1991:29).

Examples of bo th  explanatory features identified by Clark and  Dale can be 

seen to  have operated  in the context of the  benchm arking initiative. In 

particular it is clear th a t the involvem ent of em inent academ ics in the 

benchm arking process had  an im pact on the  eventual outcom e of the 

initiative. It can be assum ed th a t their world-view w ould have been  consistent 

w ith th a t described by Dale and th a t this would have been a contributory 

factory to  the  outcom e of the policy initiative.

Ozga argues th a t it is the am biguity in the  purpose of education, ie its 

legitim ately function or its capital accum ulation function, which is the source 

of turbulence and  struggle over policy. She sets her argum ent in the context 

of general them es about the state and society which belong to  a broader 

research endeavour into the understanding of the  processes of change and 

'new accum ulation regimes for citizenship and  social justice' being pursued by 

H aberm as , Offe and  Bourdieu and others. Educational policy she argues, can 

be seen as one of the prim ary tools of governm ent in its aims of securing
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particular outcom es, and  m ore generally of aligning HE to  the  economic needs 

of the state  (Ozga, 2000:6). She sees education policy research as an area of 

particular significance to  those larger debates in  term s of its capacity to 

challenge and  contest policy initiatives. From  th is position Ozga argues th a t 

policy can be understood  as a process involving negotiation, contestation or 

even struggle betw een different groups who m ay lie outside of the formal 

m achinery of official policy making, including those actors upon whom the 

policy is designed to  impact.

Fig 2, la ter in th is chapter, provides a list of key developm ents a t national level 

for quality audit (institu tional level scrutiny) and  quality assessm ent (subject 

level scrutiny) in  U nited Kingdom Higher Education, and  the  organisations 

which in itia ted  them . From  Ozga’s perspective th is  intensity  of policy 

developm ent since 1985 can be read as m anifestations of the  struggle between 

higher education and  the  state.

Com m entary.

In this chapter, I have offered a brief and selective history  of educational policy 

in England in o rder to  provide an appreciation of the  background to  the  report 

of the  NCIHE and  its proposals for benchm arking academ ic standards.

In particular, th is chapter has sought to  draw  atten tion  to  different 

perspectives and  ideologies about the purpose of education and  the  part played 

by policy in the  tension in the  relationship betw een the  governm ent and 

higher education.
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F ig  2  K ey  d e v e lo p m e n t s  a t n a t io n a l le v e l  fo r  q u a lity  a u d it  ( in s t i tu t io n a l  le v e l  sc r u t in y )  a n d  
q u a lity  a s s e s s m e n t  ( s u b je c t  le v e l  s c r u t in y )  in  U K  H E  a n d  th e  o r g a n is a t io n s  w h ic h  in it ia te d  
th e m , s in c e  1 9 8 5 .

Y ear b o d y f o c u s K e y  d e v e lo p m e n t s  a t  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l

T
ha

tc
he

r

1985 Govt Inst G reen paper: Perform ance Indicators. Calls for th e  construction  
and regular publication  o f a range o f perform ance indicators -  
Identifies govt in terest in m ech an ism s for evaluating the perform ance  
o f  HE.

1990 PCFC Inst Polytechnic and C olleges Funding C ouncil, se t up to  oversee  
funding in the n on -un iversity  sector 1991-93.

1990 CNAA Award
s

Council for N ational A cadem ic Aw ards
Set up to  validate degrees offered by in stitu tion s n o t hold ing university  
Status.

1990 CVCP In st CVCP(Com m ittee o f  V ice-C hancellors and P rincipals) (subsequently  
U niversities UK). A cadem ic A udit U n it o f th e  CVCP set up to  oversee  
th e  conduct o f  Q u a l it y  A u d it s .

1991 DES Over
arch
ing

1991 W hite Paper H igher E ducation: a n ew  fram ework. The W hite  
Paper d istin guishes betw een  q u a l i t y  a u d i t  and q u a l i t y  
a s s e s s m e n t  and signalled  th e  in troduction  o f Q uality Audit 
(concerned  institu tion s ow n QA arrangem ents) and T eaching Quality  
A ssessm en t (concerned  w ith  th e  quality  o f  teach in g  and learning in  
in stitu tion s).

M
aj

or

1992 F undin

g
Counci
Is

Subj F unding councils estab lished , to  rep lace th e  PCFC .
C ouncils have a responsib ility  for quality  o f  provision  and adopt the  
responsib ility  for teach in g  quality  a ssessm en t.

1992 HEQC Inst E stablished by CVCP and SCOP, th e  H E Q uality Council had a 
Broad and overarching quality assurance rem it and is given  
responsib ility  for Q u a lity  A u d it ,  (later C o n t in u a t io n  A u d it .  
Replaced in 2 0 0 2  by I n s t i t u t i o n a l  A u d i t  (rev ised  m ethodology  
introduced 2 0 0 6 ) , w h ich  both  it included  a pu b lished  report.

1994 HEQC

GSP

Award
s

CVCP in response to  a Secretary o f  S tate in itiative  asks HEQC to  
consider the develop m en t o f a project to  estab lish  standards o f degrees. 
The G r a d u a te  S t a n d a r d s  P r o g r a m m e  is estab lished .

1994 HEFCE
/
HEQC

Inst

Subj

H EQC/H EFCE Join t S tatem en t M 1/94 . E stab lishes a review  o f  
the extant arrangem ents for i ) Q u a l i t y  A u d it :  (under aegis o f  HEQC) 
and 2) T e a c h in g  Q u a l it y  A s s e s s m e n t  (T Q A ) (under aegis o f  

HEFCE)
1995 HEFCE Subj Revised m odel o f  TQA called ‘S u b j e c t  R e v ie w ’ includes grading  

against six  core aspects o f  provision

B
la

ir

1997 QAA O’archi
ng

HEQC replaced by QAA.

1997 NCIHE sector Report o f the N ational C om m ittee o f  Inquiry into  HE -  produced  
over 100 recom m endations.

1997 Q AA/
HEQC

Inst C o n t in u a t io n  a u d it ,  designed  to  b e  a bridge b etw een  the original 
audit m odel estab lished  1991 and the m odel to  be devised  by the QAA

2000 QAA In st/
Subj

A c a d e m ic  R e v ie w  included  arrangem ents for in sp ection  at subject 
level and at institu tional level.
W as w ithdraw n follow ing B lunkett in tervention  in M arch 2001 , but 
continues for som e providers.

2002 QAA Inst I n s t i t u t io n a l  A u d it  (plus a su ite  o f QA arrangem ent to be  
inspected  w ithin  Institu tional audit) Includes DATS (discip linary  
audit trails to  a llow  scrutiny o f  th em es including perform ance and QA 
com pliance at subject level. R eplaced b y  n ew  m eth odology  in 2 0 0 6 .

2004
on
going

UU K
SCoP

O ’
archin
g

Burgess Report, concerned  w ith  M e a s u r in g  a n d  R e c o r d in g  
S t u d e n t
A c h ie v e m e n t  m akes recom m en dations for consideration  by the HE 
sector .Intended to  lead  to  "classificatory system s for representing  
stu dent achievem ent" that m eet th e  needs o f  different stakeholders 
such as academ ics, em ployers and stu dents them selves. A  concern is to  
enable em ployers to  d istin gu ish  betw een  job  candidates.
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Chapter 3

POLICY: PROCESS AND ISSUES: A selective 
literature review

The literatu re  draw n upon for this chapter was searched according to my 

in terest in  understand ing  the  particular policy initiative which is th e  subject of 

this study. It is therefore selective and  directed by m y observations of the 

benchm arking initiative. The changes and  shifts w ithin th a t policy process 

were of particu lar in terest given my initial perception  of an uneasy 

relationship betw een the  objectives of the  policy and  established sectorial 

practice.

The literatu re  search enabled m e to  locate my own in terests in  th e  context of 

the research findings of others and to  u n d erstand  a b road  range of 

perspectives w ith a bearing on my interests. I t also enabled m e to  justify my 

chosen topic and  to  locate it within the broader research on HE policy.

This chapter is organised as follows:

• Problem  identification and policy developm ent;

• The policy process: models and conceptual fram ew orks organised to 

exam ine the  policy m ilestones of policy form ulation; policy 

im plem entation; policy evaluation;

• O ther policy process m atters arising from  exam ination of the  literature.

Problem identification

Dale states th a t there  may be m any views about w hat educational policy 

activity m ight seek to  bring about b u t posits th a t only those m atters arising
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from  the  th ree  dom inant problem s of the s ta te’s relationship with the 

education system  has any chance of being im plem ented:

• the  need to  support the capital accum ulation process;

• the  need to  guarantee a context for its continued expansion;

• the  need  to  legitim ate the capitalist m ode of production including the 

state’s own p a rt in it.

He contextualises his assertion by stating  th a t any capitalist state  is 

confronted by these sam e basic problem s which derive from  its relationship 

w ith capitalism  (Dale 1991:9).

Ozga considers th a t governm ent’s need to  support the  capital accum ulation 

process is a fundam ental tension in the  relationship betw een governm ent and 

teachers. In  her view the  use of education in governm ental m anpower 

planning is som ething to  be resisted by teachers and  believes th a t policy 

initiatives m ust always be exam ined and where necessary challenged. She sees 

teachers’ capacity to  research policy of particular im portance in this endeavour 

(Ozga, 2000:2-12).

Colebatch in seeking to  address the question ‘w here do policy initiatives come 

from ’ has a sim ilar poin t to  make as Dale about persistence of some policy 

agendas. He argues th a t a feature of policy activity is th a t the  sam e problem s 

surface again and  again. Frequently those involved, and the approaches 

adopted, are different (Colebatch, 2002: 27). Such a scenario has already 

been pointed to  in th is study, in Chapter 2 where a review of higher education 

policy since the  m iddle of the 1990s reveals repeated attem pts by the
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governm ent to  im plem ent vocational tra in ing  th rough  higher education, with 

only partial success.

Callaghan’s 1976 Ruskin College speech exemplifies the  points made by the 

above w riters and  can be identified as the  poin t a t which the  state  sought to 

establish unequivocally the  term s of its relationship w ith higher education and 

a consensus about educations alignm ent w ith econom ic objectives. W hilst the 

argum ent was broadly based in  1976, as th is chapter shows, there  has been 

accelerating and  increasingly focused policy activity generated  since th a t time, 

well aligned to  the  agendas which Dale argues are the  p rim ary  concerns of the 

state’s relationship w ith higher education.

W hilst the  above discussion has focussed on w h a t  issues reach the  policy 

agenda, a num ber of researchers have been in terested  in how  issues reach the 

agenda. And in  particu lar how they find shape and  expression. In  the  area of 

in ternational developm ent studies, developm ent discourses are offered as one 

explanation as to  how  issues come to be shaped and  eventually arrive on the 

political agenda (Sutton, 1999:11-12, Roe, 1991:287-297). Social sciences 

literature too offers a com m entary on discourse developm ent. This posits tha t 

discourses serve to  coalesce a group of ideas, concepts and  explanatory 

accounts. They give m eaning to  a specific phenom enon. They serve to  simplify 

situations and  in so doing, also filter meaning. They can shape and  define an 

issue in a particu lar way and link it w ith other prevalent ideas, concerns and 

discourses. In  th is process, they can privilege the  in terests of one faction over 

another and m arginalise alternative views and  in terpretations. They legitimise 

ways of speaking and  thinking about a particular m atter. These discourses
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present an issue in  seemingly neutral, rational and  apolitical term s whilst 

obscuring political underpinning, and  by so doing m ake alternative views 

appear irrational and  illogical (Foucault, 1972:8; Shore and W right, 1997: 3- 

34; Carabine, 2001:68).

The m edia are increasingly viewed as having a role w ithin the  developm ent of 

discourses and  in  pushing issues up the  political agenda. For example, their 

influence can be seen in  the  way a particular policy problem  is presented and 

reported  upon, the  particu lar image p u t forward, the  selection of som e aspects 

and  the  eliding of o ther m ore complex aspects. ‘Agenda setting’ is the term  

given to  describing th e  ability of the m edia to  tell the  public w hat issues are 

im portant. D earing and  Rogers in their influential book Agenda Setting took 

as its po in t of departure, the question as to why som e issues receive more 

public a tten tion  th an  others and claim th a t issues reaching the  atten tion  of 

decision m akers do so on basis of a social construction of reality whereby 

perceptions count a t least as m uch as reality (Dearing and  Rogers, 1996). 

McCombs and  Reynolds in their research about political socialisation state 

th a t “establishing salience among the public so th a t an  issue becomes the 

focus of public attention, thought and perhaps even action is the  initial stage in 

the form ation of public opinion (McCombs and  Reynolds, 2002:1). Kiousis et 

al also found evidence for placing agenda setting w ithin the  broader process of 

political socialisation and  argue th a t the  relationship and  the  im pact of 

agenda setting on public opinion requires fu rther study. (Kiousis et al, 2005: 

756-773).
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In  respect of the  last points about developm ent discourses and  the  power of 

the m edia pow er to  p resen t particular images and  constructions to  the public, 

I m ake the  po in t in  th is chapter th a t a specific academ ic standards discourse 

em erged in the  second half of the 1990s, which shaped public perception 

about the  quality and  standards of degree courses, concentrating upon and 

simplifying selectively certain issues to  form  a particu lar image of those issues, 

to  lead to  a specific and  constructed public perception.

Once an issue has reached the  political agenda th en  typically, policy will be 

generated. The following section exam ines the  processes by which th a t is 

enacted.

Policy process

An overview of different conceptualisations of the  policy process was acquired 

through a reading of selected sociological texts together w ith a sm all num ber 

of texts on in ternational developm ent policy studies. The la tte r readings were 

driven by an in terest in ppossible disciplinary differences in the  approaches 

adopted to  the phenom enon of im plem entation gap (Sharpe, 1985:362) a 

strong them e in  the  review of the social sciences literatu re  on the policy 

process. Diversity in policy developm ent and  policy im plem entation is also a 

perceived feature of the benchm arking initiative and  a key elem ent of the 

research questions for this study.

Generic m odels of the  policy process identify a linear sequence of events where 

one stage moves logically onto the next through a series of stages. Fig 3 

provides an diagram m atic example. Some social scientists identify as m any as
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eight discrete stages associated w ith the policy process (Colebatch, 2002:51), 

th ree or four are also variously identified (for exam ple Rist, 1994:4; 

Barkenbus, 1998:1). Variations typically relate to  the  policy form ulation stage 

so th a t th is  stage is either extended or contracted.

For the  purposes of efficient organisation of the  issues which em erged from 

the  litera tu re  review, I have adopted the  convention of a th ree part policy 

process.

Evaluation

The Policy 
Process

2 Im plem entation

Policy
Format­
ion
including
Problem
identificati
on

Selection  
o f  policy  
options

Policy
design

Fig 3 Example of a representation policy process, of Policy Making and 
Policy Implementation2. After a depiction offered by Texas Politics.

Policy form ulation  stage

An assum ption in the  conceptualisation of the policy form ulation stage is 

about decision m akers having access to appropriate  know ledge and

2 T exas P olitics is a project o f th e  Liberal Arts Instructional T ech nology  Services at the  
U niversity o f Texas at A ustin  h ttp : / /texasp o litics.la its.u texas.ed u /  (2 0 .0 3 . 07)
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inform ation . A num ber of w riters have raised questions about the 

knowledge and  inform ation which finds its way into the  decision making 

process, and  also about the  selection by decision m akers them selves as to the 

knowledge and  inform ation th a t they will draw  on.

Miller and Green m ake the  poin t th a t the  knowledge and  understanding tha t 

will be brought to  policy m aking will be shaped by ideological and 

philosophical perspectives held by policy m akers, and  th a t there are 

underlying tacit assum ptions associated w ith those perspectives which guide 

the form ulation of policy.

They argue th a t in  w orld developm ent scenarios som e w orld developm ent 

policy problem s

appear perm anently  m ired  by such conflicting b u t unexplored ideologies and 

assum ptions (M iller and  Green, 1999:1-10).

Roe discusses the  problem s of m anaging knowledge and  inform ation in policy 

scenarios w here there  is typically alm ost too m uch inform ation and  a ttendant 

complexity for policy m akers to  make sense of and  m anage. He notes tha t in 

th ird  world developm ent initiatives one way th a t policy m akers and 

bureaucrats m ake sense of such scenarios is to  develop narratives which help 

simplify the  am biguities and uncertainties. The danger then , however, is tha t 

such narratives or stories can acquire status and becom e regarded as received 

wisdom. The developm ent of solutions may then  not m atch the  complexity of 

the reality of the  situation because of the extent of oversimplification. He also 

draws atten tion  to  the  tendency in such scenarios for the  decision making
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process to  be separated  from  those likely to  be affected by the  policy, offering 

the potential for the  policy not to  take full account of the  lived-experience of 

those individuals. Roe argues th a t the  production of these b road  explanatory 

narratives are therefore them selves im plicated in the  m isalignm ent between 

policy outcom es and  the  problem s which require to  be rem ediated. He 

attributes policy failure in world developm ent contexts to  shortcom ings in 

policy planning arising from  the  difficulties in understand ing  fully the 

complexity of the  environm ental situation (Roe, 1991: 287-299).

Ambiguity and  complexity are no t the  sole preserve o f international 

developm ent policies.

Ambiguity as to  the  key concepts underp inning  the  policy initiative was found 

to  be a m ajor deficit in  the policy trajectory study undertaken  by Lingard and 

Garrick in th e ir study of a national policy initiative to  im prove social equity 

through access to  educational opportunities in  m ulticultural A ustralia between 

1994 and 1995. Their ‘trajectory’ followed the  generation of the  policy at 

national level and  its im plem entation w ithin a particu lar school. They note 

th a t ‘ social justice’, a concept which sought to  convey the  essence of the policy 

task  had  no essential m eaning which rem ained  inviolate, constant and 

uncontested  across tim e, place and political regime. They note too th a t its 

status was unclear to  teachers because of o ther policy agendas operating at the 

sam e tim e. They capture the fragility of the key concept of social justice in 

the ir description of the  reception of the policy in the  school they study as 

follows: “com peting discursive constructions of social justice were significant
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in th is process, as the  concept was contested in an ongoing fash ion  This was

a factor in the  contingent relationship betw een the  strategy and  its reception in 

the  school”. The am biguity was m ade m ore acute they argue, because a 

num ber of o ther policy m essages were aligned to  broader economic 

governm ent agendas. Teachers were as a resu lt unsure  which messages to 

heed and  which agendas were the  m ore im portant. Therefore, they observe, 

the concept of social justice was distorted, reconstitu ted  and  weakened 

through “its coupling w ith or subordination to  the  m eta-policy status granted 

to  the  b roader econom ic reconstructing agenda” (Lingard and  Garrick, 1997: 

157-178). There are sim ilarities betw een th is scenario and  the  benchm arking 

initiative in  the  key issue of am biguity of central concepts. In  the  case of this 

study -  academ ic standards and  academ ic benchm arking. C hapter 5 shows 

th a t bo th  these concepts had  different m eanings to  different constituencies 

involved in the  developm ent of the policy.

Complexity was the  m ain issue in the  im plem entation o f the National 

Curriculum  in the  UK in the late 1980s. The account of Duncan Graham of 

the in troduction of the  national curriculum , a huge, m ulti-faceted undertaking 

constrained by m inisterial deadlines, speaks of the  difficulties of establishing 

and  m aintaining coherence when a policy initiative covers m any different 

areas of activity. The au thor also reports on the difficulty of m aintaining 

effective m anagem ent of the  undertaking once there  were m inisterial changes 

(three different Education Secretaries during the  th ree  year life of the 

National Curriculum  Council), during which perspectives changed and 

com m itm ents shifted. Interestingly, in th a t policy scenario, the  need for
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continuing control for m onitoring and evaluating the  effects of the policy had 

been a m inisterial com m itm ent a t the  outset, although th a t com m itm ent was 

subsequently lim ited. (Graham , 1993:95) I re tu rn  to  the  m atter of m onitoring 

and control of policy initiatives later in th is chapter.

Even w hen policy scenarios are not am biguous and heavily complex in the way 

th a t Roe, Lingard and  Garrick and  G raham  above describe, there  may still be 

a search for sim plification by policy participants arising from  various sources: 

political; bureaucratic; tim e-related. The cum ulative effect of these pressures 

is likely to  encourage policy m akers to  be selective in  w hat knowledge and 

inform ation they choose to  consider as im portan t in the  policy form ulation 

stage (Barkenbus, 1998:2).

Stone argues th a t there  are other assum ptions about knowledge and 

inform ation which require exploration; in particu lar w hat kind of knowledge 

and  inform ation finds its way into the policy form ulation phase. She argues 

th a t it is im portan t to  question who influences w hat knowledge and 

inform ation is utilised. H er position is th a t such knowledge cannot be viewed 

as apolitical. (Stone et al, 2001:6).

Clay and Shaffer com m ent specifically on bureaucratic  pressure. One of the 

im pacts on the  policy form ulation stage is som ething they describe as ‘the 

bureaucratic paradox or irony’. W hat they m ean by th is is th a t there is within 

the policy process an additional and  largely unacknowledged agenda 

operating w here those involved in policy m aking have a set of bureaucratic 

concerns which influence the ir behaviour and the ir choices ju s t as m uch as the 

concerns to  address the  policy problem . These concerns include getting
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som ething done b u t avoiding risk, spending the funding allocated to  the 

project w ithin the  tim e scales allocated and  seeking to  satisfy the  expectations 

of various prim ary  and  secondary audiences. They argue th a t these 

bureaucratic considerations influence and constrain  the  policy process, by, in 

particular, lim iting the  options which appear to  be available, bu t which in 

reality are restricted, som e options being discounted by policy m akers because 

of bureaucratic  factors. They argue th a t the  developm ent of policy cannot be 

understood or assisted  if the  bureaucratic irony is neglected. In  the ir view, the 

policy process m ust recognise w hat is actually available on the  agenda (Clay 

and Shaffer, 1984:10).

In  considering the  personal attributes which policy m akers require in the the 

policy form ulation stage, Rist makes the  com m on sense po in t th a t policy 

m akers require the  skills and expertise to  develop a response to  the problem 

or condition before them  (Rist 1994:5). However Barkenbus suggests th a t 

individuals w ith requisite skills for effective decision m aking are exceptional 

beings when he notes th a t “Political leaders for generations, indeed millennia, 

have sought the  b lend  of intelligence, wisdom and  system atic reasoning th a t a 

certain individual possess. W hen these qualities are com bined w ith knowledge 

of a particular substantive area and its history, the  opportunities for 

enlightened decision m aking are considerable” (Barkenbus, 1998:5).

The phrasing here conveys the w riter’s view th a t such a com bination of skills is 

probably rare, and  the  im plication is th a t m ost policy is form ulated by those 

less gifted th an  the  individuals described in the  quotation, with the 

inescapable consequences for the quality of decision making.
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The assum ption therefore th a t “decision m akers w ork in a ‘rational m an’ 

context in which the  decision m aker has all the necessary attributes, unlim ited 

tim e, resources and  access to  inform ation -  dispassionately weighs alternative 

policies to  find th e  technical solution th a t b est m axim ises public welfare is 

generally questioned by researchers (Barkenbus, 1998:2).

Policy fram ing

The understand ing  and  inform ation brought to  the  policy form ulation stage 

will influence th e  way the  policy problem  is fram ed and  the  policy task  is 

defined. Barkenbus links the  degree of specificity in  policy objectives of this 

stage w ith the  degree of success in im plem entation, an enhanced degree of 

specificity being m ore likely, he argues, to  have transparency  and  predictable 

outcomes. Barkenbus also draws attention to  the  phenom enon of gradual but 

perceptible altering of how decision m akers perceive issues and their 

solutions, as they grapple w ith the  policy problem s and  the  practicalities of 

possible alternative solutions. (Barkenbus 1998:1-10) Both Rist and  Colebatch 

com m ent on the difficulty in complex problem  areas of crystallising w hat the 

actual problem  is. And of course there  m ight well no t be a single correct 

definition (Rist, 1994:5; Colebatch, 2002:19).

Lindblom exemplifies th is situation as it relates to  th e  form ulation stage of the 

policy process.

“Policy makers are not faced with a given problem. Instead they have to
identify and formulate their problem. Rioting breaks out in dozens of
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American cities. What is the problem? Maintaining law and order?
Racial discrimination? Incipient revolution? Black power? Low income ?
Lawlessness at the fringe of an otherwise relatively peaceful reform
movement? Urban disorganisation? Alienation?” (Lindblom, 1968:13).

Practically, the  search may be for a problem  definition which realistically 

m atches an identifiable, accessible solution - as suggested earlier ‘ m uddling 

th rough’ in a pragm atic way (Lindblom, 1959:79-88).

Im plem entation stage

Colebatch argues th a t gaps betw een policy in ten tions and  policy outcomes can 

be understood  to  be a product of the im plem entation stage of the policy 

process and  in  particular, the  result of the  actions of those participating in the 

im plem entation of the  policy. He offers a critique of th e  policy process as 

com prising bo th  vertical and horizontal elem ents. The vertical elem ent he 

describes as the  authoritative goal directed actions requ ired  by the policy 

directive. The horizontal elem ent he sees com prising those participants in the 

policy process who are likely to  have distinct ideas about those goals and 

priorities. These in terested  parties and  participants will have their own 

analyses of the  problem s and will seek w ider support for w hat they see as the 

m ore appropriate  courses of action. This diversity of players he sees as the 

source of divergence. Colebatch’s analysis of the  tensions resulting from the 

‘horizontal’ plane of the  policy process is analogous to  th a t described by Lipsky 

when he discusses the  role of ‘street-level bureaucrats’ in  the  policy process. 

Lipsky observes th a t policy m akers in im posing m andates have little sense of 

the realities of the  context in which those m andates are to  be effected. It is 

thus a t the  ‘street-level’ th a t practical difficulties m ust be addressed and tha t
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those in charge of im plem enting policy initiatives in practitioner contexts m ust 

therefore exercise th e ir discretion. Such discretion m ight be to  enforce the 

m andate either rigidly or flexibly. Lipsky argues th a t in th is way, policy is 

m ade on a daily basis a t s treet level. Lipsky and  Colebatch agree th a t it is not 

possible to  divorce the  vertical authoritatively directed m andates, from the 

horizontal -  the  actions of those involved in im plem entation have to  be seen 

as p a rt of th e  process (Colebatch 2002: 60-65; Lipsky 1979).

Reynolds and  Saunders too note th a t in practice there  is a necessity of 

intervention a t the  po in t at which policy becom es in tegrated  into the work­

flows of employees, in the  form  of discretionary in terpretive decision-m aking 

in order th a t policy requirem ents m atch delivery contexts. Reynolds and 

Saunders see these activities as the practical m eans which enable policy to be 

assim ilated into p ractitioners’ own practice, w here m anagers charged with 

im plem entation engage in ‘reinterpreting, overlooking and  adapting’ the 

requirem ents of the  policy. The researchers describe th is process as 

‘unacknowledged operations on the im plem entation staircase’.

“In making an active response to policy requirements, heads and co­
ordinators had to suss out the situation both outside and inside the school 
and find  some accommodation between internal and internal 
trends...Then to get things moving, they had to negotiate unobtrusively 
with colleagues over interpretations of requirements.... Most o f this 
negotiation was informal with its effectiveness bound up with the extent 
to which the parties were sensitive to their respective degrees of 
confidence and capability...Heads and co-ordinators had to be 
knowledgeable enough about the import o f policy documents to mediate 
them in relation to colleagues differing stages of concern” (Reynolds and 
Saunders, 1985: 209-210).
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Brodkin argues th a t both  the literature and everyday com m on sense 

experience indicates th a t policy is often replete w ith ambiguity, conflicting 

objectives and  uncertain ty  and  th a t far from  being deviant and the  product of 

wilful obstruction or incom petence, interpretive intervention is necessary. 

Brodkin contextualises th is view by noting th a t strategically it is necessary for 

policy m akers to  oversimplify problem s, overstate solutions and m ask 

com peting objectives in order to  build  a legislative m ajority. However, she 

recognises th a t the  benefits of such an approach are b e tte r geared to  political 

credit claiming and  blam e-avoiding, than  to  successful im plem entation. She 

also notes th a t tendencies for over sim plification are particularly  notable in 

those contested areas which politicians would prefer to  avoid.

“The difficulty occurs when the political logic o f policy making confronts 
the administrative logic o f implementation. Ambiguous , complex and 
discretionary policies are unlikely vehicles for producing consistency, 
certainly and transparency in policy implementation” (Brodkin, 2000:

59-

Pressm en and  W ildavksy in the ir policy trajectory study of an employm ent 

program m e in O akland USA, initiated by the  Economic Development 

A dm inistration and designed to  aid a specific depressed area, showed the 

serious consequences where political logic is adrift from  the  adm inistrative 

logic of im plem entation. Tracing the course of the  O akland project from  its 

inception in 1966 over the subsequent four years, they found th a t little had 

been accom plished during th a t period. Their findings were tha t 

im plem entation had  proved to  be difficult and tim e consum ing because there 

were: conflicts w ith o ther extant policies and  guidance; bureaucratic
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complexities; conflicts of interests; antagonistic relationships; high levels of 

uncertainty; and  an im possible tim e schedule (Pressm an and  Wildavsky, 

1973). M ost significantly, the Pressm an and W ildavsky study shows, like the 

Lingard and  Garrick research, th a t a t the heart of the  project were deficiencies 

in the  central assum ptions underpinning the  theories about w hat it was th a t 

needed to  be accomplished.

Clay and Shaffer identify the cause of im plem entation gaps differently. They 

are particularly  critical of the disarticulation or ‘dichotom y’ betw een the policy 

form ulation stage and  the  im plem entation stage. They argue th a t it is this 

which leads to  failures in prescription, diagnosis or perform ance. They also 

assert th a t im plications of these failures are m ore or less consistently not dealt 

with in the  com m on practices and discussions of public policy” (Clay and 

Shaffer, 1985: 5).

Stephen Biggs has o ther com m ents about deficits in  the  policy process. He 

considers th a t policy m akers, on one side of the  dichotom ous divide, are 

entirely aware of the  lim itations of their undertaking and  th a t they construct 

‘escape hatches’ w hereby they can escape responsibility for the shortcomings 

which subsequently  emerge. “This approach leads to  all too familiar 

outcomes. The p lanner and  policy analyst can avoid accountability of his 

‘optim al’ approach by falling back on the convenient excuses for explaining 

failure ‘in im plem entation’ ....the ‘escape hatches’ of the  public policy analyst.” 

(Biggs, 1 9 8 5 :5 9 )-
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The above com m entaries in the  literature review poin t to  the  reasons for 

dissonances betw een policy form ulation and policy im plem entation which 

arise from  situations whereby those charged w ith im plem enting policy 

requirem ents are unable to  integrate those requirem ents into norm al practices 

and workflows. This leads to  a tension betw een the  authoritative directives 

and im plem entation of those directives which, the  review suggests will be 

resolved a t the  interface w ith practitioner contexts. A lthough not explicitly 

stated, the  above review suggests th a t resolution of th is tension  will favour a 

solution which privileges the practitioner context since th is is practical and 

im m ediate and  likely to  be associated w ith deadlines, and  hence the 

gravitational pull in the im plem entation stage will be away from  the policy 

intention. A context here will therefore favour a ‘satisficing’ response, ie a 

response which is expedient and  sufficient, b u t likely to  fall short of the spirit 

of the policy intention.

An issue to  be explored here relates to  the level of generality a t which policy is 

form ulated. A lthough Brodkin’s argum ents about policy form ulated at a high 

level of generality being useful to  garner political support are interesting, they 

are no t helpful to  the  general problem  of policy which does no t effect w hat it 

sets out to  effect, assum ing th a t the purpose of the  debate is to  consider how 

the policy process can be less unpredictable. The issue appears to  be about the 

balance betw een high generality and  sufficient specificity in the policy 

form ulation stage to  direct the tasks which flow from  it. To state it another 

way: policy form ulation in order to  be enactable has to  have a sufficient 

salience to  the  policy context to enable sufficient definition of the intended 

response, together w ith specificity of the  param eters within which
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im plem entation decisions for adjustm ent are perm itted. I am  overstating the 

rationality, in order to  m ake the point th a t there  is, in  the  descriptions of the 

policy process included w ithin th is review, a consensus th a t conscious 

consideration w ithin  the  decision m aking stage of an  appropriate  balance 

betw een generality and  specificity would be helpful in  m anaging the policy 

process. It is clear th a t the  greater the  ‘height’ of generality in policy 

form ulation, the  greater will be the  num ber of a tten d an t potentially negative 

obstacles which require to  be overcome. R eduction of the  vagueness in policy 

decisions lies w ithin in  the gift of those charged w ith decision making and 

goes back to  the  issues set out earlier, about the  skills of policy makers, their 

use of appropriate  knowledge and inform ation and  an aw areness of the 

consequences a tten d an t on the search for sim plification. Explicit 

consideration of these m atters could be productive in  narrow ing the 

im plem entation gap and  reducing the reliance on in terpreta tion  and 

adjustm ent by street level bureaucrats operating in the  horizontal plane.

N otw ithstanding the  above issues about im plem entation, there are some 

circum stances where policy is simply not im plem ented a t all and  is rejected by 

practitioners. Offe notes th a t where policy proposals offend the  deeply held 

views of the  policy audience, then  the state’s capacity to  effect change through 

policy initiatives is severely restricted in such “policy areas where the  passions, 

identities, collectively shared  m eanings, and m oral predispositions w ithin the 

‘life w orld’ of social actors (rather than  the ir economic interests) are the 

essential param eters th a t need to  be changed in order to  achieve a solution.” 

(Offe, 1990:247).
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Evaluation

Clay and Shaffer, quoted  above, see the  avoidance of confronting failures in 

policy as being endem ic w ithin the practice of policy m akers. They argue tha t 

this is deliberate and  used as a m eans of reducing or avoiding responsibility 

for failures (Clay and  Shaffer 1984:5). Barkenbus agrees th a t policy evaluation 

is the  ‘forgotten’ elem ent of the  policy process. He identifies the  underlying 

cause for th is as political, observing th a t the  policy process is set in a highly 

political context w here proposals for addressing issues high on the  public’s 

agenda are m ore likely to  a ttract political and  the  public approval than  

evaluating and  addressing failing policy initiatives. In  his opinion this is why 

evaluation is often the  neglected p art of the  policy process. Although he 

speaks from  an Am erican context, his assessm ent of the  political influence on 

policy evaluation can also be understood from  a UK perspective:

“There is much more attention to creating new laws and programmes 

than to evaluating the performance o f existing ones....However when we 

place this phase (evaluation phase) in the political context o f the policy 

cycle, the reason why evaluation doesn’t garner support becomes 

apparent: I t could prove embarrassing to whose who were responsible 

fo r  form ulating and implementing the policy....decision makers function 

in a political milieu where success is critical fo r  re-election. This 

frequently translates into perceived need to repress uncomfortable facts 

derived from  impartial evaluation or the need to conduct evaluation in a 

context certain to show positive results. This tendency, along with a 

predilection fo r  maintaining the status quo, also explain why evaluations 

no matter how carefully conducted are often ignored or shunted aside by 

decision makers.” (Barkenbus, 1998:1-10).
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Other m atters on  the policy process arising from  exam ination  
o f  the literature

Lindblom (1968) argues w hat the foregoing discussion has m ade self-evident 

th a t the  policy process is far from  the  neatly  organised and 

com partm entalised process suggested by the  policy cycle. He believes it 

proceeds th rough  a series of stages th rough which policy is increm entally 

modified in  a pragm atic way to  m eet the dem ands of p ressure  em anating from 

various in terest groups, b u t concerned to  avoid costly innovation or major 

departure from  trad itional norm s. He presents the  policy process as 

‘m uddling th rough’ in a pragm atic way to  ensure th a t governm ent can manage 

issues as they rise up the  political agenda. (Lindblom, 1968).

Downs points ou t th a t no single issue however im portan t can rem ain high on 

the  public agenda for long. His explanation is th a t there  can be changes in the 

public’s perception of the  issue, recognition of the  intractable nature  of the 

problem , or loss of in terest in particular because of the  cost of solutions. 

(Downs, 1972:38).

Explanatory accounts of the reasons why im plem entation gaps occur drawn 

from  social sciences literatu re  em phasise in particular the  involvement and 

contribution of hum an actors in both  the policy form ation stage and the 

im plem entation stage. Explanatory accounts in in ternational developm ent 

studies offer different perspectives, which include a broader range of 

explanations for such gaps, such as inaccurate or incom plete research, flawed 

policy design; insufficient resources; problem atic im plem entation inadequate 

scoping of the  policy problem , inadequate planning, poor policy design,
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resources shortfall, m ism anagem ent and dichotom y betw een policy form ation 

and policy im plem entation (Stone et al 2001:9). Broad surveys of the policy 

litera tu re  undertaken  by Sutton and Stone on behalf of the  Overseas 

Developm ent Institu te  (ODI, Britain's leading independent th ink-tank  on 

in ternational developm ent and hum anitarian  issues) suggest potential benefit 

in cross disciplinary sharing of approaches and  intelligence on the 

problem itisation of the  policy process. (Sutton, 1999, Stone et al, 2001).

The review of the  literatu re  has shown th a t explicit consideration of policy  

design  has a low visibility in critiques of the policy process. N either have there 

been m any references about m echanism s for overall m anagem ent of the policy 

process or about form al m echanism s for m onitoring, pause and  correction 

from  outside the  process when problem s emerge. Further, the  review of the 

literature has shown th a t the policy process is typically open ended and 

unevaluated. In  th e  sp irit of the  need for sharing the  approaches offered by 

different disciplines, com m ented upon above, I would suggest th a t the design 

of policy initiative particularly in respect of policy design to  learn  m uch from 

‘systems th inking’ approaches. This is suggested because in contrast to  the 

policy process, a ‘system s th inking’ model offers a conceptual fram ework by 

which to  understand  and  plan complex scenarios. Systems thinking conceives 

of its activities as being subject to  ‘d isturbance’ from  the  environm ent, having 

the propensity  to  fail, and having ineffective com ponents. M any of the 

features it could be argued consistent w ith the policy process. Systems 

thinking counter these potential problem s by requiring th a t certain 

com ponents be included in the  overall fram ew ork -  the purpose of which is to 

anticipate and prevent failure. Such com ponents include: effective
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com m unication; a decision making subsystem  supported  by o ther operational 

and m onitoring sub-system s; and require the  definition of com ponents and 

boundaries. I t can plausibly be argued th a t m any features of system s thinking 

are entirely relevant to  the  policy process, and  indeed provide the  opportunity 

for the  application of an alternative conceptual approach to  provide more 

productive understand ing  of cause and effect w hen planned-for objectives of 

policy activity are no t achieved. Conversely, system s th inking also offers the 

prospect of a critical and  productive approach to  policy planning.

C om m entary

In  th is chapter I have draw n atten tion  to  the  disparity  betw een representations 

of the policy process frequently found in the  literature, and  other bodies of 

litera tu re  which draw  a tten tion  to  the  deeply problem atic na tu re  of the policy 

process and  a frequent propensity for outcom es to  fall short of objectives. 

The chapter provided an overview of concepts and  issues relevant to  the policy 

process identified by researchers Finally I offered a num ber of observations 

which m ay have the  potential for im proving the policy process.
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Chapter 4

METHODOLOGY

4.1 Research questions

The aim  of the  study is to  provide a narrative and  analytical history of the 

academ ic benchm arking initiative in  order to  contribute to  theoretical debates 

on policy.

The dissertation takes the  form  of a policy trajectory study (M aguire and Ball 

1994). Ball suggests th a t the  policy trajectory research strategy holds out the 

prospect of a full and  well rounded understanding  of the  policy process and its 

outcom es (Ball, 1994:10). The methodology adopted is judged appropriate to 

trace the  progress of the benchm arking initiative from  the  poin t a t which 

in tentions were identified and the developm ents which then  followed, ie 

in terpretation, contestation, com prom ise and restatem ent. And also to  trace 

the  im pact of external developm ents upon the  policy, em anating from, 

am ongst o ther things, changes in the policy environm ent.

The research questions which guided the study are therefore about policy 

purpose, policy process and actors roles w ithin the  policy process. The 

research questions are set out in chapter 1 and  are repeated here.

1. To w hat extent was there unanim ity or diversity about policy  intentions 

a t different treads of the policy developm ent stair case

2. To w hat extent was there unanim ity or diversity in  policy  developm ent 

a t different rungs of the staircase
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3- W hat explanations can be found for the  divergence betw een policy 

in ten tions and  policy outcom es

4. W hat new  critical insights about models of policy form ation and policy 

developm ent can be deduced from  the  study.

The points of reference which inform ed the  study are discussed in chapter 1 

and  can be sum m arised as follows.

• the  relationship betw een the governm ent and  Higher 

Education

• conceptualisations of the  policy process,

• the  role of discourse in the developm ent of policy agendas.

Research strategies

The pragm atic paradigm  was deem ed to  provide a philosophical framework 

appropriate for the  study, in th a t it provides for mixed m ethod research. The 

paradigm  rejects the  scientific notion th a t social science inquiry m ust concern 

itself for a quest for ‘tru th ’ through the use of a single scientific approach, 

ra ther it em phasises the  im portance of practicality and  com m on sense, and 

perm its “projects to  be undertaken w ithout the need to  identify invariant prior 

knowledges, laws or rules governing w hat is recognised as ‘tru e ’ or valid’. Only 

results count” (Tashakkori and Teddie, 2003:85 quoted in M ertens, 2004:27). 

Epistemologically, the  pragm atic paradigm  perm its the  researcher to  study 

w hat is m ost pertinen t ra ther than  requiring him  or her to  adopt a particular 

position, such as th a t of an objective observer, for example, and  holds tha t 

the  criterion for judging the  appropriateness of the m ethods is if it achieves its 

objectives. “The ultim ate goal of any research project is to  answer the 

questions th a t were set forth at the project’s beginning. Mixed m ethods are
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useful if they provide better opportunities for answ ering our research 

questions”. (Tashakkori andTeddlie , 2002:14).

The instrum ents and  procedures adopted to  answ er the  research questions 

included qualitative data  in the form of published texts, face to  face in-depth 

interviews, and  quantitative data derived from  questionnaires. The qualitative 

and quantitative data were separately analysed and  them es which emerged 

provided a basis for interrogation, com parison and  contrast. Thus the use of 

mixed m ethods provided the opportunities for a m ore insightful understanding 

of key features w ithin the  policy process which influenced its outcome.

4.2 Research design

The research design is a policy trajectory study and  borrow s the  m etaphor of a 

staircase from  Reynolds and Saunders’ im plem entation staircase to  plot the 

progress of the trajectory. (Reynolds and Saunders, 1985:195). However, the 

way the m etaphor of a staircase is used here and  the  way it was used in 

Reynolds and  Saunders’ original study is quite different. In  their study the 

authors were concerned w ith an idealised representation of the  way policy 

statem ents were used a t different stages of the policy process. To th a t end they 

exam ined the  roles of policy users along the ‘im plem entation staircase’: from 

policy image developm ent through to  classroom adaptation. Their principle 

concern was to  explain teachers’ strategic conduct in the  im plem entation of 

curriculum  policies. The model therefore focused on social actors bu t it took 

lim ited account of o ther features which can im pact on the  policy process, such 

as resource constraints, conflicting ideologies, bureaucratic obstacles,
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am biguity about the  natu re  and im plication of the  tasks set out in the policy 

form ulation stage. Im portantly, the im plem entation staircase may be taken to 

assum e th a t policy proceeds in  well ordered stages. That assum ption is not 

carried forw ard in th is study. Indeed, in som e parts  of the  benchm arking 

policy process there  was tension and  com prom ise bo th  betw een and within 

different parts  of the  policy trajectory. W hilst the policy staircase therefore has 

only lim ited alignm ent w ith th is trajectory study it is helpful in offering an 

organisational device. It helps to locate specific developm ents with their 

different actors, resources and  ideologies, th rough  the  benchm arking 

initiative.

I have used  the  staircase m etaphor in two different ways in the  research 

design:

• to  m ark  stages in  the  progression of the  policy and

• to  m ark the  stages in the progression of the  study.

The treads are no t always synonymous, b u t each tread  on the  progression of

the  policy has a clear relationship with a tread  in the  progression of the

trajectory study.

The diagram m e overleaf exemplifies the above.
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4.3 Data collection and other resources used in the 
research

The prim ary  data  used  in th is study were:

• C hapter 10 of the  NCIHE report Qualifications a n d  S tandards, which 

as described earlier depicted problem s w ith academ ic standards in 

H EI’s and  recom m ended specific rem ediation.

• docum ents and  statem ents about the  benchm ark initiative published 

by QAA in the ir bulletin  Higher Quality, together w ith articles and 

statem ents appearing in the m edia including those of com m entators 

o ther th an  the  QAA

• interviews w ith three representatives of each of the  sam ple of 6 

disciplinary benchm arking groups selected for the  study.

• com pleted questionnaires from  academics in university departm ents in 

the  sam e 6 disciplinary areas, about the  use to  which benchm arks had 

been p u t in  the ir departm ent.

To support my analysis I also drew upon the findings of two o ther research 

studies, com m enting upon the benchm ark statem ents and  upon the 

im plications for the ir use in the model of inspection which the  QAA had trailed 

for them . (Jackson, 2000) (Yorke, 2001).

Chapter 10 o f  the N C IH E report Qualifications and  S tandards  

Chapter 10 of the  NCIHE report sets out the policy intention. It represents a 

potent example of the  discourse on academic standards a t the  tim e th a t the 

benchm arking initiative was instigated. It presents a particular version of the 

stew ardship of academ ic standards in HEIs and the  way things were a t th a t
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tim e. H ence it bo th  sets the  context for the  way the  policy developm ent and 

contextualises th is study.

D ocum ents a n d  sta tem en ts  about the benchm ark in itia tive  

A particu lar in terest explored in this study is the  shifts and  modifications of 

the  policy and  its stated  intention. This was explored th rough exam ination of 

texts, prim arily those published by the QAA.

In terv iew s w ith  representatives o f  each o f  the sam ple o f  6 disciplinary  

benchm arking groups selected fo r  the study

One data set com prises interviews w ith m em bers of the  benchm ark groups. 

The interviews sought to  provide insights into the  policy process from  the 

perspective of a sam ple of the disciplinary benchm arking groups, b u t also 

provided the  opportunity  by which to  examine the  constructions and language 

used by th is group of participants. So th a t as well as looking fo r  the answers 

to  specific questions, I was also looking a t  the  ways the  responses from 

academics involved in the  policy process were constructed.

Three respondents from  each of the six benchm arking group were selected for 

the interviews: the  chair, an academic from  a pre-1992 university and an 

academ ic from  either an  ex-polytechnic or from  a college of higher education. 

The selection of these categories sought to  ensure a spread  of institutional 

perspectives. I used a prepared  set of prom pts to  support the  interviews.

64



From  my own position as a senior officer in a num ber of different HEIs over a 

20 year period, I have w itnessed the acceleration of the  quality assurance and 

accountability agenda via a raft of policy initiatives. In  term s of the NCIHE 

report, I was struck in particular by the sim plistic construction of academic 

standards in  chap ter 10, a concept which the  com m ittee did not define, bu t 

ra ther equated w ith w hat employers w anted from  new graduate employees. 

(Note m ore recently, th is sam e concern is upperm ost in the  Burgess R eport). 

It appeared to  m e th a t the  presentations of deficit in the  report whilst not 

a ttribu ted  explicitly, appeared to  have employer views at the ir centre and tha t 

the  com m ittee privileged a particular view about w hat graduates should be 

able to  offer to  th e ir prospective employers. These views translated  in the 

recom m endation to  define the threshold  knowledge and  skills possessed by a 

graduate. Perhaps an analogy can be draw n betw een the threshold 

requirem ents of a prospective employee and the m inim um  requirem ents of a 

com ponent for the  production line. There is, in my own experience a dram atic 

difference in th is view of the individual at the end of her university career, 

p resented in the  report and the view which prevails in final exam ination 

boards in universities where classifications are aw arded (and in theory  where 

judgem ents about threshold  a ttainm ent are made). In the  setting of the final 

exam ination board, academic m em bers seek to  evaluate: the  intellectual 

strengths of an individual candidate; her capacity to  execute som e areas of the 

discipline well, and others less well, the counter balances of those strengths 

and w eaknesses; the  journey she has made, the  com m itm ent and  effort she has 

shown in respect of her studies and her ability to  deploy her intellectual capital 

effectively.
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I was aware of these ideological differences in preparing for the  interviews 

w ith academ ic colleagues. I focused however, on the  m atter of academic 

standards and  the  way th a t had  been conveyed as an issue in the  report; on 

the  clarity or otherwise, as to  the  task  which had  been assigned to  the 

disciplinary benchm arking groups (it seem ed to  me th a t these features were 

symbolic of the  extent to  which there  was appropriate  knowledge and 

understand ing  in the  com m ittee to discharge the ir task) and  the  perceptions of 

m em bers as to  the  dim ensions and character of the  problem  which their 

recom m endations were to  ‘fix’. The slipperiness of the  concept and the 

specificity (or otherw ise) of the task  relating to  standards m ight m ark the 

territo ry  on which contestation would be played out betw een the 

pronouncem ents in  the  NCIHE report, and carried forw ard by QAA, and the 

work of the  disciplinary benchm arking groups. I believed a focus in the 

interviews on these features of the policy initiative w ould be productive in 

drawing com m ent from  academic colleagues on a wide range of m atters 

relevant to  the  study, and were hence central to the interviews conducted with 

academics on the  benchm arking groups.

The interviews were sem i-structured, betw een one and  two hours duration and 

face to  face. They were recorded electronically. Respondents w ere encouraged, 

w ith prom pting, to  give the ir own account of the ir personal experience as a 

m em ber of the  benchm arking panel, the processes adopted and on their own 

attitudes and values. They were asked to  try  and reflect in the ir responses their 

perspectives a t the  tim e and also to  reflect on the  undertaking in hindsight.

Justification fo r  the selection o f  benchm arks fo r  inclusion w ith in  the study
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Of the  benchm ark  statem ents which had  been produced at the  conclusion 

of the  second tranche of benchm arks I selected 6 benchm arks for study. The 

selection was based  on the  following criteria:

• subject benchm arks from  ‘academ ic’ ra ther th an  ‘vocational’ 

disciplines, and from  both  hum anities and  from  scientific 

disciplines

• subject benchm arks from  each of the  th ree  phases of the 

developm ent, (pilot phase; first tranche ; second tranche)

• and  exclusion of:

• benchm arks for those vocational subjects concerned prim arily as a 

p reparation  for work.

Becher and  Trowler note th a t the HE Curriculum  is becom ing more 

vocationally oriented (2001:3). However, the  point has already been m ade tha t 

there is contestation in some quarters of the sector about increasing 

governm ent pressure on universities to  contribute m ore explicitly to  economic 

reproduction in the  capitalist state. The choice of subjects for th is study which 

are essentially academ ic disciplines ra ther than  subjects which m ight be 

described as training, vocational or as preparation  for w ork is deliberate since 

academ ic disciplines: the  hard  sciences at one end of the  continuum  and the 

hum anities a t the  other, can be seen to  represent m ore strongly traditional 

university values about academic autonom y and education as a good as of 

itself and  hence th is is where the contestation betw een HE and  the  state will be 

in greatest relief. Young argues th a t there are areas of academ ic knowledge 

which involve assum ptions th a t such areas are m uch m ore ‘worthw hile’ than
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others, and  are viewed as ‘high sta tu s’ (Young, 1971:34). To quote directly from 

Young: “If the  criteria of high-status knowledge are associated with the value 

of the  dom inant in terest groups, particularly the  universities, one would 

expect m axim um  resistance to  any change of the high status knowledge 

associated w ith academ ic curricula (Young, 1971: 36).

The idea of som e subjects having greater academ ic autonom y than  others is 

com m ented upon by Silver and  Brennan using concepts such as ‘w orthwhile’ 

and ‘high sta tu s’ sim ilar to  those used by Young b u t applied in the  context of 

the ir application to  fu ture employability. They arrive a t a sim ilar position 

arguing th a t som e subjects have different ‘currencies’. They use the phrase 

'subjects w ith  a loose connection w ith  subsequent em ploym en t' in their model 

of "the different kinds of currency which degree qualifications can possess in 

the  labour m arket” (Silver and Brennan, 1988 : 34-52). As suggested by Young 

one would expect these disciplinary areas to  exhibit greater resistance to 

external influence th an  will other newer, applied, or technological disciplines. 

So w hilst the  subjects selected are not representative of the  benchm arks 

identified for the  whole initiative, they are representative of a persistent and 

strongly held HE ideology intrinsic to the idea of the academy.

I have provided further amplification of the concept of ‘loose connection to 

subsequent em ploym ent’ later in this chapter where I define and  discuss a 

num ber of term s im portan t to this study. On the basis of the  foregoing I 

selected the  following benchm arks as those which would be selected:

68



• H istory (pilot phase)

• Chem istry (pilot phase)

• English (first tranche)

• Theology and  Religious Studies (first tranche)

• Biosciences (second tranche)

• Physics (second tranche)

An alternative to  the  above m ight have been selection of subjects based on 

different criteria, for example, based on disciplinary dim ensions, such as those 

pu t forw ard by Becher and Trowler ie: Pure Sciences; Hum anities; 

Technologies; Applied Social Science (Becher and Trowler, 2001:36). Such a 

selection would have yielded an understanding  of how  disciplinary 

com m unities w ith particu lar academic cultures and  characteristics responded 

to  the  benchm ark  initiative, and m ight also have been expected to  reveal 

answ ers to  the  specific questions identified for th is study. Use of these 

disciplinary dim ensions would therefore have provided inform ation relevant 

to  the  study, b u t would also have provided m uch data beside redundant in 

term s of the  research questions.

W hilst I assert th a t the  disciplinary dim ensions m ost relevant and appropriate 

to  th is d issertation are those which are a t the  academ ic end of the 

academ ic/vocational continuum , in fact, selection was constrained by the 

benchm ark dim ensions im posed by the QAA. So th a t w hilst M athematics 

m ight have been an appropriate candidate for inclusion, its association with 

o ther practically oriented subjects (M athematics, Statistics and  Operational 

Research) m ade its selection problem atic in the term s of the  criteria set out 

earlier.
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Q uestionnaires fr o m  academ ics in university  departm ents

Q uestionnaires were constructed and sent to staff in  university departm ents 

offering program m es in  the sam e disciplinary areas selected for the study. 

This data  set sought to  ascertain the extent to  which the  benchm arks in those 

disciplinary areas w ere being drawn upon in universities. The questionnaire 

also sought to  discover if, in the opinion of practicing academics, the 

benchm arks fulfilled the  original in tention identified for them  by the NCIHE 

and  m ore generally, the  value th a t academics in  practice placed upon them .

Other resources d ra w n  upon

These data are supplem ented by contem porarious texts. In  particular, two 

research papers published on the (former) LTSN Generic Centre website 

following the  publication of the first 22 statem ents. Their status in this study is 

distinctive. They provide detailed, independent and  authoritative 

corroboration as to  claims m ade in this study about the  considerable diversity 

betw een the  statem ents produced by the benchm arking initiative and their 

divergence from  the  in tentions set out in policy intentions.

O ther inform ation in tended to  provide context was also collected. Thus, the 

m em ber of QAA staff w ith responsibility for leading the  benchm ark statem ents 

initiative was invited to  com m ent how in 2002 (the tim e of the  interview), the 

QAA viewed the  initiative, in com parison w ith the view held  a t the  launch of 

the initiative in 1998.
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4.4 Analytical design and organisation

The m ethods of analysis used  were mixed. I selected m ethods which offered 

the greatest utility  to  address the  research questions. In  the  following sections 

I set ou t m y analytical approach in each of the treads of the  analysis

Tread l: Chapter 10 o f  the Report o f  the N ational Committee o f  
Inquiry into HE

"..key areas o f social life (such as politics) have become increasingly centred upon 

the mass media, and those involved in these areas have consequently become 

increasingly self-conscious about the language they use. These changes have 

become increased in conscious interventions to shape linguistic and semiotic 

elements o f social practices in accordance with economic, organisational and 

political objectives (Fairclough, iggg:vii).

I selected chapter 10 since it is this chapter which describes w hat the 

com m ittee considered were the problem s w ith academ ic standards in HEIs 

and which also set out in Recom m endation 25, the  Com m ittee’s remedy, and 

the genesis of the  Benchm arking initiative. I elected to  undertake a close and 

analytical reading of the text of chapter 10 adopting a critical approach.

In undertaking th is scrutiny I was particularly in terested  in  the  language used 

in the  tex t and, as Fairclough says its use to shape political objectives. To this 

end I also drew  upon other respected authorities on the  use of language and 

discourse in social representations. The m em bership of the  Committee had  

some relevance in th is context in term s of representation on it of highly 

successful com m ercial organisations. (See Fig 5: M em bers o f  the N ational 

C om m ittee o f  Inqu iry  into H igher Education).
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Fran Tonkiss com m ents upon Foucault’s contribution to  the  role of language 

which has specific resonance w ith claims being m ade in  th is study about the 

NCIHE report:

"Foucault used documentary evidence in a distinctive way. His approach was 

backed by a theoretical understanding o f discourse as a realm in which 

institutions, norms, form s o f subjectivity and social practices are constituted and 

made to appear natural...Foucault's accounts go further to ask: how are these 

discursive constructions linked to the shaping o f social institutions and practices o f 

social regulation and control" (Tonkiss, 1998:246-255).

These perspectives then  influenced my reading of chapter 10 of the NICHE 

report, and  encouraged exam ination of its construction and  the  m eaning and 

in tentions beh ind  the  statem ents contained w ithin it.

My reading identified a num ber of key them es which included: linguistic 

features; presentation  of specific shortcom ings and overall balance and focus 

of the  chapter in term s of w hat weight it gave to  the different issues it reported 

upon. As well as w hat chapter 10 says, w hat it does not say was also of interest 

to  th is dissertation. For example although the chapter is about standards, tha t 

concept is not defined nor is it clear w hat the shared  understanding  of tha t 

concept is am ong m em bers drawn from such a variety of backgrounds (see Fig 

5 below). There are silences too about the practical translation of 

recom m endation 25.

A close analytical reading of chapter 10 was appropriate to  my fram es of 

reference, set ou t in chapter one, and my in terest in  policy as site of 

contestation betw een the  state and higher education. A scrutiny of discourse
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as a tool of knowledge and  power, appeared to  offer the  greatest utility to 

answ er the  research questions set out in chapter 1.

A lternative form s of scrutiny such as content analysis were rejected on the 

basis th a t th a t m ethod would not reveal the  strategies o f argum ent and the 

skilful use of language deployed in chapter 10 of the  report.

Fig 5 Members o f the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education

Member Status

Prof John Arbuthnott Principal and Vice-Chancellor of the 
University 

of Strathclyde 
(formerly Brenda Dean)

Type of 
organisation

HE (redbrick)

Baroness Dean of 
Thornton-le-Fylde 
Sir Ron Dealing 
Ms Judith Evans

Sir Ron Garrick

Sir Geoffrey Holland 
Professor Diana 
Laurillard

Mrs Pamela Morris

Sir Ronald Oxburgh

Dr David Potter

(Chairman)
Departmental Director of Personnel Policy, 
Sainsbury’s
Managing Director and Chief Executive of 
Weir Group
Vice-Chancellor of the University of Exeter 
Pro Vice-Chancellor (Technology 

Development) 
of the Open University 
Headteacher, The Blue School, Wells

Rector of Imperial College of Science, 
Technology 

and Medicine 
Chairman of Psion pic

Chairman of Ulster Bank 
Rector of the London Institute 
Chairman and Chief Executive of Glaxo 
Wellcome pic
Director of the University of Brighton 
Regius Professor of Medicine at the 

University 
of Oxford

Professor Adrian Webl Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Glamorgan

Mr Simon Wright Academic Affairs Officer, Students Union, t 
__________ University of Wales College of Cardiff____

Sir George Quigley 
Sir William Stubbs 
Sir Richard Sykes

Professor David Watsc 
Prof Sir David 

Weatherall

Trade Union

Post Office 
Retail

Engineering

HE (redbrick) 
HE (redbrick)

Secondary 
Education 
HE (elite)

Computing 
products 
Banking 
HE (redbrick) 
Pharmaceuticals

HE (new)
HE (elite)

HE (new)

HE (student 
member) (new)
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Tread 2: QAA receives the policy intention and sets up the p ilo t 
phase o f  the benchmarking in itiative

This p a rt of the  research design concerned itself w ith QAA receiving the policy 

in ten tion  from  the  NCIHE, and  about the Agency's subsequent attem pts to pin 

down w hat in  th e ir own words was a "relatively ill-defined task" (QAA March 

98 para  12). As in tread  one, I was in terested in the  silences about w hat a 

benchm ark in the  context of an academic discipline was, w hat one should look 

like, and  how  the  disciplinary groups should approach the ir task.

The selection of m aterial used for tread  two was, as in tread  one, prim arily 

text based, draw n from  the  Agency's own journal, H igher Quality, from  1997 

to  the  p resen t day, and  from  articles in the national press and the THES. To a 

lesser extent it also included presentations and speeches m ade by QAA 

directorate a t various conferences for the sector throughout this period. The 

selection of these texts was based on their relevance to  the  benchm arking 

initiative and  to  the  research questions set out earlier.

Exam ination of the  data was iterative. It com m enced w ith reading and re­

reading the  m aterial, keeping a close focus on the aim s of the project, the 

theoretical fram ew ork and the findings the analytical reading of chapter 10 

NCIHE report Q ualifications and  Standards. I was in terested  in  the way 

particular m atters were presented in strategically different ways a t different 

tim es. The them es th a t were identified for scrutiny of the  texts were, in ter 

alia:
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character: w hat the  texts said, a t different points in  tim e, about w hat an

academ ic benchm arking statem ent was ; 

purpose: w hat the  texts said at different points in  tim e about w hat the

academ ic benchm arking statem ent were for and  the  use to  which 

they  would be put;

benefits: w hat value the initiative was in tended to  confer and who were

the  beneficiaries;

m ethod: w hat the  texts said, at different tim es about how  the  task  should

be approached;

issues: w hat problem s the initiative sought to  overcome;

culture: conflicting values and perspectives discernible at: the

NCIHE/QAA interface the QAA/ benchm ark groups interface 

dissonances: eg unresolved questions relating to  the  initiative.

A particular focus of my exam ination of the data for th is p a rt of the analysis 

was a search for instances of 'position shifting'. An in terest in  th is part of the 

analysis was to  look a t the  way in which different explanations were presented 

a t different m om ents in time.

Review o f  other researchers’ comments on the benchmark 
statem ents

The analysis was augm ented by a review of two studies published on the 

(form er) LTSN Generic Centre W ebsite in June  2001. These studies each 

provided an analyses of the first tranche of 22 benchm arks. Each study had 

dem onstrated  variability between the benchm arks and had  raised questions as 

to  the  extent the  benchm arks had achieved the policy intentions, and the
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extent of th e ir reliability were they to  be p u t to  the  use which QAA had 

identified for them . Evaluation of these research papers (Jackson, 2000) and 

(Yorke, 2001) was helpful in confirming the authority  of the findings as to  the 

variation in the  developm ent of the benchm arks proposed in th is study.

Treads 3, 4 and 5 : the view s o f  those involved in the production o f  
the benchmark statem ents: interviewing and analysis o f  the 
in terview  scripts

In  th is p a rt of the  study I concerned myself w ith the  interviews conducted 

w ith individuals selected from  each of the benchm arking groups sam pled for 

the  study.

In conducting the  interviews, I was in terested to  learn  from  those involved in 

the production of the  statem ents their views on the  initiative, inviting them  to 

reflect on th e ir experiences at the tim e and also in  hindsight. I was particularly 

in terested  to  learn  for example:

• the ir perception of the policy intention generally;

• the ir perception of the clarity of the policy intention; the ir perception 

on the  relative ease/difficulty in reaching a consensus w ithin the group 

about the  task  and  the groups’ approach to  it;

• w hat had  been the ir own motives for participating in  the  benchm ark 

initiative;

• w hether, in the ir personal view, the subject benchm arking inform ation 

had  "enabled subject threshold  standards to  be established" (Randall, 

1997:2).

76



Analysis o f the  interview  scripts sought to  discover w hat each of the 

respondents had  said. The data was searched m anually initially. Manual 

searching and  coding sought to  foster a close understanding  of the data.

I searched for representations and shared depictions of issues identifiable in 

the transcrip ts  as a whole. I was in terested  in w hat such representations m ight 

denote, for exam ple in  term s of respondents attitude to  the  benchm arking 

task  and  representations of shared values. I was conscious in th is search of the 

different in terpretive contexts w ithin which the policy had  been a) form ulated 

and b) referred, ie the  interpretive context of the Dearing Committee with one 

set of values and concerns and its reception in a different interpretive context 

of the  ‘sm all expert team s’ (NCIHE, 1997: rec 25) of senior academics selected 

to  progress the  recom m endation with their own distinctive (and m ultiple) sets 

of values and  concerns. It was a t th a t interface where there  m ight be expected 

to  be discernible reaction to  the presentation of academ ic standards as 

portrayed in chapter 10 of the NCIHE report, and I was alert to  the language 

and discursive repertoires employed by academ ic colleagues in the 

benchm arking groups on this point. I was also alert to  echoes which might 

denote ‘resistance to  any change’, as suggested by Young to  be particularly 

prevalent in those areas of the academy associated w ith ‘high status 

knowledge’ (Young, 1971: 34-36).

I was also conscious of how respondents’ com m ents m ight reflect their 

perception about the  interpretive context in which the ir responses m ight be 

viewed a t som e fu ture point in tim e following the  publication of the  thesis..
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To support the  analysis I drew  up coding sheets. The w ord processed interview 

transcrip ts were pu t into the  form at required by NUD*IST, and the codes 

applied.

From  the  initial codes, a num ber of fu rther them es em erged, arising from 

revelations provided by close scrutiny. There was therefore both  an expansion 

and a rationalisation of the  codes as the  analysis progressed.

NUD*IST was ‘to ld ’ for each interview: the relevant benchm ark, w hether it 

was from  the  pilot, first tranche, or the second tranche, w hether the 

respondent was a chair, a representative of an old or of a new  university. This 

process, repeated several tim es, allowed the interview data to  be 'chunked' and 

organised. Particular them es em erged from  this process which helped towards 

organisation of the  analysis.

Tread 6: im plem entation

In  th is final p a rt of the trajectory study, I was in terested  to  undertake a 

prelim inary exploration into the use to  which the  benchm ark  statem ents were 

being p u t in HEIs. To this end I undertook a lim ited e-m ail survey of 

academics in the  sam e disciplinary areas as my original interviews in a 

num ber of institu tions across the UK. The survey was undertaken  in August 

and Septem ber 05. It was conducted by e-mail. The initial response was poor 

and  the  questionnaire was sent out a second tim e by e-mail to  the same 

respondents. In  to tal 6 responses were received in response to  60 e-mail 

requests, each of which had been adm inistered twice. Two of those responses 

consisted of a decline to complete the questionnaire, however, the com m ents 

made by these two respondents are themselves are of in terest in the context of
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the survey and  are shown separately in Chapter 5 Data Presentation, Analysis 

and Findings. I adm inistered  the  questionnaire a th ird  tim e, th is tim e by post 

com pletely anonym ised. This was because one of the  respondents in the first 

tranche of e-m ailed responses had  suggested som e anxiety about anonymity, a 

feature no t possible in the  e-m ailed survey. Nine responses were received in 

response to  the  posted  questionnaire.

The results are in tended  to  be indicative ra ther th an  conclusive however, they 

did contribute to  the  research question: “W hat explanations can be found for 

the  divergence betw een policy intentions and policy outcom es”. However no 

claims are m ade for this p a rt of the study, beyond being of in terest in the 

context of the  original idea of the policy trajectory.
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4*5 Research design and method: critical reflection on 
shortcomings

Analytical R eading o f  Chapter 10 o f  the NCIHE report

The reading of chapter 10 of the  NCIHE is deliberately critical however, tha t 

it is separated  out from  the  totality of the  report may m ean th a t its messages 

are decontextualised from  the overarching message conveyed by the report. 

This section m ay also have been im proved by a utilisation of a m ore formal 

m ethod of analysis such as discourse analysis. The skills for which were not 

available to  the  study.

Selection  o f  benchm arks

The selection of the  benchm arks has been argued for. Ideally, the  selection 

would have been augm ented by a set of benchm arks associated with 

disciplinary areas of a vocational nature. This would have given greater 

authority  to  the  claim th a t some subjects have a different ‘value’ to  use 

Young’s words. Such a ‘control group’ m ight have been expected to  have 

supported  the  claim th a t resistance to change can be expected to  be greatest in 

those disciplines which are m ore academic and less vocational (Young 1971: 

34-36).

Selection o f  representatives on the benchm arking groups

The selection of th ree  academics from each of the  sam ple of benchm arks 

sought to  ensure th a t all perspectives relevant to  the research questions were
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represented. T hat is, the  chair from  each group was interviewed, and the other 

interviewees w ere representatives from  trad itional pre-1992 universities and 

the  th ird  representative was from  a post ’92 university or from  a HEI without 

university status. The reliability of the data would have been enhanced had all 

of the  m em bers been  interviewed.

Q uestionnaire

An issue w ith the  questionnaire was its low response rate. The result of this 

p a rt of the  research design cannot therefore offer reliability.

4.6 Concepts

A num ber of concepts have particular im portance for th is study and  deserve 

fu rther discussion:

Academic standards:
By this te rm  I m ean to  convey the intellectual dem and on students in their 

execution of assessm ent tasks, and the judgem ent of tu to rs  as to  the 

achievem ent of students in those assessm ents. The definition of the  Graduate 

Standards Program m e holds good: "explicit levels of academ ic atta inm ent tha t 

are used  to  describe and  m easure academic requirem ents and achievem ents of 

individual students and groups of students”. (HEQC, 1996:4).

Subjects w ith  a loose connection to subsequent employment:

This te rm  was coined by Silver and Brennan in the ir model of "the different 

kinds of currency which degree qualifications can possess in the labour 

market". They describe w hat they m ean by 'a loose connection to  subsequent 

em ploym ent’. "Courses of this type will be designed in  relation to  educational
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considerations. Teachers will have little or no experience of non-academ ic 

work and  m ay have very little knowledge of w hat the ir graduates actually do 

after leaving higher education. Until they leave students may also have little 

idea of w hat they will do”. These courses can be seen to  be “non-specific with a 

relatively open relationship w ith em ployers” (Silver and  Brennan, 1988:35- 

40).

Silver and  B rennan draw  on Burnhill and M cPherson's (1983) study which 

suggests th a t universities engage in five sorts of 'vocational preparation '.

1. Preparation  for em ploym ent in the subject disciplines them selves

2. The vocational preparation of professionals 'explicit, purposive and 

p lanned in relation to  a segm ent of the labour m arket'.

3. Vocational p reparation  by the non-professional faculties w ith a 'largely 

fortu itous' connection with the requirem ents of employers, ie students 

have to  m ake connections between the specifics of the ir courses and the 

labour m arket.

4. A form  of vocational preparation 'characterised by the  "generalisability 

" of skills and fundam ental, theoretically m astered knowledge'.

5. A form  of general preparation which sees the graduate as 'a person with 

a set of values, skills, personal dispositions and habits of thought tha t 

make him  or her valuable to  employers irrespective of the  particular 

contents of the  university courses followed' (Burnhill and  Me Pherson,

1 9 8 3 ).
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Silver and  B rennan identified a typology showing a descending order of 

specificity and  explicitness in the design and  presentation of courses. At the 

top end, courses share the initial preparation  of graduates and academic 

autonom y over the  content of the curriculum  w ith professional bodies. 

Academic autonom y will therefore be lim ited by professional body control and 

regulation. At the  lower end of the typology, and  of m ost in terest to this 

project, courses share a loose connection w ith subsequent employment. The 

content and  presentation  of courses will no t have been constrained by 

professional body concerns and academics will have had  full latitude as to 

content of the  curriculum . As stated  earlier these subjects, m ainly the 

hum anities and  pure sciences are likely to  be particularly illum inating in their 

response to  the  academ ic benchm ark initiative.

C om m entary

In  th is chapter I have set out the param eters of the  research undertaken, 

identified the  research questions, the data to  be draw n upon, and  set out the 

research design and  its rationale. I have sought in particular to  argue the 

reasons for the  selection of the benchm arks used in the  study, and for the 

respondents interviewed. I have set out the m ethods of analysis to  be used 

and the  reasons for the adoption of those m ethods. I have also identified the 

stages of the analysis and accounted for some of the  choices made. I have 

acknowledged som e shortcom ings in the research design and  methodology. 

Finally I have defined som e term s im portant to  the research.
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Chapter 5 

DATA, ANALYSES AND PRESENTATION OF 
FINDINGS: KEY MOMENTS IN THE POLICY PROCESS

The selective review of literature set out in chapter 3 has shown the 

representation  of th e  policy process as rational and  linear m asks the  actual 

experience of policy. The literature has revealed th a t there  is typically: 

complexity and  ambiguity; involvem ent of a wide range of participants with 

differing perspectives; issues of policy design; issues of policy m anagem ent; 

no t infrequently culm inating in discontinuity betw een the  objectives of the 

policy and  the  actions eventually pu t into effect.

In  order to  learn  m ore about the academic benchm arking initiative, I was 

in terested  to  explore the key influential m om ents w ithin its own distinctive 

policy process. To th is end the analysis in this chapter is organised in sections 

designed to  reveal:

1 the  way the  Dearing Report had  represented  higher education’s 

stew ardship of academic standards at the end of the  1990s. For this I 

undertook a close critical reading of chapter 10 Qualifications and  

S tandards, which contained recom m endation 25, the  genesis of the 

academ ic benchm arking policy. I was in terested  in the  im pressions 

prom oted in  th a t chapter to contextualise recom m endation 25 and in 

the  linguistic devices employed to  construct the  im pressions conveyed.

2 how the  QAA had in terpreted  recom m endation 25 ‘to  provide 

benchm ark inform ation on standards, in particular threshold
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stan d ard s’, referred  to  it by the NCIHE. How in tu rn , the  Agency had 

transla ted  th a t recom m endation into a task  for the  benchm ark groups.

3 how  the  representatives of the benchm arking groups selected for this 

study had  received and  responded to  the  initiative.

4 the  views of a sam ple of academic colleagues in universities as to  the

5 im pact of the  benchm ark statem ents.

The rest of th is chapter is organised in sections, dealing w ith each of the 

above m atters.

5.1 The NICHE R eport: policy formulation - the genesis of 
the academic benchmarking initiative

In any society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised 
and redistributed according to a number of procedures whose role is to avert its 
powers and its dangers, to master the unpredictable event (Foucault, 1981:53, in 
Ball, 1990: 22)

In  chapter 3 I drew  atten tion  to  the idea of discourse developm ent (Foucault, 

1972:8; Shore and W right, 1997:3-34; Carabine, 2001:68) which serve to 

coalesce groups of ideas and explanatory accounts to  give m eaning to specific 

phenom ena, b u t which can also filter m eaning to  privilege the  interests of one 

faction over another. These discourses appear to  p resen t an issue in a neutral 

way and  to  m arginalise alternative views. As I discuss in chapter 3, according 

to  these theories, discourse developm ent can be seen as shaping the way in 

which a particu lar m atter is perceived by wider audiences, helping to ensure 

th a t it reaches the  political agenda. The ‘shaping’ referred to  above is 

inevitably the product of the views of particular factions. In  th is context, it is
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useful to  note th a t the  predom inance in the Dearing Com m ittee m em bership 

of very senior staff of successful commercial organisations. (See Fig 5: 

M embers o f  the N ational Committee o f  Inquiry into Higher Education).

One m ight expect, from  this account th a t once a particu lar issue had  reached 

the political agenda, the  incidence of the discourse would subside. And indeed, 

it would appear th a t the  NCIHE report was the high poin t of the  academic 

standards discourse and  subsequently dim inished. The academ ic standards 

discourse can be seen as em blem atic of the relationship betw een the  state and 

HE, a t th a t tim e, prom oting a particular version of reality which served the 

in terests of the  state  as they relate to  capital accum ulation, as identified by 

Dale (1991:9) and  quoted in chapter 3.

It is w ithin the  above context of developm ent of the  academ ic standards 

discourse th a t the  following close scrutiny of chapter 10 the  NCIHE report 

was undertaken.

Chapter 10 of the  NCIHE report is predom inantly  devoted to  the  description 

of the planned developm ents which it purports to  be necessary to  rem edy the 

shortcom ings it constructs and reports upon.

There are four recom m endations in chapter 10. Two relate to  the  inception 

and responsibility of the new Quality Assurance Agency and  two relate to  the 

standards of awards. (The focus -  on standards  and on awards -  becomes an 

im portan t feature of the  policy trajectory and is re tu rned  to  la ter in this study). 

The following concerns itself with the recom m endation relating to  the 

standard  of awards. The first of these, recom m endation 23, is an em inently 

practical organisation of commonly available qualifications provided by HEIs
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in the  UK w ithin a ‘qualifications fram ew ork’, whereby descriptors would be 

assigned to  the  various levels of those qualifications. The second 

recom m endation, 25 and  the  topic of this study, concerned the developm ent of 

“benchm ark inform ation on standards”. W hilst the  ‘qualifications fram ework’ 

recom m endation 23 was accom plished with relative ease following debate as 

to  the  level to  which the  unclassified degree should be assigned, the 

conceptually slippery recom m endation relating to  academ ic benchm arking 

was fraught w ith difficulties.

An exam ination of the  102 paragraphs which make up chapter 10, shows tha t 

they can be grouped as follows:

Group No o f  paras 
on this topic

Topic o f paragraphs

1 11 paragraphs are factual/neutral

2 21 paragraphs set out criticisms of current HE practice

3 10 paragraphs set out proposals for change contextualised 
by reference to the criticisms

4 35 paragraphs and a diagram describe proposals for the 
development of a qualifications framework

5 2 paragraphs set out requirem ents for the 
developm ent o f benchm ark inform ation

6 15 paragraphs describe the role of the Quality Assurance 
Agency

On the  issue of problem atic and unproblem atic policy projects, it should be 

noted from  the  above table th a t the policy relating to developm ent of the 

qualifications fram ew ork occupied alm ost 35% of chapter 10 w hilst only 2% of 

the chapter was devoted to  the developm ent of the  conceptually ambiguous 

‘benchm ark inform ation on standards’.

Barkenbus, in the  quotation included in chapter 3, links the degree of 

specificity in policy objectives with the degree of success of im plem entation
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plans, an enhanced degree of specificity being m ore likely to  have 

transparency  and  predictable outcomes (Barkenbus, 1998:1-10).

The rest o f th is  section of chapter 5 is devoted to  the  results of the  close 

analytical reading of chapter 10.

The four tables below include selected statem ents from  chapter 10 grouped as 

follows:

• statem ents or inferences th a t academ ic standards are 

unsatisfactory (table 5.1)

• statem ents or inferences th a t imply opacity and  inconsistency 

about the  standards of awards (table 5.2)

• rem edies for the  im plied shortcomings, as if those shortcom ings 

were actual ra ther th an  alleged (table 5.3)

• statem ents which 1) allege current practices are leading to  decline 

in standards and 2) propose th a t state directed intervention is 

necessary to  recover th a t decline, (table 5.4).

The purpose of these tables of extracts is to cast light on NCIHE chapter 10 

Qualifications and  S tandards  to dem onstrate the m echanism s employed to 

convey certain  im pressions about higher education’s stew ardship of academic 

standards, and  to  reveal the detail of some of the constructions used. And also 

to  contrast som e of those statem ents with others th a t acknowledge th a t the 

basis for the assertions is based on the opinion of particular audiences ra ther 

than  on evidence. The tables taken together also provide an insight into the 

world-view of the  authors of the NCIHE report.
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TABLE 5.1 Extract of statements in chapter 10 which state or imply that 
standards are unsatisfactory

Existing arrangements for safeguarding standards are insufficiently clear to carry conviction 
with those w ho perceive present quality and standards to be  
unsatisfactory. 10.2

There is national concern  about the m aintenance o f  standards o f achievem ent at
all levels of education..10.54

There is  similar concern  about the standard required for the award o f  higher 
education degrees. 10.55

Given the large increase in the number of students taking degrees over the last 20 years, 
and a marked rise in the proportion awarded First or Upper Second class honours, m any  
think that it is not plausib le to say that standards have not declined 10.55

W e have not attem pted to m ake an independent investigation o f  the standards 
o f degrees and the evidence w e received did not provide a firm  
base on  w hich  to conclude w hether they have fallen  over tim e. N evertheless, we 
are sensitive to the public concern that exists about standards and to the 
significant body of opinion in  higher education w hich holds that, at the broad  
subject level, little precise comparability of standards exists, except perhaps where  
there is an external validating or accrediting body. 10.57

From the evidence put to us, it appears that the need for these threshold  standards is 
m ore urgent in  som e subjects than in  others. 10.65

As the practice of franchising has been expanding rapidly, w e have concerns that som e  
further education institutions, seeking to provide a wide range of options for students, 
may be extending themselves too broadly and entering into too many relationships to be 
able to ensure quality and standards. 10.74

We believe that in the interests of extending opportunity and encouraging lifelong 
learning, franch ising should  continue, but only on the strict understanding that it 
m ust not prejudice the assurance o f quality and m aintenance o f  standards. 
10.76

We concluded that this situation had arisen as a result of a ‘m arket system ’ operating  
during a period of increased demand for postgraduate qualifications w ithout an adequate 
fram ew ork or control m echanism . 10.11

If greater market influences were to be introduced w ithout an adequate fram ework  
or m echanism s to ensure the consistent use o f titles and corresponding level of 
award, great dam age could be done..10.12________________________________________

One linguistic feature within chapter 10 and exemplified in Table 5.1 is: an 

assertion followed by extrapolation of th a t assertion. S tatem ents have the 

construction “because this, then  th is’ and  by th is m echanism  build a particular 

im pression which is then  further exaggerated by another overlaid suggestion 

to  create an added dram atic impact:
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Example:

We concluded that this situation had arisen as a result o f a ‘a market system’ 
operating.........without adequate framework or control mechanism. (10.11)

I f  greater market influences were to be introduced without an adequate framework 
or mechanisms to ensure the consistent use of titles and level o f award... (then) great 
damage could be done. (10.12).

A nother feature of the  above is th a t the criticisms presented  are un-attributed, 

o ther th an  to:

• ‘the  public’;

• ‘those who perceive’;

• ‘m any th in k ’;

• ‘those who have represented’.

In  addition no evidential base is claimed for the  assertions m ade in  chapter 10. 

So w hilst there  is m uch use of suggestion in the  extracts in  the  table to  convey 

an im pression of a particular failing by the sector, the  am biguous status of 

these assertions becom es evident when juxtaposed w ith statem ents in other 

parts of the  chapter:

Example

1"...diversity is not an excuse for low standards or unacceptable quality” 10.7 

2 “...many think that it is not plausible to say that standards have not declined”

1 0 . 5 5

3" We have not attempted to make an independent investigation o f the standards 
of degrees and the evidence we received did not provide a firm  base on which to 
conclude whether they have fallen over time”. 10.57
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I propose th a t the  features of unsupported  assertions, innuendo and repetition 

evident in the  above extracts are supportive of the  them e of construction being 

argued for.

As well as low standards chapter 10 alleges inconsistency and  lack of clarity 

about standards. The table below shows how this im pression is built up.

TABLE 5.2 Statements from chapter 10 which imply opacity and 
inconsistency about the standards of awards

Students need to be clear about the requirem ents o f the program m es to which they  
are com m itted, and about the levels o f achievem ent expected o f them . 10.2

Employers want higher education to be m ore explicit about what they can expect from 
candidates for jobs, whether they have worked at sub-degree, degree, or postgraduate level.
10.2

Existing arrangem ents for safeguarding standards are insufficiently clear to 
carry conviction with those who perceive present quality and standards to be unsatisfactory.
10.2

We believe there is  m uch to be gained by greater explicitness and clarity about 
standards and the levels o f achievem ent required for different awards.10.2

The task facing higher education is to reconcile that desirable diversity with achievement 
of reasonable consistency  in  standards o f awards. 10.3

This needs to incorporate a clarity o f approach which enables those inside and outside 
higher education to have confidence in  the effectiveness and fairness o f  the
arrangem ents .10.3______________________________________________________________
At present, there is no consistent rationale for the structure or nom enclature o f  
awards across higher education. Most substantively, at the postgraduate level, the 
term s postgraduate diplom a and certificate have little com m on m eaning across 
institu tions. There is considerable confusion about the ‘M’ (M asters) title. 10.10

Not surprisingly, the Harris report on postgraduate education concluded that, although there 
had always been diversity in postgraduate titles, it had reached the point o f being  
unhelpful, and that in a num ber o f cases it was positively m islead ing.1 We
concluded that this situation had arisen as a result of a ‘market system’ operating during a 
period of increased demand for postgraduate qualifications without an adequate framework or 
control mechanism. 10.11

The problem  o f  reliance on such a market system is that by the time the market has 
corrected the worst examples of am biguous standards, damage may have been done to the 
whole sector. 10.11

A number of organisations have proposed the development of a framework to provide  
clarity on levels o f  achievem ent and to show the progression pathways for students. 10.15

We agree with those who have represented the need for a fram ew ork o f  qualifications 
providing greater clarity to the m eaning o f awards at the higher levels, and we have 
addressed the nature of a national framework. In so doing, we have considered: 10.17
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This is a salutary warning for undergraduate education. If greater market influences were to be 
introduced w ithout an adequate fram ew ork or m echanism s to ensure the  
consisten t u se o f  titles and corresponding level o f award, great dam age could be 
done. 10.12

At level H4, we believe that the title ‘H onours’ should  be clearly understood to denote 
a level achieved in a single subject, a professional area or related subjects, which would include 
the existing combined honours programmes. 10.47

At the postgraduate level, w e have heard som e concerns about the com parability and 
consistency o f  standards of postgraduate programmes across the higher education sector.
1 0 .5 9

W e conclude that UK awards at all levels, and especially  the first degree, m ust be 
nationally  recogn ised  and w idely understood. 10.63

To this end, building on work already in train, institu tions need  to be m ore explicit and 
publicly accessib le about the standards o f  attainm ent required for different 
program m es and awards. 10.64

This will require institutions to be explicit about the required standards for awards 
and to m ake this in form ation publicly available. 10.67.

If institutions are willing to develop in this way, so that it is clear to all stakeholders what 
they can expect from  higher education, w e believe that it w ill be possib le to 
restore a ‘qualified tru st’ betw een higher education institu tions, students and the 
public funders o f  higher education. If students, em ployers or sta ff in  institutions  
have ju stified  com plaints or concerns about the quality o f educational provision, 
there w ill have to be m eans to take action to protect them  and the w ider  
reputation o f higher education. 10.69

We have already noted our concerns about the breakdown in  consistency o f the use o f  
postgraduate qualification titles, and have made a recommendation to rectify this as part 
of the development of a framework of qualifications. 10.70

The UK audits have identified a number of areas for im provem ent in collaborative audit 
arrangements, such as clearer statem ents about the aim s and purposes o f  different 
kinds o f collaboration and form al processes to ensure the active m anagem ent o f  
rem ote provision, once in operation. 10.75 «________________________________________

It will be clear from  the extracts in Table 5.2 th a t the  m ain device employed in 

prom oting the im pression th a t there is inconsistency and  lack of clarity is 

considerable duplication and repetition of negative phrases either alone or 

com bined with o ther phrases.

In addition, through the use of such phases such as : ‘pre-condition’; 

‘conditional upon stric t understanding’; ‘re tu rn  to  a qualified tru s t’, chapter 10 

re-enforces the  im pression th a t the alleged failing of inconsistency and lack of
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clarity is no t only fact ra ther than  assertion, b u t also th a t such failings have 

persisted over tim e.

Example :

“we believe that it will be possible to restore a ‘qualified trust* between higher 

education institutions, students and the public funders o f higher education .” 
(10.69)

Example :

“It would be a pre-condition that

• institutions are explicit about standards

• institutions are prepared to adopt national codes o f practice” (10.68)

and later in the chapter:

• franchising should continue, but only on the strict understanding that it 

must not prejudice the assurance o f quality and maintenance o f standards “ 
(10.74)

A nother device used  in  chapter 10 to  reinforce the im pression th a t an alleged 

failing is fact, ra ther than  assertion, is to  discuss possible rem edies for those 

alleged problem s. Examples of this device are presented in the  next table.

TABLE 5.3 Remedies for the implied shortcomings to build a particular 
impression about the status of implied shortcomings

We believe the best progress will be made by building upon existing practice, recognising that each 
institution is responsible for its own standards, but at the same time engaging the w hole  
academ ic com m unity in sharing a collective responsibility  for standards and quality o f  
provision. 10.3

We believe there is a need  to develop quality assurance practices w hich allow  for  
diversity throughout the system, yet ensure that diversity is n ot an excuse for low  
standards or unacceptable quality 10.8

While, therefore, we see value in completing the current round of assessments, for the longer term we 
see the w ay forw ard lying in  the developm ent o f com m on standards, specified and verified 
through a strengthened external examiner system, supported by a lighter approach to quality 
assessment. For this to happen, it would be a pre-condition that:

• institu tions are explicit about the content of, and term inal standards required  
for,the awards they offer, with students and employers having accurate and clear 
information about programmes;

• institu tions are prepared to adopt national codes o f practice (analogous to those 
prepared by the Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC) and other organisations) to

_______support quality provision with guidance for students, overseas students, and others. 10.68.
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The identification of rem edies has the im pact of reinforcing the  suggestion 

th a t there  a problem  exists in the first place which requires to  be corrected. 

Next is the  justification for state intervention. The following table builds on the 

im pressions created  in the table 5.3 above. It p resents a collection of 

statem ents which suggest the rem edies proposed are essential to  ensure 

continuity, even though no evidence has been offered th a t the  alleged 

shortcom ings exist and  th a t continuity is under threat.

TABLE 5.4 Statements that imply current arrangements are in danger
without the interventions described.

We are no less concerned to ensure that students who commit themselves to several years 
of study can be assured that the awards they earn continue to be respected  and  
valued. 10.8

We intend the framework of qualifications to allow for such flexibility, whilst ensuring  
the standards o f  all qualifications are m aintained and achievem ents are clear
to students and to employers.10.47

There would be little satisfaction for staff in an institution whose awards w ere not  
w ell regarded. 10.62_____________________________________________________________

Terms and concepts

Before leaving section 5.1, I would like to  point to  a particular problem  of 

presentation as it relates to  recom m endation 25, th a t is, although the 

Com m ittee’s concerns clearly related to  the standards of awards, their 

presentation of the  issue pu t particular em phasis upon the  w ord ‘benchm ark’. 

This, I will dem onstrate  in sections 5.2 and 5.3 of this, chapter had  the effect 

of creating considerable confusion and damage to the policy initiative.

5.2 The benchmark task referred by Dearing to QAA

In  th is section, I examine th a t part of the policy trajectory a t which the 

benchm ark initiative was referred by the NCIHE to the  QAA for development.
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In term s of research question 1: to  w hat extent was there  unanim ity or 

diversity a t the  poin t a t which the policy intentions were handed to  the QAA 

for developm ent - a significant interpretative shift took place between tread 

one and  tread  two, ie a t the  point th a t the recom m endations of the NCIHE 

were referred to  the  Agency. Specifically, paragraphs 10.63 and  10.64 of the 

report m ake clear th a t the  Com m ittee’s focus of atten tion  was on the standard 

of program m es and  awards. However, exam ination of the  statem ent from 

the  QAA issued following the NCIHE report, shows the QAA com m ents relate 

to  ‘subject level’ and  the  standards of awards becomes secondary. ‘Subjects’ 

is no t m entioned in the  NCIHE recom m endations.

NCIHE

10.63 We conclude that UK awards at all levels, and especially the first degree, 

must be nationally recognised and widely understood (NCIHE 97)

10.64 To this end, building on work already in train, institutions need to be more 

explicit and publicly accessible about the standards o f attainment required for  

different programmes and awards. It would be both impractical and 

undesirable to try to achieve close matching o f standards across the whole o f higher 

education in all its diversity. What is practicable is to develop threshold or minimum  

standards which set an agreed level o f expectations o f awards, and we are 

convinced that this should be done now. (NCIHE 97)

QAA
"....that standards should be more clearly articulated at subject level across the 

higher education sector as a guide to....those involved in judging standards o f 

attainment within programmes and awards. (NCIHE Recommendation 25, 
referred to in Higher Quality, The Bulletin o f the Quality Assurance Agency fo r  

Higher Education.
(Higher Quality March 1998 pp 10 para 2))

Author’s emphasis

95



In  addition, it is clear from  the above extracts of the  NCIHE report th a t what 

was sought was clarification of the standards of aw ards for a wide range of 

audiences, however the  extract from  the QAA’s bulletin  for HEIs implies a 

m ore specific audience.

As well as there  no t being unanim ity about policy in tention between the 

NCIHE and  QAA I also propose th a t there  was no t unanim ity  about policy 

in tentions am ongst the  Agency’s own staff. And it may well be th a t this 

accounts for the  som e of the  slippages referred to  above.

The two quotations below, both  from senior QAA staff, the  first a statem ent 

published in  H igher Quality Bulletin Vol 3 in M arch 98, and the  second a 

com m ent provided in interview by the QAA assistant director w ith im m ediate 

responsibility for th e  initiative, exemplify the  point:

1. “The academic community is given the task o f articulating standards, facilitated 

by the Agency which will establish 'expert teams' to undertake this work. The task of 

these expert teams (to be known as subject benchmarking groups (SBGs)) is to 

provide benchmark information by subject in the form  o f a statement o f the 

standards o f student attainment expected at the threshold level.

Higher Quality Bulletin Vol 3 in March 98

2. “OK - this is the personal account o f the guy that ended up project manager for  

a benchmarking exercise, inadvertently and not by design. When we set up the three 

pilot groups, i f  the truth be known, we had very little conception o f what we were 

asking the groups to do. OK. There was the HEQC experience to draw from. 

Alongside that, there was the whole set up o f the Dearing recommendations which 

gave the benchmarking a particular slant. We gave the three pilot groups a pretty

open agenda.
Respondent 19.
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Although these  statem ents appear to  be contradictory, there  is a sense tha t 

they are related, in th a t the first (bulletin) statem ent, although authoritative 

in tone, is p itched  a t a high level of generality and  does no t seek to  develop 

the  concept of benchm arking as it m ight apply to  academ ic standards. It is 

likely th a t the  ‘transm ission’ m ode of the  QAA’s bulletin  statem ent and the 

absence of guidance or detail m asked considerable confusion w ithin the 

Agency about w hat had  been referred to  it by the Dearing Committee, and 

confusion about w hat the  Agency were to  require the  ‘expert team s’ to  do.

To som e extent, the  source of the  confusion was the resu lt of conflation of the 

policy objective w ith the  m eans by which to  achieve those objectives. To 

elaborate: the  key objectives of the recom m endations in  Chapter 10 of the 

Report of the  NCIHE was to  make academic standards clear. However the 

Report conflated th a t objective with the m eans to  achieve it ie by the use of 

benchm arks. Paragraphs 10.55 and 10.64 of the NCIHE report below, makes 

th is clear.

There is similar concern about the standard required for the award of higher 
education degrees. Given the large increase in the number o f students taking 
degrees over the last 20 years, and a marked rise in the proportion awarded First or 
Upper Second class honours, many think that it is not plausible to say that 
standards have not declined. There is also a widely held view that degree standards 
are not uniform and that they cannot be in a mass system. NCIHE Para 10.55 
“...What is practicable is to develop threshold or minimum standards which set an 
agreed level o f expectations o f awards, and we are convinced that this should be 

done now. NCIHE Para 10.64
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The actual D earing recom m endation which follows the  above paragraphs 

together w ith the  tex t of the  corresponding QAA statem ent dem onstrates how 

this conflation occurred:

Dearing: Rec 25 We recommend to the Quality Assurance Agency that its early 

work should include: to work with institutions to establish small, expert teams to 

provide benchmark information on standards, in particular threshold standards, 

operating within the fram ew ork o f qualifications, and completing the task by 
2000. (NCIHE Recommendation 25).

QAA “The Agency should work with institutions to establish small, expert teams 

to provide benchmark information on standards.

(Christopher Kenyon, QAA Chairman’s speech to the CVCP Conference University 

o f Strathclyde, 18 September 97, reported in Higher Quality Vol 1 No 2 Nov 97).

The effect of th is conflation of the objectives w ith the  m eans to  achieve those 

objectives, is th a t ‘standards’ and ‘benchm arks’ come to  have equal im portance 

in the  messages.

Respondents com m ents in Table 5.5: Policy intentions: unan im ity /d iversity:  

clarity o f  the task  show there was confusion about w hat was to  be produced. 

Indeed, the  concern about standards was alm ost eclipsed by the idea of 

benchm arking - a concept im ported from  business practice and  unfam iliar and 

and  inconsistent w ith established HE practice. This conflation of objectives 

and m eans by which to  achieve those objectives was com m ented upon by 

QAA’s A ssistant D irector with responsibility for taking forward the 

benchm arking task:
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“However, at the outset, there was something of a misnomer built into the project. 
The Agency, taking its lead from  the Dearing recommendations talked about 
academic benchmarking, and I  think if there had been a slightly more circumspect 
way o f describing what the committee wanted rather than 'benchmarking', then 
much o f the early difficulties that the Agency experienced with the pilot groups could 
have been avoided.” Respondent lg

I believe th is was a m align confusion at the heart of the  initiative and was to a 

large p a rt responsible for dam age to it.

The point about confusion provides a useful context to  the  findings of the 

analysis of the interviews I conducted with 18 academics, each of whom was a 

m em ber of one of the  six benchm arking panels selected for th is study. This is 

the  topic of the  next section, 5.3.

5.3 Unanimity/diversity of policy intentions: interviews 
with benchmark groups

This section seeks to  throw  light on th a t pa rt of the  policy trajectory a t which 

the policy task  was handed from the QAA to the six benchm arking groups 

selected as the  sam ple for this study. I draw  on interviews w ith 18 senior 

academics who had  been m em bers of the 6 benchm arking groups and in 

addition, on an interview with a senior m em ber of staff a t the  Agency with 

direct responsibility for the project.

The interviews are the  basis for the tables in this section:

• Table 5.5 Policy intentions unanim ity/diversity - clarity of task

• Table 5.6 Policy intentions: specific difficulties - language.

• T ab le57  Policy intentions: specific difficulties -  few or many 

benchm arks

• Table 5.8 Policy development: Benchmark groups in terpreting the task
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The tables are in a s tandard  form at. The interview  extracts are presented in 

chronological order w ithin each table, following the  th ree  phases of the 

initiative. It will be recalled th a t the chem istry and history benchm arks were 

part of the  pilot (3 benchm ark groups), English and  theology and religious 

studies were in the  first tranche (19 benchm ark groups) and physics and 

biosciences were in the second and final tranche (17 groups). This 

construction was adopted so th a t where there was a strengthening or a 

dim inution in the  concerns expressed over those th ree phases, then  such 

changes in tone can be traced  w ithin the  table.

Table 5.5 : Policy intentions; unanimity/diversity : clarity 
of task

Interviewees were asked about their understanding of what they had been 
asked to do within the benchmarking groups.

Res
pon
den
t

C
he

m
is

tr
y

W e w ere all addressed  by John Randall at our first m eetings -  I d on ’t  th ink  he gave us any 
great in sigh t into w hat w e w ere supposed  to  be doing. I th ink  that is reflected in the  
chem istry, h istory, law  bench-m arks, because they  all cam e out differently.
I h o n estly  d o n ’t  th ink  QAA k new  w hat it w as getting into. I asked th em  -  can you  give m e a 
defin ition  o f  w hat you  see  as a benchm ark in th is sense. W hat guidance has you? Frankly the  
answ er w as virtually  -noth ing. Som eone som ew here had ind icated that all o f  th ese  academ ic  
subjects N eed ed  to  be benchm arked. And they  said yeah and pressed  th e  bu tton  and set 
th ings going, but from  thereon  I really th ink that, even m ore than  th ey  had expected , they  
w ere in the han ds o f  the panel.

1
Old
uni

W e had a m eeting  w ith QAA w ith... there were three w eren’t there -  chem istry, h istory and 
law. A nd w e all m et together. It w as quite clear then, that w e all had very different view s  
about w hat it w as about even w hat the process w as about

2
N ew
Uni

H
is

to
ry

N ob ody knew  w hat it w as about. It all arose from  John  Randall having th e  idea that it w ould  
b e possib le  to  set up a set o f  learning outcom es for each academ ic subject

4
Old
Uni

Errm. I d on ’t th ink  one could say that agreem ent had been  reached w ith QAA and that 
everything w as plain sailing. There were issues o f contention  at th e  beginn ing and we kept 
com ing back to  them , pressing their representatives - w hat the precise rem it w as - how  it 
w ould be applied - and how  th e  practice o f benchm arks was going to  go forward. So there  
w as a sen se  o f  a continuin g  (pause) dialogue.
N ob ody kn ew  w hat it w as about. It all arose from  John Randall having th e  idea that it w ould  
be possib le  to  se t up a set o f  learning outcom es for each academ ic subject. W e certainly did  
not w ant to  m ake a statem en t about the threshold  standards, w hich w e thou ght w as a lo t o f  
n on sen se. T he on ly  w ay w e could understand it w as -  w hat you  need  to  do to  get an honours  
degree in history, a sort o f  m inim um  standard, you know.

5
Old
Uni
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W hen w e w ere se t up, w e w ere saying that th ese  three w ere all very different m odels and we 
had to  ask QAA w h at th ey  w an ted  us to  do w ith them , and I th ink  because it w as felt that 
HL&C w ere so  d ifferent, w e n eeded  from  the agency a better sen se  o f  w hat th e  job  was. I 
th ink  th ey  w ere surprised  to  b e  asked th is question . I th ink  QAA w ere naive about the  
D earing R eview  in itially , I th ink  they  thought it going to  be easy  and straightforw ard, that 
subject co m m u n ities w ou ld  com e up w ith som eth ing  straightforw ard, but faced w ith that 
reaction  from  th e  benchm ark  statem en ts chairs, I do th ink  that around th is tim e they  
decided  to  g ive it over to  th e  subject com m unities and th ey  stuck w ith  it. But you  had to  
have som eth in g  m ore convincing and m uch m ore specific, “...the QAA had briefing m eetings  
w ith  all th e  prosp ective  chairs and it w as in th o se  m eetings at th e  ou tset w h en  th e  chairs m et 
togeth er  th a t concern w as expressed  about th e  difference b etw een  chem istry  h istory and  
law , and w hat w ere w e to  m ake o f  th is difference and h ow  w ere w e to  do th e  job -  w hat was 
th e  job.

7
Old
Uni
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I th ink  w e as a group, w e did take som e tim e to  arrive at a shared understand ing as to w hat 
th e  b r ief w as about and th at w as particularly led  by th e  jo in t chairs w ho betw een  them  m ade  
it very clear w hat the ir  perceptions w ere o f  the exercise and w hat their  priorities w ould be 
on it.
A nd w e  did have so m e  inp ut from  th e  QAA adm inistrator, b u t it w as clear that ju st as w e  
w ere m eetin g  separately, so  w ere others in tandem , and there was a certain am ount o f 
m aking policy  on th e  h o o f going on w ith the ground notionally  sh ifting a b it - that was 
evident becau se  w h en  w e looked  the bm s w hich w ere already in existence, th ey  were quite 
sign ificant variations b etw een  them  in different subjects their  form at w as not by any m eans 
identical, neither w as their  length . And th e  way they  w orked tow ards th e  identification o f  
levels w as done differently, th e  term s they  used for it w as done differently. So w e had to  
m ake our ow n m inds up about w hat w e were seeking to  achieve w ithin  th e  param eters 
w hich  w ere given. The param eters w ere partly clarified and partly rem ained blurred.

9
N ew
Uni

Alw ays there w ere qu estion s, bu t th ese  were prior to  the start o f us com ing togeth er as the  
benchm arking group. There w ere d iscussions at our subject associations about w ho it was 
for and about th e  u se  to  w hich it w ould be put.

i o
New
Uni

W e w ere m ystified  b y  it to  start w ith. W e w ere not clear, I w as not clear, th e  others m ay  
have been  clear, I w as not clear w here th is fitted  in to  a w hole su ite o f  docum ents. In other  
w ords w hat w as going on sim ultaneously  w as not ju st other benchm arking groups, but 
proposals for subject review  being drafted by the QAA, there w as th e  code o f  practice, NQF, 
w hich  w e did not have. In other words, th e  benchm arking statem en t w h ich  logically  m ight
have com e last, preceded som e o f th ese  th in g s.........there w as no context, other than  the
context w e brought and th e  inform ation that w e had, and th e  working groups own sen se  o f  
w here w e w ere going.

11
Old
Uni

!
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W e w ere right out in front o f  developm ents, in the first se t o f  bm s groups - there w as a 
sen se  o f  pragm atism , bu t there w ere uncertainties. It w as n o t clear for exam ple w heth er w e  
sh ould  be focussin g  on single hons or w hether th is w as to apply to  com bined.
I th ink  also, b ecause w e w ere part o f the first cohort, there w as som e uncertain ly  about the  

advice w e w ere getting from  our QAA m inder, M ike Laugahan, about th e  function o f w hat 
that section  (standards) should  be, so that was a b it unclear in our m inds I think.

12
N ew
Uni

T hey called  a one day m eeting o f all the chairs o f the second  wave. A nd th ey  w ere given  
som e very clear m essa g es there. And they resisted  at that stage. A nd so m e o f  it did not  
resurface again.Yes. In that m eeting som e ground rules w ere laid dow n and som e o f  them  
w ere accepted.

13
Old
Uni

8  • pH

Fairly early on w e did look  at other benchm arking statem ents from  the first tranche to  see  if  
there w as anyth ing w hich w ou ld  help.
N ow , ju st going back to  th is M .Phys degree. I am  trying to  think. T he work that was done on  
that w as a lot o f  th ink ing through the basics o f physics and w hat should  be in and w hat 
sh ould  be out. In a sen se  that had done som e o f  the ground work before th is exercise even  
started and that involved collaboration
across a num ber o f  un iversities. As I say, really it ju st led  on from  work that had been  done  
earlier on th e  M Phys.

14
Old
Uni

1 W e w ere sen t cop ies o f som e o f  the other recent benchm arks statem en ts, geography, and  
chem istry  w ere am ongst them . W hat we did not know  about at that point w as th e  diversity  
o f  sty les w hich had been  adopted, and the way these  other benchm ark groups had

15
Old
Uni
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approached it w ere quite different. So I th ink  as a result o f  th is w e felt that w e could take our 
ow n sty le as w ell. T here w as not too  m uch of a h ou se  style about them . Som e w ere brief, 
so m e rabbited on a bit.

C hristopher K enyon* h im se lf said in a talk in D undee about tw o years ago that th e  problem  
w ith  benchm arks w as that nobody actually knew  w ho they  w ere for and th e  people  w ho  
w anted  th em  m ost, lea st knew  w hat they  actually w anted th em  to  be.

16
Old

Uni

95
<y
0
c
u

*5
95
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I and anoth er p erson  on th e  group w ere invited  to  a prelim inary m eeting  by  th e  QAA, where  
th ey  attem p ted  to  explain  it. It was not ju st us, there w ere a w hole  bunch  o f  peop le  there at 
th is one day m eeting . The general idea w as that we w ould  then  go back and explain it to  the  
group and exp lain  w hat w as w anted  o f us.
Q. H ow  clear w ere th e  QAA in describ ing w hat they  w anted from  th e  groups?
A. T hey appeared to  m e to  be a little hesitant. They w ere getting quite a lo t o f  flack from  
people, T here w as a lo t o f  expressed  antagonism  about th e  w h ole  concep t o f  benchm arking.

17
Old
Uni

• M
PQ But I d o n ’t  rem em ber see in g  a lo t o f  guidance from  QAA. M aybe th e  chairs w ere given  

sp ecific  guidance. I d on ’t rem em ber. 18
N ew

Q
A

A

OK - th is is th e  personal account o f th e  guy that ended  up project m anager for a 
benchm arking exercise, inadvertently and not by design.
W hen w e se t up th e  three p ilot groups, i f  th e  truth be know n, w e had v e iy  little  conception  
o f  w hat w e w ere ask ing th e  groups to do. OK. There w as th e  HEQC experience to  draw from. 
A longsid e that, there w as th e  w hole  set up o f  the D earing recom m en dations w hich gave the  
benchm arking a particular slant. W e gave the three pilot groups a pretty open  agenda.

19
QAA

*The Chairman of QAA

Table 5.5, (Policy intentions: unanim ity/diversity: clarity of the task) shows 

th a t 15 out the  18 interviewees responded negatively to  questions about the 

clarity of the  policy intentions. All six chairs are included in  th a t num ber. 

Excluding the  chairs, the  num ber of academics from  new and  old universities 

is the  same, and  there  is no discernible difference in term s of negative or 

positive responses being attributable to  the type of HEI w ith which the 

respective respondents are associated.

Taken overall, m any of the respondents convey strong feelings about the 

initiative and  also convey uneasy conjecture about the in tentions of the QAA 

and the  governm ent being carried forward by the initiative. I re tu rn  to  this 

poin t later. The m ost vigorous com m ent about clarity of the task  occurs in the 

earliest stages of the  initiative. Particularly strong com m ent was m ade by the 

chairs of four of the  benchm arking groups involved in the pilot phase and the
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first phase who were particularly  forthright about the  confusion about policy 

intentions, and  I highlight the ir com m ents below.

“I  honestly don’t think QAA knew what it was getting into. (Respondent 1 pilot)

“Nobody knew what it was about. I t all arose from  John Randall having the 

idea that it would be possible to set up a set o f learning outcomes fo r  each 
academic subject. (Respondent 4 -pilot)

“When we were set up, we were saying that these three (three pilot groups: 

history, chemistry and law) were all very different models and we had to ask 

QAA what they wanted us to do with them, and I  think because it was fe lt that 
history, law and chemistry were so different, we needed from  the Agency a 

better sense o f what the job was. I  think they were surprised to be asked this 
question. (Respondent 7 firs t tranche).

“There were discussions at our subject associations about who it was fo r  and 

about the use to which it would be put. But certainly there were questions 

about why do it a t all. (Respondent 10 firs t tranche).

A  num ber of interviewees expressed surprise about the variation in the 

benchm arks th a t had  thus far been developed, and they imply th a t this 

suggested a lack of direction from  the Agency (respondents 2,7,9,15). Concern 

is also evident about the processes as they were organised by the QAA. 

Respondent 2 com m ents on this and respondent 17 com m ents th a t whilst 

there were a num ber of groups m eeting at the sam e tim e, there was no 

encouragem ent for there  to  be an exchange of views across the benchm arking 

groups, even w here those groups had a disciplinary relationship:

“Quite apart from  the fac t that there is a diversity o f biosciences, we also found that 
there were a whole bunch o f other groups that might be considered to cross with the 

biosciences fo r  example, subjects allied to medicine and some o f the agricultural 

provision was also akin to biosciences. And we were quite concerned to know what
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those groups were doing. The agriculture people were meeting at the same time. 
The thing that we thought was a bit bizarre about that, was the QAA seemed quite 
keen to keep the individual groups separate, but we desperately wanted to make 
contact to find  out what they were doing to make sure there were no major 
discrepancies in our modes of thinking. Especially, as it transpires that QAA will 
allow departments to select the benchmark which they feel is most appropriate to 
their degree scheme. And in areas o f provision, where it could be the biosciences 
benchmark or another benchmark then that did seem to us to be something where 
there should be a degree o f consistency, (respondent 17 Biosciences, second tranche).

The com m ent relayed by respondent 16 in table 5.5 purported  to  be a quote 

from  the  Chairm an of QAA is interesting if true, since it suggests th a t at the 

very senior level of QAA, there were reservations as to  w hether benchm arking 

academ ic s tandards was ever an achievable task.

In term s of the  com m on them e of criticisms about the  clarity of the task 

am ongst respondents, it will be recalled th a t there  was universal 

condem nation of the initiative before its inception, as illustrated by the 

quotation below draw n from  a report of a  conference on academic 

benchm arking in 1998, so if read in this context, the  criticism s may also 

suggest com m only and  pre-existing negative attitude tow ard the initiative. 

"An unbelievable sim plification o f  w h a t academics do" which "should be 

rejected on intellectual grounds " (THES 9.12.98).

Policy intentions: specific difficulties - language barrier: Table 3.6

A  particular feature contributing to the problem s about clarity was the 

language and  term inology used by the QAA and this was m entioned by 11 out 

of 18 respondents. The full results are set out in table 5.6.
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Table 5.6 specific difficulties: benchm ark language Res
P’d

C
h

em
is

tr
y

I h o n estly  d o n ’t th ink  QAA kn ew  w hat it w as getting into. I asked th em  -  can you  give m e a definition  
o f  w hat you see  as a benchm ark in th is sense. W hat guidance have you. Frankly th e  answ er w as 
virtually  noth in g .

1
Old
uni

But I th ink  there w as a m isun derstand in g  because o f th e  language - th e  word ‘benchm ark’, that that 
w as describ ing th e  know ledge base as opposed  to  som e o f  the other skills and attributes we would  
lo o se ly  call education .

2
New
Uni

H
is

to
ry

You look  at som e o f  R andall’s statem ents. You look at the language he uses. W e could not m ake head  
nor tail o f  it. It w as jargon ised  to  the poin t o f  absurdity.
W e w ere g iven a lo t o f  stu ff about producing statem en ts on a ssessm en t I m ean, it w as all in a 
language th at w e d id not understand , did not w ant to  understand . It w as an alien language that they  
w ere speaking. There w as an awful lot o f  problem s about th e  term inology  in w hich th is exercise was 
going to  be conducted.
There w as a lo t o f  m isun derstand in g  about term inology. B ecause th e  QAA, W e certainly did not want 
to  m ake a sta tem en t about the threshold  standards, w hich w e thou ght w as a lo t o f  nonsense.
T he on ly  w ay w e could  understand  it was -  w hat you need  to  do to  get an honours degree in history, a 
sort o f  m in im um  standard, you  know.

4
Old
Uni

T
h

eo
lo

gy
 

&
R

U W e. and I th ink  for m any peop le  in all th e  subject areas, find  th e  ‘learning and teach in g’ speak is a turn  
off. G enerally you  w ill find  a certain scepticism  about it. P eop le th ink  that b eing inspirational IS the  
m ost im portant thing.

7
Old
Uni

Yes, w hen  I sa id  th e  notion  o f  benchm ark w as not fam iliar, I w as th ink ing specifically  o f the term  
bench
m ark, w hich has an a lm ost m echanistic, m easurem ent ring about it, o f  a very durable and physical 
kind and th at w as th e  sen se  in  w hich it w as strange to  m e.

9
New
Uni

E
n

g
li

sh

I had to  ask w hat benchm ark m eant. My understanding is w hat QAA w anted  originally w as a 'kitemark 
degree against w h ich  others m ight be m easured. That changed. But I th ink  that w as the original 
concept. First o f all w e had  to  decide w hat w as m eant by threshold . That w as very tricky. I do not 
know  w h at w as in QAA's m ind. I th ink  defin ing standards is problem atic.

10
New
Uni

So I th ink  w e sp en t th e  first tw o m eetings finding our w ay through th e  term inology.
T he other d ifficu lty w e had.... it w as not a difficulty in the end for us, bu t w e thou ght there were 
difficu lties around it, w ere th e  issue o f threshold  and m odel.

11
Old
Uni

Q. D id th e  group have difficulty w ith the notion  o f bm s as applied to  som eth ing  as com plex as this?
A. T he notion  o f  benchm ark -  I do not th ink in the m ind  set o f th e  group that w as ever the case -  we  
w ere trying to  capture th o se  th ings w hich were already h appening w ith in  the English com m unity  to 
guide a ssessm en t, th e  syllabus, the skills.

12
New
Uni

P
h

y
si

cs

W e found it difficult w restling w ith threshold  and m odel and w hat that really m eant. 15
New
Uni

B
io

sc
ie

n
ce

s

W ell it (benchm ark) is a very bad expression, because benchm ark can m ean all kinds o f  different 
th ings. There w as a very w onderful talk in Sw ansea who actually brought on  a piece o f w ood and talked  
about w hat a benchm ark was.

1 6
Old
Uni

Q. Do you th ink  that the term  benchm ark is an appropriate one for the task.
A .N o. I d o n ’t th ink  it is because the im plication o f that term  is about m easurem ent. I th ink  that term  
is m ean in g less in th e  context o f  w hat has em erged.
All th e  benchm ark  statem en ts that I have seen  have been  about other things: w hat can be obtained  
from  doin g  a degree, and they  serve a lm ost as an advertising role. I th ink  also, th e  benchm ark  
sta tem en ts th em se lv es have enabled people to  focus upon w hat at least sh ou ld  be  represented in  
degree schem es.

17
Old
Uni
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Of particu lar note in  the  eleven com m ents reproduced in  table 5.6 ‘ specific 

difficulties -  language’ is th a t half of the chairs selected for this study 

com m ented th a t the  language was so unclear th a t the  central task  was in 

doubt. The term  ‘benchm ark’ and the concept of ‘threshold  standards’ appear 

to  have been  particularly  problem atic. The com m ents of the  chairs o f  four of 

the six groups, relating to  language, are set out below:

‘‘....it was all in a language that we did not understand, did not want 
to understand. It was an alien language that they were speaking.” (respondent 4 
pilot phase).

“I  asked them -  can you give me a definition of what you see as a benchmark in 
this sense. “ (respondent 1 pilot phase)

“We, and I  think for many people in all the subject areas, find  the ‘learning and 
teaching’ speak is a turn off. Generally you will find  a certain scepticism about it. 
People think that being inspirational IS the most important thing.
(respondent 1 first tranche)

“Ihad  to ask what benchmark meant.” (respondent 10first tranche).

Exam ination of th is set of eleven extracts taken overall, gives a general 

im pression of respondents examining the term s used and  trying to  make 

sense o f them  in the  context of their own shared professional 

understanding. They are academics and can be expected to  explore a wide 

range of alternative interpretations. It can be deduced, and  indeed is 

explicit in a sm all num ber of the com m ents in the table th a t this ‘sense- 

m aking’ took up some time. It is reasonable to  assum e th a t it was a 

characteristic of m any of the other 3b groups which also m et bu t are not 

considered w ithin th is study.
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A com m on lack of sym pathy about the  initiative is also discernible across 

th is group of interview  extracts.

As well as the  te rm  ‘benchm ark’ another phrase ‘th resho ld  standards’, key in 

the  Dearing recom m endation, is identified as a term  th a t m any of the 

respondents either d id not understand  or rejected, as not being sensible. 

R espondents said in the ir interviews th a t their benchm ark groups had elected 

to  describe som ething o ther than  the threshold  perform ance. In  fact, there is 

variation across the  benchm arks: some describe threshold, some describe a 

typical perform ance which they variously term ed ‘m odel’ or ‘focal’ and some 

describe excellent perform ance. Many benchm ark groups provide 

com binations of these.

The clarity of the  task  and the adequacy of the language used to  describe it 

were clearly vital for there to be any consistency in w hat was produced by the 

groups. In  trying to  make sense of a brief th a t they find incom prehensible 

(incom prehension possibly tinged with un-palatability) the  benchm ark groups 

tu rned  th e ir a tten tion  to  reinterpreting the task.

Ambiguity is im portan t in the context of in terpretation and also in the  context 

of possible lack of sym pathy with the initiative. It can reasonably be supposed 

th a t academ ics on the  disciplinary benchm arking groups found the ambiguity 

useful in ensuring th a t interpretation was on their own term s safeguarding 

their own established practices, and indeed evidence th a t such an approach 

was adopted can be seen in table 5 .6.
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Policy intentions: specific difficulties - f e w  or m any  
benchmarks: Tables.7

One particu lar perspective relating to  the clarity of the policy in tention relates 

to  the num ber of benchm arks it was in tended should be developed. 

Benchm arking groups were not clear, and  they indicated in their interviews 

th a t the  Agency’s rationale was not clear, as to  w hether there  were to  be a 

small num ber of generic benchm arks for cognate disciplines, or w hether 

there  should be m any different benchm arks to  cover the topology of HE 

provision in UK HEIs.

Table 5 .7 : Specific difficulties: policy intentions - few or 
many benchmarks

I h o n estly  th ink  there w ere people in QAA who really thou ght that there could b e a
benchm arking Resp

ondedocum ent for all subjects. I defin itely detected a view  that once subject m atter is ........i f  its
about nt
standards, (n ot about content) as said by  Dearing then  w e can create one docum ent and all we
w ant 1
is academ ic advice on th e  docum ent. Old

A nd I’m  afraid I had  to  say bu llsh ...to  that. N o departm ent w ou ld  accept that. Uni

M ost o f  th e  statem en ts I feel could be exchanged from  one subject to  another. 2
In term s o f  th e  4 2  (4 2  benchm arks were originally envisaged later to  b ecom e 47) -  the N ew
rationale for Uni
that num ber w as d ictated  by the num ber o f TQAs (insp ections) th ey  could  do in a defined

£
cycle, a
d ecision  d ictated  by adm inistrated rather and academ ic considerations - s o  there w as an

s arbitrariness about how  it m apped onto the HE terrain and lots o f  d iscip linary groups railed
CD

A against that. There w as
O sen se  that it m ight stop  at the three pilots.

Politically, w hat w e hop ed  for w as that the history benchm ark w ould , i f  other discip lines 5
w an ted  it, Old

H
is

to
ry som eth in g  o f  a tem p late  at least for the hum anity discip lines. Uni

•' -V ' ' ‘ .......  .....

108



T
he

ol
og

y 
an

d 
R

el
ig

io
us

 
St

ud
ie

s.
A nother d ifficu lty w as that there were th ese  41 or 42  subject areas. It seem s arbitrary.
I w as scep tica l about it. There are m ore in the RAE and if th ey  really w anted  to  m ap on the  

spread o f
subjects th en  th ey  w ou ld  need  a 100 or m ore.

Or alternatively  th ey  could  have gone for a sm all num ber o f generic  clusters, about seven  
w ould  have
don e it. A  larger num ber w ou ld  have raised concerns that a national curriculum
w as in QAAs th ink ing , a sm all num ber w ould have been  m ore acceptable and w ould  not have
raised
that concern, bu t 4 2  w as su fficien t to  cause som e concern about a national curriculum , but 
also, it
com plicated  th e  job , and in som e areas it w as ju st ridiculous.

7
Old
Uni

En
gl

ish
 

1 
Fi

rs
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tr
an

ch
e

“..,w e fe lt w e had to  define w hat the subject was, w hat w ere th e  underlying princip les that 
d ist­
ingu ished  th e  subject, or w as it that it w as possib le to  lum p all th e  hu m anities together, and 
have one benchm ark  statem en t. Indeed that debate did take p lace at QAA at one point, in the  
context o f  how
m any subject categories there should  be.

IO
N ew
Uni

J o in t h on ours w as som eth ing  I don’t th ink  w e ever com fortably resolved - bu t TQA never
com fortably
resolved  it either.
T he w h ole  th ing  w as geared tow ards single honours and therefore adm itted  roughly a third o f  
UK
stu d en ts, so  th e  BMS w as fairly shaky in respect o f  that.

11
Old
Uni

P
hy

si
cs

Se
co

nd

A nd th e  QAA certain ly  cam e to  the table w ith a ‘one m odel fits all’ view . T hey were d isabused  
at th e
very first m eetin g  o f  th e  Chairs.

13
N ew
Uni
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i T he im portant joke in w hich there is som e truth -  take th e  h istory one, w h ich  is quite a good  
one -
and w rite b io logy  instead  o f  h istory and go hom e. And there really is som e truth in that

16
Old
Uni

Although the  groups I have selected for this study do not dem onstrate it, the

grouping of academ ic disciplines was arrived at w ith som e difficulty and some 

proposed groups were contended by the sector. For example, it was originally 

in tended th a t English be part of a larger benchm ark: English and  American 

Studies. Some o ther benchm arks included a bundle of disciplinary areas 

which m any considered were not coherent, for example Hospitality, 

Recreation, Leisure, Sport and Tourism. The 42 benchm arks eventually 

selected sim ply excluded some subject areas even though had become an
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established p a rt of the  offering in many universities, and  did  no t address a t all 

in terdiscip linary  and  m ultidisciplinary provision or jo in t degrees.

There was conjecture in some of the interviews with m em bers of the pilot and 

first tranche groups th a t there m ight be a small num ber of generic 

benchm arks to  cover the whole of HE provision. Seven respondents 

com m ented on this. Of those, two respondents were adam ant th a t generic 

benchm arks w ould be unacceptable, other com m ents are m ore equivocal. 

R espondent 7 of the  Theology and Religious Studies group pinpoints the issue:

Another difficulty was that there were these 41 or 42 subject areas. I t seems

arbitrary i f  they really wanted to map on the spread o f subjects then they would

need a 100 or more. Or alternatively they could have gone fo r  a small number o f 
generic clusters, about seven would have done it. (Respondent 7, firs t tranche)

However, a m em ber of the chemistry benchm arking group well understood 

th a t th e  rationale for selecting 42 benchm arks was to  m ap onto the 

prospective inspection regime, where 42 is the num ber of inspections th a t had 

routinely been conducted in the Teaching Quality A ssessm ent (TQA)/Subject 

Review inspection cycle and would therefore be appropriate for the  inspection 

regime tra iled  by QAA, b u t not at th a t point developed.

In terms o f the 42 -  the rationale fo r  that number was dictated by the number 

ofTQAs they could do in a defined cycle, a decision dictated by administrative 

rather than academic considerations —so there was an arbitrariness about 

how it mapped onto the HE terrain and lots o f disciplinary groups railed 

against that. (Respondent 3, pilot)).

At the  beginning of this chapter I pointed out th a t the Dearing 

recom m endation related to  the standard  of program m es and awards The

110



picture which em erges from  the findings revealed by table 5.7 is th a t of QAA 

adapting the  Dearing recom m endations to fit pre-existing TQ I/Subject Review 

models. That m odel was predicated on the num ber of inspections which could 

be com pleted w ithin a six year cycle. In the TQ I/Subject Review model already 

established, each university departm ent in each disciplinary area could be 

visited once every six years, so long as the units of analysis (in this case 

subjects) num bered  approxim ately 40.

The ‘slip’ from  aw ards to  subjects evidenced at the beginning of this chapter 

and the  am biguity about one or m any benchm arks revealed in table 5.7 

strongly suggests th a t the QAA sought to  ‘fit’ the Dearing recom m endation into 

pre-existing, and  w ell-tested practice. It has to be borne in m ind the enorm ous 

logistical difficulty of organising inspections of all the HEIs in the  UK.

I propose th a t the  above insight is suggestive of a com m on tendency within 

the  policy process: th a t where the ambiguity in the policy objectives perm its, 

then  the  gravitational pull will be tow ard in terpretation  which allows 

developm ents to  be in terpreted to fit existing practices, ra ther than  to search 

for ‘blue-sky’ responses to  the policy objective. I fa rther propose th a t such 

gravitational pull would be facilitated at least in part, through the activities of 

those who Lipsky calls ‘street level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1993:389-92).

5 .4  Unanimity/diversity of policy development
In  th is section I move from  policy intention to  policy developm ent. There are

two parts  to  th is section. The first deals with respondents answers to 

questions about the  consensus within their own benchm arking group as to  the 

task  th a t was to  be undertaken. The second p art reviews two papers developed
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by o ther researchers and  published on the LTSN website in 2001, each of 

which exam ines the  variability in the benchm ark statem ents which had 

recently been  published. 

Table 5.8 “Policy developm ent: benchm ark groups in terpreting the task” 

captures respondents com m ents about their approach to  the  task.

Table 5 .8 : Policy development: Benchmark groups 
interpreting the task

C
h

em
is

tr
y

A nd I said , can I define it that a benchm arking docum ent should  be an ind ication  o f content, all the 
chem ical m aterial that should  be present in a degree course, u n less eyebrow s w ould  be raised. That 
is, eyebrow s w ou ld  b e raised if  certain th ings were not in. O ther th ings are added to  chem istry  
courses for d iversity  but w e w ere looking for a ‘sp in e’ o f every chem istry course -  w hat every BSc 
chem istry  course should  contain and also indicated procedures about h ow  it should  be taught, 
exam in ed  and assessed .

Respo
nd

ent

1
Old
uni

Yes. In itially, th e  group itse lf fell into the trap and initially started  d iscussing  ideas o f  topics 
w hich  sh ould  be p resen t in the syllabus so there w as a lot o f  d iscussion  at th e  beginn ing I think and  
then  peop le  realised  that th is was not the w ay to go. It w ould not be accepted by the com m unity anc 
in any case, w ho w ere w e, ourselves to say, w e were just a group o f peop le  w ho had certain view s 
and probably could n ot event agree am ongst our selves (laughs). That w as an in itial hurdle -  
gettin g  over th is v iew  that w hat w e were doing was drawing up a list o f conten ts if  you like, for 
degree courses in chem istry and w e then  realised that w hat w e w ere really doing w as identifying the  
types o f  sk ills w e w ou ld  expect an observation to  have in term s o f observation, m anipulative skills 
and th in gs like that.

2
New
Uni

W hat I do rem em ber w as, w hen w e started the process w as that w e sp en t far too  m uch tim e on 
content. W e w ere trying to focus on a m inim um  content that w ou ld  define a chem istry .W hen  
w e started  off, and I rem em ber th is clearly, w e focused on subject know ledge. I never w anted to do 
that but, because  I w as one o f the people w ho said  th is w as all about graduateness really, 
rather than  th e  subject. So at the end o f  one o f our early m eetings, the list o f  chem istry content 
w as enorm ous, and I am  happy to say that m ost people cam e to  see  that that w as ridiculous.

3
New
Uni

H
is

to
ry

The task  w as defined  as defin ing the qualities o f m ind o f a h istorian, th e  content o f  a subject -  what 
history sh ou ld  be studied , the teach ing and learning the subject, and th e  assessm en t o f  the subject. 4

OldUn
i

I th ink  there w as an opportunity there where w e w anted to  m ake a statem en t about w hat was 
integral to  the d iscip line and it also provided an opportunity w here w e could m ake a statem ent 
about th e  transferability  o f skills, and indeed about the high level o f  skills, that w e thought 
historians em erged with.

5
Old
Uni

O ne o f  th e  issu es w as w hether our task w as to lay dow n for th e  benchm ark for a program m e or to  
lay dow n th e  benchm ark for a qualification, or w hat w as required o f a stu dent achieving a 21 or a 
first, or w hatever it was. There was a great deal o f d iscussion  about that. The feeling was that what 
w e w ere really concerned about w as program m es. After all it w as program m es w hich w ere to  be  
in sp ected . A nd I th ink  there w as som e reluctance at the beg inn in g  to  get drawn into the road where  
you  say w hat a 2i is and I th ink  in the end w e didn't do that, but there w as a great deal o f d iscussion  
about it.

6
New
Uni
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1
'd

Q w h en  you  got to  your actual benchm arking group, w as there concern in that group about the task 
or w ere you  at that poin t able to  tell them  what it was.
A . I th ink  w e w ere able to  say a little bit about w hat w e w ere m eant to  do. W e did have som e  
difficu lty in interpreting the outline framework that QAA gave us and as I say, w e were  
v.unconfortab le  about th e  threshold  standard w hich is w hat QAA in sisted  w e had to  do. But I th ink  
w ith in  thosep aram eters w e saw  w hat w e were doing and I th ink  in th e  end I th ink  w e tried our best 
to  m ake so m eth in g  quite creative out o f  it.
A . T he attem p t to  benchm ark does not com e o f f . W e were not capable o f  doing w hat the Dearing 
report w ou ld  have us do, so  I w ould have a scepticism  about i t . In term s o f  defin ing w hat a subject 
areais about and trying to  define the sort o f skills and com petencies w hich w e try and create in a 
stu dent, I th ink  the exercise w as a useful one.

’7
Old
Uni

s&
0

*Q W hat did you  consider the task before the BMS group to be?
- to  recogn ise  th e  diversity
- to  be am bassadors for the for the subject and explain that it w as a valuable area o f study for HE. 
W e

8
Old
Uni

e got torn betw een  coherence respecting the diversity that was there.D efin ing th e  d iscip line and  
defending  th e  d iversity were th e  m ain priorities.

I th ink  defin ing standards is problem atic. W hat we tried to  do w as to m ap skills on to  the  
sta tem en ts w e had m ade about subject know ledge and curriculum . W e tried to  incorporate those  
th in gs in to  th e  sta tem en t on standards.

i o
New
Uni

■s•p̂

W e w ere protecting th e  possib ility  o f change. W e were protecting new  interests new  developm ents. 
W edid  not w ish  to  prescribe in any way: assessm ent, teach ing or conten t o f th e  d iscipline. And we  
in sisted , therefore prefacing benchm ark statem ents about th e  purpose and purpose o f the BMS. 
P rotecting change and openness. Cardiff is a very radical E nglish departm ent.

11
Old
Uni

'wb
3

W
T he n o tion  o f  bm  -  I do not th ink  in the m ind set o f  the group - that w as never th e  case -  w e were 
trying to  capture th o se  th ings w hich were already happening w ith in  th e  E nglish  com m unity  to  
guide a ssessm en t, th e  syllabus, the skills.

12
New
Uni

Yes. in that sen se  w e w ould  agree, it is about w hat is core to  the discip line. 13
Old
Uni

W e w ere saying as a profession , w hat w ould a product o f  the un iversity system  on th e  w hole look  
like, w hat background w ould they  have had w hat skills w ould th ey  have and so  on. The context o f  
th is  w ould  be that if  w e were to define a physicist, ie som eon e w ho had a physics degree, then these  
w ould  be th e  b asic  e lem en ts that w ould define that. H ow  exactly you introduce, teach, learn, 
facilitate in your own degree is up to you and there will be a plurality o f w ays o f  doing that.

14
Old
Uni

P
h

y
si

cs W e decid ed  not to  be specific  about content. So w e have a sta tem en t about content earlier on and  
then  in th e  section  about thresholds and typical attainm ents, w e have used  general term s. The issue  
o f  con ten t com es back to  the point I m entioned earlier about the physics academ ic fam ily being  
quite a c lose  knit fam ily through the Institute o f Physics, one o f  th e  reasons is that som e years ago 
th e  com m u nity  drew  up a sort o f national curriculum  for physics undergraduates and w e had those.

15
New
Uni

W e w anted  a docum ent that was as un prescriptive as we could get away with.
That w as our underlying m otif and it is related to  partly to  th e  fact about a cynicism  about the value  
o f  th e  operation in th e  first place. I w as not the only person to  feel that. So that is w hy w hen you  
look  at it you see  that alm ost every part o f it has words like ‘norm ally’ ‘usually’, ‘w ou ld  be a good  
idea if  you  cou ld ’ and that kind o f thing. W e w anted it to be as unrestrictive as possib le, as we 
respectably  could. So that w hat we write is w hat everyone is doing already. So w e discussed  -  to 
w hat exten t is the benchm ark a description rather than a prescription and I th ink to  quite a 
sign ificant sen se , ours is a description. In other words. On th e  w hole, i f  there w as clear evidence  
that th is estab lishm ent did not actually provide th is or that, then  w e left it out.

16
Old
Uni

w
4>
Ogi

Som e areas o f  the b ioscien ces are so diverse that it is a lm ost a foreign language for others in  
biosc ien ces. And that m eant particular difficulties about w hat w ould go in  th e  docum ent.
O ne o f the th ings w e are to ld  by careers departm ents that people w ith bio logy degrees do quite well 
in securing em ploym en t because they are seen as having a com bination  o f  skills.
T hey do th ings like group working and oral presentations and their w riting skills are not too  bad on  
th e  w hole, bu t th ey  are also sem i num erate. They have som e m athem atics and statistical skills. So it 
is that com bination  w hich is o f interest to large chunks o f potential em ployers. So w e thought that 
focussin g  on the skills w hich w ould prepare them  for the world o f  work w ould  actually be th e  best 
approach w e could take.

17
Old
Uni

W I th ink  at first they tried  to  look  at content. W e sp en t a lo t o f tim e... in retrospect, w asted  a lo t o f  
tim e... bu t m aybe that w as part o f the way the group got togeth er and form ed itself..... looking to see

18
New

113



if  there is any possib le , conceivable content that w e could identify  as be ing  com m on across all o f  the  
bio sc ien ces, and arguing about w hat biosciences actually was.
W e cam e up w ith  rid iculous th ings, like structure o f a cell. W ell I m ean, th ey  can do structure o f a 
cell at GCSE or at prim ary school level. So then w e started talking about w hat level. D oes that m ean  
that th ey  have to  get into the fine detail o f m itochondria? I ju st got rid iculous. The Chair in th e  end, 
ju st said ... H e said: I th ink  w e should forget about content because it is a w aste  o f  tim e. H e said we  
sh ou ld  consider  skills.

Uni

Seventeen of the  eighteen respondents answered this question directly. It is 

clear from  the  table th a t academics had difficulty in in terpreting their task. 

There is no overall cohering response to this question. There are however two 

particu lar them es -  one of starting with exploration about content, (five out of 

seventeen respondents report tha t this was then  starting  point for the group) 

and then, for the  m ost part, discarding th a t approach in favour of something 

else. There is also a them e which emerges in three interviews about defending 

the discipline from  external interference, a them e which was also evident in the 

responses in  Table 5.6. Interestingly, one response clearly saw the 

benchm arking task  as an opportunity for prom otion of the subject (respondent 

8). Two respondents are explicit tha t in their (personal) opinion, the  task  as 

defined by D earing was not able to be operationalised (7 and io ). A num ber of 

respondents com m ent on approaches they made to representatives of the QAA 

for fu rther guidance noting th a t such approaches m et w ith only lim ited 

success. However, as suggested earlier, not all respondents found the lack of 

guidance from  QAA entirely unhelpful as the following quotations suggest:

“In other words we were writing key documents in a process which at that 
stage was not specified. I  think, so fa r  as we were concerned, that there was a 

vacuum meant that we could produce the document that we wanted to produce. 

Respondent 5fir s t tranche

“ What we did not know about at that point was the diversity o f styles which 

had been adopted, and the way these other benchmark groups had approached
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it were quite different. So I  think as a result o f this we fe lt that we could take 
our own style as w ell Respondent 15 second tranche

It is also clear from  a num ber of quotations th a t w orries about w hat the 

benchm ark  w ould be used for had a considerable influence on respondents’ 

approach to  th e ir task. This concern was m ore apparent in the  early stages of 

the  initiative.

“There were issues o f contention at the beginning and we kept coming back to 

them, pressing their (QAA) representatives — what the precise remit was -  how 
it would be app lied” Respondent 6 pilot

“There was considerable concern that we were being driven towards a 

prescriptive curriculum and indeed a national curriculum and we were not 
going to tolerate that” Respondent 7first tranche

“w hat I  was doing, what we were all doing, was to ensure that we did not end 

up with a national curriculum” Respondent 11 first tranche

It is in teresting  th a t respondent 6 states th a t in the ir group there were 

discussions about exactly w hat was being benchm arked. Identification of a 

specific focus m ay not have been feature of discussions in all groups. The 

following grid seeks to  sum m arise statem ents drawn from  the interviews as to 

w hat respondents in each of the six benchm ark groups believed was the task

undertaken  by th e ir group.

C hem istry Defining the core content of w hat should be in a chem istry degree
H istory Providing a description of those things which are integral to the subject. 

Developing a benchm ark for program m es which could be used in 
external inspection

TRS Defining w hat the subject is about. Defending the discipline and its diversity 
from  external intervention

E nglish Defining w hat the subject is about
Protecting the discipline from  external intervention

P hysics Defining for an employer w hat a physicist should be
B iosciences Describe what everyone is doing in an un-prescriptive way. 

Describe the skills of the bio scientist.
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A reading of the  above suggests th a t the specific focus in  each varied. Some 

benchm arking groups appeared to focus on the program m e, others on the 

departm en t and  still o thers on the attainm ent of students. Respondents were 

therefore also asked a m ore specific question about w hat it was th a t was 

benchm arked in the  statem ent which their group produced.

The following is a sam ple of the answers which were given to  th a t question.

Q: In terms o f w hat was being benchmarked - your group saw itself as 
benchmarking programmes?

A : Yes. Benchmarking programmes and then defining how because you are 

defining subject content and the various skills, then you are developing the 

performance criteria that a student would have to attain - but you are defining a 

programme. Respondent 3 pilot group

Q: What are you actually benchmarking here?
A  History programmes and a department’s capacity to deliver on standards -tha t 
departments can deliver work o f an acceptable standard that can be assessed fo r  

individual performance. Respondent 4 first tranche

Q: What were you benchmarking? It appears from  what you say that it was the 

department?
A : Yes it was Respondent 5first tranche 

Q: What were you benchmarking?
A  What was in our mind was, i f  you were an employer what could you reasonably 

expect as the product o f a university education in physics.... What reasonably that 

person would be able to do. Respondent 14 second tranche

Q: What is being benchmarked in this statement do you think, is it student 
performance or programmes in institutions. I  was not sure about this one — it 

seems to have the student more in the centre. What do you say to that?
A : We were thinking much more o f the institution and the department in terms o f 

ensuring that the individual awards did meet these common statements, rather 

than inform the students what they should achieve. Respondent 15 second trance

116



The poin t of the  review of the above responses about exactly w hat was being 

benchm arked, is to  show, once again, tha t a variety of approaches had  been 

adopted leading to  variation in policy development.

It is possible to  construe from the foregoing th a t not only did the QAA leave 

the benchm ark  groups very much to  their own devices in the  developm ent of 

the statem ents, b u t also th a t not all the benchm ark m em bers had  established 

prior, crystal clear agreem ent even with individual groups precisely w hat their 

task  was, and  possibly not exactly was being benchm arked. As suggested 

earlier, th e  looseness of the specificity of the task  given to  the  benchm arking 

groups can only have facilitated the approaches adopted.

As show n earlier, the  analysis so far in this chapter has indicated th a t those 

on the  benchm arking groups sam pled for this study were generally critical of 

the  initiative, unconvinced of its value and confused about the  product they 

were expected to  deliver. I suggested earlier in this chapter th a t the QAA had 

sought in terp re ta tion  of the Dearing recom m endation which fitted existing 

practices as they  related  to a prospective inspection regime. I propose th a t the 

benchm arking groups too were concerned in the ir individual groups to 

m aintain  as m uch as possible of established practice. A specific incident in the 

policy process enabled this to happen.

Those m onitoring the  developm ent of the initiative a t the  tim e could not have 

failed to  note th a t the  key phrase in the benchm ark initiative: ‘ benchm ark  

in form ation  on  standards’ in the Dearing Report and  in the early QAA

117



statem ents was soon replaced by a different phrase: ‘benchm ark

statem en ts’.

The adoption  of th is  alternative phrase is pivotal in th e  initiative. It discards 

the  central ten e t of s tandards in favour of som ething for which there  had  been 

no perceived or expressed need in  the  D earing R eport or in  any o ther quarter. 

However, the  QAA responsible for stew arding th e  initiative th rough  to 

im plem entation  appeared  to  be unconcerned by th is developm ent:

“Ironically, the word 'statement' never came out o f Dearing, it came from  the 

historians who wanted a statement o f what history was, and that nomenclature 

inadvertently as fa r  as the QAA was concerned, stuck”. (Respondent 19)

This is a key m om ent -  the  crux - in term s of the  policy process. A statem ent 

which describes a subject is far rem oved from  the  in ten tion  set ou t in 

recom m endation 25, and  dim inishes substantially  th e  focus on academ ic 

standards w ith which th a t recom m endation was in tended  to  d e a l .

The po in t th a t the  switch in the  term inology from  ‘s tan d ard s’ to  ‘statem ents’ 

took place is the  in stan t w hen the  task  has becom e one defined by the 

benchm arking groups ra ther than  one defined in the  policy in tention. The lack 

of direction by the  QAA and the  em ancipation of th e  concept of the 

benchm ark  over the  concept of standards only assisted  th e  switch. QAA, in 

accepting th a t change were, complicit.

Term inology and po licy  shifts

The following are particu lar m ilestones w ithin the  tim e fram e Ju ly  97 and 

October 01, the  form ative years of the  initiative:

118



M ilestones

July 97 April 99 April 2 0 0 0 Oct 01

Dearing Report 
R ecom m endation 25

Pilot benchm arks  
published

1st tranche  
benchm arks

2nd tranche  
benchm arks

The grid below tracks the term inology used to  descri 
used are taken from  the  NCIHE report and from  the 
Sector: H igher Quality- a publication used to report 
th e  benchm arking and o ther initiatives, to provide a 
sector on developm ents to which it should be alert.

)e the  initiative. The term s ^  
QAA’s own bulletin  to the  
progress to the  sector on 
regular com m entary  to  the

i  i  i  i  1
July 97 (D earing) Oct 98 N ov 99 April 2 0 0 0 N ov 01
Dearing Report QAA 

Higher 
Quality 4

QAA
Higher Quality 
6

QAA
Higher Quality 7

QAA
Higher Quality 
9

Para 10. 64

W hat is practicable is 
to  develop th resho ld  or 
m inim um  standards 
which set an agreed 
level of expectations of 
aw ards, and  we are 
convinced th a t th is 
should be done now. 
W e recom m end to  the 
QAA to w ork with 
institu tions to establish 
small, expert team s to 
provide b e n c h m a r k  
in f o r m a t io n  o n

particu lar th reshold

w ithin the  fram ew ork 
of qualifications, and 
com pleting the  task  by 
2000.

NCIHE 97 Par 10.64 & 
Recommendation 25

H eadline:

S u p p o r t i n g  
T h e  N e w  
A p p r o a c h :

To support 
the new 
approach 
work will be 
completed 
on:
..... Subject
Benchm ark

to set agreed 
national 
standards in 
each subject.

QAA 98 p4

H eadline:

P r o d u c i n g  A n d  
U s in g  S u b j e c t  
B e n c h m a r k  
I n f o r m a t i o n :

Subject
benchm ark
inform ation
provides a set 
of
principles 
shared by each 
subject
community, and 
a basis for 
discourse when 
quality and 
standards are 
considered.

QAA 99 p  12

H eadline:

S u b j e c t
B e n c h m a r k i n g : 
P u b l i c a t i o n  O f  
S t a t e m e n t s  A n d  
F o r m a t i o n  O f  N e w  
B e n c h m a r k i n g  
G r o u p s

The benchm ark  
statem ents

themselves,.... ,
make it clear that 
the statements are 
reference 
points to be used, 
as appropriate, 
when programmes 
are
designed, approved, 
reviewed and 
explained in 
programme 
specifications.

QAA 2 000  p 4

H eadline:

H o w  i t  a l l  f i t s  
t o g e t h e r :  
Q u a l i t y  
a s s u r a n c e  a n d  
t h e  s t a n d a r d s  
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e :

Subject
benchm ark
statem ents...
describing the 
nature of the 
general 
intellectual 
characteristics 
which the 
subject aims to 
develop in a 
student

QAA o i p i i

Fig 6 Shifts in  term inology, sh ifts in  policy.

The italicised quotations in the grid are ‘headlines’ draw n from  the QAA’s own 

bulletin  H igher Quality. The in ten t of benchm arking can be seen to change 

over the period of developm ent and is quite different at the end of the 

developm ent by the benchm arking groups from  the in ten t set out in the 

Dearing recom m endation. This illustration also supports an assertion I m ade
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earlier in th is  section, th a t the  ‘idea’ of benchm arking becam e m ore im portan t 

th an  th a t of s tandards. I’ve colour-coded key w ords to  support the  points being 

made.

I propose th a t it is unequivocal th a t there  was diversity in  respect of policy 

developm ent.

However, M anz Yorke and  N orm an Jackson have already m ade th a t case very 

well in working papers posted on the  form er LTSN w ebsite in  2001, and  I will 

draw  on those papers to  conclude th is section of chap ter 5.

The LTSN W orking Papers June 01

Following the  publication of the  first 22 benchm arks in  2001, tw o papers 

appeared  in  Ju n e  th a t year on the  LTSN Generic Centre web pages. Both 

papers had  been  w ritten  by respected academ ic researchers.

C onsideration of these  two papers serves to  validate m y own assertion in 

response to  research question 2 , th a t there  was no t a t th is  po in t in  the  policy 

trajectory  unan im ity  in policy developm ent. The tw o papers draw n on are:

• Professor M antz Yorke: A ssessm ent issues arising from  Subject 

Benchm arking Statem ents. M arch 01.

• Dr N orm an Jackson: Subject Benchm ark Inform ation: im plications 

for curriculum  design and assessing studen t learning. Ju n e  01

W hat Yorke and  Jackson offer is an overview of the  initiative th a t is a t the 

sam e tim e bo th  an ‘insider’ view, since w hilst bo th  w ere active in w hat m ight 

be te rm ed  the  ‘quality m anagem ent and enhancem ent industry ’ which had  

begun to  em erge in the  1980s and N orm an Jackson was a som etim e employee
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of the  Agency, b u t also academ ics who understood  about academ ic territories 

and  the  diversity of practice w ithin them .

Both researchers adopt the  position th a t QAA h ad  sta ted  in  the  H andbook for 

Academic Review th a t “Reviewers would use relevant benchm ark  inform ation 

as a m eans of determ ining w hether the  in tended  learning outcom es of 

individual program m es are appropria te” (QAA, 2000d:7).

The LTSN papers consider various dim ensions of the  benchm ark  statem ents 

developed w ithin the  pilo t stage (three benchm ark  statem ents) and  w ithin the 

subsequent first tranche. Both papers reported  separate  analyses of the  22 

benchm ark  sta tem en ts and  both  had  found considerable variation  in the 

statem ents.

In  his pream ble, Professor Yorke notes th a t ‘W hilst benchm arking can relate 

bo th  to  developm ental w ork and  to  regulation, th e  subject benchm arking 

exercise sponsored  by the  QAA leans tow ards the  la tte r”. I t is in  the  context of 

regulation th a t Professor Yorke exam ined the  perform ance criteria and 

learning objectives contained in the  subject benchm ark  statem ents and 

reflected upon th e ir im plications for assessm ent in the  context o f inspection 

th rough  th e  process of Academic Review, th e  m odel for which had  been 

published som e m onths earlier by the  QAA (QAA, 2000d). In  particular, 

Yorke exam ined “the  criteria th a t would be used  to  determ ine w hether a 

graduate satisfied the  ‘threshold  standard  for the  aw ard of an  honours degree 

in the  subject”.
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Yorke’s analysis poin ts to  considerable diversity in  policy developm ent. In 

respect of the  benchm arks in the  pilot group, he notes th a t these are quite 

different from  each o ther and individualistic: “The th ree  pilo t statem ents 

(chem istry, h istory  and  law) were no t constructed  to  a general tem plate and 

hence expressed expectations and perform ance criteria in th e ir own particular 

te rm s”. In  respect of the  benchm ark statem ents in  the  first tranche, he 

com m ents in particu lar on how they described standards: “The benchm ark

statem ents are b road  in character since they  have to  cater for variety in the 

approach to  subject disciplines and, in som e cases, trans-d iscip linary  spread. 

As a result, th e ir relationship  w ith standards is loosely coupled and  open to  

in te rp re ta tion”. Com m enting fu rther on standards, he notes: “In  all 

(statem ents), there  is a t least som e opacity about the  actual standards expected 

of an honours candidate, and  in som e the  opacity is considerable”. “That is 

no t to  say th a t staff in  the  subject disciplines do n o t have an understand ing  of 

the  standards they  expect of graduate level perform ances -  it is m erely to  say 

th a t the  s tandards are not articulated in (some) s ta tem en ts”.

Yorke provides detailed  inform ation on the  dim ensions of variation w ithin the 

benchm arks and  also provides a m ore general sum m ary  which is repeated 

below.

Variability o f benchmark statements:

• They vary considerably in how they present their material
• They vary with respect to the performance levels that they are trying to 

index: Some offer only threshold criteria some offer modal or ‘typical’ 
criteria and some offer criteria spanning the full range of performance

• the same words mean different things in different contexts and it is also 
possible that different words in different statements carry similar meaning.
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Yorke, draw ing on Sadler’s argum ent th a t descriptive sta tem en ts on the ir own 

are an insufficient basis for understand ing  w hat is expected in  term s of 

perform ance, com m ents th a t the benchm ark sta tem en ts will have value only if 

they are used  as the  basis for discussion in  subject com m unities so th a t those 

com m unities can them selves elaborate the  m eanings o f the  w ords used  in the 

statem ents. (Sadler, 1989:119-141).

Turning now  to  Jackson’s paper, it possible to  read  in to  th is  som e of the 

w riter’s own am plification and  elaboration of th e  policy initiative, which his 

‘insider’ relationship  w ith the  Agency m ay have facilitated, since w ork on the 

Academic Review m odel w ithin which the  benchm arks w ere to  ‘fit’ would have 

progressed in the  period betw een the com m encem ent of the  benchm arking 

initiative and  the  po in t a t which the  first 22 subject benchm arks were 

published. A lternatively, the  am plification may sim ply rep resen t sense-m aking 

in hindsight. Certainly, it is evident from  the  interview s conducted with 

academ ics involved in  th e  developm ent of th e  benchm ark  statem ents th a t the 

context and  explanation authoritatively stated  in  Jackson’s paper appeared to 

have be only dim ly grasped by those charged w ith developing the  benchm ark 

statem ents.

Jackson, like Yorke, provides in his paper a sum m ary  of the  variation betw een 

the  benchm arks in  his paper.
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Variability o f benchmark statements
• B enchm ark s ta tem en ts vary in length  betw een -  4 to  29 pages.
• M ost outcom e sta tem ents are w ritten  in an  explicit form  th a t would 

perm it perform ance criteria to  be created  to  enable achievem ent to  be 
m easured .

• A bout 30% of outcom e sta tem ents have som e elem ents of the  sta tem ent 
th a t  are no t w ritten  in an outcom es fo rm at th a t w ould perm it 
perform ance criteria to  be created  to  enable achievem ent to  be 
m easured.

• The knowledge outcom es of benchm ark  sta tem en ts define in  very 
general te rm s the  subject conten t for the  curriculum . A bout 30% of 
s ta tem en ts  have defined the knowledge base in m ore detail. Nearly half 
the  s ta tem en ts list them es and  topics th a t a curricu lum  is likely to  cover 
and  abou t 40%  describe the  principles on which a curricu lum  m ight be 
based.

• A bout ha lf the  sta tem ents identify betw een 20-30  skill outcom es but 
th ere  is large variation  in the  num ber of skills identified  in  individual 
s ta tem en ts - 7 to  50!

• N early half the  sta tem ents describe in som e detail the  teaching learning 
and  assessm ent strategies th a t characterise the  subject.

•  A bout 60% of sta tem ents provide explicit and  com prehensive 
perform ance criteria  th a t address all or m ost o f the  generic learning 
outcom es identified in the  statem ent, b u t 20% of s ta tem en ts provide 
only very general perform ance criteria.

• A bout 30% of sta tem ents provide th ree  levels of perform ance criteria  
(excellent, m odal and  threshold). M ost of the  rem ainder provide two 
levels - m odal and  threshold.

Jackson m akes the  sam e point as Yorke about the  developm ent of m eaning 

arising th rough  debate w ithin disciplinary com m unities, b u t also points out 

th a t the  policy in ten tion  of m aking standards explicit to  a range of audiences 

has been  lost: “The in ten tion  has been to  prom ote ow nership for the  statem ent 

w ithin the  subject com m unity by encouraging benchm arking groups to  create 

inform ation th a t is m eaningful to the ir subject(s) w ithin a very broad  guidance 

fram ew ork set by QAA. The strength  of th is approach is th a t subject 

com m unities can rep resen t the  characteristics of learning and  achievem ent in 

language and  constructions th a t is m eaningful to  the  m em bers of the 

com m unity. The dow nside is th a t it results in considerable variations in the
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content of such inform ation th a t will affect its value and  u se”. Note th a t the 

Dearing repo rt envisioned benchm ark  statem ents as setting  standards th a t 

would be accessible and  widely understood, ie outside academ ia, as this 

extract from  chapter 10 m akes clear.

10.62 We have been impressed by the approach that has been attempted in 

Australia, and share the view that there is advantage in awards reflecting a 

national approach to standards. We consider that national recognition and 

standing o f UK programmes is to the advantage o f all those concerned about 

higher education. The evidence received from  employers shows a wish fo r  

threshold standards in awards. For example, the CBI, among other bodies, urges 

that learning outcomes be explicitly stated: ‘some learning outcomes must be 

made compulsory in the fo rm  o f threshold standards fo r  degrees. The threshold 

would include key skills as well as knowledge/technical skills to an appropriately 

high standard. Public funding would be dependent on institutions ensuring these 
thresholds. (NCIHE para 10.62)

10.63 We conclude that UK awards at all levels, and especially the fir s t degree, 

must be nationally recognised and widely understood. fNCIHE para 10.63)

Both Jackson and  Yorke identified a range of opportunities for fu rther 

developm ent by disciplinary com m unities to  im prove th e  utility  of the  

benchm arks draw ing a tten tion  to  the  considerable fu rth er w ork th a t would be 

necessary to  achieve such utility.

Both researchers are pointing to  is w hat is som etim es referred  to  as ‘an 

im plem entation gap’ , th a t is, a gap betw een the  expressed goals of the  policy 

and  th e  actual policy outcom es, ie w here the  b road  agreem ent reached at 

policy form ation level has not been translated  in a consisten t way, perhaps 

because it could no t be understood in the  sam e way by participants from 

different backgrounds w ith different perspectives. Both w riters com m ent on 

the  problem s of transla tion  of the  policy initiative by the  benchm ark  groups.
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Yorke recognises contextual occlusion (Trowler, 2002:145) in  the  policy 

form ulation stage w hen he says “m any im portan t m atters of im plem entation 

had  been  set aside”, and  he provides a list of everyday academ ic contexts 

w herein those who w ould be expected to  m ake sense of the  policy were offered 

no guidance. Jackson points to  oversim plification and  assum ed hom ogeneity 

of those contexts. The following observation by Jackson is particularly  pointed: 

“The QAA policy fram ew ork is predicated  on an outcom es-based approach to 

the  prom otion  and  assessm ent of learning, b u t a significant num ber of HEIs 

have yet to  adopt th is approach” . This is a s tark  instance of assum ptions 

em bedded in the  policy sta tem en t which are unrepresen tative of practice on 

the  ground. Contextual occlusion, oversim plification an d  technical rationality 

are features of th e  analyses of the  benchm ark  initiative offered in  these two 

papers.

Coincidentally, a sta tem en t was published by the  QAA in th e ir April 2000 

Bulletin H igher Q uality, a little before the  first tranche of statem ents was 

published and  the  Jackson and Yorke papers appeared  on the  LTSN website. 

That sta tem en t provided a revised purpose for the  benchm ark  statem ents. No 

longer were they to  be seen as a tool to  be used w ithin inspection, th a t is , “as a 

m eans of determ ining  w hether the in tended learning outcom es of individual 

program m es are appropria te” (QAA, 2000(A pril):y). But ra ther from  this 

point forw ard they were to  be considered as ‘referen ts’ for team s in the 

developm ent of th e ir own program m es. This sta tem en t represen ts a fu rther 

significant shift in the  policy in ten tion  under the  stew ardship  of the  Agency.
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5*5 Unanimity/diversity o f policy development: results of 
a limited survey of academics to ascertain practitioner 
views on the value o f the initiative

In  the  m ethodology chapter, chapter 3 I s ta ted  my in ten tion  to  conduct a 

lim ited survey of academ ics w ithin the  sam e disciplinary areas as those 

covered by th is study, across a range of institu tions in the  UK. The results 

p resen t a lim ited  and  partial snapshot about the  a ttitudes tow ards the 

initiative of th e  sm all num ber of academ ics who took th e  troub le  to  respond to  

the questionnaire.

The survey was undertaken  in August and  Septem ber 05. It was conducted by 

e-mail. The initial response was poor and the  questionnaire  was sent out a 

second tim e by e-m ail to  the  sam e respondents. In  to ta l 6 responses were 

received in  response to  60 e-mail requests, each of which was adm inistered 

twice. Two of those responses consisted of a decline to  com plete the 

questionnaire, however, the  com m ents m ade are them selves are of in terest in 

the  context of th e  survey and  are show n separately in  th is section. I 

adm inistered  the  questionnaire a th ird  tim e, th is tim e by post and  completely 

anonym ised. This was because one of the  respondents in the  first tranche of e- 

m ailed responses had  suggested som e anxiety about anonym ity, a feature not 

possible in the  e-m ailed survey. Nine responses were received in response to  

the  posted  questionnaire. The grid below shows the  details of adm inistration of 

the questionnaire. The first colum n shows th a t ten  questionnaires per 

disciplinary area w ere e-m ailed to  academ ics a t th ree  separate  specified 

institu tions. The second colum n shows the  sam e exercise conducted w ith a 

different selection of academ ics a t a different selection of institu tions, th is tim e
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adm inistered  by post and  enclosing a stam ped  self addressed  envelope. The 

th ird  and  fourth  colum ns attem pt a breakdow n, w ith unsatisfactory results. 

The grid therefore  sim ply sum m arises the  process of adm inistration .

Table 5.9 administration of the benchmark questionnaire

Sent by e- 
mail x 2

Sent by post Response Breakdown

Theology 10 Theology 10 a Chemistry ** Chem. 3
4 Chester 4 Hull b English ** English 2
3 Lampeter 3 Lampeter c English ** History 1
3 Mchr 3 Stirling d History ** Biology 1
Chemistry 10 Chemistry 10 e Biology ** Theology 2
3 Mcr 3 APU f Theology ** Not known 6
4 York 4 Keele g post *
3 Ljm 4 Hull h Chemistry post
Biology 10 Biology 10 i post * e-mail
4 Ljm 4 Lincoln j Chemistry post 60 sent x2
3 York 3 Central Lancs k post*

A  m a t h  o r l

3 Sunderland 3 APU 1 post* 0 returned
Physics 10 Physics 10 m theology **
4 Mchr 3 Hull n post* post
3 Bristol 3 Central Lancs 0 post* 60 sent3 Ljm 4 Keele
English 10 English 10 ** HEI 9 retuned
3 Sunderland 3 APU identification
3 York 4 Hull withheld by 1 1
4 lampeter 3 Keele researcher
History 10 History 10
3 Sunderland 3 APU *No indication of
3 York 3 Keele disciplinary area or
4 Ljm 4 Stirling HEI

The following is th e  questionnaire which was used  in the  survey, anno tated  with 

the  results received. Note th a t two respondents did no t com plete the  

questionnaire b u t provided com m ent and  these are included after the  grid.
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Table 5.10 benchmark questionnaire -annotated

B E N C H M A R K  Q U E S T IO N N IA R E
You can answ er yes/n o /to  some extent or can give a fu ller com ment in box 
provided if  
you wish.

Yes No To
som e
exten t

1 A r e  y o u  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  s u b j e c t  b e n c h m a r k  f o r  y o u r  d i s c i p l in a r y  
a r e a

Bdgjkcl
mo

ahin

Other comments:
a  not very much help fro m  me I  am afraid -  not very fam iliar w ith  this 
scheme best 
regards amb
b It m ade us think afresh about our provision
h  There are no benchmarks fo r  forensic science -  w e use a combination o f  
those fo r
chem istry and biology

2 I n  y o u r  o p i n io n ,  h a s  b e n c h m a r k in g  a c a d e m ic  s u b j e c t s  m a d e  a  
p o s i t i v e

c o n t r ib u t i o n  t o  t h e  d i s c i p l in e

Dilm
n

akco bghj

Any further com ment here
d  Clarifies the basic minimum o f coverage a sound H istory degree should 
have. Ensures com parability o f coverage without being too prescriptive, 
j  We som etim es used the benchmark as support fo r  changes to courses ie (to ask the 
question) is this 
consistent with QAA

3 I n  y o u r  o p i n io n ,  d o e s  t h e  b e n c h m a r k  f o r  y o u r  d i s c i p l in a r y  a r e a  
m a k e  m o r e

e x p l ic i t  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  a t t a in m e n t

bilm ano Dghjk
c

Any further com ment here 
d  Only in the broadest sense.
j  We previously benchmarked standards to our professional body (RSC) and  
their
criteria fo r  course accreditation

4 I n  y o u r  o p i n io n ,  h a s  t h e  b e n c h m a r k  m a d e  a  p o s i t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e  t o  
t h e
p r o v i s i o n  i n  y o u r  d e p a r t m e n t

1 cno abdkm

H a s  i t  c o n t r ib u t e d  t o  e n h a n c e m e n t  o f  t h e  c u r r i c u lu m 1 Bdhij
Kcm
no

abg

H a s  i t  c o n t r ib u t e d  t o  e n h a n c e m e n t  o f  l e a r n i n g  a n d  t e a c h in g Bdgh
ijklcn
mo

a

H a s  i t  c o n t r ib u t e d  t o  e n h a n c e m e n t  o f  a s s e s s m e n t Dgh
Jklcn
0

abim

H a s  i t  c o n t r ib u t e d  t o  s e t t in g  o f  s t a n d a r d s lm dkco Abghij
n

Any further com ment here
b  We re-w rote our degree to conform to the benchmark document fo r  English, but following it closely 

forced
us to com promise about some o f our provision eg as level 1 is genre-based w e couln’t offer an American  
literature module in the w ay we would wish as it is needed by the American Studies program m e  

d  The H istory Benchmarks have been accepted by historians because they are a broad brush statem ent o f 
the
nature o f  the H istory discipline. They do not descend into the micro-m anagem ent that increasingly 
threatens
academic initiative and the presentation o f an enjoyable and stimulating subject.
i  Irrespective o f benchmarking, University decisions have made negative difference to curriculum and
learning
and teaching in m y personal opinion

j  As above, as p a r t o f  our rationale fo r  introducing change we would back up these changes by reference to 
the
benchmark (and other) statem ents 
k  I  helps get through QAA. That’s all.
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5 A r e  y o u  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  n o w  f o r  t h e  in i t i a t i v e  t o  b e  
d e v e lo p e d  i n t o  a  ‘r e c o g n i t io n  s c h e m e ’ f o r  e m e r g in g  d i s c i p l in e s

gho Abdi
Jklcm
n

Any further com ment here
6 D o  y o u  h a v e  a n  o p i n io n  o n  t h i s  l a t e s t  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t h e  

b e n c h m a r k i n g  i n i t ia t i v e  y o u  w i s h  t o  c o m m e n t  u p o n
dn Abgh

Iklcm
0

Any further com ment here
d A  worrying development. M ore bureaucrats supervising the people who w ill actually develop new subject 
areas ?

j  Id say there has to be some strong evidence o f the educational worth  o f  existing statem ents before 
producing 
any more

7 O v e r a l l ,  in  y o u r  o p i n io n ,  h a s  b e n c h m a r k in g  b e e n  a  u s e f u l  i n i t ia t i v e . gil jco Abd
k
mn

Any further com ment here 
h I  have mixed view s on this
i  yes, nationally it leads to consistency o f approach and encourages examination o f  practice
j  N ot particu larly useful. I suppose it provides some sort o f fram ew ork  but I  cant say that it has driven
changes
to our practice. O f course it is referred to in our program m e specifications, but who reads these (worth a 

survey)? Overall its something that w e used as a credibility tool but which doesn’t necessarily mean that 
we
agree with w h at it actually says. I  would also say that consultation on its (the benchmark statement) 
content
and the rationale fo r  selecting the benchmark group were respectively inadequate and lacking 
transparency
k  It has lim ited bureaucratic uses
Respondent e
Can’t really answer as I have never heard of the QAA 
Professor in the Dept of Chemistry at the University of xxxx

Respondent f
I’m simply too ignorant of things to offer an informed opinion 
Theology Department,Univerisity of xxxxx

One in teresting  feature of the  results is the  difference in  the  responses to 

questions about the  benchm ark initiative in respect of its perceived value to  

the  discipline generally, and responses about the  benchm ark  and  its value in 

respect of the  responden t’s own departm ent. So th a t w hilst 9 out of 13 

respondents answ ered ‘yes’ or <t0 som e ex ten t’ in response to  the  question 

relating to  the  positive contribution to  the  discipline generally, responses to 

questions about positive contribution to  the  curriculum , learning and  teaching 

and assessm ent in the  respondent’s own departm ent, clustered strongly 

around  ‘no ’ w ith a m uch sm aller num ber answ ering ‘to  som e extent’ and  only
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one responden t answ ering ‘yes’ to  any of those th ree  questions listed  under ‘4’ 

in  the  questionnaire.

There were two questions about standards in the  questionnaire. The first asked 

w hether respondents considered the  benchm arking initiative had  helped make 

the  s tandards of degrees m ore explicit. The second asked w hether the 

benchm ark  initiative had  contribu ted  to  the  setting standards of degrees in the 

respondents’ own departm ent. To bo th  questions about standards, 

respondents tended  to  chose the  ‘to  som e ex ten t’ option: 46% and 53% 

respectively. Only 15% answ ered an unequivocal ‘yes’ to  the  question “had  the 

benchm ark  con tribu ted  to  the  setting of standards in  your d epartm en t”.

W hen the  resu lts are p resented  in the  following form ats, focussing explicitly on 

questions th a t are specifically about respondents perceptions about the 

benchm ark  initiative, th en  positive, negative and  am bivalent perceptions of the 

initiative becom e apparent: the  ratio of 13:46:30 is revealed w here 13 is the 

sum  of positive com m ents about the  initiative, 46 is the  sum  of negative 

com m ents and  30 is the  sum  of am bivalent com m ent: 15% positive, 52% 

negative, 33% am bivalent.
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Table 5.11 Academics comments on the benchmark 
statements

1 familiar with the BMS for your disciplinary area

yes no
som e
extent total

9 O 4 13
2 bms made a +tive contribution to yr discipline 5 4 4 13
3 bms make more explicit standards of degrees 4 3 6 13

In your department, have

41 bms contributed to enhancement of curriculum 1 10 2 13
4ii bms contributed to enhancement of L&T 0 12 1 13
4iii bms contributed to enhancement of assessment 0 9 4 13
4iv bms contributed to setting of standards 2 4 7 13
5 familiar with intention re a 'recognition' scheme 3 10 O 13
6 overall, has bms been a useful initiative 3 4 6 13

Overall scores for questions 1-9 25 56 34

Recalculated removing scores for questions 1&5 1 3 4 6 3 0

Com m entary

In  th is chapter I have sought through a critical and  analytical reading of 

chapter 10 Qualifications and S tandards of the  Dearing R eport to  draw  

a tten tion  to  the  constructions utilised to  p resen t particu lar im pressions of 

H EI’s stew ardship  of academ ic standards. I have proposed  th a t chapter 10 be 

viewed as an exam ple of a developm ent discourse on academ ic standards as 

described in chapter 3. That is, th a t it coalesces particu lar ideas, favours some 

in terests over others, using linguistic devices to  p u t forw ard a particular 

apparently  neu tra l and  apolitical view about the  stew ardship  by higher 

education of the  s tan d ard  of awards. I propose on the  basis of th is critical 

reading therefore th a t the  version of H EI’s stew ardship of academ ic standards 

pu t forw ard in  chap ter 10 is unreliable.
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I have also dem onstrate  th a t there  was no t unan im ity  about policy intentions 

betw een the  NCI HE and  the  QAA, nor was there  w ithin  the  Agency itself a 

consensus about w hat was expected to  be produced and  how  the  expert team s 

were to  be guided in  the ir task  in a way which m ight lead  to  unanim ity of 

policy developm ent. (This provides the  response to  research question 1).

I have fu rth er dem onstrated  th a t there  was considerable confusion am ongst 

those on th e  benchm arking  groups as to  the ir task, leading to  variation in both  

policy in ten tion  and  policy developm ent. In  particu lar in section 5.4 I have 

dem onstrated  th a t there  was considerable variation of policy developm ent, in 

th a t there  is evidence in the  sam ple studied  th a t the  tasks adopted  by the 

benchm arking groups differed from  each other. I have also dem onstrated  th a t 

there  was variation  in  w hat was being benchm arked. My findings are 

supported  by w ork undertaken  by o ther researchers which dem onstrate 

considerable variation betw een all the  benchm ark  s tatem ents th a t were 

produced in the  pilo t and the first two tranches of the  benchm ark  initiative. 

Since there  was no intervention by QAA to influence the  w ork of the  final 

tranche of benchm ark  groups, it can be taken  th a t the  variation  poin ted  to  was 

a feature of the  second tranche and  thus the  whole undertaking. (This 

provides the  response to  research question 2).

Drawing on a set of questionnaires adm inistered  to  academ ics in  the  sam e 

disciplines as those selected for th is study, across a num ber of HEIs, I propose 

th a t on the  lim ited survey conducted, and on the  crude indicators used, the
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results po in t to  the  benchm ark  initiative no t being valued or respected by 

those practitioners w ho re tu rned  th e  questionnaire.

C hapter 5 has also dem onstrated  th a t the  policy tra jectory  it was characterised 

by shifts and  changes.
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Chapter 6 

DISCUSSION AND EXPLANATORY INSIGHTS

In  th is chapter, I consider a num ber of issues the  cum ulative im pact of which 

resu lted  in considerable variation betw een the  in ten tions of the  policy 

initiative and  its outcom e.

It is clear from  chap ter 5 th a t the  issue exerting the  m ost influence on the 

policy process was the  different ideologies which w ere b rough t to  bear at 

different points of the  policy trajectory. The w orld views of the  NCIHE and the 

benchm arking groups can reasonably expected to  be very different. Technically 

the  role of th e  QAA was to  oversee the  developm ent of th e  policy intentions 

referred  to  it by th e  NCIHE. However, the  philosophical position of th e  QAA 

was am biguous. The Agency m ay have leant, and  increasingly so across the 

period of the  policy developm ent, tow ard th a t of the  benchm arking groups. 

This is suggested since there  seem ed to  be considerable la titude operating in 

the  benchm arking groups favour as they sought to  devise benchm arks not 

capable of being utilised in a TQI type inspection regime. Alternatively the 

undertaking once under the  control of the QAA m ay have been an example of 

‘m uddling th ro u g h ’ considered by Lindblom  to  be a frequent m ode of 

progression th rough  the  policy process (Lindblom, 1968). O ther explanations 

are possible and  in reality are likely to  be m ore layered and  complex than  

suggested here. In  term s of the professional values o f the  benchm arking 

groups, interviews w ith academ ics showed th a t they believed th e ir professional 

principles and  ideology to  be th rea tened  and  were defensive and suspicious of 

the QAA and  of the  initiative. Indeed, the interviews I conducted showed th a t a
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com m on reason for jo in ing a benchm arking group was m otivated by a strongly 

felt im perative to  preserve educational, professional and  disciplinary values, 

and  to  resist in trusion  from  the  state.

...and we thought there would be all these sort o f Botany Professors, wheeled out 

o f some store room, who had not taught fo r  thirty years and certainly did not 

know about modern biology education. There was this sense that we wanted to 

be in on the act. When I  got to the firs t meeting I  found  that that was the 

motivation fo r  most o f the group -  it was almost like -  i f  we do not do this -  

somebody else is going to do it, so we have to do it and make a good job o f i t . 
Respondent 18

And as I  keep saying it is really, and it is the critical point almost, that we were 

damn sure that i f  anyone was going to do it was at least going to be us and not 
some

other body selected fro m  elsewhere. Respondent 16

An awful lot o f m y colleagues in the faculty o f arts were simply trying to resist 

all this, rather than responding to an imposed task. Respondent 7.

A Absolutely. It is a defensive statement. You can read it as: someone is 

trying to kick us around. And us saying : no, we are not going to be kicked 

around. This is what we are going to do and this is w hat we think. We were 

pretty determined. Respondent 4

There is m uch in  the  interviews which dem onstrates th a t the  benchm arking 

groups w ere concerned about the purpose to  which the  p roduct of the ir work 

w ould be pu t and  th a t the ir conjecture about those purposes were 

ideologically abho rren t to  them . It is clear also th a t there  was considerable 

m istrust of the  QAA itself which was seen by m any m em bers to  be a tool of 

governm ent. Some m em bers of the  benchm ark  groups w ere especially 

pessim istic about the  initiative, believing th a t benchm ark  groups were being
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duped in to  being instrum enta l in bringing about changes th a t would harm  the 

subject or harm  university  education.

“Once we p u t anything into boxes we had had it. We were absolutely adamant 

that we would not create any boxes that could in effect be used to destroy the 

subject. (Respondent 4)

“Some people refused to jo in  the group on the basis o f w hat they thought it was 

about was a handcuffing o f universities by themselves, in other words they were 

being duped. There were deep suspicions around the exercise. (Respondent 11)
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Table 6.1: U se to  w hich the benchm arks w ou ld  be put

C h e m . W ell that w as a big talk ing p o in t because one th ing  w e w ant to  em p h asise  w as that we w ere not prepa 
national curricu lum

1 .
Old

H
is

to
ry

Q. There w as a w orry I th in k  from  w hat you say, about th e  w ay th at it m ight be used . And that m ust 
have coloured  your approach.

A .T hat’s w h y  w e w ere so  against th e  boxes. O nce w e put anyth ing in to  b o xes w e had  had it. W e were  
absolu tely  adam ant th at w e w ou ld  not create any b oxes th at could  in  effect be u sed  to  destroy the  
subject. W e b elieved  th at if  you  reduced h istory to  a series to  a ser ies o f  b o x es and if  th is QAA w as as 
pow erful as it look ed  like being  and it cou ld  te ll v ice  chancellors w h at to  do. D o n ’t  forget, I worked  

for QAA in th e  aud itin g  process, you could  see  that th e  dangers w ere all there.
T he m o m en t has probably gone. T he m om en t th at Randall saw , for  a com p lete ly  new  un iversity  
system  w hich  had  b een  bureaucratised  and structured around benchm ark ing  is never going to happe

4 .
Old
Uni

A t th e  core o f  th e  debate around th e  benchm ark  sta tem en ts w as h ow  th e  benchm arks w ould  be used  
in th e  m eth od o logy  w h ich  QAA had not at that tim e yet develop ed . A nd I th in k  w hat it is im portant 
to  rem em ber is th at th e  benchm arking process started  w ith  us, before w ork had begun on th e  nationa  
qu alifications fram ew ork and sign ificantly  before th e  new  k ind  o f m eth o d o lo g y  assessin g  teach ing  
-  subject rev iew  or n ot - and been  developed . In other w ords w e w ere w riting key docu m en ts in a 
process w h ich  at th at stage w as not specified .

5
Old
Uni

A nd I th ink  th e  issu e  o f  th e  review  process ( inspection o f  the subject planned by QAA to replace TQA 
within which the benchmarks would have a role) and tria lling , w h ich  strictly  sp eak in g  w as none o f  

our b u sin ess , bu t w h ich  w e felt could  not b e d ivorced from  w h at w e w ere doin g  and w as part o f  the  
w h ole  process. I had no experience o f  be ing  an insp ector and w as n ot at th e  centre o f  th ose  concerns, 
but there w ere a num ber o f  peop le  w ho w ere and th ey  w ere preparing to  let th e ir  n am es go forward  
to  be in sp ectors and th ey  w ere very w orried about it. T he issu e  o f practical w orkings o f  subject audits 
w ere never resolved.

6 .
N ew

T
h

eo
lo

gy
 

& 
re

li
g

io
u

s 
S

tu
d

ie
s.

A n other d ifficu lty  w as that there w ere th ese  41 or 4 2  subject areas... ra ised  concerns that a national 
curriculum  w as in QAAs th ink ing, a sm all num ber w ou ld  have b een  m ore acceptab le and w ou ld  not 
have raised  that concern, but 4 2  w as su ffic ien t to  cause so m e  concern  about a national curriculum .

7-
Old
U ni

N o  on e  kn ew  w h at th e  sta tem en ts w ere going to  be used  for. 8 .
Old

M y take on th e  po licy  w as that w h en  th e  policy  w as first ann oun ced , it w as not clear h ow  it w ould get 
un -packed  and there probably w as a su sp icion  th at there w as go ing  to  b e  an attem p t to  achieve a 
clearly defined  national curriculum  in each subject area th at w ou ld  be so  sharply  delin eated  that it 
w ou ld  give very little  room  for m anoeuvre for ind ividual in stitu tio n s or d istin ctiven ess o f  operation  
and in d eed  w ou ld  call into qu estion  th e  w h ole  m atter o f  academ ic in tegrity  o f  ind ividual teachers and  
researchers and th e  in stitu tion s in w h ich  th ey  w ere located  so  th ere  w as naturally  going to  be a lot o f  
n ervou sn ess about that.

9
N ew

E
n

g
li

sh

T he subject com m u n ity  w ere nervous about it, especia lly  about th e  p o ssib ility  o f  it being part o f  
th e  develop m en t o f a national curriculum . W e th ou gh t th at that w as w hat it w as about. A nd I still 
th in k  that m ight have been  the initial idea. A nd I th in k  th at id ea  w as strongly  in fluentia l w ithin  the  
group, that w e m ade it so  that it w as im possib le, for it to  be th at sort o f  th ing . W e chose our language  
carefully and m ade sure that w e had a very flexib le sta tem en t.

I O
N ew
Uni

W e w ere never qu ite sure w hat they  w ere going to  do w ith  it. T hey kept reassuring us but rem em ber  
that th is fo llow in g  TQA regim e. W hat I w as there doing, w hat w e w ere all doing w as to  ensure that 
w e did not end up w ith a national curriculum . T here is a danger about th e  w ay it m ight be used  in inst 
especia lly  bythe quality assurance departm ent. A  QA departm en t m ight use  it in a w ay that it was not 
to  be used . It looked  like a national curriculum . And I su sp ect that th e  phrase ' national curriculum ' th 
idea, w as th e  one that w as haunting benchm arking and w hich  kept up tim e after tim e: prescription; n; 
curriculum , un iform ity  and exclusion  o f  a num ber o f areas o f the d iscip line.

11
Old
Uni

P
h

y
si

cs

Q. W as it in your m ind  how  benchm ark statem en ts m ight be used?
Yes absolu tely . Yes w e w ere very conscious o f  that and th at w as part o f  th e  argum ent about w hy we 
did not w ant to  be a prescriptive as the chem ists had been .

13
Old
Uni

QAA presum ably  asked us to  do th is for their ow n reasons, w h atever th o se  w ere. I have assum ed  
that th e  reason th ey  asked us to do th is w as so  that in a situation  w h en  th ey  review  physics  
departm en ts and th ey  w anted  som eth ing  they could bash very poor departm en ts over the head w ith  
to  say look  you are not doing a proper job, they  could use th is docum ent to  say, against th is ? 
you are failing.

14
Old
U ni

Bi
o 

sc
i.

I w as also in itia lly  worried, like m any people that it w ould  even tually  b oil dow n to  som e form  of  
national curriculum . W e w anted  it to be as unrestrictive as possib le , as w e respectab ly  could. There  
w as a lo t o f d iscu ssion  about how  it m ight be used . Such as : w hat h ap pens if  w e say som eth ing  and th  
inform ed that th e  un iversity  o f w hatever, does not do that?

16
Old
Uni
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The responses from  the  early benchm ark  groups were particularly  vivid about 

th a t nervousness. Note th a t a m em ber of the  pilot group (respondent 4 -  in 

fact the  first group of th e  subject benchm ark  groups to  m ake its statem ent 

available to  th e  QAA) believed th a t the  whole of th e  p resen t order of higher 

education was th rea ten ed  to  be radically a ltered  by the  im position of the 

benchm ark  statem ents. (Table 6.1 Use to w hich the benchm arks w ould  be 

p u t). The suspicion th a t the  Agency would resort to  devious or actual dishonest 

tactics to  effect changes to  HE was evident in  a sm all num ber o f the  interviews.

A com m on view am ongst the  respondents was th a t the  purpose of the 

benchm ark  initiative was associated w ith the  developm ent of a national 

curriculum  for HE - note th a t the  national curriculum  for schools was still- 

recent h istory  a t th e  tim e the  benchm ark  groups w ere m eeting. They were 

fu rther concerned th a t the benchm ark inform ation w ould be used  w ithin an 

inspection regim e sim ilar to  the Teaching Quality A ssessm ent (TQA) regime. A 

regim e which m any perceived as being unfair M istrust was a feature of the 

relationship generally betw een the benchm arking groups and  the  Agency.

It is also possible to  identify shared  m eanings in the  interview  extracts when 

these extracts are considered together. Fran Tonkiss talks about the  language 

and  shared  m eaning which those in ‘expert’ professions use. Such expert 

language she posits, m arks out a field of knowledge and  confers m em bership 

and  authority . The language which a professional group uses can therefore be 

seen to  rep resen t a form  of tacit knowledge and  shared  values which those 

professionals draw  on. Such system s of language and  discourse represen t th a t 

professional group’s versions of the  social world. (Tonkiss, 1998:248-9).
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W hen the  selection of quotations is read from  th is perspective, there  can be 

discerned certain  them es. There is a them e about defence of the  status quo and 

in particu lar of the  privilege of academ ic freedom  which the  group enjoys. 

There is a discernible use of dram atic and  em otive expressions to  describe the 

dam age th a t m ight resu lt were the  control and  stew ardship  of the  university 

curriculum  be w rested from  them . Note th a t the  chairs, in particular, were 

representatives of the  ‘elder s tatesm en’ or ‘tribal elders’ of th e ir disciplinary 

com m unities and  th e re  can be expected to  be considerable au thority  and  force 

in the ir values and  beliefs, vis a vis the ir own disciplinary com m unities.

R espondents also describe the ir m ain defensive tactic, ie to  ensure as m uch 

latitude as possible. Phrases to  describe th e ir endeavour in  th is  respect include 

an  abundance of w ords such as: non-prescriptive, unrestrictive, flexible. I am 

suggesting th a t these  extracts offer a view of a shared  justification  of actions 

taken  to  contest th e  in ten tion  of the  initiative. They resonate  w ith the 

com m ents of Young th a t there are areas of academ ic knowledge which involve 

assum ptions th a t they are m ore ‘w orthw hile’ th an  others, and  are viewed as 

‘high s ta tu s’. In  th is he is contrasting academ ic disciplines, such as are 

represented  in th is study, w ith vocational disciplines. To quote directly from 

Young again “If the  criteria of h igh-status knowledge are associated w ith the 

value of the  dom inant in terest groups, particularly  the  universities, one would 

expect m axim um  resistance to  any change of the  high status knowledge 

associated w ith academ ic curricula (Young 1971: 34-36). This indeed appears 

to  have been borne ou t in th is study.
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There are som e m ore prosaic explanations for the  defensiveness of 

benchm arking groups. They m ay have been  genuinely unclear about the 

precise rem it. H ad they had  a clearer view of th e  purpose to  which the 

benchm arks w ould be put, in particular, if th e  qualifications fram ew ork had, as 

originally in tended, been  constructed  so th a t academ ics h ad  a clear context for 

th e ir work, th en  th e ir suspicion and  defensiveness m ay no t have been so 

great and  the  p roduct of the ir w ork m ay have h ad  grea ter utility  than  at 

present. This is the  subject of the  next section.

The rush to com plete the BMS in itia tive — cart before the horse

There are features of the  handover of the  policy task  from  the  QAA to the 

benchm arking groups which had  an influence on the  lack of unanim ity  about 

policy in ten tions and  policy developm ent w ith in  th e  benchm arking groups. 

The first of these is alluded to  above, and is also associated w ith  the  ‘fairly tigh t 

tim escale’ w ithin w hich QAA was to  progress the  Dearing agenda.

The QAA h ad  been  given a very heavy agenda by Dearing, and  only a short 

tim e scale w ithin which to  establish a new  system  of national quality 

assurance. T hat these pressures were recognised by the  QAA is evident from  

the  following two quotations from  the  Agency’s own bulle tin  for HE, Higher 

Quality No 2:

“The report sets a challenging agenda fo r  the Agency” (ppi)  

and

“The Dearing Report called fo r  the new quality assurance system to be up and 

running within three years. This means that development, consultation and 

trialing will have to take place to a fa irly tight timetable ” (pp2)
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W hilst m any of the  Agency’s staff were draw n from  HEQC and  the  funding 

councils there  w ere also new and  powerful individuals a t senior levels within 

the  Agency in  th e  early days after the  NCIHE reported. This m ay have m eant 

th a t there  w ere different values operating as well as underdeveloped 

organisational arrangem ents and  unstable professional relationships. These 

factors m ay have m ilitated  against optim um  efficiency in  the  Agency’s early 

work.

Against the  above there  was considerable external p ressure  on the  Agency to  

press ahead  w ith the  Dearing agenda. R ecom m endation 25, in  particular, 

im plied th a t the  Agency should prioritise the  developm ent of benchm ark 

inform ation on standards. The extract from  H igher Quality No 2 below makes 

clear there  was such pressure, b u t also m akes clear th e  p lanned, logical 

sequence o f developm ent envisaged by the  Agency: th e  architecture of the 

qualifications fram ew ork was to  be created first and  benchm ark  inform ation 

was to  be developed subsequently  to  align w ith the  levels in  th e  qualifications 

fram ework. Fig 7 Depiction o f  the A g en cy ’s p la n s  fo r  the developm ent o f  its 

‘po licy  bundle’ fo r  academ ic standards, illustrates th e  points being m ade 

about the  p lanned  developm ents and described by the  Agency in H igher 

Quality No 2 .

“there are four main strands to the early development work being undertaken by the 

Agency....The f i r s t  strand concerns the qualifications fra m ew o rk ...The second  

strand concerns benchm arking in form ation  to enable subject threshold 

standards to be established...) The th ird  strand involves the development o f the 

Dearing proposals fo r  an enhanced role fo r  external exam iners who would 

report to the Agency on the extent to which provision met subject threshold
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standards and programme objectives...The fo u rth  strand is the development o f the 

various codes o f  p ra c tice  that Dearing proposed should be the basis o f future  

institutional reviews” (QAA Nov 97p  2). (Author’s emphasis).

In  the  event, th e  Agency abandoned th e  p lanned  sequence identified for the 

various elem ents of the  NCIHE agenda and  prio ritised  the  benchm ark 

statem ents ahead  of everything else. W hat th is m ean t is th a t the  architecture 

of the  qualifications fram ew ork in tended to  identify th e  various levels of 

qualifications and  in to  which the  benchm ark  inform ation on standards of the 

honours aw ard w ould fit was no t in place p rio r to  com m issioning the 

benchm ark  inform ation. R ather like trying to  fit th e  w indow s before the  walls 

had  been  built.

H ad the  p lanned  logical sequence of events been followed th en  the  benchm ark 

groups w ould have had  the context of the  qualifications fram ew ork within 

which to  develop benchm ark  inform ation on standards. As it was they were 

operating in  a vacuum  and  as extracts from  th e  interview s in  Table 6.1 Use to 

w hich the benchm arks w ould  be p u t  show, those on th e  benchm ark  groups 

were very concerned about the  way the ir w ork m ight be used  once it was 

handed  over to  the  Agency.

Part o f the  difficulty w ith the  task  can also be a ttrib u ted  to  th e  am biguity of key 

concepts and  th e  ‘m anagem ent-speak’ language in  w hich th e  ta sk  was couched.

I have touched  on th is  m atte r earlier in  chapter 5.
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Concepts underlying the in itiative

In  the  chapter Policy: Processes and  Issues, I drew  a tten tion  to  literatures 

which poin ted  to  the  difficulties created w ithin the  policy process w hen central 

concepts underp inn ing  policy initiatives w ere unclear. M iller and  Green make 

the  po in t th a t ideological and  philosophical perspectives held  by policy m akers 

may m ean th a t there  are underlying tacit assum ptions which influence their 

understand ing  (M iller and  Green, 1999: 1-10). Lingard and  G arrick noted in 

the ir policy trajectory  study on the  im plem entation of a national policy 

initiative to  im prove social equity th rough  access to  educational opportunities 

in m ulticultural A ustralia betw een 1994 and  1995 th a t key concepts had 

different m eanings to  different constituencies involved in  the  developm ent of 

the  policy, and  fu rther, th a t there  was an instability  in the  shared  m eaning of 

those key concepts am ong key audiences for the  policy initiative (Lingard and 

Garrick, 1997: 57-178). I would argue th a t the  key concepts of ‘benchm arking’ 

as applied to  academ ic standards was sim ilarly unstable. R espondent 17 

states: “a lo t of us felt th a t the  whole concept of benchm ark  standards was 

som ew hat debatable and  som ething th a t we w orried ab o u t”. R espondent 19, 

the A ssistant D irector a t QAA with direct responsibility for the  initiative makes 

exactly the  sam e po in t w hen he says:

“and I  think i f  there had been a slightly more circumspect way o f describing 

what the committee wanted rather than 'benchmarking', then much o f the early 

difficulties that the Agency experienced with the pilot groups could have been 

avoided. ” Respondent 19
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However, perhaps the  concept which was especially contentious was th a t of 

academ ic s tandards. It is clear th a t the  NCIHE and  the  academic 

benchm arking groups had  quite different perspectives on w hat th is central 

concept m eant. In  Table 6.2 S tandards- their prob lem a tic  nature: an  

academ ic v iew poin t, a num ber of respondents m ake clear th a t in their 

(expert) view the  concept of academ ic standards is problem atic p e r  se . The 

following section seeks to  dem onstrate  w hat it m ean t to  those on the  academ ic 

benchm arking groups selected for th is study, and  shows how  th e ir perception 

m ade it difficult to  transla te  the  task  referred  by D earing in a way th a t m atched 

bo th  the  Dearing requirem ents and  th e ir philosophical and  professional 

understand ing  of th a t term .

Standards — ivhat academ ics say

One of the  m atters respondents had  been asked in  th e  interview s to  com m ent 

upon was the  ex tent to  which it was actually possible to  capture academic 

standards in  the  way th a t had  been  envisaged in th e  NCIHE recom m endation. 

The com m ents cap tured  in Table 6.2 S tandards- their prob lem atic  nature: an  

academ ic v iew p o in t th a t alm ost all respondents considered such an endeavour 

to  be problem atic.

145



Table 6 .2  Standards - their  problem atic nature: an academ ic view point

Resp<
W hat are standards in chem istry? And very rapidly th e  panel cam e to  th e  v iew  th a t standards w ere  
inseparable from  con ten t in chem istry.
W ell th e  other th in g  that has to  be borne in m ind  is th at an in sisten ce  o f  th e  QAA w as that there should  
be no negative  sta tem en ts included  in th e  benchm ark. So even  at th e  bottom  end  o f  th e  standards  
sta tem en ts, it w as not perm itted  to  say ‘does not kn ow  th is, or does not kn ow  th a t’.
To create all th o se  leve ls required quite a lot o f ingen u ity  so th a t th ey  sh ou ld  all b e  p ositive  statem ents.

1
Old
Uni

B ecause w e tr ied  to  b e  all-em bracing, w e w ere co n sc iou s th at th e  w ords w e used  w ou ld  be interpreted  
by different p eo p le  in d ifferent ways.
‘B asic level o f  u n d ersta n d in g ’ w hat does th at m ean. So I th in k  th a t w as part o f  th e  scep ticism . You 
could  w rite th ese  w ords dow n, bu t w hat did th ey  m ean? W ithout go ing  in to  enorm ous detail ....under­
stand  th e  secon d  law  o f  therm od ynam ics... w hat do you  m ean by un derstand? Can you  repeat it? Do 
you  kn ow  w hat it m eans? Can you  use it? So I th ink  th at is part o f  th e  problem  generally  and academ ics  
are concerned  about w riting th in gs dow n w hich  th ey  know  does not ach ieve w h at th e  overall objective  

is, sim p ly  b ecau se  o f  th e  lim itation  o f  w ords. I m ean , th e  w h o le  q u estion  o f  standards itse lf  is difficult. 
W hat do w e m ean by  standards? Its one o f  th o se  w ords th at p eop le  th row  about. In fact w hat we were  
plan ning  to  do w as to  u se  w ords w h ich  w e fe lt could  b e  in terpreted  sen sib ly  by  th e  chem istry  
com m unity . W e w ere very con sc iou s o f  th e  fact th at w e w ere go ing  to  w rite th in g s dow n and people were 
look  at th em  and say  -  w hat does th at m ean.

2
N ew
U ni
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T here is a sen se  th at w e are trying to  define various categories o f  d egree w ith ou t saying so , because  
basically , th e  QAA w an ted  us to  define th e  threshold . E ssen tia lly  it w as left open  to  th e  various 
groups to  d efine w hat th e  threshold  was.

3
N ew
Uni
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W e certain ly  did not w an t to  m ake a sta tem en t about th e  th resh o ld  standards, w h ich  w e thou ght w as a 
lo t o f  n o n sen se . T he on ly  w ay w e could  understand  it w as -  w h at you  n eed  to  do to  get an honours  
degree in h istory, a sort o f  m in im um  standard, you  know . I have no id ea  h ow  usefu l it has been  to  other  
subject areas. I w ou ld  n ot w an t to criticise w hat o thers have done.

4
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I also th ink , it says (in  th e  b enchm ark  statem en t) th at there is not one w ay to  do th in gs, so it is up to the  
departm en t to  say th e  w ay th e  do th ings w h ich  assure standards.

6
N ew

I did not b e lieve  it w as p ossib le  to  estab lish  absolu te standards. W e w ork on a se t o f  qualitative ju d g e­
m ents, it is hard to  pin dow n. This is not on ly  true o f  TRS bu t o f  a w h o le  range o f  subjects. M any  
academ ics w ill recogn ise  th at a m ark is a sym bol, and th at ju d g em en ts are su pp orted  by criterion  
referents.

7
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In term s o f  th e  standards, th e  statem en t, I agree has not m uch concrete  b ite. B ut w e did not w ant to  
im p ose  our standards on other departm ents.
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I guess I w ou ld  w ant to  rem ark at th is point that if  a careful scrutiny  w ere don e  o f  w h at I w ill call the  
‘academ ic esca lator’ to  apply levels to  national curriculum  subjects right th e  w ay through th e  4 key  

stages, and th e  various level descriptors w hich have been  u sed  to  characterise  th e  d ifferent 10 12 levels 
involved - i f  an analysis o f  that w as done, and an analysis w as also  don e o f  th e  various aspects o f the  
certification  process w h ich  are involved in stu dents in sch oo l producing records o f  ach ievem ent, and at 
th e  sam e tim e w e looked  at the language criteria that are used  in respect o f  A  level -  I th ink  w e w ould  
find that in m any subjects there w as a lo t o f  language that gets u sed  m uch  earlier in th e  stu dents  
develop m en t w h ich  is com m on to  that w hich is also used  for 2 and3rd year undergraduates.
And th is is w here I th ink  th e  w hole  educational process and th e  aud iting w h ich  has gone on in relation  
to  it has not been  as co n sisten tly  jo in ed  up in its th ink ing as it really  sh o u ld  have been  and I feel very  
strongly  about that in all sorts o f  ways.

9
N ew
Uni
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I do not know  w hat w as in QAA’s m ind. I th ink  defin ing  standards is problem atic. A cadem ics w ill 
typ ically  say: I d o n ’t know  how  to  define a first, bu t I kn ow  it w h en  I see  it. M y ow n v iew  is that that is 
not good  enough . I th in k  academ ic should  be able to  reflect on  th e ir  practice and be able to  define w hat 
is an E nglish  degree. H aving said  that it is difficult to breakdow n system atica lly , creativity and  
originality  - in E nglish , w e are looking for that, w h ich  is one o f  th e  reasons w h y w e avoided talking  
about a first or top  in E nglish . W e do not th in k  that you  can say th at standards can be certain levels o f  
kn ow ledge - it g oes beyon d  that.

10
N ew
U ni

w I th ink  th at part o f  th e  benchm ark  statem en t on  standards w ou ld  not, in  th e  contex t o f  a TQA (T eaching 12
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A ssessm en t) in a d epartm en t -  I d o n ’t th ink  it could  be he ld  against th e  perform ance o f  stu dents in a 
w ay that w ou ld  m easure their  perform ance. There is also I th in k  an en d em ic  problem  w ithin  English, 
in th e  sen se  th at if  you go to  E nglish departm en ts and you read m ark sch em e descriptors, they  tend  to 

be couched  in very general w ays b ecause th ey  are not about th e  ach ievem en t o f  sp ecific  know ledge  
o u tcom es o f  a quantifiab le kind.
So it is som eth in g  about th e  nature o f th e  d iscursive con d ition s un der w h ich  a ssessm en t is conducted  
in E nglish  w h ich  is actually  trying to  capture a range o f  q u alities across a very w ide range o f  assessm ent  
Or are you really  trying to  d iscrim inate  b etw een  w hat is actually  a good  degree and one w hich  is a less  

good  degree, w h ich  for m o st peop le  is th e  one betw een  a 2.1 and 2 .2 . So there w as that problem , but I 
am  sure E nglish  w as not th e  on ly  one to  w restle  w ith that problem .

N ew
Uni
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. ...there w as a concern about there be ing  a very s im p listic  v iew  about standards. 13
Old

It is difficu lt to  se t abso lu te  th resholds because  stren gths can m ake up for w eak n ess in other area. So thre 
difficult. W e found it d ifficu lt w restling w ith threshold  and m odel and w hat th at really m eant.
W ell it’s a c lassic  sta tem en t and I don ’t w ant to  ju stify  it or anyth ing, but it com es w ith exam ining, intern  
external, over a period  o f  tim e, it b ecom es ingrained w ith in  you. You kn ow  w hat a first candidate is and \ 
2.2 . is. You kn ow  it a lm ost in stinctively . N o w  that is a dan gerous th in g  and  I can understand  people bein  
b y it. H ow  do you  know ? W hat is it th a t defines th ese  th ings?  A nd I w ou ld  b e  in terested  if  th is is th e  case 
academ ics in other areas, bu t yes, I do know  I can recogn ise  th ese  standards. B ut trying to  w rite dow n an  
exactly  th o se  th in g s - is very  difficult.

14
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Uni

Q D oes th at really  m ean that the standard o f th e  award resid e w ith in  th e  com m u nity  o f  
practitioners.
A  Yes. W e are saying it is w ith th e  Institu tion . I th in k  th at w e w ere ta lk ing about the institutional 
regu lations or course regulations.

15
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*Q To w h at ex ten t do you  th ink  that th is captures standards.
A  I never q u ite  kn ow  w hat standards m eans. T hat is n o t qu ite  as facetious an answ er as it m ight 
seem . It is a w ord th a t is b an d ed  around so  m uch. T he benchm ark in itia tive  h as not been  at all useful 
for standards because , it concen trates on peop le  w ho ju st m anaged  to  scrape a th ird  I m ean  that is w hat 
th ey  are about -  w h at you have to  do to  get an hon ours degree. W ell I have never in m y academ ic life  
ever seen  su ch  a student.

16
Old
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Q. O ne qu estion  is -  d o es th is sta tem en t capture th e  standards o f  th e  degree.
A  I w ou ld  have to  say th at it captures so m e o f  th e  standards. I am  pretty  convinced  that w hat the  
benchm ark  can do is to  enable you d istin gu ish  betw een  so m e o n e  w h o deserves a degree and som eon e  
w ho does not.

17
Old
Uni

Yes and I th ink  m y v iew  w as th at if  there w as so m e w ay o f defin ing  abso lu te  standards th at w e could all 
agree to  and then  that w as used  in ju d g em en t o f  quality in in stitu tio n s, th en  I could  sort o f  live  w ith  
that, bu t th e  fact that that w as clearly im p ossib le  and that th e  b enchm ark  sta tem en t w as therefore  
going to  be vague and w oo lly  -  it m ade it a w aste o f  tim e.

18
N ew
Uni

At the  outset, the  in ten tion  to  establish benchm arks to  m easure academic 

standards drew  strong criticism from  the sector. The THES carried an article 

reporting on the  Benchm arks and Threshold Conference organised for the 

sector by the  Staff and  Educational D evelopm ent Agency at UMIST in 

M anchester on 7 Decem ber 1998. Speakers a t the  conference representing 

QAA “acknowledged th a t the  task  was m ore com plicated th an  had  been 

an tic ipated”, stating: “The m ore we get into the  developm ent the  m ore we 

realise th is  is an  extrem ely com plicated process”. The article was head-lined
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"Benchm ark Plans are Unworkable" and  included quotes from  representatives 

of the  QAA as well as academ ics and  academ ic m anagers. Com m ents from  the 

la tte r two groups w ere openly hostile tow ards the  initiative. One quotation in 

the  THES was a description of benchm arking as "an unbelievable 

sim plification of w hat academ ics do" which "should be rejected on intellectual 

grounds" (THES,9.12.98).

W hilst academ ics appeared  to  share th is view, an  alternative reading of the 

above set of quotations is again of academ ics defending th e ir practice, and 

conceding very little  in term s of the  key im peratives of the  policy. Note th a t 

respondent 9 in Table 6.2 does suggest th a t there  m ay well be a m eans of 

capturing standards m ore exactly th rough language, by calibrating the  use of 

language over all the  levels of education. H ad the  qualifications fram ew ork 

initiative com m enced first, before th a t on benchm arking, th en  it is possible 

th a t the  expert groups would have had  the  beginnings of such a structu red  

system  of language to  use to  fram e the ir statem ents, ra th e r th an  as happened, 

disciplinary groups defining standards in  th e ir separate  and  distinctive 

disciplinary term s, disconnected from  o ther disciplinary com m unities.

The shifting purpose o f  the benchmarks

Throughout the  period  1997-2002 the  purpose, role and  status of the 

benchm arks un d er the  stew ardship of the  QAA changed a num ber of tim es.

Initially it was clear th a t the  in ten tion  was th a t th e  benchm arks would be used 

w ithin an  inspection regime, w ith a new class o f external exam iner, Registered
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External Exam iners (REEs) reporting to  the  agency on standards in 

departm ents.

“Verification o f the attainment o f standards on taught HE courses, at award 

and programme levels, and achievement o f the programme objectives stated 

by the provider, will be undertaken by registered external examiners REEs), 

whose reports will fo rm  the basis o f information to be published by the Agency 

(QAA, March 1998:3).

“One o f the criteria fo r  evaluating the benchmark information generated by 

the subject benchmarking groups will be the extent to which it allows the 

Registered External Examiners (REEs) to verify the attainment o f 
standards(QAA, M ar 1998:12).

Academic Reviewers, as those who were to  carry ou t the  proposed scrutiny 

process w ere to  be called w ithin th e  new  process called Academic Review, 

would, it was planned, use the  benchm arks in  th e ir judgem ents on standards 

a t institu tional level

“In the new fram ework, it is envisaged that academic reviewers will use the 

benchmark statements to provide a basis fo r  judgem ents on whether an 

institution is applying standards in its subject-specific assessments which are 

consistent with those applied elsewhere in higher education.... the reviewer is 

seeking to assess whether, overall, the attainment which the institution is 

expecting students to demonstrate fo r  each level o f qualification is calibrated 

on a basis comparable with the rest o f the sector (QAA, M ay 99:6).

Indeed, the  tim etable for developm ent and  production  of the  benchm arks had 

been dictated  by the  cycle of forthcom ing T Q I/subject review style inspection 

as the  Agency’s bulletin  m akes clear (QAA May 99:6).
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However, by the  tim e the  design of the  inspection regim e had  been fully 

developed and  published in the  H andbook for Academic Review in  2000, the 

s ta ted  purpose of subject benchm arks had  changed:

“the statements are reference points to be used, as appropriate when 

programmes are designed, approved, reviewed and explained in programme 

specifications. More importantly the statements provide teaching teams with a 

focus fo r  discussion on the aims and outcomes o f program m es” (QAA Apr 

2000).

This sta tem en t im plies th a t the  status of benchm arks h ad  been  dem oted in 

th a t benchm ark  inform ation would be used  no t as an  external m easure of 

standards, as h ad  been  the  original policy in ten tion  and  em phasised in  the 

governm ents endorsem ent of the  Dearing report, b u t w ithin  HEIs own internal 

quality assurance arrangem ents. The change in tone  betw een the  statem ent in 

May 99 and  th a t of April 2000  is particularly  notable. The absolutism  

exemplified in the  phrase: “each level o f qualification is calibrated” used  in 

May 99, gave way in April 2000  to  a m uch softer definition of the  purpose of 

the  benchm arks, to: “ provide teaching team s w ith a focus for discussion”.

In  M arch 2001 the  A cademic Review inspection regim e launched in 2000, 

com prising the  two elem ents: Subject Review and  Institu tional Review was 

w ithdraw n (the reasons for its w ithdraw al are described la ter in th is study) and 

a new  one constructed: Institu tional Audit. The H andbook for Institu tional 

A udit was published in 2002. By th is tim e the  nom enclature for benchm arking 

had  also changed. No longer were they referred  to  as benchm ark  standards.
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b u t as benchm ark  sta tem en ts -  a subtle b u t very significant change (QAA July 

2002:1).

In  D ecem ber 2003, the  QAA announced ano ther and  different role for 

Benchm ark S tatem ents - a m echanism  for “recognition” of subjects offered in 

UK Universities. Its revised purpose was described by QAA as follows:

“ The recognition scheme will enable the Agency to:

• embrace subjects that lie outside the initial grouping o f statements;

• involve newly emerging discipline areas;

• respond to subject communities that have already begun to prepare 

statements in their subject areas;

• form ally recognise these when appropriate”(QAA, 2003: circular CL 

03/03 Dec 03).

This la test m anifestation  is a considerable d istance from  the  original policy 

in ten tion  and  in  particular, appears rem ote from  the  original purpose of 

subject benchm arking set ou t a t the  beginning of th is chapter. W hat benefits 

will be conferred, and  upon whom, by th is new  tu rn  of th e  policy initiative is 

not clear in the  context of the  original policy in tentions.

C om m entary

In  th is chap ter I have discussed a num ber of explanations for diversity of 

in ten tions and  diversity of developm ent a t different p a rts  of the  policy 

trajectory. Taken together w ith explanatory accounts which em erged from  the  

analysis and  described in chapter 5, a full answ er to  research question 4 has
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been provided. To sum m arise: W hat explanations can be fo u n d  fo r  the 

divergence betw een po licy  in ten tions a n d  policy  outcom es:

1. The conflation of the  objective (to m ake the  s tandards of degrees 

m ore explicit), w ith the  m eans by which th e  objective was to  be 

achieved (benchm arks), created considerable confusion about w hat 

was to  be produced. Lack of clarity is likely to  have facilitated any 

prospective neutralisation  of the  policy by the  benchm arking  groups.

2. The instability  and  lack of a shared  understand ing  of th e  central 

concepts: ‘academ ic standards’ ‘benchm arks’ ‘th resho ld  standards’ 

across th e  different audiences which con tribu ted  to  the  policy 

initiative

3. The re-in terp reta tion  by the  QAA of the  D earing recom m endation 25 

so th a t the  focus of the exercise becam e subjects, ra th e r th an  as 

in tended  awards. C hapter 10 of the  NICHE repo rt focuses upon “the 

com parability and  consistency of s tandards of aw ards”.

4. Prioritisation o f the  developm ent of the  benchm arks before the 

developm ent of the qualifications fram ew ork, in to  which the 

benchm arks w ere to  fit. An added significance of th is  is th a t the 

specification of the  s tandard  of an  honours degree w ithin the 

qualifications fram ew ork was to  have supported  th e  specification of 

the  s tandards of o ther aw ards, so th a t th e re  was im proved
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consistency across the  portfolio of aw ards typically offered in the 

sector.

5. The slippage of term inology and  policy purpose effected by the 

adoption of the  te rm  benchm ark  statem en ts to  replace the  term  

benchm ark  standards which had  been  cu rren t since the  Com m ittee 

reported, until the  publication of the  pilot group benchm arks.

6. The slippage of in tended  purpose effected by th e  QAA so th a t 

benchm arks w ould no t be used in  judgem ents o f standards, by 

exam iners external the  institu te , b u t w ould be used  as general 

‘referen ts’ to  be used  in ternally  in  the  developm ent or review of 

program m es.

7. The volum e of w ork referred to  QAA by Dearing, the  im peratives to  

com plete a range of new initiatives w ithin  a sh o rt space of tim e, the 

new ness of the  organisation and  possibly em bryonic channels of 

com m unication across the  Agency m ay all have inhibited  fully 

effective operations.

8. The lack of clear expectations provided for th e  benchm arking groups

9. The m istru st which existed betw een m em bers of the  benchm arking 

groups in th is  study and the  QAA, which m ight be representative of a 

general view of the  sector tow ard the  Agency, particularly  after the
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Dearing R eport which system atically underm ined  th e  repu tation  of 

the  sector.

10. The generalised concern by the  benchm arking  groups in  th is study 

about th e  purpose to  which the  benchm arks w ould be used.

I have sought to  show, from  exam ination of interviews, a shared  belief 

held  by those on th e  benchm arking groups in the  im portance for control 

and  stew ardship of the  curriculum  to reside w ith academ ics and  to  

contest vigorously a ttem pts directed a t increased central governm ent 

control. I have also shown defensiveness of benchm arking  m em bers 

tow ard som e issues raised  by the  benchm arking initiative.
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Chapter 7

CONCLUDING COMMENTS
“ ...Im plem enta tion  should  n o t be divorced fr o m  Policy. There is no p o in t in 

having  good  ideas i f  they cannot be carried out.

Pressm an and  W ildavsky, 1973:143

“Som e w ou ld  argue th a t having  a fo rm a l po licy  decision is on ly  the beginning  

o f  the po licy  process, a n d  the critical thing is w h a t happens as a 

consequence....does anyth ing  change as a resu lt ? “ (Colebatch, 2002:15)

7.1 Pream ble

The research aim s as set ou t in chapter 1, w ere to  provide a narrative and  

historical analytical account of the  subject benchm arking initiative in  order to  

elicit insights in to  policy form ation and  im plem entation. T hat narrative has 

been provided in  chapters 1, 2, 3 and  4.The research questions w ere set out in 

chapter 1 and  the  responses to  research questions 1- 2, have been  provided in 

chapter 3 and  4. The response to  research question 4 was provided in  chapter

5. This final chap ter deals w ith the outstanding  research  question: “w hat new 

critical insights about policy process can be deduced from  th e  study”.

This chap ter has th ree  sections: the  p resen t ‘p ream ble’ section which 

contextualises the  m ain  section: key findings, and  a final reflection and  

sum m ary section. In  to ta l this chapter seeks to  dem onstrate  th a t features 

revealed in  th is trajectory  study enhance theoretical understand ing  of higher 

education policy processes, an  audience for which I suggest is policy makers.
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The insights revealed by th is study cluster a round  the  points m ade in the  two 

quotations which head  th is chapter, th a t is

policy w hich m ay no t be able to  be carried  ou t

w hether anything changed as a resu lt of the  policy initiative.

In  th is study these two points come together. The policy could no t be carried 

out, because the  central concept relating to  w hat was to  be done did not have a 

stable m eaning across the  audiences involved in the  policy. The task  itself, 

apart from  the  slipperiness of the  central ten e t was also contended in 

conflicting and  strongly held  ideological philosophies: a technical-rational, and 

perhaps com m on-sense view of com petency held  by those on the  Dearing 

Com m ittee about those m aking the  transition  from  HE to  work, against a 

nuanced and  problem atic view held  by those on th e  benchm arking groups 

which has as its key concern the  nurtu ring  of an  individual’s intellectual 

capital.

W hat has been revealed in th is study is th a t the  policy process, far from  being a 

logical progression th rough  a series of stages to  achieve agreed outcom es, has 

been an ideological and  political process concerned w ith  a search for outcom es 

which did no t affront the  strongly held philosophical positions of a key set of 

participants w ithin the  policy process, w hilst a t the  sam e at least appearing to 

address the  requirem ents of the policy objective. In  fact the  policy process 

effected a neutralisation  the policy objectives. To continue the  chemical 

m etaphor -  the  redundan t by-product of th a t neu tralisation  process was a 

suite of ‘benchm arks’ th a t did not address the  policy requirem ents and  the 

problem s it described b u t did consum e the resources identified to  address a set 

of m atters which had  been perceived to  be a problem .
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The te rm  ‘policy gap’ does no t adequately capture the  po in t I am  attem pting to  

convey, since it im plies th a t an outcom e has fallen sho rt of w hat was sought to 

be achieved, ie som e th ings have been achieved and  o thers have not. W hat I 

have a ttem p ted  to  describe is a policy process w hich has i) deflected its policy 

aims ii) resu lted  in outcom es which address those deflected policy aim s b u t not 

the  original aim s iii) generated  agendas w hich w ere no t originally in tended 

and  m ay have little  value for any partic ipan ts or audience b u t which may 

m islead and  divert scarce resources. I believe th is  is how  the  policy on 

academ ic benchm arking  has concluded. The quotation  from  Dale in C hapter l: 

th a t the  State is assum ed to  be unable to  contribute anything of its own to  the 

achievem ent o f desired  outcom es, b u t it may unw ittingly interfere w ith it 

seem s ap t a t th is point. (Dale, 1989:23)

A m ore general reflection in respect of the  above in  respect of the  policy is th a t 

even w here a policy initiative is not on the  scale of benchm arking exercise, it 

will include w ithin  its process, on-going ad justm en t w hich has a cum ulative 

im pact capable of causing refraction of the  policy in ten tions. That th is is the 

case is supported  by Reynolds and  Saunders case study in  which the  authors 

observed th a t im plem entation of curriculum  change arising from  the 1981 

Education Act in schools in England and  W ales was characterised by 

negotiation, accom m odation and tacit agreem ents as p a rt of the 

im plem entation process as policy requirem ents w ere progressively applied in 

practice settings (Reynolds and  Saunders 1985:198). Such adjustm ent is 

capable of creating an im plem entation gap, such tha t, even w here the  policy 

initiative is generally practical, and  for the  m ost part, able to  be clearly
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understood  and  no t associated w ith issues of ideological contention, only a 

proportion  of w hat was in tended at the  policy form ation stage is actually 

effected. Indeed  som e elem ents will be quietly and  deliberately set aside. A key 

feature of such negotiation and  tacit agreem ent is th a t by definition it operates 

below the  horizon of visibility. As Pressm an and  W ildavsky note in their 

exam ination of a social policy project in Oakland, USA: policy audiences 

“com plain th a t good ideas are dissipated in the  process of execution” 

(Pressm an and  W ildavsky, 1973: xiii).

However as B arkenbus notes, the  evaluation stage of th e  policy process, where 

one m ight expect lessons to  be learned  is often a forgotten  elem ent. He notes 

th a t answ ers to  sim ple questions such as ‘how  has th e  policy w orked’ and  ‘ 

how can we im prove policy im plem entation’ while seem ing to  be essential in 

providing policy m akers w ith necessary feedback to  inform  future decision 

m aking, are rarely trea ted  in a system atic and  thorough  way as p a rt of policy 

evaluation. He goes on to  suggest why th is m ight be th e  case.

“However, when we place this phase in the political context o f the policy cycle, the 

reason why evaluation doesn’t garner support becomes apparent: I t  could prove 

embarrassing to those who were responsible fo r  form ulating and implementing the 

policy. Once again, we must pull back from  the assumption that decision makers 

function in a “rational,” non-political, setting. Instead, decision makers function in a 

political milieu where success is critical fo r  re-election. This frequently translates 

into the perceived need to repress uncomfortable facts derived from  impartial 

evaluation or the need to conduct evaluation in a context certain to show positive 

results. This tendency, along with a predilection fo r  maintaining the status quo, also
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explain why evaluations, no matter how carefully conducted, are often ignored, or 

shunted aside, by decision makers. (Barkenbus, (1998:7).

The above is im portan t since it suggests th a t the  policy process can be:

• ineffective in  producing the  change which it seeks to  effect

• wasteful of resources in the policy developm ent process

• produce requirem ents which do no t address the  original concerns and

priorities b u t do add  to  an accretion of requirem ents on organisations, which, 

if there  is credence to  the  thesis p resented  here, will include requirem ents th a t 

add little  or nothing, b u t detract from  core functions.

Did anything change as a result?

N oting the  Colebatch quotation  a t the  beginning of th is  chapter, I have 

dem onstrated  th a t in  respect of the  benchm arking initiative, w hat change was 

effected th rough  the  policy process was d ifferent to  th a t which had  been 

in tended at the policy in ten tion  stage.

I now identify a num ber of features of the  policy process which have em erged 

from  this policy trajectory  study th a t can bring about policy refraction (Lingard 

and  Garrick, 97:165) and  have w ider generalisability. However, I would 

develop slightly the  concept of refraction. In  the  context of th is study I would 

argue th a t policy in ten tions are not ju s t b en t out of alignm ent w ith policy 

intentions, b u t ra th e r ben t tow ard existing practice and  either neutralised or 

offer only a surface relationship w ith th e  original policy objectives.
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7.2  Key Findings o f the Trajectory Study

It has been show n th a t a typical feature of the  policy process will be th a t 

players involved in it will of necessity have to  in te rp re t the  policy in tention 

and  there  are therefore  im plications for the  outcom e of th e  policy initiative 

arising from  such in terpreta tion .

The key findings below  poin t to  a tendency for the  in terp re ta tion  of those 

involved in the  policy developm ent process to  in te rp re t initiatives according to 

w hat is known, understood, established and  practiced, and  generally to  move 

as sm all a distance as is possible from  th a t position. This tendency will 

privilege the  sta tus quo. The key findings of the  benchm arking initiative which 

are p resen ted  below  have som e w ider generalisability for the  policy process.

K ey Finding l:  Dichotom y, culture and neutralisation:

Clay and  Shaffer, and  Biggs, have draw n a tten tion  to  the  dichotom ous nature 

of policy m aking. They note th a t policy m akers a) typically operate a t some 

distance from  the  environm ent of practice in  which th e  policy is to  be 

im plem ented and  b) frequently  argue th a t problem s which arise in the  policy 

process relate to  problem s of im plem entation ra th e r th an  problem s of policy 

design. Biggs believes th a t policy m akers use th is argum ent as an ‘escape 

hatch’ by w hich to  avoid the  consequences of poor policy making. (Biggs, 

1985:59, Clay and  Shaffer, 1984:5).

I would modify the  above analysis in  contexts w here policy initiatives are 

im posed on a professional group by forces outside th a t group. I propose th a t
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the  following analysis will be consistent across professional groups generally 

and  not only to  disciplinary com m unities in higher education:

Policy which seeks to  influence professional practice requires expert 

knowledge of such practice. The im plication of th is  is th a t m em bers of the  

specific professional group will frequently be invited to  be involved in the 

developm ents to  effect changes required  by th e  policy. The m em bers of the 

professional group who will norm ally be nom inated  are those w ith greatest 

experience and  who are held in greatest respect by th e ir own peers in th a t 

com m unity. These will be the  elder statesm en or the  disciplinary tribal elders. 

As m entioned in  the  previous chapter, these  individuals are likely to  be the 

very gatekeepers of ideologies which enshrine particu lar beliefs and  practices. 

They m ay even have played a p a rt in  the ir inception. W here those experts have 

reservations about the  policy initiative th en  they  will seek to  find m eans to 

m inim ise the  effect and  im pact of the  policy. The cum ulative im pact of 

successive, ad justm ents and  re in terpre ta tions and  tac it understandings, can 

be to  effect a ‘neu tra lisation ’ of the  policy initiative. This, I would argue has 

been a characteristic of the  benchm arking initiative and  such cum ulative 

im pact has been  dem onstrated  th rough th is policy tra jectory  study.

Following th is line of argum ent and using the  exam ple of the  benchm arking 

initiative, the  idea of encapsulating academ ic standards in statem ents about 

th resho ld  a tta inm en t was inconsistent w ith the  ideologies of those elder 

statesm en to  which th e  policy developm ent had  been  handed. As I have 

dem onstrated  th rough  th is study, little of the  outcom e of the  policy process 

in itiated  by C hapter 10 of the  Dearing Report has had  any real im pact on those
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m atters which had  been  identified in th a t chapter as key problem  areas 

requiring action. An observation here is th a t ‘neu tra lisation ’ of policy through 

the  policy process will be extended, increm ental, qu iet and  ideological, in 

contrast to  the  p ronouncem ents in the  policy form ulation  stage which will 

typically be clam orous, high profile and  political.

K ey find ing  2: G ravitational pu ll tow ard  the sta tu s quo

It has been revealed in  th is trajectory  study, in  C hapter 5 an d  particularly  in 

table 5.7, th a t the  QAA effected an in terpretive shift o f the  policy in ten tion  (to 

secure the  s tandards o f aw ards) to  fit pre-existing arrangem ents for subject 

level inspections in  HEIs. It has been fu rther revealed th a t in  a subsequent 

stage of the  policy trajectory, the  benchm arking groups effected a sim ilar 

in terpretive shift: they  in terp re ted  th e ir b rief to  devise benchm ark  inform ation 

on standards, as som ething o ther th an  that: th e  p reparation  of benchm ark 

sta tem en ts . Such statem ents, in the ir own w ords w ere designed to be 

‘unrestrictive’, ‘flexible’, providing considerable ‘la titude’, and  which could not 

be used against a departm en t w ithin a TQI style inspection. So from  these 

different stages of the  policy trajectory  it can be seen th a t d ifferent participants 

sought to  in te rp re t the  task  less in the  term s of the  p ronouncem ents m ade in 

the  policy form ation stage and ra ther m ore in the  te rm s of w hat was already 

available, understood, established and practiced. Thus the  QAA, sought to  use 

the  policy initiative to  confirm  and  continue its practice of subject based 

inspections on the  sector, and  the  benchm arking groups sought to  use the 

initiative to  capture th a t which was distinctive in  the  subject, ie current. I 

w ould argue there  are therefore two instances in  a single policy process where 

key partic ipants w ithin th a t process have sought in  th e ir contribution to the
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policy process to  ensure th a t actions replicated w hat was currently  in place 

ra ther th an  devise m eans by which to  respond  to  the  pronouncem ents in the 

policy form ulation.

I suggest th a t th e  incidence of th is tendency to  revert to  w hat is already known 

and practiced is a com m on feature of the  policy process. I fu rth er propose th a t 

the  actions of ‘s tree t level bu reaucra ts’ described by Lipsky and  referred  to 

earlier in  th is study, will typically intensify the  tendency.

K ey finding 3: M ulti-partition: cum ulative effect o f  in terpretive  
m odification in m ultiple contexts: gravita tional pu ll tow ard  the 
status quo .

W hilst there  are lite ra tu res on dichotom y, ie m utually  exclusive b ipartition  in 

policy m aking, there  is little  reference to  m ulti-partition . However, as the 

benchm arking policy initiative has shown, th is can be a feature of the  policy 

process.

163



X46

NCIHE
iii QAA

-►
Benchm ark -► HEIs

i g ro u p s (46
ii groups) +
ii QAA

P o lic y
I n t e n t
i o n

Ideological
P erspectiv
es
D om inate

P o l ic y
D e s ig n

Policy
Stew ardship

P o l ic y
D e v e l o p m e n t

Ideological 
P erspectives  
D om inate -  in  
ten sio n  w ith  earlier  
id eo log ies

T en sion s resolved  
through derogation  
o f  stew ardship  and  
adop tion  o f  
facilitation

P o l ic y
I m p le m e n t a t i o n

Fig 8 Diagrammatic representation of the benchmarking policy process 
highlighting compartmentalisation characteristics

The issue of different cultures em erged as an issue for the  benchm arking 

policy process. Each com partm entalised area had  its own audiences and  its 

own ideologies and beliefs. D ifferent social actors w ithin those 

com partm entalised areas m ade sense of the  policy situation in various ways 

and in the ir own term s.

In such a scenario so m uch variation and complexity will arise across the 

policy target area th a t the potential for com m onality will be very lim ited. The 

problem  for those stew arding the policy process will be to effect some m eans of 

appearing to m anage th a t variation. I would argue th a t the tendency in such a 

situation will be to find a way to  revert to  w hat is understood. The scenario 

again is th a t the gravitational pull will be tow ard the status quo.
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In  the  benchm arking  initiative th is was achieved th rough  a dem otion of the 

policy, and  a reduction  of the  role of academ ic benchm arks w ithin the 

inspection regim e and  a consequent reduced im perative w ithin  H EI’s QA 

regimes.

The following exam ple from  the  benchm arking initiative exemplifies the  point 

about the  cum ulative effect of in terpretive m odification in  m ultiple contexts. I 

would argue th a t such a policy scenario will happen  in  o ther policy contexts 

w here the  policy ta rge t area is segm ented and  d ifferent practices have 

developed in those different segm ented contexts.

E xam ple d ra w n  fr o m  the benchm arking in itia tive

The whole of the  benchm arking policy process was segm ented so th a t different 

actors w ith different perspectives exerted th e ir  influence on the  policy 

initiative a t different stages m aking for discontinuity  and  providing the 

potential for in ternal incoherence across the  policy process as a whole. The 

benchm arking initiative was created in one social and  cultural context - the 

NCIHE - was passed forw ard for developm ent in quite a d ifferent social and  

cultural context - the  QAA - and  then  passed  forw ard again for detailed 

developm ent to  the  subject benchm arking groups, which rep resen ted  a 

fu rther 42 quite different cultural contexts. All th is before being passed to  the 

sector for im plem entation. Im portantly, a t each stage th e re  could be expected 

to  be strong differences in ideology and  values. In  particular:
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• NICHE's report constructed the HE sector as failing society over a whole 

range o f issues. Its agenda sought to foster higher education as a 

resource to support the government's economic strategy, an agenda not 

central to HE's ethos.

• The Agency appeared to respond primarily to the urgency implied by the 

NICHE recommendation, and emphasised by government (DfEE Feb 

1998). The Agency seemed not to recognise immediately the ideological 

dimensions and consequent implications o f the benchmarking task. As 

the policy process progressed the concern o f the Agency appeared to 

move away fro m  adherence to the requirements o f the Dearing agenda 

and to exhibit some sympathy with the ideology o f the benchmarking 

groups.

• the benchmarking groups could be expected to identify higher education 

as a force fo r  equality and social good, importantly to have a different 

ideological perspective from  that o f the NICHE, fro m  that o f QAA and 

indeed from  other disciplinary groups.

M ulti-partition as a feature of the  policy process p resen ts especial challenges 

for the  policy process as has been revealed by th is  tra jectory  study, suggesting 

th a t initial scrutiny to  establish feasibility is a necessary prerequisite to  

im position of policy dictat.

K ey Finding 4: Unsound policy and the sta tus quo

Focussing first on the  earliest stage of the  policy process: policy in tention, Ball, 

rejecting m odels of purposive, logical, increm ental policy developm ent 

proposes th a t policy form ulation is subject to  influences, com prom ises and 

negotiation, resulting  in  policy which m ay no t be coherent or clear. (Ball, 

1 9 9 4 :1 6 ).
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The problem  is th a t cu rren t m odels of policy m aking do no t provide a 

m echanism  for recognising and  responding w hen basic and  fundam ental 

problem s becom e evident early in the  policy process. There is no t a m echanism  

for halting a process which self evidently can no t lead to  th e  outcom es it is 

charged to  develop, and  indeed can only press forw ard how ever unsatisfactory 

the  prospective p roduct of th a t action is likely to  be.

In  the  exam ple o f the  benchm arking initiative, key partic ipan ts w ith a role in 

developing the  policy forw ard did no t consider th a t th e  policy was clear or 

capable of operationalisation.

i f  the truth be known, we had very little conception o f w hat we were asking the 

groups to do.... Respondent lg  Senior member o f s ta ff a t the QAA.

“I  did not believe it was possible to establish absolute standards.

We work on a set o f qualitative judgements, it is hard to pin down. This is not 

only true o f TRS but o f a whole range o f subjects. M any academics will 

recognise that a mark is a symbol, and that judgem ents are supported by 

criterion referents. Respondent 7.

W here a policy initiative is not clear and  w here there  is antagonism  tow ard it 

there  can be expected to  be considerable m anoeuvring w ith in  the policy 

process to  exploit w hatever am biguity exists to  m ain tain  the  status quo. 

M aintenance of the  sta tu s quo is likely to  be seen as a dam age lim itation 

strategy. I t is likely th a t public m oney will be spen t on policy which may will 

lead to  a version of th e  curren t situation w ith a veneer of change to  effect the 

appearance th a t som ething has been achieved.
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Key find ing 5 : D ifferential support for d ifferent stages o f  the policy  

process

In the  earlier parts  of th is chapter I focussed on segm ented or 

com partm entalised  policy processes. In  th is section I am  draw ing atten tion  to 

a related  m atter, th a t the  expertise and  resources available in  different 

segm ents of th e  policy process can be variable and  th a t w here th a t is so, there 

will be a potential im pact on the  outcom e of the  policy consequent upon tha t 

differential. An aspect of th is characteristic is th a t there  can also be an 

im balance in the  pow er and  authority  available a t d ifferent stages o f the policy 

process. W here such an im balance exists it will affect th e  outcom e of the  

policy.

Exam ple d ra w n  fr o m  the benchm arking initiative.

In  th e  benchm arking initiative there  was considerable care and  atten tion  paid 

to  the  com position of the  policy form ulating body, its collective expertise and 

strengths. Com paratively little  care and  a tten tion  was paid  to  subsequent 

stages, in particu lar the  resources available to  the  Agency to  m anage a complex 

political and  ideologically fraught policy scenario w ere m odest. Once NCIHE 

had  disbanded and  had  referred a considerable agenda to  the  Agency, only one 

assistan t d irector supported  by a sm all num ber of officers w ere assigned to  the 

project to  carry it forward.

Once transferred  to  the  Agency then  issues of com petence becom e evident as 

dem onstrated  by the  quotations below.
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“...there was a certain amount o f making policy on the hoof going on with the 

ground notionally shifting a bit. Respondent g

“I  think there was too much improvisation going on. The overall architecture 

was not properly developed Respondents

“When we set up the three pilot groups, i f  the truth be known, we had very little 

conception o f w hat we were asking the groups to do. Respondent lg

Not only was th e  robustness of the  arrangem ents for stew arding the 

benchm arking policy process dim inished once the  initiative was referred to  the 

Agency, b u t the  au thority  and  expertise in the  Agency was paten tly  insufficient 

to  counter the  authority , influence and power available to  th e  benchm arking 

groups com prising em inent academ ics from  across UK U niversities. There was 

self evidently an  unequal pow er relationship w ithin the  policy process.

It is clear from  th is study th a t the  benchm arking groups did invoke the full 

pow er of th e ir disciplinary com m unities. The effect of th a t interaction was 

such th a t the  pow er w ithin  th a t stage of the  process was considerably amplified 

by the  w eight of th a t explicit support from  outside the  policy process.

“We e-mailed it to everyone we could get hold of, and we got a lot o f very helpful 

s tu ff back. Almost all o f it was supportive. That was another area o f tension, they 

did not want us to circulate material as it got developed. They wanted one document 

to go out fo r  consultation. Well, we wanted to get feedback. We sent material round 

by e-mail.

Well they kept saying -  well the process is... A n d  we ju s t responded by saying that 

this is a different community and we work this way. You can’t do physics unless you 
share physics, (respondent 13)

“There was a consultation mechanism which the QAA planned to p u t into effect, but I  

did not think that was enough to protect me and I  attempted to pre-empt any 

difficulties o f that time. I  am the Chairman o f the Heads o f University Biological
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Sciences, and w hat we did was to pu t the drafts o f the documents on the website o f 
the organisation fo r  prior consultation at all stages, (respondent 17)

“We could not assume that because we had been nominated to do the task that the 
statement would be acceptable. Consultation had to be a reality, (respondent 6)

The effect of the  above m eant th a t it was alm ost inevitable th a t the Agency 

becam e hosts to  a process orchestrated  by the  benchm arking groups 

supported  by th e ir disciplinary com m unities, and  indeed  the  Agency came to 

see them selves, no t as stew ards of the  policy process b u t o f facilitating the 

project which the  disciplinary com m unities cam e to  m ake th e ir own:

“ And i f  you think o f the process that we facilitated, it was primarily through 

developing an indicative brief which basically asked the subject community - and I  

use the term because we used it all the time in the work with the groups - to 

celebrate their subject.... (respondent 19).

There was no m echanism  w ithin the  design of the  policy process, (tha t QAA 

had  itself developed) to  resolve the  tensions which subsequently  emerged. 

Those charged w ith m anaging the policy process lost control o f it and  becam e 

m ere facilitators.

D ifferential support then  will tend  to  create tension  betw een w hat was 

determ ined  a t the  policy in ten tion  stage and  an inclination tow ard 

neutralisation  of those policy in ten tions w here there  are ideological objectives 

by those in  the  la ter stages of the  process w here those different actors are able 

to  exert influence. The outcom e will be a tendency tow ard  the  status quo.
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Key find ing 6: The relevance w indow: issu es  o f  tim ing, currency  
and relevance

The final key finding from  the  study relates to  currency. An em ergent feature of 

th is policy study has been  th a t policy initiatives are borne of a particu lar tim e, 

and are the  p roduct of a set of circum stances th a t come together a t th a t 

particular po in t in  tim e. In  the  case of the  benchm arking initiative, these 

circum stances w ere accom panied by specific developm ent discourse. This can 

be a problem  w here the  policy initiative resu lts in an  agenda which can take 

m any years to  im plem ent. Political a tten tion  moves on, the  discourse 

dim inishes and  perceptions about the  issue change, actors change, alternative 

solutions appear m ore appealing, pertinen t and  practical. This can also 

influence the  com m itm ent and  resources which are m ade available. 

D im inution of the  im portance of the policy initiative as th a t issue gets 

overtaken by o ther events and  concerns m ight im pact on its relevance. Such 

change external to  th e  policy process is of course m ore likely in  a dynam ic and 

changing environm ent such as higher education. This suggests th a t in 

tu rbu len t environm ents, policy initiatives are likely to  have a relatively lim ited 

tim e in which to  be identified and  im plem ented, since new  concerns and issues 

having a bearing on the  policy area will continue to  em erge and  take centre 

stage. The idea of the  problem  will becom e redefined and  refram ed. This is 

im portan t because it suggests an in-built transience to  policy initiatives in 

tu rbu len t policy environm ents. It also suggests th a t w here th is  is unrecognised 

then  there  will be an  accum ulation o f slow -gestating policy initiatives, som e of 

which are m ain tained  even though they m ay no longer have clear relevance.
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An example drawn from  the benchmarking initiative

The D earing R eport and  the  suite of changes it envisaged, including 

benchm arking, im plied an  agenda of w ork th a t needed m any years to  take 

forward. However all th ings do no t rem ain  equal and  th is too im pacts on the 

policy process: constrain ts evolve and  im peratives change. So too w ith the 

benchm ark  statem ents.

There is a po in t here about the  governm ent's own role in th is  policy trajectory: 

a m ere th ree  years separa ted  the  DfEE resounding endorsem ent of the  Dearing 

recom m endations in 1988 and  its statem ents about the  u rgen t need to  deal 

w ith serious problem s over educational provision and  standards, and  the 

B lunkett s ta tem en t in  2001 which d ism antled a significant p roportion  of th a t 

work. In  February 1988 the  w ork on standards was high priority  for UK HEIs. 

In  M arch 2001, th e  G overnm ent's stance was th a t th e re  was no t a problem  

w ith the  s tandards and  quality  of HE program m es. This scenario could be read  

as ano ther exam ple of the  HE sector gaining th e  advantage in  the  policy 

struggle. However a m ore likely scenario is th a t policy im peratives was be 

overtaken by events and  ran  out of tim e.
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7-3 Summary, Evaluation of answers to research 
questions, and Reflections

The research questions and  a sum m ary of the  answ ers elaborated  th roughout 

th is study are provide below together w ith an elaboration of th e  tru th  th a t can 

be claim ed in  respect o f those answers.

l .  To w hat extent w as there unanim ity or d iversity about policy  
intentions at d ifferent treads o f  the policy  develop m en t stair case?

I have dem onstrated , draw ing on the com m entaries of those involved in the 

benchm arking process th a t th e re  was no t unan im ity  in  respect of policy 

in tentions. I have draw n a tten tion  to  ‘in terpretive sh ifts’ as the  initiative 

progressed from  one stage to  the  next. The com m entaries provided by 

interviewees were supported  by published tex tual resources and  by factual 

evidence. In  particu lar there  were in terpretive switches a t the  poin t the 

initiative was handed  from  the  Dearing Com m ittee to  th e  QAA in th a t the 

s tandard  of ‘aw ards’ becam e standards a t ‘subject level’ and  also in the  early 

m onths of the  w ork of the  benchm arking groups w hen there  was an 

in terpretive shift from  ‘s tandards’ to  ‘s ta tem en ts’. These and  o ther key 

m om ents in the  policy process have been dem onstra ted  th rough  an audit of 

textual resources over th e  life cycle of the  initiative.

On the  m atte r o f interviews, these w ere rigorous in th e ir collection and 

execution. All w ere conducted on a one to  one basis each lasting a m inim um  

of an hour. They were recorded on a tape recorder and  transcribed 

meticulously. They are therefore accurate and  ‘tru th fu l’ in th e ir own individual
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term s and  collectively offer som e insight into shared  values and  ideologies of 

specific sub-groups of professional academics. I have sought to  show, from 

exam ination of the  interviews, a shared  belief held  by those on the 

benchm arking groups in the  im portance for control and  stew ardship of the 

curriculum  to  reside w ith academ ics and  to  contest vigorously attem pts 

directed a t increased central governm ent control. I have also shown 

defensiveness of benchm arking m em bers tow ard  som e issues raised by the 

benchm arking initiative.

2. To w hat extent w as there unanim ity or diversity in  policy  
developm ent at d ifferent treads o f  the staircase?

In  response to  research question 2 I have been  able to  show  th a t the 

benchm arking groups were able to  develop benchm arks each in  the ir own 

distinctive way and  th a t the  in ten tion  to  use the  benchm arks as m echanism  to 

secure external confirm ation of standards, a key requ irem en t of the policy 

initiative, was abandoned. I supported  th is general observation of the 

individualistic approach to  the  developm ent of the  benchm arks by drawing on 

the careful analysis of a set of benchm arks undertaken  by two other 

researchers working in th is area, which dem onstra ted  unequivocally 

considerable variation betw een the  benchm arks. The answ er to  research 

question 2 is factual and  unam biguous.
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3. W hat exp lanations can be found for the divergence betw een  

policy in ten tion s and policy outcom es?

I have identified a range of explanations for divergence betw een policy 

in ten tions and  outcom es in chapter 6. The sum m ary  presen ted  at the 

conclusion of chap ter 6 is repeated  here.

1. The conflation of the  objective (to m ake the  s tandards of degrees m ore 

explicit), w ith  th e  m eans by which the  objective was to  be achieved 

(benchm arks), created  considerable confusion about w hat was to  be produced. 

Lack of clarity is likely to  have facilitated any prospective neu tra lisation  of the 

policy by the  benchm arking  groups.

2. The instability  and  lack of a shared  understand ing  of the  central 

concepts: ‘academ ic s tan d ard s’ ‘benchm arks’ ‘th resho ld  s tan d ard s’ across the 

different audiences w hich contributed  to  the  policy initiative

3. The re -in terp reta tion  by the  QAA of the  D earing recom m endation 25 so 

th a t the  focus of the  exercise becam e subjects, ra th e r th a n  as in tended 

awards. C hapter 10 of the  NICHE report focuses upon  “the  com parability and 

consistency of s tandards of aw ards”.

4. Prioritisation of the  developm ent o f the  benchm arks before the 

developm ent of the  qualifications fram ework, in to  which the  benchm arks were 

to  fit. An added significance of th is is th a t the  specification of the  standard  of 

an honours degree w ithin  the qualifications fram ew ork was to  have supported
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the specification of the  standards of o ther aw ards, so th a t there  was im proved 

consistency across the  portfolio of aw ards typically offered in the  sector.

5. The slippage of term inology and  policy purpose effected by the 

adoption of the  te rm  benchm ark  statem ents to  replace th e  te rm  benchm ark 

standards which h ad  been  curren t since the  C om m ittee reported , until the 

publication of the  p ilo t group benchm arks.

6. The slippage of in tended  purpose effected by th e  QAA so th a t 

benchm arks w ould no t be used in judgem ents of standards, by exam iners 

external the  institu te , b u t w ould be used  as general ‘referen ts’ to  be used 

internally  in  th e  developm ent or review of program m es.

7. The volum e of w ork referred  to  QAA by Dearing, th e  im peratives to 

com plete a range of new  initiatives w ithin a sh o rt space of tim e, the  newness of 

the  organisation and  possibly em bryonic channels of com m unication across 

the  Agency m ay all have inhibited  fully effective operations.

8. The lack of clear expectations provided for th e  benchm arking groups

9. The m istrust which existed betw een m em bers of th e  benchm arking 

groups in th is study and  the  QAA, which m ight be representative of a general 

view of the  sector tow ard  the  Agency, particularly  after th e  Dearing Report 

which system atically underm ined  the  repu tation  of the  sector.
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10. The generalised concern by the  benchm arking groups in  th is study 

about the  purpose to  which the  benchm arks w ould be used.

The ‘tru th ’ which can be claim ed in respect of the  10 poin ts above are set out 

below:

Points l, 3, 4, 5, 6 are substan tia ted  by factual evidence and  th e ir tru th  is not 

open to  in terpreta tion .

Point 2  relates to  the  absence of a shared  understand ing  about central concepts 

across different audiences. The tru th  of th is can be argued in  respect of the 

concept of academ ic s tandards in th a t now here in the  whole undertak ing  is the 

concept of academ ic s tandards defined. In  particular, w hilst C hapter 10 of the 

report of the  NCIHE m akes considerable reference to  ‘s tan d ard s’ it does not 

define w hat it m eans by th a t term . A num ber of academ ics on the 

benchm arking groups selected for th is study, who can be seen to  be 

professionally closest to  the  concept, argued th a t it is difficult to  define, and 

suggested too th a t the  Dearing Com m ittee m ay have had  a sim plistic and  

partial understand ing  of th a t concept . W hilst there  is a definition of the 

concept of academ ic s tandard  in the  G raduate S tandards Program m e, and  this 

has been  presen ted  in chapter 4, it can be argued th a t given th e  prevalence of 

the te rm  w ithin the  policy process, a definition w ithin  the  process is notable by 

its absence.

In term  of the  idea of “benchm arking”, as has been shown in chapter 4, th is is a 

concept draw n from  m anagem ent practice and  had  no t been widely used in 

academ ia. H ence is unlikely to  have had  any in trinsic  m eaning to  those on the 

disciplinary groups selected for th is study and  perhaps little to  m ost o ther

177



disciplinary groups. The benchm arking groups had  indicated  th a t in the ir 

view, the  te rm  applied to  academ ic s tandards was no t clearly understood.

Point 7  relates to  the  volum e of w ork referred by the  D earing com m ittee 

creating som e pressu re  for the  Agency is p resen ted  as ‘tru th ’ since the  QAA 

described th e ir agenda in exactly the  term s p resen ted  in th is  study.

Point 8. The po in t about lack of clarity of expectations is claim ed th roughout 

the  interviews provided by academ ics on the  benchm ark  groups. The tru th  

about lack of clarity can be substan tia ted  by the  A ssistant D irector in charge of 

the  undertak ing  as p resen ted  in  th is chapter, who m akes clear th a t there  was 

no t a clear view from  the  Agency as to  w hat the  benchm arking  groups were to 

do. In  term s of its ‘tru th ’, it is reasonable to  assum e th a t the  benchm arking 

groups would have been  willing to  m ake m uch of w hat clarity did  exist as 

facilitating th e ir alternative agenda.

Points 9 a n d  10 relates to  m istrust betw een the  benchm arking  groups and  the 

QAA. I would argue th a t there  is face validity for th is  claim, sufficient to 

substantia te  the  argum ents for m istrust p resen ted  in  th is  d issertation  and 

draw n from  the  interview s w ith academics. The tone  and  content of the 

Dearing R eport was critical of the university sector, the  sector was critical of 

the  R eport and  in  the  light of recent inspection regim es, was apprehensive 

about prospective inspection regimes.

4 W hat n ew  critical insights about m odels o f  policy  form ation  

and policy developm ent can be deduced from  the study?
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In the  final chap ter of th is study I have sought to  dem onstrate  th a t there  was a 

strong gravitational pull tow ard  the  status quo, ie w hat was known, and was 

practiced. I have argued th a t th is will be a characteristic feature w here policy 

situations are complex, and  are characterised by com peting ideologies, and 

w here those partic ipating  in the  policy process are th e  ‘elder s tatesm en’ of the 

policy target audience. In  term s of tru th  claims of th is assertion, I have 

dem onstrated  th a t th roughou t this particu lar policy trajectory  th is was a 

strong and  persisten t tendency occurring a t a num ber of different stages. I 

conclude therefore th a t it is likely to  be a feature of policies which have sim ilar 

characteristics to  th e  benchm arking initiative, ie are complex, involve powerful 

professional groups and  stim ulate ideological preferences.

The policy trajectory  study has im plications for policy m akers. I t suggests 

strongly th a t there  be included w ithin the policy process m echanism s which 

ensure th a t policy developm ent is proceeding in accordance w ithin the  policy 

form ulation stage, either th rough  the  continuing involvem ent of those 

responsible for the  policy form ulation or th rough  som e o ther m onitoring 

arrangem ents. Such oversight would ensure th a t w here policy is no t capable of 

being executed in the  way envisaged th en  it can be re considered and 

reform ulated. The w aste of resources and  resu ltan t policies which do not 

address the  original requirem ents could therefore be very sim ply avoided.

C om m entary
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In  th is final chapter, I have draw n together key findings from  the  policy 

trajectory study which are generisable in term s of the  policy process and  which 

are of potentia l in te rest of policy m akers. I have also a ttem p ted  to  evaluate the 

tru th  of th e  claim s which I have m ade th roughou t th e  study.
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