Teaching and Learning Quality Process Review (TLQPR)�The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology


Introduction





1.		The TLQPR Panel and the UGC thank the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology for its self-assessment and assistance during the course of our review. University personnel were responsive to our requests for explanation and documentation. We came away impressed with the quality of staff with whom we visited, and with the UniversityÕs potential as a provider of high-quality teaching and learning. However, our review left us with a number of concerns.





2.		The terms of the TLQPR preclude any direct assessment of teaching and learning quality. However, the Panel wishes to note its rreservations about the UniversityÕs quality assurance and improvement processes. The impetus and enthusiasm associated with startup has helped sustain the teaching function to this point, but we believe that establishing appropriate quality improvement and assurance processes should become a major institutional priority. The last section of the report describes some areas for improvement as identified by the Panel. We wish to emphasise that the development of educational quality assurance and improvement programmes must be a key results area for institutional leaders. 





3.		Annex A presents a framework for the Teaching and Learning Quality Process Review. As described in paragraph 2 of the framework, the goals of the TLQPR are: (a) to focus attention on teaching and learning as the primary mission of Hong Kong's tertiary institutions; (b) to assist institutions in their efforts to improve the quality of teaching and learning; and (c) to enable the UGC and the institutions to discharge their obligation to maintain accountability for the quality of teaching and learning. The Panel focused on the following five teaching and learning process elements, which should exist in some form at every academic programme level:





¥	curricular design





¥	pedagogical design





¥	implementation quality





¥	outcomes assessment





¥	resource provision





Readers may wish to consult Annex A, which illustrates the kinds of questions used to define each process element, before proceeding further. 





4.		The Panel noted the following HKUST initiatives as enhancing teaching and learning quality :





¥	The Educational Technology Centre (ETC)





¥	Mandatory student course evaluation questionnaires





¥	The academic vice presidentÕs recently-instituted programme of unannounced class visitations





We believe these initiatives should be continued and strengthened as part of the broader quality programme recommended herein.





Review Process





5.		In November 1995 the University, at the request of the UGC, submitted an outline of its TLQPR document.  Following the PanelÕs acceptance of the outline, the University submitted, in December 1995, its full twenty-page document describing its quality improvement and assurance processes.  Subsequently, at the request of the Panel, the University submitted a supplementary document (together with a wealth of supporting documentation) relating its QA process to the five sub-processes outlined in paragraph 8 of Annex A.  (The main part of this document is reproduced in Annex B.)





6.		The Panel held a discussion session with a cross-section of academic staff and students of the University in January 1996.  At this session the purposes and methods of the Review were outlined and explained.    The PanelÕs formal Review Visit took place on 11-12 April 1996 and followed the pattern described in paragraph 3 of Annex A.





Institutional Self-Assessment





7.		The University provided the Panel with a description and self-assessment of its teaching and learning quality processes. The main body of its submission is provided at Annex B. The questions within each heading of Annex B were drawn by the institution from the ÒTLQPR FrameworkÓ at Annex A. The self-assessment was written before the PanelÕs visit.





8.		The Panel agrees with the self-assessmentÕs identification of areas where improvement is needed. We also found the document to represent fairly the situation at HKUST as perceived by the central administration. However, the PanelÕs review, and especially the reviews by the subgroups, lead us to believe that the UniversityÕs quality processes need more urgent attention than reading the self-assessment might suggest. 





9.		We found numerous instances where teaching quality assurance and improvement processes are working successfully, but we found more instances where substantial improvement is needed. There is too much variance in the performance of teaching and learning improvement processes, and there needs to be a strong and pervasive commitment to raising standards at the low end of the distribution.





Individual Unit Observations





10.		During the PanelÕs visit to the University on 11-12 April 1996, Panel subgroups visited twelve academic units in addition to holding plenary meetings with institutional leaders, academic staff with specific responsibility for quality, and students. Our conversations revolved around several underlying themes: (a) do colleagues have a degree of agreement and a sense of collective responsibility concerning their academic discipline and teaching quality; (b) how do they relate to one another in collegial terms; (c) how do they relate to their students as recipients of their services and as future colleagues; (d) how do they relate to the changing needs and demands of the larger university environment and of society? 





11.		From the subgroup conversations, we were able to detect certain tensions which have significant impact on teaching quality: tensions between centre and department, between teaching and research, between formal and informal channels of communication and practice, and between established traditions/cultures and new policy demands.





12.		Annex C records our main observations arising from the subgroup visits and conversations. These observations are drawn from the reports from the Panel subgroups as a whole during and after the visit. Because the material is not based on formal reviews at the unit level, the observations are intended to be illustrative only. (That is why they have been placed in an appendix.) The units generally are not identified except for the Educational Technology Centre (ETC), which we felt should be identified because of its special nature and importance to the UniversityÕs teaching and learning programmes, and the Language Centre which we wish to single out because of its exemplary performance.





13.		The Panel notes that changes in Hong KongÕs overall higher education environment (i.e., the dramatic recent increase in participation rates and attendant change in student characteristics), an increasing degree of career-orientation on the part of students, and the decentralised character of academic institutions are putting great pressures on faculties and departments. 





14.		The issues illustrated in Annex C should not be viewed as criticisms of the individual operating units. The Panel is convinced that the illustrations are representative overall, but given the brief nature of the unit-level reviews we cannot vouch for the accuracy of all the details. The issues should be addressed by the University as a whole institution. Therefore, it would serve no useful purpose to focus criticism primarly on the individual units.





Areas for Improvement 





15.		The following paragraphs describe areas identified by the Panel as needing improvement. Because we do not wish to engage in micromanagement, the question of what kinds of improvements is left to the University.





16.		The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology operates in a context of considerable autonomy and delegated responsibility. The central administration and most faculties delegate the main responsibility for quality and standards to departments and to individual teaching staff. However, there appears to be little systematic monitoring of teaching and learning quality other than through the teaching evaluation questionnaires and a reliance on the professionalism of the individual teachers. The TLQPR Panel does not take issue with the principle of delegation. However, we feel that HKUST has not established the processes necessary for ensuring the delegations occur in a context of accountability. 





17.		The Panel believes that teaching and research priorities need to be reevaluated, so that staff can spend more time on the enhancement of teaching and learning quality. Additional time spent on these tasks would enable staff to respond better to demand, to obtain more systematic feedback from employers and students, to improve the curriculum, to engage in discussions about pedagogy and to improve the delivered quality of teaching. 





18.		Notwithstanding the above, the Panel noted through the reports of its subgroups that certain organizational units within HKUST are making exemplary progress on teaching and learning quality. (The reports on these units, written by members not connected with HKUST, are readily identified in Annex C.) The University would do well to use these units as models for extending teaching and learning quality process improvement.





19.		The Panel was impressed with the UniversityÕs very capable, enthusiastic, and energetic staff. They are doing many good things in the area of teaching and learning, and many of them care about their students.  Yet we were surprised not to see more systematic teaching and learning quality processes, especially given the relatively large amounts of discretionary time enjoyed by HKUST staff. This cannot be explained away by the proposition that quality is the responsibility of individual staff members. More likely it stems from the UniversityÕs and the staffÕs aspirations to produce world-class research. 





20.		The paucity of systematic quality processes produces considerable variance in approaches to curricular and pedagogical design, and implementation-quality assurance across HKUSTÕs schools and departments. While diversity can represent a source of strength, we sensed the variance to be due less to conscious decision than to a lack of systematic attention to these issues. For example, greater use of simple approaches like internal benchmarkingÑefforts to identify and learn from best practices within the institutionÑcould produce quick dividends. Other approaches, discussed below, include systematic efforts to ascertain and consider the views of students and of stakeholders outside the institution. 





21.		Greater emphasis needs to be placed on curricular design. The present curriculum is driven disproportionately by faculty interests. Some areas based on the U.S. model need adaptation to the Hong Kong environment. Other areas, for example the Humanities and Social Sciences, need greater focus and coordination to produce a more coherent product. More effective curricular design and review processes need to be established at the departmental and school level, and more effective oversight is needed at the University level. More attention should be given to class size profiles, and we are pleased that the University is addressing this issue.





22.		Variations in performance among postgraduate students acting as teaching assistants (TAs) should be reduced. HKUST places heavy reliance on TAs for leading tutorials, supervising laboratory work, and student evaluation (grading). While the quality provided by some TAs is exemplary, others appear to be inadequately trainedÑsome even appear to lack adequate language skills. We heard that TAs are ÒencouragedÓ to make use of the Educational Technology Centre.  One school has made such training mandatory and its extension to other schools is being pursued, but we believe the degree of impetus should be strengthened and diligence in followup improved.





23.		Additional channels for student feedback should be opened and the results acted upon systematically. HKUSTÕs mandatory course evaluation system and provision of student places on committees are worthwhile, but in the Panel's view not sufficient to provide the needed level of information. For example, focus-group interviews with students or student-staff consultative committees can provide information not available by questionnaire or through the formal University decision-making structure. Also, the course evaluation system could be improved by providing feedback to students about how the results are used, and where possible examples of where their inputs made a difference.





24.		Additional channels for obtaining feedback from alumni, employers, and other external stakeholders also should be opened or improved. The PanelÕs impression is that most departments do not collect such information systematically. In cases where the information is collected, the processes for feeding it into curricular and pedagogical design may need to be improved. 





25.		The University should become more self-conscious and systematic about its teaching and learning quality improvement processes. Many staff think about quality but, though well intentioned, the thinking tends to be fragmented. Individuals find it difficult to gain traction with their colleagues on educational quality improvement issues, even when the existence of problems is generally recognised. The importance of quality assurance and improvement processes needs to be made clear to schools and departments, and incentives adjusted where necessary to maintain the staff to focus on these issues along with their research.





26.		The University should create an effective teaching and learning quality assurance system. While educational quality can be delivered only by academic staff, it is the institutionÕs responsibility to assure itself that the staff are fully discharging their responsibilities. The Panel found HKUSTÕs internal quality assurance systems to be deficient. The responsibility for quality has been delegated from University to school to department to individual member of staff, but mostly without sufficient quality assurance processes and improvement objectives and followup.  The calibre of academic staff and the enthusiasm associated with startup provide support for the University’s assertion that the educational experience of the students and graduates has been sustained to this point.  However, the University should make the creation of an effective teaching and learning quality assurance system one of its main priorities and performance against this priority should be a key results area for leaders at every level.
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