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No Boundaries for Higher
Education

When discussing the relationship between the ‘local’ and the ‘global’
(Appadurai 1991), the globalisation of education in relation to na-
tion states (Green 1997) and the role of higher education in national
and global labour markets, a particularly strong trend has often been
pointed out. It is about the flux of identities in nation states, pre-
cisely at what defines them in the global contexts, while with in-
dividuals this phenomenon refers to the ‘local” and ‘global’ space.
Appadurai (1991, 295), for example, claims that the central problem
of modern global interactions is tension between cultural homogeni-
sation and cultural heterogenisation. In his opinion, the new global
cultural economy has to be perceived as ‘a complex, overlapping,
disjunctive order, which cannot any longer be understood in terms
of existing centre-periphery models’ (p. 296). It can neither be dis-
cussed in terms of simple ‘push’ and ‘react’ models, nor in terms
of surpluses and deficits. Therefore, Appadurai suggests addressing
the global economy of culture within five dimensions: ethnoscapes,
mediascapes, finanscapes, technoscapes and ideoscapes.

To this, in discussion at Brdo in 2000, Stronach has added the
‘eduscape.’ It could be said that from the aspect of the present work,
both ‘eduscape’ and ‘higher education scape’ are being established
as meta-scape over the other five scapes. Complexities of higher ed-
ucation, for example, could be discussed through finanscape or me-
diascape, etc. Higher education exists in the world of science and
knowledge production as well as in the market, thus concerning con-
sumers and producers, employers and employees and consequently
indicating complex and multiple relations. Therefore, it would be dif-
ficult to limit higher education to its own or to only one of the pro-
posed scapes. Boundaries separating them seem to be lacking clarity
and the world is no longer ‘taxonomical’ (Hannerz 1993) but made
up of “flux” and ‘flow” (Stronach 1999, 177).

Movements towards comparability of higher education in Europe

9



10 Chapter One

could, according to Appadurai, be understood as a creation of a new,
‘Euro Higher Education Scape.! Some documents (from the Bologna
Declaration in 1999 to the Berlin Communiqué in 2003, see Thune
2002) that have been signed by the European Universities and gov-
ernments declaratively support this idea. Yet, a specific tradition of
academic freedom has to be taken into account when higher educa-
tion is discussed. In the following section, this study focuses on docu-
ments and declarations that can potentially contribute to ‘creation’ of
the above mentioned Euro Higher Education Space and enforce the
development of audit culture in higher education. At the same time,
it is also an illustration of the fact that in different local environments
these documents were discussed with a certain level of scepticism. To
me, being the author of this study, such tensions seem irresolvable
but when exposed, they can be seen as ‘pulse’ for change. As for the
concept of professionalism within global higher education processes,
Stronach et al. (2002, 131) agree on a more appropriate ‘metaphor for
professionalism being pulse rather than push. Relating this compar-
ison with Zgaga’s (2001) comment on the Sorbonne Declaration is
quite interesting: he argues against ‘harmonisation’ yet supports the
processes of exchange, which can be understood as ‘pulsing’

Europeisation of Higher Education

or Euro Higher Education Scape
The History of Philosophy (Filipovi¢ 1979) keeps track of influence
and the flow of scientific discoveries all along the historical verti-
cal (e.g. Aristotle’s influence on Ibn Rusa) as well as the horizontal
(e.g. the formation of different philosophical ‘schools’). Furthermore,
the trade in the Old and Middle Ages — via merchants’ travels and
discoveries of the new worlds - points to a certain degree of interna-
tionalisation that should be separated from the modern globalisation
streams which make the boundaries among nation states and na-
tions are becoming more and more indistinct. Cultures, traditions,
ideas, knowledge and people ‘travel,” and in the process of intro-
ducing and placing them into local environments both ‘the local’
and ‘the global’ change. Co-operation in research is therefore not a
recent phenomenon, but the fact that teachers and students mobility
increases in recent years only, should be considered. This is mostly
due to various European Union programmes, such as Socrates, Eras-
mus, Comenius and Leonardo da Vinci. Creating co-operation and
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new bonds within higher education is recorded in numerous inter-
national documents, the most important of them being:

Magna Charta Universitatum. Rectors of European Universities
signed it in 1988 in Bologna. It describes the university as an au-
tonomous institution and emphasizes the indivisibility of teaching
and research.

The Erfurt Declaration on the autonomy of universities was signed
in 1996 by academics and ministers. It determines the responsibili-
ties of states and universities and emphasises the work quality of the
latter. The university itself should decide on suitable work standards
and control its own activities, while remaining ‘transparent’” and an-
swerable to the public.

The Lisbon Convention on the recognition of qualifications con-
cerning higher education in the European Region. It was signed by
the ministers of European countries in 1997 and ratified by the Slove-
nian Parliament in 1999. The document defines the elements and
procedures of the mutual recognition of higher education qualifica-
tions and is binding on all signatory states.

The Sorbonne Declaration. Ministers signed it in 1998. It calls
upon the signatories to ‘open’ European higher education and speaks
of the “harmonisation’ of the European higher education system. (It is
interesting that Zgaga opposes the term ‘harmonisation’ used in the
declaration, as the signatory states — in the context of forming the
‘united’ Europe — do not give up their current power in education,
science and culture. For areas such as lesson plans, language teach-
ing, publishing textbooks, etc., it advocates fair co-operation between
different systems, rather than bureaucratic changes.)

The Bologna Declaration was signed in 1999 by the representatives
of the academic sector and ministers. This document is basically an
operationalised version of the Sorbonne Declaration and serves as
a vow for the states to reform their own higher education systems,
in order to enable comparability which should in turn pave the way
for greater student mobility and an increase in employability as well
as in population mobility. In a broader sense, The Bologna Decla-
ration is considered as some kind of a starting point to establishing
close co-operation in the European higher education area. This is
also called the ‘Bologna Process’ or the ‘European Process in Higher
Education” by which the agreed principles get gradually exercised via
ecTs — European Credit Transfer System, life-long learning, diploma
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supplement and the formation of two levels of study degrees (under-
graduate and post-graduate) and finally by the implementation of
comparable assessment criteria and methodology in the frame of the
quality assurance process.

Ever since The Bologna Declaration has been signed conferences
are organised every other year, so that members of the academic sec-
tor and the ministers can review the work done in the past period and
formulate directives for the future implementation of the document.
In 2001, the conference took place in Prague, in 2003 in Berlin and
in 2005 in Bergen. The movements expressed in declarations can
also be understood as outside pressures on national systems to make
them transparent and comparable. However, those documents set
the basic guidelines of development in European higher education
area, but stress only the moral obligation of all signatory states (the
Lisbon Convention being an exception). In order to practice mobil-
ity and achieve comparability, transparency needs to be maintained
and this puts auditing (external and internal) to the heart of these
movements. The analysis of the Bologna Declaration (see http://www
.bologna-berlinzoo3.de/pdf/ bologna_declaration.pdf), specifically ar-
guing against pressures, promotes co-operation and is based on con-
tinuous audit and fresh agreements on new measures, such as:

We are pursuing these objectives — within the framework of our
institutional competences and taking full respect of the diver-
sity of cultures, languages, national educational systems and au-
tonomy of the University — in order to consolidate the Euro-
pean area of higher education. To that end, we will continue
our efforts for intergovernmental co-operation, as well as for co-
operation with European non-governmental organisations with
competence on higher education. We expect Universities to re-
spond promptly and positively and to contribute actively to the
success of our endeavour. Convinced that the establishment of
the European area of higher education requires constant sup-
port, supervision and adaptation to the continuously evolving
needs, we have decided to meet again within two years in order
to assess the progress achieved and the new steps to be taken.

This extract shows a slight tension between the ‘local” and the ‘Eu-
ropean,’” between full consideration of the diversity of the cultures
and the consolidation to the European area of higher education.
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The Local and the Global

Névoa and de Jong-Lambet (2002, 10) critically discuss the idea of
European education space and, among other, argue that education
has been one of the most turbulent areas in Europe, not only due
to its symbolic value in national identities but also because of public
resistance to a common policy. The main purpose of the work pro-
gramme by 2010 should be regulation of v education standards into
a single, comprehensive strategy which, accordingly to their analysis,
emphasises four verbs: identify, spread, measure and compare. To
‘identify” should mean to agree on shared objectives and guidelines
for educational policies, and to ‘spread’ should refer to diffusion and
transfer of most successtul practices from one country to another.

To ‘measure’ means setting precise benchmarks, evaluating perfor-
mance of each part of the educational system, and ‘compare’ methods
in order to form a way of assessing the progress made by each coun-
try. It would be pointless to restate the overt intention that all of these
convergence policies should adopt the ‘agreed instruments,” ‘volun-
tary participation,” ‘partnership’ and ‘decentralised approaches. The
goal of these processes should be to help the Member States in de-
veloping their own policies progressively. Which we translate as: ‘to
help Member States to develop their own policies progressively, in
accordance with the objectives defined at the European level’

According to Névoa and de Jong-Lambet, introduction of ‘indica-
tors for measuring progress’ is intended ‘to create quantitative tables
and not, as it is claimed in the document, to learn from one an-
other, not to single out the good students or countries from the bad’
They also determine how difficult it is to imagine that a national state
could indeed stay outside of this common European higher education
playground. For them, the idea of establishing comparable indicators
represents a powerful way of formulating educational policies, since
the indicators and the standards that have been ‘commonly’ defined
and ‘voluntarily’ accepted should provide policy makers with refer-
ence points.

According to both authors, the ‘challenge of data and comparabil-
ity’ establishes a policy without specifically formulating it. And this
is the most effective way to transform and change educational sys-
tems. Slowly but steadily, taking precisely defined and coordinated
steps, in ‘tempo misurato,” European education policy is already on
the march (N6voa and de Jong-Lambet 2002, 18). The authors claim
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that the idea of Europeanisation is based on the ‘logic of mutual
accountability, as developed through an evaluation of, or compari-
son between, national systems of education, using a series of indica-
tors, outcomes, benchmarks and guidelines’ (p. 22). In their opinion,
the education space is considered a field of expertise and the main
objective is indeed to achieve consensus. Considering the fact that
comparability serves as a mode of governance, they argue that the
concept of comparability should be explained in greater detail since
better understanding of both limitations and potentialities is one of
the ways to avoid the ‘vaporous thinking’ which intensively infiltrates
research methods, particularly those related to education and Euro-
pean affairs (Névoa and de Jong-Lambet 2002, 23). Névoa and de
Jong-Lambet (2002) are committed to developing a comparison in
‘space-time’ relations that will allow the ‘construction of an interpre-
tative space which is historically grounded. Contextual positioning
results in cultural contamination and assumptions, therefore ‘techni-
cal specifications of role, purpose, function, rationality and outcome
can be challenged and rewritten through a cultural deconstruction’
(Stronach 1999, 178).

The concept of quality in education has been very much in the
spotlight during the past decade. There are many multi-national
projects funded by puARE or other EU financial sources where West-
ern experts help to transfer the so-called ‘products and knowledge’
to the East. At the conference Ways towards Quality in Education
in 2000, it soon became apparent that various countries adopt and
implement difterent ‘borrowed solutions’” with more or less scepti-
cism or healthy criticism. A delegate from Lithuania, for example,
pointed out that countries in transition ought to lean on foreign in-
stitutions, since without external assistance and financial aid pro-
vided by pHARE the national authorities most probably would not be
able to establish and support the Lithuanian Centre for Quality As-
sessment in Higher Education (Zelvys 2000, 141). At the same time,
Zelvys (2000, 137) emphasized the need to ‘secure the historical and
cultural heritage of the country” However, the school effectiveness
and improvement movement mainly ignores cultural differences.

During the study of intercultural educational practice, Stronach et
al. (1998) warned that reflexivity could be understood as a narcissistic
activity, turning inwards. But looking outwards or re-contextualising
is also important in this context. To start with a reflexive remark: in a
certain sense conferences like Ecer (European Conference of Educa-



No Boundaries for Higher Education 15

tion Research) and rcser (International Conference of School Effec-
tiveness and Improvement) as well as different European projects are
‘intercultural events’ themselves. Perhaps we could consider them
as partly ‘global,” since according to Gough (1999), globalisation is
expressed in our apprehension of new and increasingly complex
patterns of interconnectedness — cultural processes that destabilise
relationships between social organisation and spaces and places in
which technologies, materials, media and meanings are produced,
exchanged and consumed. Castells (1998, 331) says it is certain that
new configurations of the ‘local” and the ‘global’ are emerging and
that Europe is an intriguingly problematic example, and he also
warns that the “political theory still does not have a simple term ad-
equate to this kind of configuration. It is interesting to note that the
author proposes the expression ‘network state’” anyway.

And yet we notice that place and space are not the only two impor-
tant dimensions connected to Europe, as there is also the question of
identity (Stronach et al. 1998, 2). The European space already seems
interwoven with myths, according to different authors the myth of
expertness, the myth of homogeneity, the myth of a common lan-
guage, the myth of neutrality, the myth of equality or the myth of
universal rationality. On the other hand, it is clear that there, in fact,
is something we could call ‘intercultural:’ knowledge, for example,
seems to be increasingly shared; at least partially it is globally de-
signed. Numerous cultural studies commentators have described the
contemporary world as the one of ‘flux’ and ‘flow,” as the world that
is no longer limited in the ways it once was, and can no longer be
understood in the old ‘taxonomical” way. It is important that we, as
researchers in education, undertake a reflexive study of the impact of
these cultural reversals on research practice. If we pay little attention
to differences, risk we not the McDonaldisation of research up to the
global ideology level?

The purpose of this thesis is also to explore some of the important
differences and obvious confusion that mainly appear when different
educational cultures attempt to speak a common language of ‘im-
provement’ and ‘effectiveness’ in education.

Europeanisation in Slovenian Higher Education
Interestingly enough, Slovenian higher education responded to ‘Eu-
ropeanisation’ in higher education and the ‘Bologna Declaration’
quite sceptically. The ‘Bologna Declaration’ was considered one of



16 Chapter One

the main motivating factors for ‘local’ discussions on some important
changes, such as the introduction of a credit transfer system (cTs),
diploma supplement and self-evaluation reports. The prevailing im-
pression in the meetings was that in Slovenia, we were primarily con-
cerned with maintaining and preserving our own culture, language
and academic tradition; but I show in the next section that this phe-
nomenon can be put in a different perspective: Do we really want
anything to change? Or, in other words, do ‘tradition” and the ‘local’
serve only as excuses to stay in position and keep our ‘gardens’ and
‘dovecotes’?

In November 2001, “The Developmental Challenges of Higher Ed-
ucation’ conference was organised in Ljubljana. Numerous issues and
dilemmas were brought to light, for instance, how to co-ordinate the
area of higher education (the organisation and activities of univer-
sities and institutes, the establishing of new higher education insti-
tutions and universities etc.) in order to promote competitiveness.
Rationality in the work of existing institutions, connecting univer-
sities with the economy, quality and international competitiveness,
study efficiency, innovations in pedagogic work and the employabil-
ity of graduates were also included among the most important topics.
As this was a one-day conference with 46 papers, running out of time
for discussion was no surprise.

In his introductory speech A. Kralj (2001) asserted that ‘higher
education will have to adapt to the changes brought by globalisa-
tion and the new economy, as well as to the demands for continuous
development and, last but not least, to the formation of the Euro-
pean scientific region and to increasing competitiveness’ (Stanovnik,
Goli¢, and Kralj 2001, 9). Reporter Kontler wrote a critical article
about the conference, expressing the feeling that Slovenian higher
education does in fact not want any changes. To back this up, she
mentioned the applause by which the academics approved the rec-
tor’s view that ‘the Bologna Declaration is not an obligation - it is
a bureaucratically designed agreement which does not bind univer-
sities to follow it” (Delo, 2 February 199g). Later in the article, she
quoted a statement by a foreign professor who has been co-operating
with colleagues from Slovenia for decades (Petrovec 2001):

To me, Slovenia seems an interesting mix of Kafkaesqueness
and Paradise. The need for creativity and co-operation blends
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with the still potent remains of the centralised incompetence.
The Slovenian system of education is a miraculous cure for in-
somnia. It is hard to imagine how Slovenia, with its inefficient
system of higher education, will cope in Europe.

Of all the speakers, Zgaga (2001) touched most significantly upon
the changing of higher education and the Bologna Process, especially
in the field of study policies. He advocated gradual changes in small
steps, concluding his speech with (p. 298):

I do not think that something radical should be undertaken any
time soon at the level of the system just because of the Bologna
Declaration. [...] Nevertheless, I do not advocate the belief that
this storm will sooner or later calm down or that we can sail with
our old boat peacefully into the new millennium, as we have
done with the past one. We do not need to wait for the fate-
ful legal changes to occur; by introducing some minor amend-
ments and in the spirit of the Declaration it would be wise to
pay proper attention to actual higher education study policies
and their implementation as soon as possible.

Zgaga demonstrated a political approach in trying to softly balance
the need for change and the preservation of the status quo. In con-
nection with the previously mentioned thinking of Stronach et al.
(2002), European processes could be understood as a ‘push’ to cre-
ate ‘pulsing’ as internationalisation at the institutional level and also
a reason and a cause of change in the HE institution management.
These processes wish to open the ‘closed,” autonomous HE space to
the life ‘out there’ - in Europe and around the world. Self-sufficiency
is no longer sufficient.

Quality in the European Higher Education Scape

Requirements for standardisation and consolidation in the area of
quality are shown by the EnQa’s activities (European Network for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education). In co-operation with Eua
(European University Association) and es18 (The National Union of
Students in Europe), this network drafted a two-phase survey in De-
cember 2001. In the first phase, the survey focused on the question
which evaluation models were used in the 32 member states. The sec-
ond phase was an analytical report on the state-of-the-art evaluation
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methods and procedures identified in the first phase. The chairman
of ENQA, Mr. Thune (2002, 3) expressed his hope that the project
would result in an answer to the question whether there is a possibil-
ity of identifying the extent of a shared protocol of quality assurance
among ENQA members. This question was posed at the ENQa General
Assembly in May 2002.

Auditing and measurement, standardisation and transparency of
evaluations are all elements of quality assurance (Murgatroyd and
Morgan 1993; Sallis 1993). However, the question arises: how could
then be said that there is no pressure, only moral obligation (as in
form of the Bologna Declaration, for instance), where ‘moral’” sounds
like a passive acceptance of ideas with no consequent change in
practice — especially if shared protocols are eventually to be de-
signed in the future or there is at least an attempt to explore this
option? In the last decade, interest in quality determination and as-
surance, especially in evaluation as a steering mechanism and a tool
of improvement, has increased remarkably in Europe. According to
many authors, the cause of these tendencies is changing conditions
in which higher education institutions function (Wolff 1997; Brennan
and Shah 2000; Scheele, Maassen, and Westerheijden 1998). To list

some of the facts:

* Due to extreme increase in the number of enrolled students,
higher education has changed from elite into mass system.

* Europe is an open educational market where an increasing num-
ber of students spend one or even two semesters during their
studies abroad, so more transparency and availability of infor-
mation about institutions and programmes is necessary.

* Slowing down centralization mechanisms at the level of school
ministries leaves more decisions to higher education institu-
tions.

* The government and other stakeholders require higher educa-
tion institutions to assume greater responsibility for quality and
efficiency (the value for money perspective).

All of these facts indicate that the changed conditions also impose
the need for better leadership and management systems. Higher ed-
ucation institutions should be able to cope with the continuously
changing conditions and expectations. The role of managers in aca-



No Boundaries for Higher Education 19

demic and/or administrative position in such development-oriented
organisations is becoming more and more important.

About the Research
Research Topic: Self-Evaluation

One of the major research problems of this study was to examine
the possibility of setting up a quality determination and assurance
system (model) within my institution, one that would be transparent
and comparable to others. I chose selt-evaluation as the best method
for achieving quality in a higher education institution and its estab-
lishment and implementation through an action research. In higher
education, self-evaluation has proved to be one of the most appropri-
ate quality assurance strategies. But the purpose of evaluation pro-
cedures in relation to the ‘ownership’ of evaluation systems remains
a highly debated issue. Evaluation performed by the government is
usually external and bureaucratic by approach; quality is evaluated
according to pre-defined external standards and with focus on con-
trol and accountability. On the other hand, evaluation performed by
a higher education institution can be understood as an internal ap-
proach with an emphasis on ‘excellence with purpose’ which ensures
that quality is established as a result of institutionally stated aims and
goals. In this case the focus is on the results and processes improve-
ment — the functioning of the institution.

Ownership is a content-intensive concept. Many theoreticians of
the participatory management often emphasize the importance of
organisational culture, vision, mission and strategic management
(Tavéar 1997; 2002; Hamel and Prahalad 1994; Collins and Porras
1997). The participatory management assumes that people - often in
the sense of the ‘staff’ — share or ‘own’ the same values, directions,
and vision of an organisation because the process of designing the
mission statement is based on participation of all stakeholders.

In this context, it would be possible to express a reasonable doubt
about the ‘equality’ of meaning, values and attitudes, as well as ex-
pectations and guidelines for all employees as well as other partici-
pants in the organization. The question of the meaning of the (often
unjustified) general quantifier ‘all’ in the present environment ap-
pears as well. My main criticism of participatory leadership theory in
relation to quality refers to it using the processes in an instrumen-
tal way to get the ‘right” outcomes. Participatory leadership is often
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seen as the most effective method by which the process leads to the
‘sameness’ of the result. In other words, if there is no (measurable,
tangible) outcome, the process is not valued. That explains my fo-
cusing on processes, social dynamics and interactions that introduce
different views into processes and enable the co-creation of mean-
ings, sometimes with no measurable outcomes in a short run.

This thesis defines self-evaluation as a process being about pro-
cesses itself, while the aims of the research are gaining in-depth
knowledge and understanding about processes of institutional self-
evaluation as well as implementing the same processes on a study-
case of a selected higher education institution. I have given the ‘case’
choice a lot of thought. One possibility would be to just enter an insti-
tution, study it and leave it upon completing the research, suggesting
an appropriate ‘model” (in the present study single quotation marks
indicate the specific use of the term) for that particular organisa-
tion. Yet, I felt the need to carry out the study in ‘my’ organisation
and take the path of studying and changing or co-creating a higher
education organization. As a practitioner, | decided to do an action
research — marking an interwoven approach to theory and practice
where change (of both) is incorporated in the research process.

Methodology: Action Research

My role of a manager in a higher education institution gave me the
opportunity to study the implementation of self-evaluation proce-
dures at the College of Management (1995-2002) and later at the
Faculty of Management (from 2003) and thus to carry out an effective
case study. | was particularly challenged by the methodological de-
sign of the research itself. I designed a case study around the process
of institutional self-evaluation, as an organic approach to improve-
ment in changing environment, with particular focus on reciprocal
effects concerning the study itself and its relationship with manage-
ment issues. The research is mainly qualitative by nature and based
on the established methodology of the action research (Elliot 1991;
Carr and Kemmis 1995; Kemmis and McTaggart 2000). Many differ-
ent methods were used to collect data, among them survey, interview,
observation, documentation analysis, etc.

Given the fact that he gap between theory and practice is partic-
ularly problematic in social sciences (Confrey 1987), the action re-
search is considered to be an active approach which bridges this gap.
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Moreover, most action research is intended for development and im-
provement of institutional practices and for understanding them. The
action research approach suited the aims of my study - to set up a
‘model’ of self-evaluation that would work in practice. It enabled me
to:

* examine the evaluation results with special attention to the im-
pact that these developments may have on the internal processes
of quality improvement;

* observe the impact of the evaluation process on implementing
changes in college policies and practice (management team and
researchers, teachers, etc.), and on organisational structure;

* explain the leadership and management challenges that the in-
stitution faces as a result of the ‘sustainable development’ mea-
sures as well as to start developing college policies and practices;

+ systematically develop the evaluation process (processes, evalu-
ation methods and techniques) with respect to (on-going) past
results.

I initially organised action research in three cycles; one cycle
should represent one academic year. But during the study the need
for a fourth cycle emerged. The four cycles were fully completed, so
the action research reflects four academic years between 1996 and
2000. Data collection and analysis were continuous and often simul-
taneous. That allowed me to better understand the emerging issues
and issues that led to new data.

The classical approach in writing an action research is through
its cycles, and within each cycle, the three basic action research ‘rou-
tines’ are depicted: ‘look,” ‘think” and ‘act’ (Stringer 1996). The cycles
are similar by structure and consist of the following:

* description of the evaluation procedure (instruments or methods
and the evaluation process from data gathering to the analysis
and report),

* reflection on the evaluation process and current management
practice in connection with corresponding theories,

* suggestions for changes in the next cycle of the evaluation pro-
cess and for changes in the management practice.

I have documented the study very carefully because, according to
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Guba and Lincoln (1989), the purpose of qualitative study is to ac-
cumulate sufficient knowledge that could lead to understanding. The
work done in these four years of action research study can be com-
pared to their approaches to evaluation. They define them as four
‘generations: the first one being measurement-oriented, the second
one description-oriented, the third one judgement-oriented, whereas
the fourth, being the most mature, is about the evaluation whose key
dynamic is negotiation’ (p. 9). The first idea was to arrange empirical
data, collected in surveys, observations, formal and informal inter-
views, meetings, etc. in that particular generation of students. Later,
I thought it would be more appropriate to divide them into two lev-
els: the ‘technical’ (the 1st and the 2nd cycle of the action research)
and the ‘social’ (the 3rd and the 4th cycle of the action research).
This study has no standard literature review. A great amount of
data, events and processes recorded in its course were complemented
with theoretical extracts on emerging topics. To study in greater de-
tail, I chose those of ‘quality’ and ‘academic community,” even though
I cannot really pinpoint the criteria for this rather subjective deci-
sion. I found these two topics essential for a newly established insti-
tution that wanted to be involved in the so-called ‘European flow” of
higher education. I also felt these topics to be particularly relevant for
higher education in the Slovenian context which, as I have noticed,
has a strong culture of above mentioned) ‘dovecotes’ and academic
freedom at the same time. However, similarly important justifications
could also be found for other topics, e.g. management of a higher
education institution and related changes, the topic that has already
been researched in other European countries. Organisational design
could also be a suitable topic. I would actually be able to list several
other topics emerging from my study and each could be supported by
weighty arguments. However, what seems to be the most important is
the fact that the richness of data available from this research enables
the reader to relate them to various theories, while myself being the
author only deal with two topics from the theoretical point of view.
The action research knows neither end nor deadline that would
encourage the end of data collection and analysis. It is therefore un-
derstandable that by institutionalising of certain processes, some new
issues emerged as well. After four years — or cycles — I concluded my
research, but the processes of reflexivity, development and evalu-
ation continued. No standard form ‘conclusions’ are based on this
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study, yet I do bring up the issue of emerging themes and try to show
the reader where my process-focused reflexivity brought me to - to
a ‘non-model” of self-evaluation which is explained in its concluding
part.

‘I in the Research

This study is a highly personal engagement in the action research
within an organisation where research and management are inti-
mately interlinked. In one of the latter chapters, issues revolving
around multiple roles and power relations are discussed in more de-
tail. In the research framework, it should also be emphasized that the
deconstruction of multiple roles contributes to the trustworthiness
and credibility (Merriam 1998; Guba and Lincoln 1989) of this study.
The question of power (Foucault 1977; 1988) and interweaving roles
of multiple ‘I's” (Peshkin 1988) were my major considerations and
hesitations when deciding upon the research design and the topic.
Yet, as a maths teacher by my bachelor degree, and as a practitioner
at heart I saw great potential to connect practice and theory within
the action research. The role of a manager enabled me to write a
‘useful’ study, at least from the ‘case study’ point of view. I was inter-
ested in ‘my’ institution only, and had no intention to build a national
system of evaluation. I wanted to get a better insight into processes
in ‘our’ school and to implement concrete changes there.
Management position was of a great help (access to people and re-
sources as well as authorisation to introduce changes, ete.) but also a
hindrance (ethical issues, for example) to my research. But at least in
the beginning | was able to could rely on theoreticians such as Kem-
mis and Wilkinson (1998) as well as Guba and Lincoln (1989) empha-
sizing the importance of researchers and practitioners collaborating
in the organizational context of reforms and changes. Huberman’s
study (in Day 1997) of efforts to disseminate the large-scale national
projects of applied research empirically supports the importance of
researchers’ involvement in the organisational reform contexts. From
that, Day (1997, 199) concludes that ‘research is more likely to have
a strong conceptual influence on practitioners when researchers are
active in the context where innovation is an ongoing process.
During the empirical-practical study as well as during my writing,
I was concerned about people in the institution. I devoted quite a lot
of my energy to their anonymity, only to find it almost impossible.
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Anyone knowing the organization described and reading my work in
order to recognize the people in it should be able to identify at least
some of them, as well as their contribution to development of the
organization. Yet, I want to remind the reader that it is not primarily
about people — the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ - it is rather about social
processes, the construction of meanings and deconstruction of prac-
tice critically reflected through the ‘eyes’ of the researcher, who sees
every individual in the organisation as a valuable participant and a
carrier of processes and changes.

Some results of this study are presented in tables and diagrams,
some qualitative other quantitative. The latter seeks to correlate, clar-
ity and reduce information while the former play quite a different role
by trying to open up complexity that written language might close. To
bring this complexity to the surface, we have to be aware of limita-
tions of both language and narrative, due to their linear connotation.
Diagrams are a different intellectual demand. Reading them may be
less linear, and more ‘exploratory.’ Are they, therefore, more ‘readerly’
than ‘writerly’ objects as they make a greater demand on the reader
to make sense of representation that does not hide its metaphorical
nature in the ways in which ‘ordinary’ prose may do?

Higher Education in Slovenia

This chapter is my insight into higher education and is supposed to
contribute to better understanding of this study and its contextual
placement in the environment and circumstances. Political and eco-
nomic changes in Slovenia in the last ten years have also marked the
education system area. Changes in the Slovenian higher education
system are also part of changes that were initiated by prospective Eu-
ropean Union entry. A great deal of these changes is related to the
mobility of students and teachers and is reflected in the transparency
and comparability of educational programmes through credit system,
implementing quality assurance systems and so on.

I also present some facts on the College of Management as well as
on the Faculty of Management being its later form, from the foun-
dation of this institution in 1995 to 2004. Since the school is in fact
the main subject of my case study, this data is essential for the un-
derstanding of my action research.

The changes in higher education started in 1993, when the new
Higher Education Act was adopted (Zakon o visokem Solstvu 1993).
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TABLE 1.1 Data on Higher Education

1995/1996 1999/2000

Public  Private Public  Private
Higher education institutions 3 2 3 7
Universities (Lj + Mb) 141 0 141 0
Faculties 20+ 9 0 20 +9 0
Professional HE 3+1 o 3+1 o
Academies 3+o o 3+o )
Independent HE institutions 1 2 1 7
Faculties 0 1 0 2
Professional nE 1 1 1 5
Teachers (FTE) 2102 - 1,788 61
Assistants (FTE) - 1,776 42

Undergraduate students (total) 45.738 213 73,031 3,078
Short-type HE (2-year) 11,703 0 478 0

Professional HE 3,827 213 31,167 3,978
University programmes 30,208 o 41,986 -
Post-graduate students (total) 1,057 - 2,953 53

Notes  Adapted from Plevnik and Zizmond (2000).

The basic principles on higher education are ‘the autonomy of uni-
versities and other higher education institutions, deregulation, public
accountability, equal opportunities, integrity of research and teach-
ing and freedom to establish public and private higher education
institutions.

The reform of the Slovenian system of education has called for
a considerable increase in spending. The share of public expendi-
ture for education in 1992 amounted to 4.7% of ¢pp and in the year
2000 it increased to 6%, which is the average for the oecp coun-
tries. Nevertheless, our higher education had little benefit from the
growing resources. In 2002, for example, 1.16% cpp has been allot-
ted to the system of higher education, the average percentage in the
oEcD countries being 1.7% ¢pp. The education system in Slovenia is
almost fully financed from the state budget.

Higher education activities are regulated by a separate act and in
this context, more than 300 programmes exist, organised at two lev-
els, undergraduate and postgraduate. Higher education has a twin-
track structure at the undergraduate level: academically oriented
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university studies (four to six years) and higher professional studies
(three to four years). In 1996/1997, all study programmes of the for-
mer two-year colleges were abolished and professional higher educa-
tion programmes were introduced (from 1995/1996). At the graduate
level, students receive either a second professional degree — special-
izacija — or a science degree — magisterij or doktorat. The new legis-
lation from May 2004, in accordance with the Bologna Declaration,
introduces a three-stage study.

Institutions of higher education include universities, faculties,
academies of art and professional higher education institutions. All
of these institutions can be founded by the state as public or by any
other body as private. Higher education institutions which are not
part of the University are independent higher education institutions.
It is difficult to present the University as an organisational and ad-
ministrative entity or unit because its members (a common name for
faculties, art academies and higher vocational colleges belonging to
it) are ‘partly autonomous’ - mainly in operating with non-budgetary
income.

The first independent higher education institution was established
in 1994 and the College of Management in 1995. Most private higher
education institutions are co-funded by the state, a kind of anomaly,
since they are private institutions with state funding. By the year
2000, independent higher education institutions received consider-
able moral support from the government. This can be seen as a po-
litical incentive, and it is completely understandable that, after be-
ing established, those institutions received certain financial support.
On the other hand, the same phenomenon can be understood as
‘forcedly taking’ money from universities and enabling competition
between institutions. Support for such institutions in the Primorska
region was part of the project for the establishment of a third univer-
sity, which was finalised in 2003.

Development of Higher Education
In the historical perspective, the first university in Slovenia was
founded after the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1919,
the University of Ljubljana was established with five faculties: Arts,
Law, Medicine, Theology and Technical. The first period in the King-
dom of Yugoslavia was not favourable to university development.
Shorter, two-year courses were added to classical four-year courses
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later on. Until the 1960s, Slovene higher education system only had
one university, so there was no academic competition. After 1960,
some individual schools were developed in North-Eastern Slovenia
and in 1975 the University of Maribor was established. At that time,
the legal status of economic activities was regulated by a socialist
self-management system, having an impact on the status of higher
education institutions as well. The University was a self-managing
community of higher education institutions (independent members),
established by the state that nominated the rector. The central power
of the University was limited and most important decisions concern-
ing curricula, development of science and other academic tasks were
formally made by the members of the University. Zgaga (1998), dis-
cussing the situation in university education, argues that in the 198os
we had a weak and unintegrated university on the one hand, and
powerful and independent faculties on the other. At the same time,
there was a considerable lack of autonomy in academic affairs.

These problems culminated with the Career-Oriented Education
Act in 1980 (Zakon o usmerjenem izobrazevanju 1980), which regu-
lated higher education as well as the entire secondary education sec-
tor and which basic idea was that all education should be work and
vocation-oriented. The Career-Oriented Education Act was altered in
1989. Both Universities were given more autonomy in the academic
sphere — the ‘power’ shifted from the state to the academics — pro-
fessors. The described situation, along with the political changes in
199os, was the main reason for introducing new legislation.

The legal basis for the existing higher education system is writ-
ten in the Constitution, which recognises the right of universities
and other higher education institutions to act autonomously, within
the limits set by the law. The Higher Education Act in 1993 intro-
duced many changes, among them the possibility of establishing pri-
vate higher education institutions, the autonomy of higher education
institutions, regulations concerning status and curricula (accredita-
tion, which is directly or indirectly related to the quality of higher
education) and a general operation framework.

In 1997/1998, the first draft of the National Strategy for Higher
Education in Slovenia, including directions, visions, strategies and
development plans for the next five years, was made. The Parliament
adopted it on 26th February 2002 (Nacionalni program visokega Sol-
stva Republike Slovenije 2002). Its aims clearly show that the State
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demands for the efficiency of post-secondary education got signifi-
cantly greater. The most important are the following:

Within the next five years (at that time), one quarter of the em-
ployed population should have a degree in higher or postgradu-
ate education.

In the coming decade (at that time), 35 per 1000 individuals
should study.

The number of places available for enrolment should increase
and enrolment restrictions for most study programmes should
be gradually phased out in the majority of study programmes.
The co-funding of part-time students should be introduced.
The number of students and graduates of post-graduate studies
should at least double.

Conditions for successful work of universities and independent
HE institutions should be provided.

A decentralised network of higher education institutions should
be encouraged as well as the establishment of the University of
Primorska.

Co-operation between higher education institutions and the
economy should be promoted.

International co-operation should be enhanced, the system of
scholarships should improve and modernise, the standard of liv-
ing for students should rise

The National Strategy drew attention to the fact that higher educa-
tion is a public good and should therefore offer a multitude of study
programmes in order to meet the varying needs of individuals, the
demands of education as such, and those of the labour market. Some
strategies for achieving the listed aims were proposed:

introduction of a credit system,

the diploma supplement (a compulsory document describing the
national education system, higher education institution, study
programme and student’s assessments),

providing academic quality,

internationally comparable and competitive study programmes
that assure quality and employability,

life-long learning.
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Legal Framework of Higher Education and Quality

Responsibility for securing minimum standards (in the form of ac-
creditation procedures) in higher education lies with the Council for
Higher Education of the Republic of Slovenia. This is the body of the
Government of the Republic of Slovenia and consists of representa-
tives of universities, independent higher education institutions and
experts. It is authorised for accreditation of new higher education
institutions and study programmes.

According to the Higher Education Act from 1993, amended in
1999 (Zakon o spremembah in dopolnitvah zakona o visokem Solstvu
(zvis-a)) and 2004, (Zakon o spremembah in dopolnitvah zakona o
visokem Solstvu (zvis-D)), universities and independent higher ed-
ucation institutions are legal entities. They have the right to inde-
pendently regulate their internal organisation and operations on the
basis of their own statute. They are fully autonomous in their em-
ployment policy decision-making, in formulation of their criteria for
awarding academic titles and in design of internationally comparable
study programmes. Defining the status of universities, especially the
relationship between the university and its member institutions has
been subject to intense discussion. Until 1993, all university members
were legal entities. Although in 1993 the law changed their status,
they continued to benefit from their legal independence — contrary
to the law — in particular by retaining a separate giro account. With
legislative changes in 1999, members were again given partial auton-
omy, especially in the management of non-budgetary sources.

Ministry of Science in 2000) was preparing a new funding system
from 1990 and it came into force in January 2004. In the academic
year 2002/2003, the state was still financing higher education in-
stitutions on the basis of teaching hours in full-time students (the
so-called ‘regular students’) courses, while part-time students (the
so-called ‘irregular students’) were paying full price for their stud-
ies. For public institutions, the state also ensured the working condi-
tions such as space and material costs. In addition to the number of
teaching hours, the new system also took into account the number of
students and graduates.

Accordingly to the Higher Education Act, the university should
consist of the following bodies: the rector, the senate, the board of
directors, the academy assembly and the student council. Academic
assemblies were introduced by a law change in 1999, the first being
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formed in 2000. The assembly consists of all members of the teach-
ing staff, and its most important task is the election of the senate. The
bodies of the university members or an independent higher educa-
tion institution are: the dean (and director), the board of directors,
the academic assembly and the student council. Depending on the
nature of the activities and the scope of the work of the higher ed-
ucation institution, the statute may stipulate the separation of the
function of managing professional work and the managerial func-
tion. The Statute then determines the competence of the professional
manager (dean) and the powers of the management body (director).
The domain of quality is partly covered by the accreditation sys-
tem but also left open to HE institutions that are supposed to set
up their own systems for evaluation of the performance of their ac-
tivities. The Erfurt Declaration on University Autonomy imposes an
obligation regarding quality, that the state should respect and protect
academic freedom and academic autonomy as well as allow higher
education institutions to monitor the quality and to set up their own
standards (Wolfl 1997). Accordingly, a higher education institution
is supposed to ensure transparency on the basis of self-regulation
and accountability. We can say that both provisions are actually in-
tegrated in Slovenian legislation. Regarding the problems of quality,
attention should be drawn to Article 8o of the Higher Education
Act from 1993 which states that the quality and effectiveness of the
educational, scientific and research, artistic as well as professional
activities of higher education institutions should be monitored and
evaluated by the Higher Education Quality Assessment Commission
created by higher education institutions in the Republic of Slovenia.
The above-mentioned commission consists of representatives of
all scientific and art disciplines and professional fields. The Commis-
sion should also obtain the opinion of students and acts according to
the rules determined in co-operation with senates of higher educa-
tion institutions and according to criteria defined by the Council for
Higher Education of the Republic of Slovenia in co-operation with
The Council of Science and Technology of the Republic of Slovenia.
Once a year, the Commission reports to the senates of the higher
education institutions, to the Council for Higher Education of the
Republic of Slovenia and to the Council of Science and Technology
of the Republic of Slovenia. The report is to be publicly disseminated

(Zgaga 1998, 141).
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The Commission was established by higher education institutions
in 1996 at the initiative of the Ministry. The work and the role of
this Commission will be reflected on and discussed further in this
study because it is closely related to the research topic and also
- undoubtedly — because | had the opportunity to be its member.
Between 1997 and 1999, a lot was going on in its context — many
projects, conferences and meetings were held. The Commission dis-
tributed information about data and guidelines exchanged with the
crE (European Rectors’ Conference), about approaches to evalua-
tion and about the quality assurance with PHARE project — the latter
being about the guidelines for self-evaluation of the institution and
programmes. The chairman of the Commission was also a member
of the crE group of experts on evaluation and made intensive efforts
for progress in the field of self-evaluation in Slovenia. In the begin-
ning, these efforts were not taken seriously by the faculties, so the
following example is interesting: in December 1998, the Commission
sent a letter to all deans, ordering them to design and implement
a programme of institutional self-evaluation, and then to report to
the National Commission for the Quality of Higher Education. nE
institutions did not respond, which to me was not surprising, as HE
institutions are traditionally reluctant to follow orders and instruc-
tions. Yet, it was a challenge for me and for the College to find a
place and approach to evaluation, preferably self-evaluation, in or-
der to develop awareness of the importance or — to quote Peters and
Waterman (1982), to get on the path of the ‘search of excellence!

Negotiations between the state, the management of both Universi-
ties, and the University Trade Unions over salaries and a forthcoming
strike in 1997/1998 were also quality-related issues. In June 1998, ne-
gotiations ended by signing an agreement on the salary increase. The
signatory parties have set themselves the task of doing everything in
their power to reach a higher efficiency level in higher education and
to introduce a new way of financing at the same time.

The second part of the agreement was a well-rounded summary of
issues to be tackled by higher education: the universities should en-
sure links among teaching and research institutions as well as mod-
ernisation and high quality of programmes. A credit system for the
evaluation of study programmes should be introduced. The docu-
ment also addressed issues such as the modernisation of manage-
ment, separation of academic and management function, appoint-
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ment of professors and assistants, their status and promotion, im-
provement of their teaching and learning activities as well as intro-
duction of regular institutional quality assessment system.

In accordance with this agreement, the Government started to en-
sure sufficient financial resources as early as 1998 for the gradual
increase in salaries, 25% in four years. Universities dealt with the
drop-out rate. The survey (Beve 2001) showed that only 44% of the
enrolled generation successfully completed their studies, with an av-
erage study period of 8 years. Data was relevant for discussing ac-
countability for public funds and related to introduction of a new
financial mechanism. I strongly believe that such financial depen-
dence could influence HE institutions pushing towards better per-
formance. In this respect, this type of financing is just an emerging
form of external control and enhanced accountability. Much slower
were the changes observed in the quality field. The chairman of the
Commission resigned in spring 2000, the official reason being dis-
agreement over the financing of the Commission. From 1996, the
Commission had held 14 meetings in the years 1998 and 1999, each
of them convened at least twice, because of the lack of a quorum -
which can undoubtedly be considered as an indicator of (non) inter-
est in quality. In the autumn of 2000, a new Commission was formed
for the next four years. Efforts to prepare institutional reports on
self-evaluation continued. In February 2000, some independent HE
institutions and both Universities made their own reports on quality
public for the first time, but without adopting a common methodol-
ogy. The reports included information on the number of students and
graduates, which slowly began to reveal the effectiveness of higher
education institutions. In one of the reports, the Commission called
on the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport to establish a Na-
tional Quality Agency and to start the process to become a member
of ENQA (European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Educa-
tion).

In 2004, the Higher Education Act introduced some novelties in
this area. It abolished the Higher Education Council as the accred-
iting body for supervision of quality of higher-education institutions.
By December 2005, the government should also establish a public
agency for higher education, which would perform both professional
and administrative tasks for both councils. After establishing the
public agency, the National Commission for the Quality of Higher
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Education ceased to function. Despite the establishment of the new
Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology (November
2004), the areas of higher education and research remained uncon-
nected, both from the organizational and the financial point of view.

In the atmosphere of profound changes at national level and dur-
ing the process of Eu accession (which raised numerous issues con-
cerning the mobility of students and teachers, credit transfer system,
diploma nostrification, emphasis on quality assurance and effective
management at the institutional level), the College of Management
was founded in 1995 and by its functioning my study had also begun.

Characteristics of Selected Case

In order to fully comprehend the action research, the method and
the dynamics of the development of a self-evaluation ‘model’ it is
necessary to know and understand some of the selected case char-
acteristics. Data on the College — especially those on the type and
scope of activities, the number of students and staff, material condi-
tions and financial management of the school - could help the reader
understand its growth and development. I will also present the con-
text or the outer frame of the action research between 1996 and 2000
as well as some recent data for 2004/2005, when the final version of
this text was in the making.

The College was founded in 1995 as a private institution, its
founders being the Chamber of Commerce in Koper and the mu-
nicipalities of Piran, Izola and Koper. The foundation of the College
was politically-driven, dating back to autumn 1995 — one month be-
fore the parliamentary election took place. It has been founded as a
professional higher education institution, with teaching as its basic
activity. In 1999, we enrolled the first generation in the postgraduate
programme Management in Education and two years later, another
post-graduate programme, Management in the European Environ-
ment, was launched. Research work was encouraged from the be-
ginning and in 2001 we established the Institute of Management
Research. The expansion of research activities and the increase in
the scope of educational activities with new study programmes also
enabled more job openings for higher education teachers. The full
scope of activities can be found later in this chapter.

Already in this initial period we managed to establish wide-
ranging international co-operation, mostly in the form of interna-
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tional projects and concluding bilateral cooperation agreements. We
also organised some high-profile international conferences, mostly
on general management and management in education. We also be-
came recognizable in the Slovenian higher education area, as the
operating flexibility allowed us to introduce certain novelties, such as
diploma supplement, the development of a higher education infor-
mation system, and implementation of EcTs.

The progress of the College in 2001 reached the level that prompt-
ed us to prepare a detailed document enabling conversion of the
school into a Faculty. Conditions for establishing a Faculty are more
demanding, especially with regard on the quality of teaching staff,
which is measured by the number of full-time, associate and assistant
professors employed on regular basis. The difference between the two
statuses is also very important for the institution itself. Higher profes-
sional colleges can only carry out professional studies and postgrad-
uate studies of specialization, while faculties can also carry out post-
graduate masters and doctoral programmes. We obtained the consent
of the Higher Education Council in November 2002 and the College
had been transformed into the Faculty of Management (rm). The
third Slovenian university was founded in that period as well, and
the ¥m became its member in March 2003.

In 1996, the first two generations of students, namely 112 full-time
and 51 part-time students, enrolled in the College. The interest in
part-time studies soon began to increase significantly, so we opened
additional units: in Maribor, Skofja Loka and Nova Gorica, in 1999
also in Celje. A strong interest in the programmes showed that em-
ployers had confidence in our school.

We have been aware of the problem of mass education and there-
fore sought new ways to maintain healthy and close relations with
students through social events like ‘brucovanje,” the graduation
dance, the diploma ceremony, etc. In June 2002, we introduced a
traditional sports event and a student conference in 2004. Commit-
ment was being promoted indirectly by t-shirts, pencils and bags with
a school logo - these items were given to all our students every year.
From the first generation, special attention was given to study eflec-
tiveness increasing activities. An introductory seminar for newcomers
was organized as well as additional tutorials for those subjects where
results were poor. The concern for the study effectiveness was one
of the key areas of the research, serving as a base for the improve-
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ment of practice within the scope of self-evaluation. By December
2004, the number of graduates was satisfactory, full-time students
graduated in the average of 4.3 years and part-time students in 5.4
years.

Paying attention to the study efficiency was becoming increasingly
important, mostly because of the transition to a new system of financ-
ing — based on a study success rate (number of graduates). A number
of discussions on the introduction of a new method have shown that
here was no ideal formula for financing higher education and many
authors (e.g. Brown and Wolf 1993, as well as Jongbloed and van der
Knoop 1999) prove that the state can significantly influence the qual-
ity of higher education institutions through appropriate differential
measures of fund allocation. This works according to the principle
of control and gives the system certain acceleration — a push in the
selected direction.

In 1999/2000, the first cohort of students was enrolled in a post-
graduate specialist programme, Management in Education, simulta-
neously at Manchester Metropolitan University as part of a licens-
ing agreement. In 2001/2002 we initiated another specialisation pro-
gramme: Management in the European Environment. Since the Col-
lege was authorised to implement specialist courses only, we esti-
mated that we should be very pleased with the enrolment and num-
ber of our post-graduate students — there were about 120 per year. In
general, interest and enrolment in post-graduate study programmes
in Slovenia has been growing lately.

As studies leading to a Master’s or Doctorate degree have, from
1999 onwards, partly been co-financed by the state (about 80%), they
seem to attract the most students. In 2004/2005, with the transfor-
mation into the faculty, we started to conduct masters and doctoral
studies in the field of management. rm was one of the five Slove-
nian faculties that would enrol students in the so-called Bologna
programmes in 2005/2000, updated in line with the new Higher Ed-
ucation Act from 2004, (Zakon o spremembah in dopolnitvah zakona
o visokem Solstvu (zvis-p)).

In 1996, we started with a modest group of higher education teach-
ers and co-workers. Among the full-time employed teachers, only one
held a php. In the following years, the number of teachers increased
in proportion to the level of school activity, annually there were also
more regular employees and fewer contractors. There were a total
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of 12 teachers and co-workers at the beginning of the study, which
increased to 51 in its last year.

In 2001, we acquired the first national research project and for the
first time a researcher was employed. In 1996, nine people altogether
were employed, twelve three years later, then the number of full-time
employees began to rise rapidly. Employment and habilitation pro-
cedures of a higher education teacher and associate are one of the
autonomous areas of higher education institutions. From the very be-
ginning, the careful selection of assistants, as well as the professional
training and development of all employees, have been our primary
concerns. | was well aware of the fact that professionally competent
colleagues are one of the key factors for quality performance of every
single school activity. We encouraged studies in master’s and doctoral
programmes, various functional educations, participation at various
conferences and seminars and guided self-education. In addition, we
held several in-service training courses on various topics of higher
education didactics. Especially younger colleagues were encouraged
to publish their work, write scientific papers and other publications.
By presenting papers, our teachers have taken active part at various
scientific and professional conferences at home and abroad. Partic-
ipation has been rising every year, which confirmed greater profes-
sional competence of employees (by improving their own knowledge)
and represented the link with the latest scientific findings at home
and abroad. More and more often, our teachers attended those con-
ferences as special guest lecturers.

Ensuring teachers’ and co-worker s” professional development is
another priority, and an important point of interest in my action
research study, in terms of the practice improvement as well as in
terms of its significance in self-evaluation. In 1998, we started sys-
tematically introducing in-service workshops, in the field of higher
education didactics - different professional topics such as knowledge
examination and assessment, mentoring and tutoring, research and
projects. These one-day consultations expanded later on. In 2000,
such three-day meetings outside Koper were called ‘annual consul-
tation of higher education teachers and colleagues’ and have by now
become a tradition. From 2003 onwards, consultations are organised
as two-day meetings twice a year (in February and September). One of
our teachers summarised the in-service by saying: “The highest value
of these days is in building shared understanding. I believe that such
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events can significantly contribute to building a professional and au-
tonomous academic community.

The professional excursions that involve visiting HE institutions
abroad have also become a tradition: Centre for nE Studies in Prague
in 1998; University of St. Gallen, Switzerland in 1999; University of
Verona in 2000; Central European University Budapest in 2001; Uni-
versity of Bologna in 2002; University of Salzburg in 2003. In 2004,
we visited Tuzla in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Such combining of pro-
fessional interests with social activities proved to be extremely ben-
eficial for establishing co-operation and for general improvement of
the organization. In 2000, we organised the first ‘College conference’
in order to offer an additional opportunity to encourage employees to
perform well in the scientific and research field. In November 2003,
it expanded into an international scientific conference.

The first College building was a state-owned one. We had to pur-
chase all equipment from our own resources, hence financial prob-
lems during our first year. Later on, we gradually set up the premises,
but also had to rent classrooms from nearby schools as the number
of students increased. In 2002/2003 we had about 2000 m2 (own and
borrowed) at our home-office in Koper, that is 4 m2 per student. Al-
ready in our very first year we founded the library and by 1997, there
were 015 books and 12 magazines available, in 2000, around 4000
books and 108 magazines, and in 2004, there were 16,000 books and
348 magazines available. Every year, the number of visitors — stu-
dents and external users — increased. The College publishing house
was established in the academic year 1997/1998. During the first few
years, mainly study material was published. After 2000, we published
some commercially successful monographs. Promotion of research
activities coincided with an ambitious project — publication of sci-
entific journals on management. In 2003, the first two issues of the
international research magazine Managing Global Transitions were
published. In 2004, the ¥m publishing house was registered as a sci-
entific publishing company and the magazine was included in some
national and international databases and successfully graded.

The College obtained relatively small subsidies for implement-
ing its full-time and part-time undergraduate programmes, sufficient
for salaries only, but not to cover material costs. In 1997 we were
confronted with increasing financial problems but managed to solve
them by enrolment of part-time students. We have always operated
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economically; revenue and expenditure well balanced. The income
from the state budget constituted about 30% of all the revenues. The
financial means obtained at the market consisted mostly of college-
fee payments from part-time students and to a lesser extent of income
from various projects. Since 2002, the share of funds from research
projects had been rising rapidly, reaching 10% in 2004.

The organisational structure of the College has been changing in
accordance with the growth of activities, their scope and number.
From the very beginning, the leadership of the school was divided
in two parts: academic function - the dean and administrative func-
tion — the director. So far, this division has proved to be appropriate
and successful. Mintzberg (2001) discusses the parallel hierarchies
in professional bureaucracy as well as the power of the dean and
executive director in a higher education institution. He argues that
the professional administrator may not be able to supervise the ex-
perts directly, but has considerable indirect influence through the
structure of the organization and through its professional services (p.
180). In 2001 the organisational structure of the institution slightly
changed due to the rearrangement of assignment distribution among
the non-teaching staft and from the extension of activities to the field
of research. This organizational structure was kept after Fm joined the
University of Primorska.

The idea of establishing the College emerged in June 1995. In De-
cember 1995, | was nominated the Acting Dean. In 1998 I became
the Director and in 2002 started the new term of office. During this
process, | have tried to use the opportunities of a newly established
institution, mostly because of highly motivated staff and the flexi-
bility of a small organisation. I put a lot of emphasis on staft devel-
opment as well as students’ success and satisfaction. The formation
of an academic community was the hardest as well as the most chal-
lenging part of my job. The decision to write a doctoral thesis on self-
evaluation in HE institution has additionally strengthened the bond
between my personal life and my official duty to manage the College.
I decided to design my study as an action research that would change
practice and reflect it at the same time.



Action Research in Theory
and Practice

This chapter describes the methodological approach to the study that
should be considered from at least two different aspects. One of them
is methodology in relation to Slovenian tradition of research in so-
cial sciences and the other is the subjective aspect of the choice of
design and implementation of the study. The second one reflects my
own choice and preferences in designing the study. In the following
sections | discuss the development of the research approach, mainly
striving to place it in the Slovene tradition of research in social sci-
ences with a special emphasis on intercultural differences.

Slovene Tradition of Research in Social Sciences

The question of the tradition is necessarily related to epistemolog-
ical questions about science — in terms of what counts as knowl-
edge and evidence — and the nature of truth. Is it universal and our
world of science only has to reveal it, or as Ryan (1999) discusses
it, our knowledge is socially constructed and embedded? I advocate
Stronach’s (1997) relativistic position that there is no universal truth.
However, the Slovenian tradition of understanding science is differ-
ent. Ule (1992) discusses analytical philosophy and draws attention to
qualities that are characteristic for science, such as: precision, orga-
nisation, formalisation and special language. I have to add the notion
of multiple meanings and their construction, which to me are partic-
ularly relevant aspects of social studies. People construct meanings
in their interactions but the nature of interactions can be exclusive,
not only inclusive. Exclusion is an instrument on the basis of which,
by using the special language of a profession, experts confirm or le-
gitimize their expertise and make it difficult for non-professionals to
challenge their authority or at least understand the foundations of
a particular profession. This exclusivist, oligarchic tendency is dis-
cussed in Stronach et al. (2002), who conclude that it is about an
unresolvable tension between polarities and that all what remains is
a struggle for an unachievable, simple, clear position.

39
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Ule (1992) discusses Feyerabend and his holistic understanding
of science, yet does not provide a discussion of his own stand-
points. Stern (2001) doubts that Slovenian researchers had ever really
touched the idea of multiple perspectives and the relationship be-
tween subjectivity and objectivity in order to bring a dimension of
valuation into scientific discussion. He also claims that Slovenian
university is a ‘sanctuary of solid science,” which has not yet been
even slightly touched by globally renowned philosophical concepts,
such as Popper’s or Feyerabend’s. It is supposed to be unsusceptible
to the basic message of the world’s most important theorists of sci-
ence: one issue may be explained by two (or even more) completely
dissimilar and conflicting hypotheses, each having the potential to be
equally narratory and beneficial. Stern notes the wide incompatibility
of Slovene institutionalised scientific thought with the fact that we
might never know the truth since various explanations would keep
interweaving, contesting and winning virtually into infinity and then,
at their own pace, they might diverge again.

Many insights into Slovene social research show that quantitative
research is more valued than qualitative. The influential Slovenian
researcher Tos (1988) even refers to qualitative and action research
as merely inferior alternatives. He does not consider them to be re-
ally defensible because they cannot meet the standards of scientific
research, such as validity, reliability and generalisation. He believes
that the alternative paradigm, as seen through the concept of action
research, is a relatively new phenomenon in the practice of social re-
search and that consequently there are only a few works available
to prove the feasibility of such alternative methodological princi-
ples. He does not provide an extensive discussion of these few re-
searches but prefers to deepen the theoretical discussion on the ba-
sic principles of the so-called alternative research method and the
role of a researcher, which is more subjective due to the use of non-
standardised approaches and data collection methods if compared to
scientific (positivistic) research.

Kirn (1996) and Ule (1996) discuss the nature of science within
this Slovenian discourse. Kirn is certain that qualitative research is
part of ‘pseudo-science,” such as astrology, for example. It deals with
problems beyond the scientific research. Ule, on the other hand, dis-
cusses the reduction of science to the basic principles of physics.
He argues that one of the most important questions is related to
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the monopoly of traditionally respected sciences (physics) over social
sciences. | personally think that in this non-implemented dialogue,
while standing apart, we simply speak about different worlds, one of
nature and the other of societies and people. Only by different and
multiple ways of research can we bring to the surface the richness of
human and social action that cannot be explained by simple cause-
effect relations. Sagadin (1993) and Marenti¢ Pozarnik (2001) also
discuss the applicability and appropriateness of action research and
its results in the Slovenian context. A special seminar on the subject
of the action research and the qualitative paradigm was organised by
the Slovenian Association of Pedagogues in the 1980. While Maren-
tic Pozarnik warmly greeted the action research, Sagadin cautiously
expressed his opposition. Nevertheless, in the past decade, several
practical projects in the field of education were based on the action
research.

The introduction of evaluation studies to Slovenia provoked a sim-
ilar conflict among researchers. Readers would be able to judge for
themselves in what way the traditional scientific views are still re-
flected in the field of research and how significant their influence
is. In March 1999, the Slovenian government expressed its concern
about the evaluation of changes in the school system by appointing
a State Commission in charge of the evaluation of new programmes
at pre-university level. When Zgaga was the Minister of Education in
Sport, he justified the need for evaluation at the national level. It was
supposed to be an analytical reflection on performed tasks, includ-
ing newly adopted and implemented programmes and syllabi. Eval-
uation should be performed in co-operation with schools, teachers
and certain state institutions and should be based on methodology
adopted by the State Commission. The result of evaluation studies
would show if new curriculum solutions (at the programme level)
and syllabi or any other elements needed to be completed or changed
(Zgaga 2000).

The first dispute over evaluation, more specifically the evaluators,
occurred between the State Commission and the National Educa-
tion Institute in March 2000. Several polemic articles were published
in newspapers and the Ministry decided that the State Commission
should monitor the so-called objective, scientifically evaluated cur-
ricular restructuring and the National Education Institute should im-
plement it. In May 2000, when the Minister was replaced, the State
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Commission was terminated with explanation that there was no le-
gal basis for its work. Marenti¢ Pozarnik (2000) commented that,
among other, it was all about different views on aims and philosophy
of evaluation. There was a question whether autocratic, bureaucratic
or democratic evaluation would be implemented? (The first one is
done by researchers for their colleagues, the second one is done for
government employees, and the third one is for dialogue with the
teachers and others involved.) Unfortunately, in the process that was
supposed to be coordinative, a lot of valuable energy of experts was
lost on non-constructive opposition. Persistence on insurmountable
differences between the ‘local’ monitoring and ‘hard” scientifically
designed evaluation did not contribute favourably to the topic. Ac-
cording to Marenti¢ Pozarnik, an opportunity for a tolerant profes-
sional dialogue was lost.

Qualitative Approach

This study is based on a qualitative research paradigm, although this
may not at all be a real paradigmatic relationship, since some forms
of qualitative research (e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967) can be consid-
ered positivistic, and some forms of quantification are more in line
with naturalistic methods. Guba and Lincoln (1994) claim that selec-
tion of the paradigm depends on the researcher’s view of the world,
which is a set of basic assumptions which deal with questions of pri-
mary principles. Hughes (199o) states that paradigms are constructed
around basic ontological, epistemological and methodological ques-
tions. Hence this study reflects my view of the world, a world of multi-
ple realities as well as my understanding of evidences and truths that
are not universal but appear and form in interpersonal activities and
social actions. Peshkin (1988) mentions the notions of ‘subjectivity’
and ‘multiple I’s,” which, in my study, apply to the whole methodol-
ogy selection process and express the conflicting and divergent views
of the world.

Considering my higher education, I can say with certainty that my
view of the world was strongly shaped by mathematics and its par-
ticular development of evidence and truth. However, working in ed-
ucation as a teacher and as a director of a higher education institu-
tion left me with intensive dilemmas and questions about institutions
and people supposedly submitted to the same rules and regulations
as the natural sciences. When | thought about the study of institu-
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tional self-evaluation, I soon opted for qualitative study. Not because
I really believed that this paradigm best corresponds to my view of
the world, but because I do accept and understand that a qualitative
paradigm might bring about the best motivation and participation in
people involved in this research and the functioning of the institution
simultaneously. So I designed the study as a case study and used an
action research approach. But before I theoretically justify the appro-
priateness of the choice of methodology and research techniques for
this study, I must also draw attention to the constant internal tensions
during the research.

On the one hand, I had many dilemmas about how to reach a sin-
gle and absolute conclusion and how to define the way of strategic
planning and management that would be ‘the best” for the institution.
On the other hand, the action research, based on the involvement of
all employees and on permanently emerging questions, dilemmas, re-
sponses and solutions, openly expresses doubt about ‘best,” “univer-
sal” and ‘perpetual’ solutions. McNiff, Lomax, and Whitehead (1996,
3) argue that the action research can be defined as a work method
that:

* is practitioner generated;

* is workplace oriented;

* seeks to improve something;

* starts from a particular situation;

* adopts a trial and error approach;

* accepts that there are no final answers;

* aims to validate any claims it makes by rigorous justification
processes.

Action research as a concept is a metaphor as well as a way of
work and does not offer a particular methodology by itself (McNiff,
Lomax, and Whitehead 1996, 2). But it ‘opens the space’ for many
methods, techniques and approaches. At least as far as the research
approach is concerned, in terms of design it approaches the case
study — a study of a particular situation, a limited system which could
be a classroom or a school. I neither feel the need for an unique
definition of the action research, nor do I know how to shape it,
but I do see the ‘action,” especially the concept of ‘improvement’
(despite it being a value-laden transition from ‘bad to good’) as an
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essential feature of the action research. From this point of view |
feel, as a practitioner and a researcher, comfortable with the concept
of the action research and its research philosophy expressed through
perspective of a reflective practitioner. In my study I try to embrace
such interweaving of views and understanding of the world, and the
nature of practice and improvement.

Case Study and Action Research

While pondering how to design my study and what to include, I con-
sidered two basic standpoints. I wanted to study ‘my’ institution and
make my research a case study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) point to
disputes about case study’s definition as there are many definitions
and approaches of case studies in the contemporary specialized lit-
erature. Yin (1994, 1) describes it as ‘one of several ways of doing
social science research’ and says that case study as a research strat-
egy is used in many situations including policy, political science and
public administration research. It seems to be appropriate to conduct
‘dissertations and theses in the social sciences — the academic disci-
plines as well as professional fields such as business administration,
management science, and social work’ (Yin 1994, 1).

Bassey (1999) presents a historical overview of case study’s defini-
tions by also mentioning Stake’s book The Art of Case Study Research
(1995) where the author explains that a case study is ‘the study of the
particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its
activity within important circumstances’ (Bassey 1999, 27). Creswell
(1998) contends that while some consider the case to be an object
of study (e.g. Stake, 1995) and others consider it a methodology (e.g.
Merriam, 1988), a case study is a longer-term exploration of a ‘bound
system’ or case (or multiple cases) through detailed, in-depth data
collection, involving multiple sources of contextually rich informa-
tion. This system should be bounded by time and place, and plays the
role of the case being studied — a programme, an event, an activity, or
individuals (Creswell 1998, 61). Merriam (1998, 26) claims that ‘case
studies, especially qualitative case studies, are prevalent throughout
the field of education She also suggests that a qualitative case study
can be defined in terms of the process of actually carrying out the ex-
amination, the unit of analysis (the bounded system, the case), or the
end-product. Various authors, such as Stake (1995), Merriam (1998),
Yin (1994) and Bassey (1999) offer a historical and developmental
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approach to understanding the concept of case study but focus on
different elements, for example on the process (Yin 1994).

The idea that the organization renewal in the above-described
sense is a ‘bounded’ system, or a ‘case’ within which I can study
the processes and people involved in creation and implementation of
the processes seemed to be appropriate in terms of the research de-
sign. Here is to emphasize that I understand the system’s boundaries
solely from the methodological point of view since I later treat the or-
ganisation as an ‘open system’ — as a complex living organism which
interacts with its environment (Morgan 1995). The open system does
not imply that the organisation has no boundaries, but rather that the
boundaries are permeable, screening inputs and outputs and serve as
mechanisms to secure relative independence from the changing ex-
ternal environment and secure at least some stability in functioning
(Scott 1981). Katz and Kahn (1978) argued that organisations differ in
permeability of their boundaries and that the main function of lead-
ers is to manage this permeability. Goldring (1997), when discussing
the boundary between the school and the environment, points out
that schools have very permeable boundaries.

The next ‘problem’ was related to me and my perspective, the pur-
pose of the research and my role in it since I could not assume the
role of an observer nor that of a participant. My work in educa-
tion, my position as a director in the institution concerned as well
as my (rather pragmatic) attitude to action required something more.
Merely studying the case was not enough because I also wanted to
change, influence and even direct some of the processes under study.
In my opinion, my role as a researcher, reflective practitioner and
change agent required more than a case study limited to asking ‘what’
and ‘how’ questions, observing and documents examination. Since |
was involved in a decision-making process, the ‘case’ was able to
change and develop continuously. Recognizing the simultaneous role
of the researcher and participant, I thought that the study would also
be an appropriate action research Therefore, from the role of a re-
searcher and participant in the study, I also considered the action
research as an appropriate method for my study.

Davidoff (1997, 100) defines her study on organisation develop-
ment in a changing political environment as a mix of case study
and action research ‘used as methodology for change in the pro-
cess. Similarly, I also consider my study as a case study. However,
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according to the approach, the structure of the study and my role of
the researcher it is actually an action research. McNiff, Lomax and
Whitehead (1996, 47) argued that action research brought about the
redefinition of education theory, the essential part being the move
from being grounded in theory to the ‘living the educational theory’
maxima. This action research can be metaphorically described as an
attempt to define and simultaneously implement a ‘living manage-
ment theory!

Action Research

The action research is a process of inquiry, going on over a longer pe-
riod of time and in a more intense way than other research methods,
with the consequence that action research reports have a specifically
narrative structure, located in the developing experience of those in-
volved. Adelman (1993) in his study discusses the origins of action re-
search and Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) is usually referred to as a pioneer
in group dynamics and action research who demonstrated ‘how com-
plex social phenomena could be studied empirically’ and expressed
hope that ‘experimental inquiry of social practice would lead to an
integration of science and practice’ (p. 9). His dictum should be: ‘No
action without research; no research without action,” and it’s from
him that Adelman (1993) also borrows a summary of the action re-
search characteristics. Action research should believe in developing
the power of reflective thought, discussions, decision and action by
ordinary people taking part in collective research of ‘private prob-
lems’ they have in common - the view based mainly on Wright Mills
and his sociological imagination (1959).

Adelman (1993, 11) expresses a critical view of certain 1960s’
projects, his opinion on them being that ‘instead of giving the or-
dinary people within their own communities the power of decision,
action research had become an integral part of management devel-
opment for “common excellence!” Later he (p. 12) points out the
perception that Lewin’s ideas were ‘accepted as axioms instead of
being accepted critically and submitted to further testing” But it is
not surprising that action research itself was granted axiomatic sta-
tus within its own paradigm. Even Kuhn, the original “father’ of the
paradigm notion argued that such axiomatic assumptions are part
of the essence of every paradigm. They provide it with durability
and stability. It is therefore not unusual that the Action Research
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literature deals with itselt in order to achieve optimal models and
most suitable metaphors, as will be seen further on. Interestingly,
quite a few authors of the literature on management decided to base
their cases and studies on Lewin’s tradition. Among them are Argyris
and Schon (1978) who in their book Organisational Learning inves-
tigated individual’s reflection, group development and institutional
relationships in research.

There are many models of action research, such as emancipa-
tory, participatory (Leitch and Day 2000) or community-based ac-
tion research (Stringer 1996), the difference being within thematic
emphasis. Emancipatory action research, for example, aims at the
‘emancipation of participants in the action from the dictates of tra-
ditional compulsions’ (Leitch and Day 2000, 184). This action re-
search touched the subject; if colleagues brought their ‘traditions’ of
teaching and understanding higher education into new institutions I
wanted to ‘liberate’ them, at least from those not useful to new insti-
tutions. But the environment in which my action research was done
lacked this very component, as it was a newly established institution
without an ‘institutional’ tradition. Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998, 21)
discuss participatory action research and argue that it aims ‘to help
people to investigate reality in order to change it” Although it might
be seen as a fairly static approach to representing research processes
because of the cycles and step sequences, they argue that ‘in reality,
the process is likely to be more fluid, open and responsive.

The community-based action research is ‘ultimately a search for
meaning. It provides a process or a context through which people
can collectively clarify their problems and formulate new ways of
envisioning their situations’ (Stringer 1996, 158). We could say that
this kind of action research seeks to change the official and personal
dynamics of the research situation and to create favourable working
relationships, productive interaction and communication among all
participants. MeNiff, Lomax, and Whitehead (1996) argue that action
research is naturally practitioner and workplace oriented; it seeks to
improve, adopts trial and error approach and accepts that there are
no final answers. To me, only the last trait of action research was
slightly problematic, as in the beginning I was actually searching for
a final form of self-evaluation that could be developed for the College
and put into practice as more or less definitive ‘model’

At first I sought for the most appropriate model for my situation,
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although the process has actually already begun, even before I could
refer to any template. The search for a model, or models, or model
parts became a post hoc rationalisation. This process certainly did not
lead to modelling in terms of a scheme or a blue-print, despite my
ambition that the model would form itself during the study process.
In retrospect, I can conclude that the more it formed, the less it
looked like a model or even a recipe.

By the end of the 1960s, the action-research approach became
widely accepted in education as well, mostly gaining its ground in
communities with existing strong belief in learning through reflec-
tion. In his book ‘Action Research for Educational Change’ (1991),
one of the leading theorists, John Elliott, criticises Lewin’s model
of action research, which is supposed to be too simplistic in list-
ing several activities. Elliott (1991, 70) argued that ‘the general idea’
cannot be determined in advance, that ‘reconnaissance’ is not only
fact-finding and that ‘the implementation’ is not a straightforward
process. Instead, he suggested:

* The general idea should be allowed to change (checking the
original idea).

* Reconnaissance should involve analysis as well as fact-finding
and should constantly recur in the spiral of activities, rather than
only occur at the beginning.

* Implementation of an action step is not always easy, and one
should not proceed to evaluate the effects of an action until hav-
ing monitored the extent to which it has been implemented.

Action research in form of spiral activities has been given vari-
ous names. Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), for example, presented it
as plan-act-observe-reflect sequence, and Stringer (1996) as a look-
think-act routine. In the ‘look’ phase, the problem which is the ob-
ject of study should get defined and described, in the think phase, the
current or new situation should be analysed and interpreted so that in
the third phase (act) the solution or one of the solutions to the prob-
lem could be formulated. Stringer highlights that these simple, peri-
odically recurring processes are only a cover for numerous interweav-
ing activities. Multiple viewpoints and agendas should constantly dis-
rupt the course of events, resulting in a continuous need to coor-
dinate perspectives and modify and adopt actions. These research
tasks become a social process in which people together reconstruct



Action Research in Theory and Practice 49

their lives through continuing cycles of exchange, negotiation, re-
alignment, and repair. Research events, according to Stringer (1990,
40), therefore become more interactive and repetitive, while multi-
ple descriptions, analyses and explanations interweave in a complex
process of inquiry.

Action research in the Slovenian area is an interesting and contro-
versial topic, especially if we look at it in the light of ongoing debates
on knowledge and practices. Migli¢ (1999) provides an overview of
developments in action research. It is non-negligible that the ques-
tion ‘does a new action research have more advantages in relation to
traditional research before earlier traditions of learning’ is left open
by the author (p. 150). In general, she focuses primarily on the re-
search processes in general and argues that this (action) transforma-
tion of a research process must ‘emerge from the purposes of re-
search, from the aspiration to create new knowledge/awareness that
has to be on higher levels than the existing knowledge is” (p. 151). To
me, the problematic part of her understanding of action research is
the notion of knowledge,” as there is an overtone of theoretical, gen-
eralisable knowledge in her text when she argues that ‘the research
process is useful only when it helps its participants to increase their
capabilities, when it is self-perpetuating within a certain time frame
and when it is suitable for various users.’

My understanding of action research is different from her view
mostly regarding systemic or model self-preservation and suitability
for various users. Yet, if I consider the current self-evaluation trend
and relate it to action research, I understand the action research as
approach to research and also to changing and improving practice.
Such an improvement can be done within institutions and for insti-
tutions, not least because of the survival of the organization as the
final aim. Institutions have, among other, a choice of approaching
their practice through action research, not in order to create self-
perpetuating models but to engage people in action research and
hence produce knowledge and change practices. It is for the reasons
given that I found the action research worth a weighty reflection and
implementing. This kind of bridging of theory and practice is an is-
sue discussed, for example, by Confrey (1987), who argued that much
is written in theory yet little implemented in practice. In his opinion,
action research contains ‘activity’ component even if it cannot gen-
erate ‘grand theory:” but it does ‘change practice. This more proac-
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tive and pluralistic version seems to be supported by Stringer (1996,
41) who argues that action research ‘constructs’ realities and ‘gives
meaning’ to things that are part of everyday life, thereby looking for
a common relationship between them. The aim of the research is not
to recognize the ‘occurrence’ or to describe what ‘really’ happened,
but to reveal various truths and occurrences - constructs - of differ-
ent individuals and groups.

Validity and Reliability

Validity, reliability, and triangulation can be understood as a language
of quantification (Janesick 2000). When qualitative research design is
approached, Janesick (2000), as well as Stake (2000) define validity
through the ‘trust value’ and credibility. Lincoln and Guba (2000)
write that one of central validity-related issues is the fusion of the
method and the interpretation, which leads them to a new paradigm
of exploration, which, as a method, not only promises the action on
a certain set of local or situational truths, but is, as such, also the
process of interpretation. In recent written work, the most attention
is given to consistency of interpretation and therefore Lincoln and
Guba (2000, 180-183) discuss validity as ‘authenticity,” ‘resistance,’
‘post-structural transgression’ or even as an ‘ethical relationship’ in
various contexts.

Validity in positivist research is achieved by triangulation, the use
of more (at least three) methods or sources in the study, thus sat-
isfying both the dynamic plurality of truths and the fear of often
ambivalent fluctuations in the arguments between the two opposite
poles. Denzin (2000) identified four basic types of triangulation: data,
research, theoretical and methodological. From that point of view,
triangulation in qualitative terms aims at bringing the depth into a
specific study and therefore does not represent a ‘means’ to increase
validity as a ‘scientific’ quality. Janesick (2000, 392) hereby intro-
duces a new metaphor of plural or multipoint determination of the
truth, called ‘crystallisation’ where ‘the image of the crystal replaces
that of the measurer and the triangle’

During my action research I studied, lived and changed practice.
The whole educational institution (knowingly or unknowingly) par-
ticipated in building the self-evaluation model and the entire study
was confirmed through practice (and in it) and by consistent inter-
pretation and use of methods. Concepts of validity are mostly sub-
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ordinate to concepts of efficiency and never exceed them by impor-
tance. In other words, the economy of performance was subject to
ecological efforts in order to develop some sense of responsibility
and dedication, to create a good organizational ethos and culture in
which conversations about improvement and development would be
the widest and deepest possible.

Major dilemmas in action research are often related to what con-
ceptions of validity are necessary in order to differentiate a ‘convinc-
ing’ from an ‘unconvincing’ narrative. Can validity be based on the
assumption that the reader would understand the text in the way
the author (researcher) wanted to, or should we accept the relativ-
ity deriving from the emphasis of the reader’s contribution, the co-
formation of meaning and common understanding? The action re-
search certainly represents a necessary deviation from the positivist
understanding of knowledge and research, since it focuses primar-
ily on processes and contributes to the development of organisations
and employees. It creates a learning environment for the researcher
and all involved and hence may help to build a concept of a learning
community (Atweh, Kemmis, and Weeks 1998; O’Hanlon 1996).

I personally agree that the action research embraces a ‘meaning
relativism,” since we, the participants, create diverse meanings in our
interactions (Kvale 1996). Accepting this relativistic position means
that the narrative is not able to be entirely separated from an indi-
vidual’s view of the world, values, discourses and interactions (Ryan
1999). If the action research adopts a narrative form, it is left to the
reader to judge the probability and credibility of the narrative and the
action research itself. Yet, much is also up to the action researcher
(narrator) — whose role is, among other things, to convey a credible
narrative.

So credibility has two guarantors. The first is internal and refers
to characteristics such as comprehensiveness, procedural defensibil-
ity, and consistency, which, despite positivistic optimism, cannot be
methodologically determined. Stake (1995) argues that the narrative
must also appeal externally to address the judgement of those stake-
holders who are in the position to judge the content as well as the
members of the research community who can guarantee its credi-
bility. Also Hammersley (1997, 22) in his discussion on relativism
claims that we cannot accept the postmodernists and relativists posi-
tion that ‘we simply have to learn to live in a relativist or postmod-



52 Chapter Two

ernist world. He finds that argument unconvincing but it is of utmost
importance that researchers do not present their ‘narration’ as if they
merely recreated or illustrated the reality they were studying and to
explain any possible controversial predictions on which their analysis
is based. It is also essential that, last but not least, they are aware of
everything that threatens the validity, and that they properly evalu-
ate the evidence of conflicting narratives. From that, it follows that
the research processes must be open and detailed enough to enable
‘readers’ of all kinds to independently form judgments in accordance
with individual reading of data.

Elliott (1991, 77-83) provides a list of techniques and methods
which can be used to collect material in the action research: logs,
lists, document analysis, photographic material, audio, video, tran-
scripts, external observers, interviews, real-time comments, shadow
studies, checklists, surveys, triangulation and analytical memos. I
also decided to use some of them and focused primarily on sur-
veys and interviews. The latter allow something that Denzin and Lin-
coln (2000) call ‘methodological triangulation’ since cross-checking
is possible. For example, in my own research I used questionnaires
for full-time students, part-time students and for teachers and I even
interviewed some of them in order to verify and acquire an in-depth
insight. Besides that I also wrote a research diary that contained ‘key’
events, comments and ‘comments on comments’ (e.g. when | had a
discussion with staff about questionnaire results, I included the com-
ments to my diary notes from that day).

At this point, none of these methodological approaches seemed to
completely fit the type of social research process I have developed.
A positivist paradigm required meeting criteria concerning validity,
reliability and standards of triangulation which I was neither able
to meet in the study, nor were they my goal. At the same time, the
study was not a simple action research since 1 wanted to develop a
‘model’ — which in this case does not mean anything other than a set
of practices — of action research during the process itself, rather than
implementing an a priori model.

Role Diversity in Action Research
The role of an action researcher and how he/she is involved in the
action research is being intensely discussed. Stringer (1996, 22) ar-
gues that ‘in community-based action research, the role of researcher



Action Research in Theory and Practice 53

is not that of an expert who does the research, but that of the re-
source person. The researcher is basically the one who joins the re-
search process, promotes or facilitates it and acts as a consultant (p.
23). The author specifically draws attention to the language and says
that ‘it signals the nature of relationships and the orientation of the
research! He also notes that people in influential positions tend to
believe that they have superior knowledge.

I see my research role as a facilitator which enables or accelerates
the processes and as the person providing resources, one of them also
being the power to make things happen. It is about decision making,
the executive power related to finance, spatial resources and equip-
ment management, co-deciding on personnel and other sources. As
a researcher in early stages of action research and College devel-
opment, [ had the power to set up certain procedures and I also had
some knowledge and awareness that evaluation in the form of quality
assurance system was needed. | estimate that it was not only needed
but it was also an opportunity for the College to develop and im-
plement practices very different from the ones at other colleges and
faculties. My aim was consistent with what Stringer defines as the
aim of the action research that should be community-based and seek
to develop and maintain non-exploitative social and personal inter-
actions as well as to enhance social and emotional lives of all people
involved. It should be organized and conducted so that it has a pos-
itive impact on the formation of a community - the ‘common unity’
of all participants — and that it strengthens the democratic, equitable,
liberating, and life-enhancing qualities of social life.

Stringer’s image of the action research process which assumes that
everyone should get ‘enriched” and ‘empowered” all the time raises
my concern, since such an illusion is simply unachievable in real
organisational contexts. As an action researcher I cared about people,
so I tried to direct processes to the formation of a community - in
my case, an academic community of experts.

Yet, I do think that in organisational contexts (and in most other
as well), power is constantly an issue. It can never be avoided or
ignored, at best it needs to be deconstructed and recognized. The
flux of power, as well as its forms, cannot be defined - and although
power is not the subject of this action research study, it remains its
essential part.

‘Those that have the power to make public definitions of reali-
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ties have a far greater influence on social policy than the sceptical,
slow to judge researcher! The action research is not for the impatient’
(Adelman 1993). The author assumes that the role of a researcher is
not played by people having the highest executive power. That is why
I would like to point out two findings. Firstly, I was both researcher
and manager or director. Secondly, I have tried to show that research
helps to distribute the exercise of power and to share that formal
power with those less powerful. This was reflected in at least par-
tial delegation of powers to other participants. In the next sections
I will discuss my multiple roles and deal with the issues of power.
Peshkin (1988, 17) suggests that researchers, ‘notwithstanding their
use of quantitative or qualitative methods, their research problem, or
their reputation for personal integrity, should systematically identify
their subjectivity throughout the course of their research! When I
consider my subjectivity in this sense during the action research, I
often think about the multiple roles that I performed and how these
roles shifted, changed, emerged and diminished. Peshkin (1988, 18)
claimed to study — and observe in a certain sense — himself while
he was doing a study of a school; thus he came up with the concept
of ‘situational subjectivity. He argued that although we bring all arts
of ourselves — a full selection of subjective ‘I's’ - to each new re-
search site, a site and its particular conditions will elicit only a subset
of them. His understanding of subjectivity seems to be a bounded
system of (ontologically plural) ‘I’s’ that are expressed in different
constellations depending on the various settings.

Distinguishing my ‘I’s” from each other seems quite hard and the
logs in my journal, after an analytical search, point to a ‘moral’ ‘I,” and
an ‘action’ ‘I! During my study, when I reflected upon my research
and practice, | often felt confusion, particularly when I wanted to sep-
arate the two ‘I's’ relating to my principal roles: managerial/business
and research. The roles are inextricably bounded and intertwined
since as a practitioner and performer I have the ‘access to the com-
mitments and practical theories which inform praxis and only the
practitioner can study praxis’ (Kemmis 1993, 182). This can be un-
derstood as an overall rationale for the whole study but it also brings
up the need to discuss the roles of action researcher — practitioner, in
my case the executive manager and at the same time the one who had
been building the institution from its very beginning in many ways.
Hammersley (1993, 211) discusses the ‘teacher-as-researcher’ concept
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and points to an important shift in understanding the concept. The
role of curriculum developer and evaluator became blurred and the
author thinks that the curriculum researcher could now be seen as
someone charged with helping teachers to improve their practice by
developing their self-reflection skills (p. 212). The action research
and the ‘teacher-as-researcher’ concepts are often applied to class-
room practice and aim at overcoming the gap between curriculum
developers, researchers and practitioners (Elliott 1991).

Throughout the whole study, my roles of researcher and manager
are obviously interwoven. Although I see this as a methodologically
justified item, I believe that the question of power and intertwin-
ing should be addressed and discussed, as there are implications for
practice and limitations to the research emerging from this relation-
ship. In addressing the notion of power and its implementation, I
will rely on the scientifically unquestionable Foucault (1977; 1988)
and his ideas of power, knowledge, science and the truth. The posi-
tion of a College director involved power in many forms during the
study as well. Koren (1999) argues that power in the school con-
text appears in many forms. It can be understood as the power of
praising, punishing, legitimate power and expert power. He relates
some forms of power to the position itself, namely legitimate power
is given to managers and directors by the position while expert power
is grounded in the manager’s expertise and may be recognised by fol-
lowers. Foucault (1977; 1988) discusses the question of power from
different perspectives. He claims that power is not a substance and
neither is it a mysterious property whose origin is yet to be found.
The power is merely a certain type of relation between individuals
and such relation is specific, as it has nothing to do with exchange,
production and communication, even though it connects with them.
Characteristically for the power, some people can more or less en-
tirely determine other people’s conduct — but never completely nor
often coercively (1988, 83-84).

Foucault (1988) discusses the power as non-coercive (in literal
sense of the word) and dependent on the individual relationship be-
tween the entities or participants. My managerial position can be re-
lated to this understanding of power, as I do not have to coerce or
force my colleagues, even though the power is of the key importance
in forming our relationship. When I conducted my study, I had the
power to implement changes, use the tools or develop and encourage
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others to develop means by which the aims — my own, organizational
and shared ones — could be achieved. I hence determined the con-
duct of others by determining the research and development aims,
by designing the tools and the instruments and by evaluating the im-
plementation. An obvious question appears — why I chose to take
evaluation as a subject of the study and used the action research
based on reflective and active practitioners if power (so great and so
various) was at stake? In my opinion, the power relations are being
an issue in every research, but I find it more important to develop the
ability of recognizing and emphasizing the influence of power. By this
rational and positive approach to power I reveal and recognise it as
a limitation in the study and an issue of concern in my managerial
practice.

Foucault’s recommendation on re-questioning the ‘form of ratio-
nality’ (1989) should be taken extremely seriously. The institutional
rationality, often covered with the idea of the most beneficial events
for the institution, and its rational argumentation related to effi-
ciency and effectiveness have to be addressed in relation to power.
My counter-argument would be to assert that power during the re-
search, expose it to potential contrary evidence and the resistance of
the organisation’s members. Whether such an ambivalent exercise of
power did in fact empower participants is, in the end, a matter for the
readers to judge. The ‘external’ verdict in the end determines the is-
sue. In the context of his ‘archaeology of knowledge,” Foucault (1989)
discusses the role and formation of science and knowledge. He uses
two expressions, savoir and connaissance that reflect various types of
knowledge; one being related to scientific disciplines and the other to
‘practice. The action research can produce both, as according to the
author, knowledge is to be found not only in demonstrations, it can
also be found in fiction, reflection, narrative accounts, institutional
regulations, and political decisions. If knowledge produced by action
research is actually ‘knowledge and action in support of liberating
social change’ (Greenwood and Levin 2000, 95), then knowledge is
inextricably associated with social or institutional action and change
and hence contains both ‘theoretical’ as well as ‘practical’ compo-
nent.

Foucault offers an ‘impure’ version of knowledge that is inherently
value-laden and therefore an expression of choice, ‘powerful’ in the
author’s own sense. The question arises: is this managerial ‘abduc-
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tion’ of radical theory? One possible answer might be that power and
knowledge are inextricably linked and in this regard I also tried to
achieve that the exercise of power was subject to the viewpoints of
all stakeholders. Is the outcome simply paradoxical (which would
rather confirm it by the Foucault’s standpoint)? At this point, after
the action-research process, the participants are more powerful and
more democratically engaged in the ‘community of professional in-
dividuals! At the same time I am becoming even more powerful, in
terms of my ‘surveillance’ of the institution, and the leading position
in its management. So this cannot be a zero sum game, it’s rather a
situation of mutual benefit, the so-called ‘win-win’ situation.

Greenwood and Lewin (2000, 95) discuss the role of action re-
search within universities and argue that universities cannot be ex-
plored through the action research (p. 95). For me, the action re-
search is an essential approach to studying and changing universities
which are autonomous and therefore do not tolerate any interference
from the ‘outside. As already mentioned, while organising the first
staft development in-service meetings with participation of guest ex-
perts from the ‘outside,” I was struggling with reluctant attitude from
senior stafl.

Self-evaluation as a topic of my study, the ‘evaluation of self-
evaluation’ included, done through action research refers to political
decisions, instruments and tools, institutional regulations and narra-
tive accounts of those involved and to myself as a reflexive practi-
tioner. I am also aware that, within Europe, the topic of my study is
on the top of the higher education agenda, on both institutional and
national level in Europe and therefore exposed to ideological pres-
sures and requirements. In my opinion, such trends and pressures are
almost impossible to avoid but they are also hard to define. Foucault
(19809, 185) states that the question of science concerning ideology is
not the question of situations or practices that it reflects more or less
consciously, nor is it the question of the possible use or misuse, but a
question of its existence as a discursive practice and of its functioning
among other practices.

The knowledge of this study creates ‘the totality of relations that
can be discovered, for a given period’ (Foucault 1989, 191), in this
case in the frame of an institution chosen as a case study. Such
knowledge should be dynamic and provisional, based on permanent
and continuous evaluation and implementation cycles. Nevertheless,
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it should also be bound to a specific ‘model” (see further sections)
that can be replicated in this or any other institution. The question
of power can also be discussed through Foucault’s concept of the
panopticon as a kind of a ‘big brother’ control system. I have no in-
tention to develop a new theory of power as such an attempt would
lead to reduction of the complexity of power relations, which is pre-
cisely why it cannot be considered as an object of scientific analysis.
However, I need to draw attention to power relations in the College
of Management, being part of my role of a researcher and position
of a director, to be able to provide the reader with some of the most
important insights of this action research.

When Foucault (1977, 176) discusses control in prisons and schools
he argues that a relation of surveillance, defined against and reg-
ulated, is inscribed at the heart of the practice of teaching, not as
an additional or adjacent part, but as a mechanism, that is inherent
to it and which increases its efficiency. Control in schools is ‘orga-
nised’ and achieved for example by spatial restriction or schedules.
In the illustration of a round control tower in the middle of circularly
distributed prison cells, where one guard can control a large num-
ber of prisoners, the panopticon model turns out to be an important
mechanism of power automation that is separate from the individual
(1977, 202). The author’s parable of the panopticon also acts as a dis-
sociating machine within the seeing/being seen dyad: in peripheral
(‘prison’) ring, one is seen completely, without ever seeing and in the
central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen.

I have to admit that in my relation to the College, I sometimes felt
like being in a ‘tower’ — in the control centre, being the director. I
scheduled, organised, brought people together and carried out the
initial experiment of change, without people having insight into my
decision-making arguments. The ‘tower-power” would therefore be
a convenient synonym describing the ‘technical’ stage of my action
research. | ‘measured’ and people were measured, | initiated and
people were initiated (into thinking, participating), I monitored and
observed the institution as whole.

Surveys and other methods in this context can be seen as tech-
niques of ‘disciplinary power’ (Foucault 1977) aiming at ‘normalising’
the institution, and consequently adapting it. Ryan (1999, 105) writes
that methods of observation constitute the foundation for the opera-
tion of a modern form of power that takes shape in the organisation
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of institutional life. As that very stage was strongly dependent on my
position and the power associated with it, I see it as essential for
building the institution. But at the same time I also feel that the ac-
tion research undertaken simultaneously with the very establishment
of the institution, brought different awareness with its own reflexivity
and led to deconstruction of relations that initially seemed ‘natural’
to me.

At the social stage of the action research not only the focus of
research shifted but also the ‘tower-power” shifted from my posi-
tion to other roles and people in the organisation. | organised social
events, in-services and so on, but colleagues already started to ask
questions, require things and give initiatives and suggestions. For ex-
ample, when a colleague said: ‘I think we need to have a two day
excursion, people would like it and would come,” the influence as a
form of power emerged from other sources. In this sense the social
stage developed from the technical stage, but at the same time repre-
sented its subversion and led to the vulnerability of technical, formal
power — which, after all, can also be understood as a further eloquent
paradox. The institutionalisation of processes and events brought up
various new sources of power and initiatives for change and also gave
the power to refuse them, although, from my point of view, the po-
sitional (legitimate) power remained associated with my position. It
only became less transparent and changed the form. For that rea-
son, the ‘reflective’ component and the deconstructive approach that
I discuss later in this chapter were necessary.

Manager as Researcher
At this point, my roles in the College were still slightly blurred and
somewhat transient: a director of the institution, a curriculum de-
signer, an evaluator of the school work and a person in charge of
performing certain work at the same time. I engaged in establish-
ing and building the institution, performing my research at the same
time. Therefore I do not feel comfortable discussing double roles (a
director and a researcher) or even the role of ‘multiple I's’ (some-
times being a friend, a consultant, even a ‘mother’) but I will still try
to discuss the managerial or the administrative-research relationship
in the light of role and position relationship. It seems that the idea
of ‘multiple I's” blurs the power relations between a manager and a
researcher in structured organisational settings. Reflecting back on
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Peshkin (1988) and his idea of elicit, ‘situational subjectivity,” I con-
clude that different ‘I's’ and their roles evolve from ‘the same source
of power’ which, however, increases with the contextually emerging
specific role.

In my study, the manager and the researcher roles were strongly
related to power, the first in fact enabling the other while in reverse
the ‘researcher’ continuously empowered the ‘manager. It is about
both, the ‘empowerment’ and ‘enabling realization. Let me here use
the metaphor of the theatre as I often felt as a director, an actor,
even a producer, at the same time — I chose co-actors and also de-
cided upon finances. I performed and encouraged others to perform
as well, in order to make them think critically about their own perfor-
mances. Because of my managerial position, some people took part
of the action research without knowing what I was doing. This issue
is discussed in more detail in the next section on ethical dilemmas
but for now, I just want to point out the power that I had as a manager
and how I tried to balance it in every aspect.

Every researcher possesses a certain power profile in its many di-
mensions, but is rarely in position to change practice beyond his/her
‘circle of practice! Current leadership theories (Leithwood, Jantzi,
and Steinbach 1998) discuss leaders through their influence on
followers while classical, more bureaucratic organisational theories
(Bush and West-Burnham 1994; Handy 1985; Morgan 1995) discuss
types of power associated with positions.

The delegation process, for example, is very much associated with
positions in organisations (Koren 199g), while educational settings
are perhaps better for working with notions such as cooperation and
flow of roles, influence and power (Koren and Trnavéevi¢ 2002).

Related to teachers in classrooms and their action research, Ham-
mersley (1993, 226) makes a valuable point saying that the educa-
tional research should take the form of teachers carrying out research
in their classrooms and schools, this being seen not as an extra ac-
tivity added on to their teaching but rather as a transformation of
that teaching. Changes in organisations, however, rarely occur spon-
taneously. Very often an initial push, internal or external, is needed
(Fullan and Hargreaves 1992), possibly shaped as a formal require-
ment. For meeting that requirement positional power is necessary.
And I had that power to say: “We will do it/

I can distinguish between normal functioning of various organisa-
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tions (equally bureaucratic in most cases) and their culture of change
which needs to ‘unfreeze the rigid’ rules, procedures and norms.
My change-introducing strategy contradicted some of the established
norms of academic life in Slovenia, but also made them visible, en-
abled discussions and somewhat changed them. I felt there was the
need to ‘bump start’ change — with an initial hierarchical interven-
tion. Obviously, all my deliberations about the action research are
returning to the issues of power. In my opinion, creating opportuni-
ties for a dialogue (meetings, excursions etc.) in my research was a
question of power, working for and against me, while the research
dimension had a self-reflexive impact.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is sometimes considered a narcissistic activity and experts
like Lynch (2000) define it as a futile and non-scientific approach to
research, allegedly not meeting the standards of science. Pels (2000),
on the other hand, specifically points to reflexivity as an important
element in social research. He notes that the role of a researcher is
never neutral or isolated. In his view, the researcher is involved in
research activities as an individual with his/her sets of beliefs, values
and attitudes and as such he/she cannot eliminate those influences
from research interactions. In fact, the researcher is never a silent
observer in his narration. The mere fact of his/her presence creates
different situations. My roles of a dean, a director, a researcher, an
initiator of implementation and a generator of ideas were always as-
sociated with the role of reflective practitioner and had a great influ-
ence on it Leitch and Day (2000, 180) discuss the distinction between
‘reflection” and reflective practice. Reflection is considered to be a
process or activity that is central to the development of practices but
they also argue that in given context it seems most likely to remain a
metaphor that represents the process of learning from experience but
does not allow a more detailed analysis. The authors point to Schon
(1983) and his concept of ‘reflective practitioner’ which combines two
processes, ‘reflection-on-action’ and ‘reflection-in-action. Reflective
practice in these terms triggers the process of making conscious and
explicit the dynamic interplay between thinking and action.

My main purpose was to improve the quality of action within the
College of Management. As we were establishing a new institution, |
could say not only to improve, but also to develop a certain mind-set
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that was based on an understanding of quality. The theory in this case
was generated and validated by checking the functioning of practi-
tioners employed by the institution. The action research included
both reflection processes: ‘on’ and ‘in” action. Reflection-on-action is
documented at the end of each cycle, containing additional reflection
on a general idea of self-evaluation research which needs to be con-
stantly revised during the process of action research (Elliott 1991, 73),
as well as the plan of changes and improvements in self-evaluation
procedures in the next cycle. ‘Reflection-in-action,’” in a form of diary
entries, played a great role in implementation of self-evaluation pro-
cedures, together with interpretation of numerous analyses. I mainly
wrote about it in the think routine and sometimes in the look rou-
tine, which mostly described some important facts within each cycle.
‘Reflection-in-action’ processes within action activity can be com-
pared to ‘reconnaissance,” which should constantly recur in the spi-
ral activity (p. 70). The author also recommends explaining relevant
facts immediately after having collected and described them. How
do they arise? Which significant events or key factors influence the
described situation? By asking these questions, according to Elliott,
one moves from a description of the facts to critical analysis of the
context in which they arise (1991, 73).

In order to reveal some of these relations, power being the central
one among them, I need to reflect on the processes, outcomes and my
own role in the entire process of action and research. The reflective
component is already built into the processes and stages of the action
research but I felt the need for deconstruction of my roles and power
relations in order to make the research more transparent but also to
explore the role of the researcher and the limitations of my research.
In this context, the ethics of research and management inevitably
become the subject of debate.

Ethics of Action Research

Ethical concerns in the action research, as well as in any qualita-
tive research where the so-called soft data is collected from face-to-
face communications with participants, always represent a challenge
for the researcher. In the beginning of my action research, I con-
fronted some dilemmas emerging partly from the Slovenian positivis-
tic tradition in educational research. Books on quantitative methods,
such as Sagadin (1993), mention ethical behaviour and assurance of
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anonymity when questionnaires are sent out to respondents. Morris
(2000) and Cooksy (2000) discuss the ‘off-the-record” data and how
to handle them, while the American Evaluation Association (2000)
in its Guiding Principles for Evaluators lists five categories: system-
atic inquiry, competence, integrity/honesty and respect for people.
The action research as well as other qualitative paradigm based re-
search (Merriam 1998; Yin 1994; Stake 1995) discuss ethical dimen-
sions on the basis of (adequately informationally supported) consent
of participants, possibility of withdrawing from research at all levels,
confidentiality of data, anonymity of respondents etc. Yet, in the case
of this action research some ethical issues appear and I want to dis-
cuss them as I find them specific to this study as well as contextually
embedded.

My action research has interfered with the functioning of the in-
stitution, being an attempt of evaluation, professional development
and research. It could be said that my approach was similar to that
of Robertson (2000), who describes his action research and reflects
on methodological issues of reflexivity, reciprocity and reflection on
reality. He argues that his study of the research field guided the key
components of the professional development model, but the princi-
pals’ use and reflection on the components informed the model. The
main difference between our action researches is in the focus on the
model, when he states that during the interviews conducted regu-
larly with each principal in their own school as he developed theory
on the model of professional development, the principals all asked
for direction on matters within their schools. Nevertheless, he con-
cludes that his methodology became part of his professional model.
He understood his role as being a critical friend with ‘an outside
perspective! My research did not end up with a definitive model of
self-evaluation nor was I playing the role of an external expert, or a
critical friend. I was deeply involved in all relationships, and a re-
searcher on top of that. Ethical concern is therefore related to my
interference with the institution and - because of the power I had
— also with individuals. Surveys on student satisfaction represented
specific interventions into working life of individuals, not in terms of
punishment and reward but in terms of their professional selves as
well as probably their self-esteem as well.

I also want to emphasize that there was no written consent from
participants but the action research was deeply interrelated to a prac-
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tice of self-evaluation to which they had agreed. Difficulties appeared
in protecting identities of those involved as a reader, familiar with the
context was able to recognise at least some of them — which is partic-
ularly true of the framework of the institution itself. Answering the
question of how to deal with these concerns was not easy, and I did
not find a satisfactory solution, not even at the end of the research.
By deconstructing power, roles and positions as well as by reveal-
ing problems, I have at least tried to make the latter transparent —
which does not really resolve them but at least enables the reader to
judge their ethical dimensions a bit easier. Personally, I considered
self-evaluation and action research too intertwined for me to separate
them. Would it be less ethical to develop and implement a grounded
‘model’ of self-evaluation through action research or to simply ‘bor-
row’ one of the international self-evaluation models and implement
it at school?

The features of the situational model were at least partly derived
from the negotiations between the researcher and the researched.
The thesis itself indicates which contents and self-evaluation pro-
cesses were the matter of ongoing discussion and negotiation. In ad-
dition, others were informed of the interpretation of results and the
reader can find related information in the following chapters.

In my opinion, the action research with its reflexivity and reflection-
on action somewhat joined the research and development dimen-
sions, and enriched the practice as well as the theory, but in ethical
dimensions it did not change much. As a director, I looked for a
quality assurance system — a self-evaluation model which we have
developed and implemented. This was an intervention in the institu-
tion, its people, and professional development. If there was no action
research — reflexivity and reflection-on-action dimension in partic-
ular = I would most likely simply have sticked to a static model.
People would be trapped or framed within a model and also forced
to come to terms with it. The action research method brought some
special awareness and concern for people, and diminished the focus
on the rigidities of a ‘model” which could have an ethical dimension.
Therefore the grounded, in this sense predetermined nature of the
‘model’ contained the basis for empowerment and this reflected in
the transformation of the research from ‘technical’ to ‘social” stage,
of the research (in the research also referred to as ‘societal’).

I can, of course, also identify ethical dimensions of my research
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through a utilitarian perspective. It could be said that my research
was based such a perspective that assumes one single consistent do-
main of morality, that should concern a single set of considerations
which determines what we ought to do (Christians 2000). Strong du-
alism appears between means and ends and the domain of the good
in utilitarian theory is extrinsic. All worth valuing is a function of
their consequences, according to the author. Consequentialist ethics
is therefore one of those with impact on my study, but it is by no
means the only one. Relativism in ethics — especially concerning the
research ethics — brings the participants and their views on them-
selves during the research process into discussion. During this re-
search, I did not ask people about their view of ethics as | was more
focused on which consequences were beneficial for the organisation
as well as for individuals, by externally established criteria. Thus the
various rights of individuals involved in the research have to take
into account both ethical dimensions related to the individual and
the collective good, and both can be planned in terms of research
goals and outcomes.

I did not obtain particular consent for taking part in the research
from colleagues although they knew we were to develop and imple-
ment a model of self-evaluation. Also, participants (colleagues) did
not have an option to leave the study since then they should have to
leave their jobs as well. For some individuals, even the privacy, con-
fidentiality and anonymity issues have been at stake, regarding the
circumstances and positions. | tried to resolve this ethical dilemma
by giving the text to be read by some (speaking and declaring things
in the first person in certain parts of the text) main ‘actors’ in my
research to verify the narrative and the descriptions of their roles
and actions. | gave them false names, but they remain recognisable
to everybody who knows the organisation.
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Data Analysis

When I came to a final decision that ‘self-evaluation” would serve me
as a topic and ‘action research’ as methodology in my study, built on
the ‘case’ of the College of Management, this decision was based on
three basic considerations:

1. The question of quality seemed to be a topical theme in higher
education at the time, and we were increasingly aware of it
in Slovenia too. Within various international projects in this
field, some important analyses have been carried out and po-
tential systems for assessing quality have been developed. Self-
evaluation was one of them.

2. The field of evaluation as the integral part of school develop-
ment planning had been discussed by the survey study already
in my master thesis (Trunk Sirca 1995). In the interviews, head-
masters had expressed some of their hesitations and one great
concern: different models developed by experts looked great on
paper, yet the implementation of ready-made theoretical mod-
els could prove very risky. They pointed at two main arguments
to back their assumption. First, the working conditions and sur-
rounding environment are different from school to school and
the headmasters supposed to play the role of facilitators in such
implementation are not nearly enough qualified for this task.

3. Last but not least, my duties at the College were at times quite
a mental burden and took a lot of time. A case study, dealing
with the school, could represent an ideal opportunity for me to
research evaluation in higher education and (as responsible for
the functioning of the school) to try playing the double role of
a manager and a researcher. I decided for the action research,
because the College was in its early stages of development and
I saw this research as the opportunity to create our own self-
evaluation model and implement it in a way that it would be-
come an integral part of activities and work at school.

67
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Taking into account the Slovenian tradition of social research, |
still confronted the concern whether action research was ‘appro-
priate’ for a study. My former supervisor expressed doubt about its
contribution to science, knowledge and hence ‘the validity’ of the
study. The question was similar to the one described by Hanrahan
(1998, 302) - she felt that there was something wrong with her and
her methods when she used action research in her php study. She
emphasized that her cultural background influenced the choice of
methods and approaches to research and that she intended to per-
form a ‘real’ research for her php, which initially meant that the
study would be useful for the educational community (1998, 310).
She felt she achieved that aim anyway and hence contributed to
knowledge and practice in education. Personal growth was also a part
of her ‘journey. I myself feel a considerable similarity between our
reports and see my study as a certain objectively valid contribution to
knowledge and practice in higher education. At the same time, I do
not want to minimise the significance of this study for my personal
growth both as a researcher and an individual.

Writing About an Action Research

I started to write my research diary in June 1990, after the first
methodological workshop in Bled. It could be said that I had two
diaries. One of them was actually an ‘annual planner’ from the col-
lection called ‘My Time = My Strength,” in which I recorded various
activities and events, many of them connected to the action research.
The real research diary was a folder, which offered me a greater flex-
ibility in data managing. In chronological order, I collected different
notes, questionnaires, analyses, sometimes even newspaper articles,
etc.

Every time I took the folder from the shelf, I read at least a few of
my previous observations: the records on the course of the research,
the responses of my colleagues to the implementation of question-
naires or the introduction of innovations, the remarks I made about a
book I had read, etc. The essence of my diary writing was not only the
creation of some kind of a document portfolio but also an ongoing re-
flection and dialogue with the others — with people, events and some-
times with ‘multiple I's” Some records were very personal — glimpses
of my double role as a manager-researcher, even perceptions of my
personal life, insights of the reflection of the search for the mean-
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ing of existence and of personal satisfaction. As Elliott (1991) cites
Kemmis (1981) about keeping a diary, when he recommends that it
should contain personal observations, feelings, reactions, interpreta-
tions, reflections, hunches, hypotheses, and explanations. And in all
of the above, I tried to be consistent.

Mostly in the final year of my research, while reading, I have often
thought about the fact that the research is coming to an end and
that it is time for me to transform these records in a more systematic
form. Thus, an electronic version of my research diary was created
a bit later. Going through this folder today, I come across various
pieces of paper that come in different shapes and sizes, notes written
in different colours, newspaper articles with lines highlighted, etc.
And even though some things happened more than eight years ago,
these pieces of paper still remind me vividly of certain occasions
and events. A careful preservation of all the important documents
and real-time recording enabled my action research to become and
remain a unique live narrative.

At a certain point all data had been collected, I had to stop and
limit the amount of it and I also started to wonder how, what and
where to start writing. What should the writing be about and what
would my target audience be? What should be the correct way of
writing in order for me to say that ‘I am writing a research’? Is it an
academic paper and research report that will be held in my drawer
until the end of my life or the very concept of this action research
contains a certain potential for its later use? I did not want to write
solely for an academic audience, I wanted the thesis to be useful
for the institution and for further development even if would not be
called ‘action research’ any more.

Yet from the very beginning of the research I could not overcome
the feeling that I should have read more about my chosen topic
and (later) about action research in all its dimensions — in order to
broaden and deepen my knowledge. I focused mainly on literature
since I presumed that the literature review chapter should have been
written first, as usual. Another reason was hidden in many tempt-
ing opportunities that my job has been offering. There was almost a
daily delivery of catalogues, publications and books related to higher
education, quality and self-evaluation. I usually just browsed or ran
through the book in order to find a chapter or paragraph which I
thought I needed. Many ideas from literature were included in prepa-
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ration of self-evaluation procedures and some of them were usetul
and immediately applicable to College practice. When implemented,
they directly contributed to the improvement of the school work.

But the more books I read, the more I became confused. I won-
dered how could I read or even only skim so many texts and books
written by so many authors (on such a broad-based topic). Would 1
be able to keep up with them? Will I be able to keep a certain over-
looking position? Beside library sources, more and more (or more
frequently discovered) websites became available. Given so many
sources, which could facilitate my study in a certain way, I found
myself even more confused and at the same time overwhelmed with
similarity of ideas coming from various authors. Which was the pri-
mary source, what was the original, and who was I supposed to quote?
I came to the conclusion that in the interest of a fruitful discussion
this is in fact irrelevant, since in the academic discourse from the
intertextual point of view one simply has to trust, although certain
security can also be guaranteed with a simple criterion: how recog-
nized or well-known is a particular author.

In November 2000 I said to myself: ‘Enough reading. It is time to
start writing. I decided to organise and transcribe the research diary
into computer form first and continue from there. I kept the diary
from the early stages of the research. Accordingly to recognized ac-
tion researchers such as Glaser and Strauss (1967), Lincoln and Guba
(1985) and Denzin and Lincoln (2000), a detailed research diary be-
came an integral part of the action research process. It was also sup-
posed to be used for data collection and analysis. While reading my
research diary, I spontaneously and instantly decided to start writing.
I designed the chapter of the ‘literature review” but soon realised that
it should best be written in close connection with my action research
findings. By the end of March 2001 I in fact really started to write my
“first’ chapter — about the first cycle of action research.

In the course of action research, different questionnaires, analyses,
notes and minutes were created, and I included them in my research
diary carefully and promptly. While writing, I started to ask myself
a selection related question, more precisely what to include into the
‘Appendices’ section. A decision to add an appendix, containing cer-
tain documents translated into English, had already been made -
partly meant to illustrate my ‘story,” and partly to help the reader
reflect on the data. Also, a “Technical Volume’ was prepared. It in-
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cluded all the questionnaires, analyses and important documents, as
they were created in the framework of the action research. This vol-
ume was intended for readers who wanted a more detailed insight
into the development of individual questionnaires within action re-
search and into the very approach to data analysis. Or had I designed
it to serve as a kind of a ‘proot” to those readers who will assess my
work in Slovenia? Perhaps a great quantity of data, numbers, analy-
ses and diagrams would just prove to be more convincing than the
narrative? While engaged in the art of action research, I still felt the
burden of science inside me.

In order to make the study readable and widely understandable
I structured the data analysis and four research cycles of my action
research into two main stages. In the first stage, I mostly describe
development and implementation of questionnaires that I had de-
signed for self-evaluation of teaching and learning practice. This is
called the technical stage. It embraces two academic years, which
means two cycles of my action research. The second stage includes
the institution as a whole, is more focused on interactions between
the people within the College of Management and for that reason I
labelled it the social stage. It embraces two academic years — the two
cycles of my action research. In addition, I identified some emerging
topics during the very process of transforming the collected data into
a narrative. | elaborated and reflected on them through literature
review.

The following chapters of this study are designed to tell the story of
my approach, relations with others and activities through two stages
as well as four action research cycles. Many details were omitted
simply because they were not important enough for understanding
the essential message of this study. Data was gathered with vari-
ous qualitative and quantitative techniques such as questionnaires,
observations, formal and informal, structured and unstructured in-
terviews and the document analysis. | have linked the story to four
years/cycles structure and not to the technique or method principle.
I base this decision on two reasons. Firstly, I saw the time - the aca-
demic year — as the only constant parameter and sort of categorical
variable. Instruments have been changing, adjusting and moditying
but the time-frame remained unchanged. Secondly, I perceived im-
provement of the practice as an important function and the aim of
self-evaluation — and compared to it, other techniques and methods
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seemed to be of a secondary importance. An introduction was cre-
ated for each cycle, summarizing the most important accents of that
current year.

A rather standard approach was used in writing an action research
analysis (Kemmis and Wilkinson 1998; McNiff, Lomax, and White-
head 1996) which means that each cycle is described by following
the three basic action research routines: look (gather data), think
(explore, analyse, interpret and explain), and act (report, plan, imple-
ment changes). At the beginning of each cycle I provided a general
introduction and described some events that I found essential for the
College and for the study.

The look routine embraces the narrative about the College and
has two essential dimensions. One dimension is related to the self-
evaluation process itself and embraces all steps from preparing the
instruments and gathering and processing the data, to preparing re-
ports. The second dimension is focused on the improvement of prac-
tice. The think or reflect routine is focused on reflection on the
self-evaluation procedures (the instruments and the implementation
steps) and on current management practice. It interprets and estab-
lishes a critical relation to practice and self-evaluation on the basis
of theory and reflects related events in the Slovenian context. The
act routine focuses on actual environmental influence. The research
determines the guidelines for reconstruction of the self-evaluation
procedure in the next cycle and the management context implies the
identification of changes in management practice and the prepara-
tion guidelines for the College development in (each) next academic
year.

The following chapters are a narrative about processes, events and
me through an action research that I conducted from 1996 to 1999
at the College of Management. It is ‘my’ story of the self-evaluation
‘model” - which is actually not a model (I therefore write about it
using a single quotation mark). Initially I took world-wide move-
ments focused on quality, improvement and self-evaluation issues for
granted. To me, as an interim dean of the newly established College,
that was essential and, undoubtedly, some sort of quality assurance
had to be implemented. I was the main actor, initiator and the driv-
ing force for implementation. At the same time I was also trying to be
a reflective practitioner, aware of the fact that I need to establish and
maintain a critical distance to my activities and initiatives. I aimed
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at implementation of changes in practice — successfully, I believe.
I had quite some influence on creating and shaping the culture of
the College and also both the opportunity to reflect on achievements
and results as well as the awareness that it was necessary. Follows the
story about what I did and how it all worked out.

A Short Outline of the Study

In the third chapter, I will present a case study that was carried out
through an action research. In it, I studied the processes for estab-
lishing an academic community of a new higher education organi-
sation into which we introduced the self-evaluation system. In the
introduction, I present an overview of the areas of discussion and
instrumentation of the action research.

The action research was conducted in four cycles during the first
four years of operation of the higher education institution. Its aim
was to develop a model of self-evaluation, which would involve all
interested students, teachers and leadership of the school. Within
the first academic year, mainly students were included into research
activities, in order to develop the self-evaluation instruments, mostly
questionnaires for students. During the second academic year, teach-
ers were also included in the action research. The research area con-
cerned the professional development of teachers, with special em-
phasis on self-evaluation of educational activities. The third year of
the action research included strategic planning and creation of a mis-
sion, and the fourth academic year was all about planning the devel-
opment of higher education institutions.

It is clear from table 3.1 that this project of action research has
always dealt with people. As far as the methods used, during the first
two years there was a considerable emphasis on questionnaires, so it
was called the ‘technical stage. In the years of the ‘social stage’ that
followed, we started to intentionally develop forms of joint action
(like workshops) and various forms of socializing. Participants were
very creative and willing to cooperate.

In order to properly understand the structure of the present report
(of course, in its much abbreviated publication form), it is essential to
know the basic model of the action research that indicates the spiral
course. The study is based on four cycles (which reflect four years of
the research as four normal life cycles of an educational institution);
each of them consists of three successive steps: (active, conscious)
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TABLE 3.1 Methods and Contents of Self-Evaluation in Four Cycles

Topics and content of self- Methods and techniques of self-
evaluation evaluation

People - mainly students (academic Survey, discussion

performance)

People — mainly teachers (profes- Surveys, group discussions, interviews,

sional development of employees)  discussions, statistical analyses, social
events

People - all colleagues (mission Workshops, discussions, observation, sur-

statement and performance indica-  veys, group discussions, interviews, statis-

tors) tical analyses

People - public and other stake- Workshops, discussions, observation, sur-

holders (activity report, develop- veys, interviews, statistical analyses, pub-

mental planning) lic report

looking, thinking (as reflection and analytical thinking) and acting (as
some kind of pre-influence of designing improvements and positive
changes). This structure is directly reflected in the structure of the
present chapter as a document of the action-research process:

* 1st cycle: quality and effectiveness of studies, questionnaires and
student satisfaction,

* 2nd cycle: quality of teaching and learning and employees de-
velopment,

* 3rd cycle: strategic planning and creating of a mission of the
Institution,

* 4th cycle: design of a development plan and search of a self-
evaluation ‘model’

Students, Quality and Effectiveness of Studies

The first cycle of the action research corresponded with the first aca-
demic year of our school. The main feature of this cycle is its focus on
students; I obtained their opinion on the performance with a survey.
The design of the questionnaire and later analysis and interpretations
were the focus of this cycle.

In this year I focused on designing the questionnaire for students.
I wanted to know about their satisfaction with the quality of teaching.
I also wanted to know whether they were satisfied with facilities, the
equipment and with access to resources. I defined resources as hu-
man (school staff) and physical, such as opening hours of the library,
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the school space, equipment and similar. In order to find out stu-
dents’ opinions and levels of satisfaction, I designed a questionnaire.

In the first year I was busy establishing and ensuring formal re-
quirements for the College’s functioning but I used every opportunity
to talk to teachers, assistants and students. An opportunity to estab-
lish a higher education institution from zero was a challenge for me
and I found satisfaction in that kind of work.

Look: The First Year Was Mostly about Students

The College was in its first year and to me it made sense to focus the
self-evaluation procedure on students, their perceptions of teaching
practices and their satisfaction with the teaching staff, study condi-
tions and College routines. By ‘procedure’ I mean both instruments
and steps for implementing self-evaluation.

During the winter exam period, the attitude of students to their
responsibilities has improved considerably, it has become more seri-
ous. In February 1997 we analysed the first exams’ success rate and
we found that the majority of students had taken all four exams.
The success rate of two exams was relatively low, less than 50%. In
April 1997, one of the topics discussed at the senate session was the
analysis of the exam results of the winter period and an important
conclusion was that the transition from secondary to high school was
demanding and that students needed proper guidance and assistance.

We designed a seminar on learning with a special focus on effec-
tive use of time; we gave students advice on how to decide upon
aims and priorities, and how to write seminar papers. The purpose ot
the seminar — we called it an introductory seminar for new students
- was to motivate students to get actively and responsibly involved
with their higher education studies. At the end we wanted to know
whether students were satisfied with the seminar, so we conducted
a survey on their satisfaction. It was completed simultaneously with
questionnaires for other subjects.

Students were obviously satisfied and to me, that was a clear sign
to introduce something similar as a compulsory part of the courses
required. Surveys seemed to be a very useful approach to changing
and improvement of practice.

The transition from findings to implementation is simple in such
a case as you do not have to ask permission from many people. The
introductory seminar could happen mostly because I had an oppor-
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FIGURE 3.1 Building the Self-Evaluation ‘Model’ - Construction
of Questionnaires: Stage 1

tunity to implement the idea in an almost undisturbed way. I was
also able to begin to realise the idea of establishing self-evaluation
primarily because of my position, which is described in more detail
further on.

The First Step to Self-Evaluation ‘Model:’ Questionnaires
for Students

One of the reasons that introducing students’ questionnaires became
the main activity in the first so-called self-evaluation step was my
interest in students and their achievements. The questionnaire im-
plementation is shown in figure 3.1. The questionnaires as part of
the activities of self-evaluation were also part of the action research
study. Reflexivity on all steps was in the centre of my interest and
in this context, I will deal with it in a bit more detail later on. For
now, let it be sufficient to know that we are familiar with various
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definitions and divisions of reflection. According to Woolgar (1988,
22) it should be ranging from a ‘constitutive reflexivity’ to the level
that he calls a ‘benign introspection.” Generally speaking, reflexivity
in this thesis tends towards the latter, as a kind of combined ‘re-
flective practitioner’ model with a research element. As will become
apparent later, such a combination is not ‘model-like’ by nature. I
will also explain the steps of the reflection process in more detail
below.

Creating Questionnaires, Their Objectives and Content

In April 1997 I designed a draft of a questionnaire for full-time stu-
dents. While designing it, I became aware of the need to include
my colleagues. Looking at the questionnaire’s final version made me
consider the ten claims that were all (implicitly or explicitly) related
to teaching. I asked myself: ‘Do stated claims not reflect the picture
of an ideal teacher? Do I not convey a message to students and teach-
ers what quality teaching in higher education should be?”” The answer
would only be positive — and this was my view. In fact, I gave students
some guidelines on what they ought to expect from a teacher and also
what I expected from my colleagues. For a moment I felt discomfort
as if I were exercising some pressure on the teachers. Implicitly [
guess I did, but it was such an opportunity to influence teachers, par-
ticularly the younger ones who were the College’s ‘potential” So it
was also an opportunity for the growth of academic culture at the
College.

The surveys’ objective was to get students’ opinion about the
school ways and about the study programme in that year. The ques-
tionnaire was divided into five main topics:

1. Students’ attendance at lectures and practicums. Every student
estimated his/her attendance rate on a scale: 100%, 75%, 50%
or 25%. The assessment of the attendance rate at lectures or
practicums was supposed to be helpful for each teacher in order
to facilitate the interpretation of the results related directly to
him/her. From this data, teachers were able to find out how well
the students knew them and how they valued their contribution.

2. The reasons why students attended the lectures and practicums.

Every student was given two options as to why they attended
them:
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* ... because they were compulsory and I feared possible con-
sequences of non-presence;

* ... because they were interesting and/or useful and I would
attend them even if they were not compulsory.

If we carefully consider the answers to the above questions, they
are a good example of an awkward formulation. They were sup-
posed to mutually exclusive and should make a clear distinc-
tion between ‘compulsory’ and ‘free’ and also between ‘interest-
ing” and ‘not interesting. The answers, hence, did not consider
the option: ‘they were compulsory but I liked them. Or, digging
deeper: the compulsory nature was a fact; the question should
enable me to find out whether the students were satisfied at all
- and if they were, how much. The two answers given were a
perfect demonstration of mistakes occurring in questionnaires.
But at the same time I consider the survey and even those two
answers as a push that was supposed to put us in motion — which
could be understood as a process, contradictory to many qual-
ity theories based on philosophy of ‘getting things done right
first time’ (Drucker 199o0; Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993; Sal-
lis 1993), the so-called quality assurance and the total quality
management (TQm) approaches. On the other hand, I perceived
the action research as a ‘philosophy’ that offered me the pattern
‘doing - evaluating — doing. Not that simple in practice, but
the basic message was there. Self-evaluation is also ‘active’ in a
way, since it is followed by the implementation of changes. At
the same time, it is ‘informative’ due to surveys and questions,
hence full of formative and informative concepts and loaded
with action imperative ‘let us do it.

3. The students evaluated their teachers, assistants and subjects
in a way that claims were mostly related to the teaching and
learning process and the teacher — student relationship. They
expressed their opinion by choosing grades on a scale from 5
to 1, whereby 5 showed that they strongly agree with the state-
ment and grade 1 that they totally disagree with it. Regarding
the teachers, ten statements were given:

* “The teacher clearly presented the subject’s objectives at the
beginning of the course!

* ‘The teacher introduces the central theme of the lecture.’
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* “The topics have attracted my attention’
* ‘The teacher lectures clearly and understandably’

* ‘The teacher checks on our understanding of the subject and
explains the material for the second time if necessary’

* ‘The teacher relates the topics to real life situation.

* ‘The teacher encourages discussion and critical thinking’

* ‘The teacher entices the majority of students to co-operation.
* ‘In class I feel free to express my opinion or ask a question.

* ‘The teacher was available during office hours or at the agreed
time.

As for practicums, the first two questions were modified appro-

priately since they are mostly meant to consolidate theoretical

knowledge or demonstrate applicability of knowledge into prac-

tice. Practicums are usually taught by assistants, in small groups

up to 30 students. The new claims were:

* ‘The practicums effectively complement the lectures.

* ‘“The assistant copes well with the group’s dynamics and at-
tracts the attention of most students.

4. An open-ended question followed: ‘I would like to add ... and
referred to a teacher/assistant or a subject.

5. The last part of the questionnaire contained open questions re-
lated to organisational issues, routines and the College’s func-
tioning.

As I was designing the questionnaire, I also sketched the imple-
mentation dynamics: full-time students were to complete the surveys
in the last week of May which was the last week of lectures, the data
analysis should be completed in June and by the end of June, the
teaching staff should discuss the report. I also thought of a survey
for part-time students but the lack of time and the fact that their
programme ended in the autumn made me postpone that idea to the
following year.

Data Collection and Processing, Preparation of the Report

I designed an invitation for students to complete the survey. It was
put on several school information boards a week before the meeting.
The survey was scheduled and implemented in the last week of May,
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more precisely after the last lecture scheduled that month. 42 stu-
dents participated, which was one third of all students enrolled and
approximately one half of the students who regularly attended the
lectures or the contact hours.

Later, while reading and analysing the questionnaires I was amazed
by the richness of data provided by open-ended questions Students’
statements told me more than just numerical data that could be
useful in comparing individual scores and the average, or in case
of comparison between the highest and the lowest scoring teacher
or assistant. When looking at the pile of returned questionnaires |
realized that the next year there would be even more of them. I
considered the purpose of the work with respect to analysis and [
started to think about different approaches to gathering data, one of
them being a group interview. | gave the students an opportunity to
express their views and opinions about our first academic year and
it seemed right to me to offer the same opportunity to the teach-
ers. Before the survey was carried out I informed the teachers about
the purpose of the questionnaire for full-time students. I enclosed a
sample survey, asked them to consider two issues in particular and to
prepare their replies within two weeks. The first issue was their opin-
ion of the questionnaire and the second was their view of the first
academic year at the College. They were also invited to a meeting at
the end of June when we were supposed to discuss the analysis of
students’ opinions. | knew that questionnaires where teachers’” work
was assessed by students were not well received among teachers in
Slovenian higher education. I did care about the reactions but ev-
eryday demands made me push my hesitations and considerations
aside.

Further on I will describe how data was processed and how a report
was prepared, based on the survey analysis.

I scanned the returned questionnaires and cautiously read the an-
swers, especially those to the open-ended questions. It was interesting
reading especially the answers to open-ended questions. What I was
particularly interested in were suggestions for change and what was
especially praised by the students. It seemed to make sense giving
every teacher a personal analysis and a general summary of all the
results in order to be able to assess comparability of his/her results
with the average responses given by students. For that purpose, I in-
cluded the average mark as well as the best and the worst grade stu-
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dents gave to teachers for every closed-ended question. To illustrate
the answers to the open-ended questions | selected the statements
that seemed the most interesting and typical — in my opinion. But
I did not identity teachers that the statements referred to. I decided
myself which answers to the open-ended questions will be in the re-
port, and I was aware of my power of choice and decision-making.

In the introduction to the written report as a summary of the anal-
ysis | explained the purpose and the mode of survey implementation
and proposed a way to use the results: the analysis summary could
be useful for teachers to compare their own results with the average
and to determine noticeable deviations. Followed the analysis of five
clusters:

1. The attendance rate for lectures and practicum represents an
mmportant factor in the interpretation of results. It tells the
teacher how much have the students, his evaluators, listened
to him/her and by that got to know him/her.

2. Answers to the question why the students attend certain lec-
tures and practicums are also of considerable interest and sig-
nificance, as they show the students’ motivation for attendance.

3. In the analysis of student’s opinions on subjects and teachers
we show the average for every statement and the corresponding
lowest and highest individual’s value.

4. In the section ‘I would like to add ... students are given the
opportunity to comment on a teacher freely. We note the most
typical answers in quotation form.

5. Students descriptively respond to questions on College’s orga-
nization and functioning. We cluster their responses into topics,
about the office for students’ affairs, the library and other offices.
We also summarise answers to open-ended questions ‘I liked ...
in ‘I didn’t like ...,” and write down the most typical answers.

[ will refer to some results from this report later as well, but always
in connection with introduction of changes to academic or manage-
ment practice.

Discussing the Reports

Discussing the Report at the Senate Meeting. During the meeting of
Senate in June 1997, I distributed the summary of the survey ques-
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tionnaire analysis to the Senate members. They leafed through that
6 pages and were all visibly surprised. A teacher also employed at the
University of Ljubljana said: “When you sent us a note that we would
“play the student questionnaire game” I thought it would be the same
as in our Faculty. Nobody processes the student survey data, we do
not know in which drawer they get stuck, let alone anyone would
want to present a summary analysis. The Senate members agreed to
present the summary of the analysis, to discuss students’ opinions
and to set the College priorities for next year at the next staff meet-
ing. At that point, their attention shifted to the following questions:
who processed the data? Who had access to individual’s files, etc.

Discussing the Report at the Staff Meeting. The stafl meeting was
scheduled for the following day. It was focused on a discussion about
the functioning of the College in the academic year that was com-
ing to an end. g out of 12 invited teachers and assistants attended
the meeting, mostly older contract teachers were absent but all non-
teaching staff (7) was present. The focal point of the meeting was
the report on survey results, which represented grounds for further
change.

Discussing the Personal Analysis with Individual Assistants. Shortly
after the meeting we sent the summary of the analysis to all col-
leagues. The teachers got their personal analysis attached while as-
sistants could get a personal analysis during an informal ‘coffee chat’
with either me or the associate dean. There were only a few assistants
employed at the time and individual meetings were manageable.
Kvale (1996) argues that interviews are actually ‘inter-views’ which
I understand as bringing different and multiple views into discus-
sion. By doing it, as Kvale argues, we construct the ‘occurrence’ and
share meanings with other people. An interview is more than estab-
lishing mutual understanding or seeking opinions and clarifications
from others — as Bell (1993) would argue. It is about construction,
sharing and, in a way, building a discourse. Interviews are therefore
not clear, simple situations enabling the researcher to simply col-
lect information. ‘Inter views’ detect and surface values, emotions
and relationships arising from tradition, circumstances and personal
‘history” of a person involved. Ryan (1999) argues that meaning is
constructed in actual situations and is not automatically shared as it
emerges from discourses, specific contexts and circumstances. That
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is why my conversations or interviews with assistants were not only
an opportunity to ask their opinion and let them talk — I brought my
expectations, values and views of the world in these conversations,
and so did they. It was interesting to observe the opposing views;
mine focused on the institution while they were mostly interested in
their own promotion.

Assistants had critically evaluated themselves and when they got
the feedback from students (personal analysis) they were pleasantly
surprised and satisfied. Despite favourable reports they wanted to tell
me about their plans first and what they wanted to do differently the
next year. [ listened, asked questions, encouraged them in conversa-
tions and remained alert to possible topics that would arise and could
be further explored. At this stage, I did not specify them, although
they were a ‘sense of direction’ for my activities. After every interview
I also wrote down the interviewee’s professional or subject area of in-
terest. I saw that data being a useful source of information for staft
allocation at the College in the coming years — which was also part
of my managerial role.

Interviews were valuable, and so was the absence. The assistant
evaluated the least successtul by students did not come to talk to me
nor to the associate dean. Students disliked his condescending atti-
tude towards them and they also pointed out his weak knowledge of
the subject he taught. I noticed his non-eloquence or absence from
interview and I felt students were right in their opinion. Yet, I did not
do anything to get him involved. I was only too happy having great
interviews with others and I took for granted the saying: “There is
always somebody who is difficult to deal with! Or, as Schein (1999,
8) argues about organisational culture: ‘there are three possible pat-
terns: separation, domination, or blending when we want to combine
different cultures. This assistant represented a ‘separation’ from both
conversation and culture; he did not blend in with the others. Inter-
estingly, culture is often understood in terms of sameness. The as-
sistant in question would better fit into ‘diversity lacking the unity’

(Stronach 1997).

Discussing the Report with Non-Teaching Staff- 1 also gave the sum-
mary of analysis to non-teaching staff and asked them to read it. In
the period of preparation for the next academic year, we made some
improvements together.
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Discussing the Report with Students. The students — members of the
student council - were sent a summary of the analysis and they were
asked to read it and put it on the agenda of their next meeting, to
which the school management should be invited as well. The stu-
dents did not meet on this subject.

Interpretation of ‘Doing’ and Planning Improvements

I strongly believed that the aim of those reports — summary and per-
sonal analysis — was to stimulate individuals and the whole institution
to reflect on their work. I also wanted the staff to get engaged con-
sciously in the dialogue and in discussions focused on improvement
planning. For this purpose, I organised meetings and conducted for-
mal and informal conversations.

In the discussions in the Senate and staff meetings (that followed),
only a few teachers expressed their own perceptions of the College’s
work in its first year. The interpretation of the analysis is, therefore,
more of my understanding of the results than an overall summary
of everybody involved. A similar situation occurred when [ wanted to
discuss and define priorities for the following year. In the end, setting
up priorities became a result of my thinking and bilateral discussions
with teachers, assistants, non-teaching stafl and students. Stafl as a
community showed no particular interest in cooperation.

The summary of analysis and discussion with suggestions for
change were supposed to round up the self-evaluation procedure
- but to me, they were only a new beginning. I understood those
data as the starting point for preparation of the next action research
cycle and used them as such. 1 have already mentioned that I could
label the first year as a pilot or experimental cycle of the action
research. I started to think about self-evaluation procedures in the
second half of the academic year. I established questionnaires to
monitor full-time students’ satisfaction with the study programme.

We carefully monitored some other fields as well, like the number
of hours taught on a monthly basis, the success of students during
and at the end of exam periods, and we monitored the management
of finances and resources in accordance with the legislation.

Think: On Self-Evaluation Procedures

I have already described the development process and implemen-
tation of the survey for students as the instrument for the self-
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TABLE 3.2 Stages of Self-Evaluation Procedures — Questionnaires

Survey for full-time  C - construction of the questionnaire April
students about G - survey (done at school directly) May
teaching and learn- A - data processing June
ing, students - Rs and Rp - written documents June
teachers relations, I - senate meeting June
organizational issues I — all staff meeting June
(performed for the  Rs - mail to all faculty members July
first time) Rp — mail to teachers July
Rp, I - discussion with assistants June/July
Rs - meeting July
Rs - mail to members of Students’ Council ~September
I - discussion with students September

evaluation within the first year. The overview of the 1st cycle activities
in table 3.2 makes them easier to understand. Later, this table should
also enable comparisons of all cycles of my action research. This is
why it presents the self-evaluation procedure of the 1st cycle of action
research and includes the steps in preparation of the questionnaire
for full-time students. From an action researcher’s point of view I see
the stage of discussion as opportunity for data collection. The steps of
implementation are found in the second column. In the third column
I present a time frame since the sequence dynamics is important for
planning changes.

Institutional self-evaluation (Brennan and Shah 2000; Kump
1995; Seymour 1993; Green 1995, Scheele, Maassen, and Westerhei-
jden 1998) is focused on institutional mechanisms of quality control
and on interpretation of results in order to contribute to the im-
provement of quality management and strategic planning. There are
some optional rules for self-evaluation design. According to them,
an institution should initially develop vision, long-term and short-
term goals (aims and goals) and define the criteria of success. Only
on that ground should the institution be able to initiate effective
self-evaluation procedures. Had this rule been strictly followed, the
College of Management could not have engaged in self-evaluation
since we had not developed our aims and goals yet — at least not in
the measurable form.

Higher education institutions are autonomous and define their
own quality criteria (Wolff 1997; Zgaga 1998). The Slovenian Higher
Education Act stipulates only minimal institutional standards that
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have to be met in establishing a new institution (institution accredi-
tation) and minimal standards for programme implementation (pro-
gramme accreditation). At the time, the College had no vision and
mission statement, written or otherwise, and no clearly stated aims
or criteria. On top of that, we did not even have access to any com-
parative data at the state level, as they did not exist. So what did we
assess and evaluate at all? And on what basis? How can I argue for
and substantiate my decision to initiate self-evaluation procedures
already in the first year?

My decision to focus on teaching and learning process analysis in
the first year emerged from professional literature (for example Mar-
enti¢ Pozarnik and Miheve 1997; Kump 1995; PHARE 1993; 1997).
Teaching was the only activity that the College provided in its first
year, anyway. There was no research work, no project work and no
publishing. During the process of the questionnaire construction I
turned to similar instruments and mechanisms that had already been
developed by other institutions. I adjusted the existing models to our
cultural context and specific circumstances at the College.

Act: Planning Improvements
In the first year, self-evaluation was based on the questionnaire. I
faced the fact that the Slovenian cultural and research context was
quite quantitatively oriented (Stronach et al. 1998). Using question-
naires for data collecting is quite a common practice in research ac-
tivities, but not for evaluation purpose. I noticed passive behaviour
towards this way of evaluation — almost a silent rebellion — among
older professors. The majority of younger teachers and assistants,
however, accepted the questionnaires relatively well. But my records
show that in the first year I was in fact ‘alone. Only a few colleagues
were occasionally involved in certain stages of the research. Even
changes, based on report results were planned with a few colleagues
only. I knew that I was able to implement some procedures only be-
cause of my firm belief in doing something right and worthwhile for
further development. I was also aware of the fact that I was entering
a completely new territory for Slovenian higher education - estab-
lishing an institutional quality assurance system and testing it. The
existing professional literature provided professional support, while
the power to implement the project emerged from my position at the

College.
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Reconstruction of the Self-Evaluation Procedure

During the summer months in 1997, I checked the questionnaire that
I used and I re-read the summary of the analysis as well as all per-
sonal analyses of teachers and assistants. I leafed through the folder
called my ‘research diary. The documents, notes from meetings, and
conversations had been inserted into it. It felt as if the last half of the
year was repeating again. | had to decide what was well accepted and
approved last year as it would make sense to keep for the next year
in similar form, and what to change.

I also planned to ask the teaching staff about their views and opin-
ions on teaching and organisational issues and routines. I knew |
had to find some kind of a mechanism to encourage discussions on
organisational issues among teachers. That seemed to be one of the
major problems I'intended to face the next year. Everything was made
even more difficult by the growth of the College — which grew in size
from one to two cohorts of students, and consequently the number
of teachers increased as well.

School Activities

Some of the new school activities could be implemented immedi-
ately and did not require a lot of co-ordination, while others required
a different approach, more discussion and a consensus. It was easy
to plan and later to implement changes related to organisational rou-
tines and practices; a discussion with the person centrally involved
was usually sufficient to change a routine. We extended the opening
hours of the office for students’ affairs and the library opened twice a
week in the afternoon. For some improvements, however, we needed
resources: for example, we planned to buy a photocopying machine
so that students could make copies in the library, to purchase some
equipment and to set up the computer classroom.

My intensive interest in students continued the following year. I
wanted to encourage them to play an active role in the study process
and also to take responsibility for their own achievements. I concen-
trated my efforts, directly related to the success of my students, in a
development project called ‘From New Student to Graduate. I also
thought a lot about the development of the teaching stafl.

They were all experts in their own subject areas but as an institu-
tion we could have benefited by developing our own approach and
a comprehensive view of teaching. By the end of the first academic
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year yet another idea matured: teachers should get involved in re-
flecting on teaching practice, in order to develop a more holistic view
of teaching and learning. I partially started to implement that idea in
the second cycle of my action research. It grew steadily and shaped
into an institutionalised form of staff professional development dur-
ing the second stage of this action research.

In a way, I lived ‘with” the College and “for’ it. I wanted to test
the action research dynamic in live situation. | started to study; I
wanted to experience the complexity of self-evaluation in practice.
I was dedicated to work, changes and practice improvement. In my
mind, I designed other options for changes, such as implementa-
tion of the EcTs, elective subjects and new study programmes. But I
could not afford to use all of my energy in one year since establish-
ing a higher education institution is a long lasting project — a real
marathon. It requires prudence and, above all, endurance. That was
my main thought in the beginning of the second academic year also
being the second cycle of my action research study.

Teachers, Quality of Teaching and Learning

The dividing line between the 1st and 2nd cycle is blurred since both
cycles are marked by two dimensions of action research: daily op-
eration or practice, and its evaluation. An additional dimension of
complexity is added by my interwoven roles of a manager and a re-
searcher.

The plan for the new academic year (1997/1998) was based on
conclusions, interpretation of findings and suggestions for improve-
ment acquired through the 1st cycle. My position at the College was
one of the factors that had influenced the content of changes and
dynamics of their implementation the most. It would be difficult to
say that the changes introduced have replaced the old, established
processes with new practice. The College was only in its stage of es-
tablishment and there was no old practice. Since the establishment
we have developed our own rules and regulations, all with respect
for the legal framework. In regulating some essential areas of work,
we have followed the practice of similar higher education institutions
in Slovenia and abroad - for example, how libraries work and what
marking regulations other institutions have. Nevertheless, many ac-
tivities have been done intuitively, especially those that have had a
strong influence on the so-called spirit of the school.
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FIGURE 3.2 'Two Parallel Dimensions of Action Research Contents

In the first year, we worked with students a lot. In order to ensure
the study effectiveness, an introductory seminar for new-students was
introduced. In the 2nd cycle, we systematically upgraded the activ-
ities that had already started as well as developed the new ones. In
the second academic year, we carefully introduced training and edu-
cation for teaching stafl.

In the 2nd cycle of action research, I began to recognise the in-
terplay between the self-evaluation processes and performance in
higher education practice. The beginning might have been intui-
tive, but soon enough - perhaps also because the research approach
forced me to critically reflect upon the processes and events — I con-
sciously started to deal with the cause-effect relationships between
self-evaluation and the improvement of practice. Focusing on the
content for each of the cycles emerged from these relationships as
well - the success of students in the first year, and the professional
development of the stafl in the following year.
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In figure 3.2 1 tried to show the two dimensions or contents of the
action research: the construction of the self-evaluation ‘model’ on
the left and the improvement of practice on the right.

Both processes result from the activities of the first cycle, the stage
was called ‘Look 1. The first year (in the 1st cycle of the action re-
search), I conscientiously tackled the creation of the questionnaire on
students’ satisfaction and took practice for a given fact — as something
that would evolve on its own. Let me emphasize here that the ‘self-
evaluation procedure’ is narrower in sense than the ‘self-evaluation
process.’ A procedure is supposed to focus on technical issues, while a
self-evaluation process includes procedures and draws attention (and
the focus of research) to improvements introduced for the sake of or-
ganisation and its people. Here and there, the reader might notice
some inconsistency related to both definitions in my writing, but, es-
pecially at the early stages of the research, it is sometimes difficult
to distinguish between the process and the procedure. The develop-
ment of self-evaluation procedures still represented the focal point
of my research in that period, its ultimate ‘goal’ at the time being the
construction of a self-evaluation model.

I also started to reflect upon connections between both processes
and their interweaving. Is a planned approach to practice improving
a logical consequence of self-evaluation? Is it at all relevant to think
in terms of cause and effect by separating them from one another?
Or, could it be that self-evaluation is an automatic ‘result’ of a good
practice thus becoming its integral part?

The 2nd cycle of the action research hence began with the im-
provement of practice, which was based on the self-evaluation of the
College’s operations in the first academic year. This dimension, which
could be labelled as the ‘improvement of practice,” seems an impor-
tant output of the self-evaluation procedure to me. While thinking
about it, I realized that had there only been one cycle, the self-
evaluation procedure could result in suggestions or plans for change,
but they would never be implemented in practice. To me, acting (ac-
tion) was essential. And | notice that the action research at that point
brought an important ‘action’ dimension into the self-evaluation the-
ory.

Despite difficulties in drawing a clear line between the cycles as
well as separating the management from the research I will, in order
to be transparent, present the 2nd cycle of the action research in two
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FIGURE 3.3 Building the Self-Evaluation ‘Model’ through Action Research:
Stage 2

parts. First, I will describe the improvement implementation. I will
focus on those innovations which seemed to be essential for insti-
tutional development — the improvements related to material condi-
tions, different organisational structure, changes in curriculum and
staff professional development. In a way, the content of innovations
and changes reflected my vision of important issues and priorities
in the higher education institution. I cannot clearly separate the ac-
tion research based changes from those emerging from institutional
growth. To me, the institutional growth represented one of the major
elements of change at this point.

The figure 3.3 shows the development of my original idea. I started
with a straight link and clear line between the self-evaluation proce-
dure and the functioning of the institution. The practice was basi-
cally ‘given’ to me and I had no intention to evaluate or monitor it
in detail. The action research as a research method was focused on
development of self-evaluation only, the left curve in the figure. Yet,
things already got complicated by the end of the first cycle. I realised
that changing self-evaluation procedures also meant change of the
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practice at the same time. The dimension of the practice improve-
ment emerged spontaneously (the right spiral). The grey arrow in the
figure represents the field where results of self-evaluation of the first
cycle influenced the action and practice of the next year - in the
second cycle.

The simple concept of the action research ‘look - think - act’
appears in both the research and the management of a higher ed-
ucation institution. But it was not a matter of two separate action
researches. My ‘“function’” enabled me to link the self-evaluation de-
velopment with practice while the action research basically remained
the working style. Soon, the lines dividing self-evaluation from prac-
tice became unclear. Figure 3.3 demonstrates that I wanted to have
a clear model of relationships, influences and cause-effect relations
between practice and self-evaluation. The self-evaluation did not re-
main a separate activity — the action research embedded it into prac-
tice. Both, the managerial and research dimensions interwove more
and more, and not just in the context of my action research, at the
one particular year level. The ‘look - think - act’ routine became
the predominant style of me approaching everyday work, personally
as well as in terms of managing the College. Have I started to build
an ‘organised chaos’ approach towards organisational development -
towards quality?

Quality Chaos
In literature, self-evaluation is listed as one of the approaches, mod-
els of quality. Murgatroyd and Morgan (1993) discuss TQMm, inspec-
tion (at undergraduate level) and the quality assurance models, such
as 150 standards and also self-evaluation. Higher education is differ-
ent from under-graduate education at least in some areas, such as
the autonomy of the institutions. Pounder (2000) argues that institu-
tional self-assessment is considered to be the crucial quality assur-
ance mechanism in higher education. The essential elements of all
the quality assurance systems in higher education are the institutions
taking responsibility for self-evaluation and involvement into some
form of external evaluation (peers, commissions, agencies) (Scheele,
Maassen, and Westerheijden 1998). Self-evaluation has, hence, be-
come an imperative for institutions in order to prove their quality
and a high level of accountability. One of the aims is associated with
the accreditation system as well. As there are more and more private
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universities emerging also in the countries that had traditionally not
have private higher education institutions, accreditation seems to be
essential in order to get recognised on the national level as well as in
the European Union, and also signalling readiness for the movement
of goods, workforce and knowledge, as well as the mobility quality.

The problem with the idea of self-evaluation as the quality concept
is mainly that despite the explicit self-evaluation (Scheele, Maassen,
and Westerheijden 1998), the ‘external’ factor is extremely important.
With it, the university as an independent institution establishes stan-
dards itself (Wolff 1997) and opens them to the public in order to as-
sure or assume public responsibility, as stated in the Erfurt Declara-
tion on the autonomy of universities. Yet, Kirn (1996) states that mo-
bility, markets and competitiveness in the European Union require
quality of higher education systems while respecting their autonomy
(‘institutions’) and accountability (‘towards public’). The only ques-
tion is whether the institution and the public follow the same agenda.
Boyle and Bowden (1997, 117) provide an answer to my question ar-
guing that ‘any approach to quality assurance in higher education
needs to recognise this complexity and the need to balance a qual-
ity improvement orientation and the accountability function. For me,
balancing is about negotiation and not a solution for a dichotomy of
external standards and internally implemented processes. It seems
that in the market environment the outcomes are worth more than
the processes. Evaluation can be seen as a ‘tyranny of transparency’
(Strathern 2000), part of the ‘audit culture’ and consequently also as
concern for the ‘economy of performance’ (Stronach 2000), partic-
ularly when imposed on institutions from the government in order
to increase accountability and competition. Or, it can be justified as
the need to shake the old and almighty universities and to take into
account both the students and the public.

In terms of novelty implementation, I find it interesting that quality
approaches including self-evaluation models, often remain theoret-
ical, written in national directives or project reports, where, at least
to the best of my knowledge for the Slovenian context, evaluation is
most often separated from those who work in practice. This can also
be seen in the pHARE, ETF, the Danish Center for Quality Assur-
ance and Evaluation of Higher Education and the French National
Evaluation Committee, for example. These three reports illustrate the
building of the evaluation ‘model” and its recommendations. But how
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are these recommendations put into practice? The gap between the
national and the institutional, between accountability and academic
freedom seems to steer the changes and create obstacles.

Look: The Improvement of Practice

In the 2nd cycle of the action research, I'm separating the improve-
ments into two categories:

1. changes that were implemented in order to improve the results
as the outcomes of study activities and to increase the study
effectiveness, and

2. changes that contributed to staff professional development
and/or to the formation of the academic community.

Study efficiency and professional development have proven to be
important topics, therefore I am specially reflecting on them in the
final chapter, in terms of quality theory and organizational culture.

Study Performance and Student Satisfaction

In the following, I summarize some of the activities that we have
introduced in the academic year 1997/1998 and have (or should)

contribute to the study effectiveness in the long run:

* improving spatial conditions, for example a computer room and
the reading room,

* increasing purchase of professional literature for the library,

* establishing our own publishing house and encouraging teach-
ers to publish textbooks, scripts and manuals for practicum,

* re-constructing an introductory seminar for new students and
upgrading it with computer skills seminar,

* issuing a manual on assignment writing for students, also aiming
at unification of teachers’ requirements concerning the style and
the form,

* promoting extra-curricular activities, such as sports, movie
evenings, social events, the first new students ceremony,

* teacher training,
* re-designing of the questionnaire for full time students and

* designing of a new questionnaire for part-time.
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Despite of all that, I was aware of the fact that innovations alone
would not accelerate the College’s development: seeing things as a
researcher and a director, it is not only important to introduce the
changes, but the approach itself. Will the students be ready to accept
it? And the staft? Are the changes just a shooting star or are they
going to last longer and become components of the College’s func-
tioning — part of its culture? (Research Diary, 11th November 1997).

In order to give the reader an opportunity to get an insight into the
action research, I will introduce and explain some of these changes,
also be able to serve as a basis to assess and evaluate the circum-
stances in which the innovation was implemented. The introductory
seminar for new students was shifted to an earlier period - the winter
term — and was conducted in four groups of approximately 30 stu-
dents. It was well received. The questionnaires which students com-
pleted at the end were filled with positive statements, such as ‘a lot
of practical work,” ‘we all participate,” ‘very useful,” ‘instructive. Only
a few students wrote: ‘boring,” ‘useless,” ‘waste of time. I expected a
few such reactions.

According to the Higher Education Act, practical training — as a
form of acquiring work experience during the course of studies -
is compulsory in professional higher education institutions. It aims
at giving the students a ‘real life experience’ and a sense of real-
ity of their future profession. For that purpose, professional practice
in working organizations should also be a part of the training. With
regard to the contents of the ‘Management’ study programme, we
planned to insert a couple of weeks of professional practice into each
of the three years of study. But already within the first year, we en-
countered companies’ unwillingness to provide professional practice
opportunities for students. Their excuses being that they have ‘their
own work” and that ‘care for the students is not paid.

Based on the experience of the previous year, and in accordance
with the feedback we received from companies, some changes were
introduced. For the first year students, we replaced the professional
practice in companies with practical training provided by the Col-
lege. The introductory seminar for new students and the computer
science course were part of this training. The students in the second
year went to different companies to do their four weeks professional
practice, they worked during summer holidays. That area of profes-
sional practice was an innovation in the Slovenian higher education
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context, introduced without state support. The following diary entry
is an indication of the problems encountered.

In May 1998 we organized training for mentors in order to facili-
tate their work with students. All their expenses were covered by the
College. Approximately 120 mentors were invited, among them those
who had been mentors already and those who were supposed to be-
come mentors. 11 mentors attended the seminar. The low response
rate was attributed to work overload. “There is no time!” said one of
the participants and continued: ‘During the year, a student constantly
requires additional time from the mentor. While performing the tasks
of his job, he must assign some appropriate work to the student as
well and this work must be supervised. A student also represents a
financial burden for the company. We have to pay the student at least
one meal and transportation costs, and they expect some financial
reward as well’

I objected by emphasizing that a student can also do some useful
work for the company. The mentor only shrugged and added: ‘Some
of them are hard workers and useful indeed. Sometimes they even
find the work by themselves. It is, however, inconvenient that pro-
fessional practice is always organised during summer months when
the majority of employees go on vacation. In our company we do not
leave a lot of work undone for that period of time and the extent
of activities is as a rule smaller during the vacation period. Students
would be much more useful to us at the beginning of the calendar
year’ (Research Diary, 7th May 1998).

The professional practice seemed important to me, for students as
well as for the College, so I paid special attention to it. We introduced
questionnaires about professional practice for students and mentors
as a part of self-evaluation procedure. The main purpose was to sys-
tematically monitor the area that nobody at the College was really
familiar with and to organize the professional practice in a way that it
would best meet the needs of students and of the study programme.
At the same time, the College’s links with the economy should be
strengthened — the transfer of theory into practice and vice versa.

Staff Development does Not Just Happen by ltself
Success of the students is closely related to teachers’ pedagogical ca-
pabilities. The teachers and the assistants need to know their subject
or the area of expertise well and have knowledge of teaching and
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learning methods and strategies. Education and training for peda-
gogical work is a part of a complex area of staff development and I
systematically engaged in it during that academic year. Let me list
below some activities that we introduced:

* At the Senate meeting, we defined the rules and the employment
policy more precisely.

* Measures and standards for staff promotion were approved and
the implementation of related procedures began.

* The training related to higher education didactics was organised
for all colleagues (two seminars).

* We organized discussions on questionnaire analysis for the stu-
dents and the teachers.

* Various social events for staft such as celebrating birthdays and
other important events as well as the New Year celebrations were
organised.

* The first professional excursion for staft was carried out.

As already mentioned, during the first year at the College I had
to deal with severe employment problematics and could only choose
from the following three options:

* To employ retired teachers (between 60 and 65 years old) having
the title of a professor, on a contractual basis.

* To employ teachers from the Slovenian universities — provided
that they can get consent from their parent institution — on a
contractual basis.

* To regularly employ full-time local teachers (mostly without
rhp), at the level of senior lecturers or lecturers.

I have mostly decided for the contractual employment of already
formed teachers.

Teachers are supposed to have appropriate qualifications in two
areas: in the subject area and in pedagogy. The professionalism of
subject area is most important. Teachers upgrade their professional,
subject area knowledge by completing Master, Doctoral or Postdoc-
toral studies, and later by participation in research projects, inter-
national conferences and so on. However, the field of teaching and
skills for it is underestimated in higher education (Marenti¢ Pozarnik

and Miheve 1997; Marenti¢ Pozarnik 1998).
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Look: Designing the Self-Evaluation ‘Model’

Designing the annual self-evaluation procedure is the core of the ac-
tion research. As I am referring to the experience from the 1st cycle,
this is a process of restructuring. During the second year, the ques-
tionnaires, their design and implementation were still in focus of my
interest. [ used the analysis as a starting point for discussion with
the employees; after all, it was all about the solid scientific facts, to
which in Slovenia we still prefer to respond, or at least their apparent
credibility makes a certain impression. This can be illustrated with
experience from one of our meetings where the presenter used a lot
of graphs and quoted the percentages. He made a strong impression
on the audience although the sample and other parameters were im-
precise and misleading. The approval was repeated: “What a graph!
What a picture!’

During the 2nd cycle, new instruments were introduced - the ques-
tionnaire for part-time students and the questionnaire for teachers.
That year, the presentation of the analysis was accompanied by a
lively discussion among the staff. The feeling of success was nicely
summarized in a statement by a colleague: ‘I would be disappointed
it we had not surveyed students this year. I am really curious how I
stand this year.

Being able to attract my colleague into thinking about instrument
changes and the production of new ones made me really glad. She
was much happier to co-operate than in the first year. At that point
she already participated in the content design and she independently
designed the questionnaires. She assisted in the conduct of surveys
and took over the preparation of the data analysis and the reports.
The questionnaire-related activities became part of her work. By the
end of the academic year she took the initiative in designing a new
questionnaire that new students were supposed to fill it at enrolment.
It focused on the reasons for choosing the College and on their ex-
pectations. We planned to give the completed questionnaires back to
teachers who taught subjects in the first year in order for them to
have a better picture about the cohort they were teaching. Her idea
seemed interesting and we agreed for her to prepare a questionnaire
draft for the following year.

Think: On Self-Evaluation Procedure

The questionnaires (surveys) were the central part of the first two ac-
tion research cycles, so this stage of the action research was called
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‘technical’ or ‘instrumental” The questionnaire-making process was
not separated from the process of the practice improvement. Already
in the 1st cycle, that is in my pilot or experimental research year |
have chosen the questionnaire to be the central instrument. I have
already discussed the reasons for my choice and the specific Slove-
nian context in the previous chapters. However, looking back on my
then efforts to create my own ‘model’ of self-evaluation, I see the
extension of the already existing and accepted set of instruments to
new samples. From the 1st cycle I had the knowledge and experi-
ence from the questionnaire construction and design, from conduct-
ing surveys, processing and interpretation of data as well as from
discussions about data provided by questionnaires. The width of the
data was more important than their depth, which is exactly what sur-
veys provide (Merriam 1998; Yin 1994; Creswell 1998).

Establishing a student survey system is a complex and dynamic
process, which definitely requires a variety of knowledge and skills,
including those from the field of management. Taking into account
the organisation of work at the College, I decided to follow the next
steps:

* to separate all three questionnaire-related stages of the imple-
mentation process;

* to decide about the instrument and then design it;

* to gather and process the data in order to prepare the summary
and personal analysis reports;

* to interpret analyses and reports and to discuss improvements.

In the first year, most attention was paid to the first two stages.
In the second, I still actively participated in preparing the question-
naires, but focused my attention on the analysis interpretation, either
at the staff meeting or later, in one-to-one or smaller group discus-
sions.

The same year the questionnaires were improved, re-designed for
part-time students and teachers as well. But I started to feel the need
for deeper data insight, not just for myself but for the staff as well.
Also, I became more aware of the data gathered by surveys. I wanted
people to start reflecting on their work and how to improve them-
selves. The question “What is the fuss about it?”” got its true meaning
in the 3rd cycle. The staff started to feel that those ‘annoying’ ques-
tionnaires had a deeper meaning after all. By using them, we paved
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the way to the ‘social stage’ of the institution development, but as
long as the questionnaires were still technically imperfect and not a
part of the routine, moving towards ‘social’ was almost impossible.
Only when the logistics handling of surveys had become transparent,
the focus could shitt to people.

Some ideas about the (re)construction of the questionnaires were
results of discussions with the teachers and the non-teaching staff.
I wondered how to get the teachers systematically involved in the
construction of the range of instruments and managed to do it by
introducing new questionnaires for the teachers and by asking them
their opinions and suggestions for change. Their answers helped me
in (re)constructing and transforming the self-evaluation procedure
that later implemented in 3rd cycle.

Do: Constructing a ‘Model’

The doing phase is an integral part of self-evaluation as well as of the
action research. In the context of self-evaluation, the notion of ‘do-
ing’ can be understood as the totality of changes and improvements
planned. As for the College, the analysis of numerical data and the
reports created the basis for numerous formal discussions and count-
less informal conversations that resulted in suggestions for change.
The ideas were considered carefully and, after having consulted a few
individuals, I suggested them to be carried out in the following year
as new or improved activities. | describe some of these activities or
improvements in more detail in the 3rd cycle.

As an organisational activity, the action research should also have
a ‘doing’ stage. Every cycle requires a critical reflection on the work
already done and indicates changes for the next cycle. Within the
framework of my action research, this ‘doing’ stood for the continu-
ous construction of an organic self-evaluation ‘model” By means of
the action research aiming at self-evaluation modelling, I intended to
discover the path to a sustainable, organic development of a higher
education institution.

By that time the questionnaires were already institutionalised to
a certain extent and became part of the school’s routine. A critical
overview of the data related to the functioning of the school shows
that in the first two years of the action research we confronted many
issues. But we remained weak mostly in the area of the institutional
norm, guidelines and values as well as the strategic management.
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Those areas were supposed to be the focus of the last, 3rd cycle of
the action research. The action research was initially planned to only
last for three years. In the academic year 1098/1999, when I realized
that the self-evaluation model had not yet been fully developed, I
decided to extend the research for another year.

Designing Mission Statement and Sense of Belonging
to Institution

In 1998/1999, some activities represented a great contribution to
the development of internal organisation of a higher education in-
stitution. The most important of them were encouragement of pro-
fessional co-operation among the co-workers (introduction of the
chairs, pedagogic seminars that evolved into yearly pedagogical con-
sultations), and efforts for transparency of the College’s activities
(questionnaires, a study guide, some statistics on study effectiveness,
etc.) and last but not the least, creating a mission statement as some
kind of an attempt to clearly express our common understanding of
quality.

Of all the possibilities, why do I emphasize the vision and the
mission statement? The first reason lies in the very nature of the
evaluation: it requires well-defined objectives that can eventually be
compared with the actual outcomes (Fidler 1996; Davies and Ellison
1999). By rule, a plan of activities defining its goals long before the
implementation of the self-evaluation process should exist in every
organisation. The second reason was the need to ensure the College
at least a basic level of stability, especially as far as the internal orga-
nisation was concerned. This seemed even more important since the
situation in the Slovenian higher education was increasingly unpre-
dictable, thus making schools more vulnerable. To illustrate it fur-
ther, the number of students was increasing every year, the resources
granted by the state were limited and the demands for quality greater.
Establishing of new, independent higher education institutions took
place, and the efforts to found the new University of Primorska Re-
gion became more prominent. In May 1997, a project for establish-
ment of the University of Primorska was formally launched, and soon
after that, initiatives for new universities in other Slovenian provinces
(for example, in Dolenjska and Gorenjska regions) emerged.

The third reason for creating the vision and mission statement was
a personal one. In May 1998 I was nominated a director of the College
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of management in Koper. Setting up a process of strategic planning
on the basis of a dialogue with the colleagues represented a great
occupational and professional challenge. The process of creating a
vision and a mission statement was planned to unfold within five suc-
cessive workshops. The emphasis was on dialogue among the staff.
In addition, the search for the common interests of all the important
College members was actually the study of the values held by these
individuals. That phase was interpreted as the ‘social’ level of the ac-
tion research. The formation of a mission statement influenced my
perception and understanding of the College management, as well as
the configuration of a self-evaluation ‘model.

Self-Evaluation: Technical and Social Level

Preparing for the questionnaire implementation, quite time-consum-
ing earlier, has become almost a routine in the 3rd cycle. We con-
ducted a survey among the full-time and part-time students, about
the level of their studies satisfaction, and two similar surveys among
the new-students and among the teachers. The analysis of the ques-
tionnaires and the discussion followed. The action research, intro-
duced as a means of self-evaluation ‘model’ construction, entered a
new dimension of changing the practice and initiating changes in the
2nd cycle, with the ultimate goal of an overall institutional develop-
ment. Each year, the ‘natural’ development or growth of the College
paired with the conscious changing of practice, created a new situ-
ation for the self-evaluation procedure to develop and settle in. The
focus of the 3rd cycle being the creation of a mission statement, the
processes of the improvement of practice and the re-construction of
self-evaluation approached each other even more. My roles of a re-
searcher and a director started to interweave inseparably.

When [ started to plan my action research, I expected to continu-
ally develop and improve self-evaluation throughout the cycles - to
define the self-evaluation ‘model” as clearly and precisely as possible.
In the 2nd cycle I use an arrow (figure 3.3) to show the causality in
the link between the selt-evaluation procedure and the improvement
of practice, in order to show how the results from the questionnaires
affect the practice and the functioning of the organisation at the indi-
vidual, group and institutional activity levels respectively. In the 3rd
cycle, when we drafted the mission statement, the activities began
to interweave almost ‘organically’ and in figure 3.4 they are depicted
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FIGURE 3.4 Building the Self-Evaluation ‘Model’ through Action Research:
Stage 3

with grey links between the action spirals of self-evaluation and the
improvement of practice.

Still determined to get to my ‘model,” this is why I defined the
formulation of the mission statement simply as one of the elements
of its design. Between the two action spirals, I started to look for some
kind of a logical connection and the structuring of various processes
that took place at the organisation level (figure 3.5).

The various connections and interweaving (grey lines in the figure)
indicate the dynamics of the emerging ‘model’ of self-evaluation. The
principles of the action research are slowly but obviously becoming
the appropriate means to achieve the aim, or rather the way the work
was carried out within the organization. The monitoring, evaluating
and introducing improvements (in figure 3.5, each turn of the spiral
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FIGURE 3.5 Processes and Dynamics in Action Research

represents one cycle of the action research) were supposed to con-
tribute towards effective organisational development.

I also started to differentiate the connection, marking a mutual in-
fluence between the research and the management dimension, thus
between my roles of a researcher and a manager. My position, based
on these conclusions was that without changing the practice, the con-
struction process of the self-evaluation ‘model’ would only be a pur-
pose to itself, and would therefore be interesting exclusively from the
point of view of a researcher. At the same time, changing the practice
without evaluation would inevitably lead to non-systematic, ad hoc
changes, bringing less benefit for institutional development.

Nevertheless, 1 still wanted to perceive the simultaneity of mu-
tually distinct and well-recognised processes in the interweaving of
my roles. They are marked with thin arrows in the lower half of fig-
ure 3.5. The role of a manager influences the course and changing
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of self-evaluation procedure since implementing it requires manage-
ment skills; also, the procedure itself is subject to evaluation, which
again is one of the tasks performed by the manager. The role of the
researcher strongly influences the functioning of the organisation,
the management processes more precisely, since the improvements,
emerging from the previous years’ self-evaluation results are intro-
duced, and the current management practice is being evaluated and
self-reflected as well.

Look: Improvement of Practice

The process of formulation of a mission statement could be included
into the ‘improvement of practice’ chapter, but I prefer to describe it
within the framework of the (re)construction of self-evaluation pro-
cedure, because planning and stating the goals are closely related to
the institutional evaluation. As a matter of fact, one should not exist
without the other. If we want to evaluate the work of an institution,
we should get to know its aims and goals, since the degree to which
they have been achieved is determined by means of evaluation. With
no critical opinion and no self-evaluation of performance it is ex-
tremely difficult to decide what to do next (Hargreaves and Hopkins
1991; Hopkins 1989).

The College grew and expanded, development of study pro-
grammes as well as the publishing of manuals and textbooks have
contributed to the ‘building” of a higher education institution. Most
activities have become institutionalised, the component parts of our
organisational culture. A similar process of institutionalisation can be
seen in the surveys and in the framework of the self-evaluation pro-
cedure. Let me describe some more important activities that aimed
towards the two principal targets: the professional development and
the student success.

An institutionalised academic community cannot just simply ap-
pear overnight and there is no rule that would lead to it. In the aca-
demic year 1996/1997, the College started from scratch. Yet, this is
not entirely true; everyone contributed his views, interests, wishes,
expectations and a special value system. A certain culture did exist,
but still not in a form of a new organization that would confirm that
the culture is based on widely accepted (internalised) values of peo-
ple. Tavéar (2002, 19) states that ‘the connection between the mani-
festations (artefacts) and the adopted values and assumptions is not
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unique,” therefore it is difficult to identify the characteristics of an
organisational culture from its manifestations. In a new institution,
the emergence of culture is a gradual process, greatly influenced by
values of the stakeholders. The non-existence of an ‘organisational
culture’ (Schein 1999), does not indicate the absence of tension be-
tween individual value systems. From the beginning, we encouraged
processes that were supposed to help in establishing an academic
community, expected to be built on a large enough number of gen-
erally accepted principles and values (in education) or, simply said,
the views on learning and teaching as well as researching in a higher
education institution.

In the previous year, one-day workshops on didactics in higher ed-
ucation were very well received, so in the third year I decided to risk
with a longer version. I use the word ‘risk” because workshops that
include the entire teaching stafl, especially in the field of didactics,
are a rather unfamiliar concept in the culture of Slovenian higher ed-
ucation institutions. These forms of professional integration strongly
influenced the growth and the cultural level of the emerging higher
education institution.

Think: Self-Evaluation and the Mission of the Organisation

In the 3rd cycle of the action research, the central activity of con-
structing the self-evaluation ‘model” was creation of a vision and
mission statement, which represented the beginning of the strategic
planning process. Two reasons convinced me to try and create a de-
velopment plan for our College. The first reason involved my research
study: the planning process was strongly interlinked with the institu-
tional evaluation (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1991; Hopkins 1989; Sal-
lis 1993). The second reason was encouragement from a senior col-
league, who had already suggested creating such a development plan
in the previous year. Strategic management is his field of expertise
and he believed the process of planning and plans to be of utter im-
portance for a successful organisation. He focused on the process of
monitoring the College’s activities, because | was immersed in devel-
oping the self-evaluation ‘model” The construction of the College’s
development plan seemed to be an opportunity to bring together
the two processes (planning and evaluating) both being indispens-
able management functions (Ansoff 1984; Hopkins 1989; Stoner and
Freeman 1992). The process of planning defines the main activities
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of the organization, maps out the long-term and short-term goals of
the organisation, as well as individual activities and their standards
of efficiency. Therefore, the pre-set standards of the evaluation pro-
cess (and of control, in this context) are among criteria for assessing
efficiency of an organisation or activity.

We approached the strategic planning in accordance with the
‘model of organisation policy’ (Tavéar 1997). Similar approaches can
be found in other authors (Kralj 1992; Schwaninger 1994; Mintzberg
1983; 1994). Mintzberg (1994) resumes the history of the strategic
planning ‘from its origins around 1965 through its rise to promi-
nence and its subsequent fall” He challenges the belief that planning
is rational, logical, linear and controllable and emphasizes that strate-
gic management should be understood as ‘an arena of complexity’
where important cognitive and social processes take place. He ends
his book with a valuable thought that there was never one best way
in the planning. To that, he also adds that too much planning may
lead to chaos, but the same is true for the lack of it, only in this case
slipping into chaos would be direct (p. 415).

Fidler (1996), in his book Strategic Management for School Devel-
opment describes the strategic management in educational organisa-
tions and provide activities in order to help practitioners in develop-
ing a strategy in their own organisation. He also warns of problems
and contradictions in the period of introducing strategic management
into schools. This book is considered to be some kind of a guidebook
through strategic planning, although Fidler warns that it should pri-
marily contribute to an understanding of processes. Models need to
adapt to school circumstances (p. 16). Watson and Crossley (2001) ex-
amine the generation and the evolution of the strategic management
process in higher education, pointing out that strategic planning re-
quires a high degree of flexibility and involvement. Flexibility should
encourage adaptation to the changing environment of the institution
and the need to avoid creation of an over-rigid control and planning
system. A wider involvement is necessary to gain the ‘ownership’ from
the stakeholders responsible, not only for the strategy’s construction
but also for its implementation (pp. 121-122).

The strategic planning process at the College had an optimistic
start and was initially limited to a smaller group of people. Later,
all employees participated in the planning process. The co-operation
itself was in fact more important than the final outcome and within
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six months, we designed our own vision and mission statement. The
development plan had to wait for the following year. At that time we
also prepared the first annual report of the College, a review of the
work accomplished from its establishment onwards and a sort of the
first public report on our self-evaluation at the same time.

The project team was supposed to meet twice a month. The tasks
and the time limits were defined in great detail, and the Senate was
supposed to approve the development plan by April 2000. The first
and the most important assignment, that of ‘defining the basic (per-
manent) policies of the College,” should comprise the following:

* the mission statement as a programme framework and the ben-
eficiaries of the College, as well as the vision,

* the objectives of the College and its benchmarks and

* the basic content orientation of the College’s activities, the ba-
sic organisation of the College, together with its financing and
employment policies.

I had my concerns about the actual dynamics of our strategic plan-
ning and defining of the meaning of this structured planning process
within a narrow project group. I wanted to get all employees involved
in the process, in order to work together and to co-ordinate possible
solutions. Such a co-operation would also be an opportunity for us
to identify the specificities of planning in higher education.

Act: Strategic Planning

One of the most important tasks in the following year would most
certainly be continuation of the strategic planning project and prepa-
ration of the development plan. Defining the objectives, criteria for
assessing the performance of main activities was an integral part of
the selt-evaluation process, which was the basic content of the last,
the 4th cycle of the action research. The development plan could be
understood as a written document, which should reflect the College’s
everyday practice.

In that year, the questionnaires remained an integral part of the
self-evaluation process; the ones for postgraduate students had to be
re-designed, but generally speaking, they became an integral part of
our practice, we adopted them. It is interesting that in the year when
the questionnaires were no longer an issue at our school, the Uni-
versity of Ljubljana launched the so-called ‘media campaign’ on the
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questionnaires’ necessity (Delo, 2 February 1999). The public debate
confirmed my belief that the surveys had been justified, but only if
analysed promptly and in co-operation with the staff in the same aca-
demic year as they were carried out. Thus in the case of the students’
questionnaires priority should be given to the process of realising
them and less to their contents.

That year, we designed the first annual report which was also sup-
posed to be some kind of a first public report on self-evaluation. We
had to consider and define the most reliable performance indicators
that will allow to compare our work with the work of other higher ed-
ucation institutions. We also had to reach an agreement on data: what
do they show, who, when and how were they collected and analysed
by, how and by whom are they used, how do they help to improve
the situation in the short and long run. Thus, the process of self-
evaluation in its natural progression interfered with the processes of
operational and developmental planning

At the time I was not certain whether I could manage to construct
an institutionalised self-evaluation ‘model’ in the last cycle - holis-
tic, balanced and comprehensive. I thought that such a model could
only be a way of operating and thinking, something impossible to
exist in reality since the circumstances and the people are changing
constantly. Such thinking and doubt accompanied me into the last
year of the action research.

Search of Self-Evaluation ‘Model’ as Social Process

The decision to extend the action research onto one more cycle and
thus prolong it for another academic year was taken in the summer
of 1999. The main reason was the fact that I could not have finished
the research at that point since the ‘model” planned to be the result
of the study was not yet constructed. I continued to believe that our
mission statement would develop into a written development plan
during the 4th cycle, which would conclude the research by provid-
ing some kind of a document on managing of the interwoven pro-
cesses of development planning and self-evaluation.

Soon, the possibility of creating such a final document seemed less
and less likely. The processes have gained more and more impor-
tance, various instruments were losing significance. In the first two
cycles, instruments offered a kind of solid support for the construc-
tion of a self-evaluation ‘model” The processes were of the so-called



110 Chapter Three

soft type by nature, but very important. They enabled the connec-
tions between the day-to-day activities, and those connections led to
good practice or at least offered the possibilities for its step-by-step
improvement.

I started to consider self-evaluation and planning more as a pro-
cess, but was still was driven by the need to create a (more or less
static) model. Even in the 3rd and 4th cycle, while focusing mostly
on the development planning, I put much more emphasis on the pro-
cesses of reflection, negotiation and the pursuit of agreement than to
the mere production of the mission statement and the development
plan. In this regard, it is important how the development planning
process was directed — we critically contemplated the College’s di-
rections and objectives for the next few years. The question arose
as to when and how the development planning process should be
carried out and in how many steps. Hargreaves and Hopkins (1991)
recommend a strictly strategic (forward and outward-oriented, proac-
tive, creative and holistic) approach to development planning, im-
plying that a development plan is some kind of annual renewal
of the thinking process about the organisation’s future. From the
management point of view I would therefore need some documen-
tation on the planning process management. Such an approach to
development planning was tested in the 4th cycle of the action re-
search.

Even for self-evaluation, it seemed that the processes such as data
gathering and interpretation have been more important than the re-
sults, such as written reports. The best outcome, however, are the
results that direct us towards changing our way of functioning. This
as well is an essential part of my research — that self-evaluation actu-
ally resulted in the improvement of everyday practice.

Development planning strongly influenced the development of the
self-evaluation ‘model” When defining the development fields of the
College, we also defined other fields that should be given some spe-
cial attention within the self-evaluation procedures. swot analysis
(the assessment of internal weaknesses and advantages, and the anal-
ysis of challenges and threats with regard to the environment in
which the organization operates) helped us to understand how the
colleagues saw a particular field — what they considered as advan-
tages and disadvantages, how did they define challenges and dan-
gers. In the planning process, however, goals and benchmarks were
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defined for each development area, but it soon became obvious that
it would not be that simple.

The action research revealed that the surface nature of the re-
search encouraged the development of deeper and more hidden pro-
cesses. We tried to connect and interweave two of them, planning and
evaluation; build them, discuss them — and rebuild them. The annual
cycles of self-evaluation (analysis and reflection on the past) and the
planning (the daily management and thinking about the future) are
interwoven. The practice should change and improve on the basis of
data gathered by self-evaluation procedures. Yet, the question arose
whether this was the model able to contribute the most to organisa-
tional development. The relations were not clear and simple enough
for me to be able to say it with certainty, and there was also the added
complexity of perspective due to my interlaced roles. I realise that by
means of a chronological separation between the action research cy-
cles, the complexity and dynamics of the practice research vanish
inevitably. Nevertheless, I do believe that this is the only opportunity
to actually keep an overview of the basic research processes and its
focus.

The dividing line between the evaluation and planning, my role as
a researcher and a manager was getting thinner. In figure 3.6 I still
insisted on separating the two processes, but it becomes obvious in
the 4th cycle that the process of self-evaluation reaches far beyond
its previous boundaries and extends into practice and everyday activ-
ities. Meanwhile, the College’s activities dictated the procedures and
contents of self-evaluation. Processes were interwoven and affected
each other in an ‘uncontrolled’ way, also because they included an
increasing number of people, the staff in particular. In the 3rd cycle,
‘they’ turned into ‘us,” and ‘we’ started building interpersonal rela-
tions, and strengthen the functioning of the organisation. But could
it be possible to arrange these seemingly chaotic relations into a coor-
dinated, functioning system or at least into a simplified model? Figure
3.6 could definitely not be used as the foundation for this ‘model,’ as,
at first glance, it seems completely unreadable.

At the beginning (1st and 2nd cycle) of the action research I could
still distinguish between management and self-evaluation. The pro-
cess seemed linear and there were cause-effect relationships, similar-
ities and differences were identifiable. In the 3rd cycle, the bound-
aries between events became blurred and the accurate planning of
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A ‘Model’ of continuous improvement
through research process as living
management theory or as the way of work

Re-construction
of self-evaluation
procedure

Creation
and improvement
of practice

4th cycle: focus on
accountability (external
dimension)

Re-construction
of self-evaluation
procedure

Creation
and improvement
of practice

3rd cycle: focus on the
mission statement

Re-construction
of self-evaluation
procedure

Creation
and improvement
of practice

2nd cycle: focus on
staff development

Construction

of self-evaluation CEFLRe SN

1st cycle: focus on (creation of new

procedure (|n_stru- students )
ments, analysis ...)
Research dimension Management dimension
Construction of self-evaluation Construction of practice -
‘model’ formation of an organisation
FIGURE 3.0 Building the Self-Evaluation ‘Model’ through Action Research:

Stage 4

the steps of a certain activity became less important than deciding
for direction. This shift probably affected the attitude towards de-
signing a mission statement, when all our colleagues were invited to
join. Some College directives resulted from mutual consensus, for
instance, we agreed on the importance of students’ success, inter-
national comparability and the satisfaction of the colleagues. It also
helped ‘me’ and ‘us’ in deciding on individual activities, that we first
planned and then carried out in the years to come.

In the 3rd and the 4th cycle, the disorder and complexity, reflected
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to a certain extent also by the figure 3.6, opened new dilemmas that
required explanations. Some of these issues are discussed in the final
chapter.

Look: Practice Improvement

One of the challenges of the 4th cycle was how to balance the ‘think-
ing for tomorrow and beyond’ and the everyday control of the Col-
lege in order to achieve the best possible results at the time. From
my point of view, the present is probably more important than the
future. The public judges the organisation by its current results. A
student enrols because it is ‘here and now” and goes to a College to-
day with very little interest about this same College tomorrow. From
the point of view of the colleagues, who intended to collaborate with
the institution in the long term, it is definitely important to see the
College of ‘tomorrow,” but being aware that tomorrow is created with
their today’s work.

We organised a three-day seminar in Brdo (February 2000). It was
announced in the beginning of the academic year already and the
Dean and I prepared an ambitious six-topic programme: interna-
tional trends in higher education, management as a scientific dis-
cipline, pedagogical and andragogical aspects of teaching, image of
a higher education teacher, international co-operation and research
and development.

We prepared and carried out the first consultation. We started to
prepare the first professional conference, which points to the early
stage of systematic encouragement of research activities at the Col-
lege. I dedicated myself to the planned activities of higher education
(teaching and research) hoping to be able to create the necessary
conditions for the development of the academic community. Only a
balanced relationship between the two activities and good mutual re-
lations could serve as a solid basis for development of the teachers,

the employees and the College.

The Development Plan and the Public Report
For the needs of the self-evaluation procedure, we introduced a new
questionnaire for post-graduate students of Management in Educa-
tion programme, which was carried out for the first time in the aca-
demic year 1999/2000. The dynamics of realisation, analysis and in-
terpretation of the questionnaires did not change much. Despite the
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growing number of students we were still able to analyse the data and
have a presentation at the end of June, before the summer vacation.

We started to think about system improvements in this area. The
idea of questionnaires for graduates on the day of presenting their
thesis was dropped for two reasons: the inappropriate time and the
anonymity providing. But the graduates are very important to the
College so we decided to keep track and send them the question-
naire within one or two years after their graduation. This way we
could get their opinions about the utility of our programmes from a
certain time distance and at the same time find out more about their
employment. We planned to introduce this questionnaire in 2000/
2001.

We also discussed surveying the part-time students as their number
was growing, but the data analysis proved to be too time-consuming
and even predictable; the past year experience had shown that full-
time students often had an opinion on professors and subjects that
was very similar to the one of part-time students. We decided not to
carry out the surveys that year. But there was the risk of giving the
impression that we were less concerned about the part-time students,
so we were searching for new approaches, like an initiation evening
at the beginning of the school year, a round table with a professional
guest, social and sports gatherings or an invitation to the ¥m confer-
ence for all the students.

Not only have the questionnaires become institutionalised, we al-
ready started to cancel some of them. This demonstrates that we
have overcome the level of the questionnaires being our principal
source of data gathering. Accepting the meetings and the conversa-
tions as a qualitative (and, according to the still widespread belief,
less scientific) approach to gathering data for the legitimate process
of self-evaluation was an important recognition of the social stage.
It was more than obvious that the questionnaires assumed various
roles during the process of action research and went through several
stages that can be described as:

* Provocative role — the questionnaires triegered discussion and
q £g
exerted some kind of pressure on the recognised values and
points of view.

* Organic role — the social stage during which the questionnaires
were already institutionalised, yet they still encouraged debates;
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not in the sense of provoking communication but constructing a
dialogue on the quality of higher education staff.

Redundant role - at the point when communication became the
vital part of the functioning of the institution, the questionnaires
began to loose their function (for the institution). The remaining
ones still represented a starting point for continuous learning,
for the improvement of the individuals and the College.

The Report 1995-1999 (Visoka Sola za management 199g) can
be understood as the first public report on institutional self-
evaluation. It includes all the important data about the function-
ing of the College in the preceding period. The data, especially
the quantitative data, is given for all the previous years, pro-
viding an illustration of the College growth. A comprehensive
overview, delivered to our colleagues and to the general public,
shows which activities we carried out and how.

Our strategic planning process was concluded with a detailed basic
policy document with two outcomes. The first one was the vision
and mission statement and the second one was the definition of 13
important College areas and the formation of 13 groups, supposed to
analyse each of these activities in detail and the findings could later
be used as the starting point for the preparation of a development
plan. Thirteen groups of 4-5 colleagues each were working on the
following areas, one for each group:

Teaching faculty (employment and development),
Study programmes,

Teaching methods,

Knowledge assessment and examination,
Practical training of students,

College’s research activity,

International co-operation,

Examining and assuring the quality of work,
Outside-College activities,

Organisation of work at the College,
Publishing house and the College library,
Classrooms, offices and equipment,

Students and enrolments.
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Due to the fact that, from the viewpoint of the organization, not
more than 20% of the total resources could be intended for develop-
ment programmes, the intensity of the creation of the development
plan had been reduced after the first intermediate results.

Think: Self-Evaluation and Reflection on Further Development

The last two years of the action research could be considered as the
‘social stage. In the 3rd cycle, the word ‘social’ refers mainly to co-
operation established among colleagues as well as to the search for
organisation’s common values, bringing trust and good relations to
the individuals and in the College. In the 4th cycle, the ‘social stage’
also refers to the establishment of our academic community within
the Slovene higher education system. Many activities were formally
organized for an external audience (the report and the study guide)
but contributed mostly to the functioning of the College. Those fac-
tors, emerging from the action research, often had considerable in-
fluence, especially in terms of changing the practice and creating a
public image of the College.

Cornelissen and Thorpe (2002, 177) discuss the reputation mea-
surement of business schools. They present the four principles of
reputation research and measurement: to distinguish external per-
ceptions from internal assets, to acknowledge the role of individu-
als and stakeholders groups in reputation formation, to distinguish
the image and reputation constructs and to select only the measures
and methods corresponding with the reputation construct. They are
critical to measuring and, as alternative to survey methods, they rec-
ommend that the researchers expand their methodologies to include
qualitative and ethnographic approaches, thereby allowing the study
of complexity and the holistic nature of reputation, the psychologi-
cal processes involved, as well as the most subtle social accomplish-
ments.

A recognisable school communicates with the environment well
and demonstrates its image through its daily practice. In my opinion,
the communication with environment also depends on the shared
understanding of the institution and of the affiliation feeling of the
colleagues. If the image is not clear within the organisation, then the
communication about it is unclear as well.

The Report 19951999 and the development plan were constructed
simultaneously and I was thinking a lot about the connection be-
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tween them. Which activities are part of what became a key question,
since neither self-evaluation nor development planning can be an
independent event. In the process of planning, we define objectives
and tasks for the future. In the evaluation process, we assess to what
level these objectives and tasks were accomplished. So the common
features are the tasks, objectives and criteria in all areas important to
the College activity.

Which Processes Should Include the Staff? People in general pre-
fer planning and thinking about the future more than checking and
evaluating what they did in the past. Perhaps this was one of the
reasons why in the first two years I somehow pushed the colleagues
aside when thinking about what and how to evaluate. But they were
not left out of the stage of interpretation. Everyone received the re-
ports and the analysis, so they all had the chance to take part in the
data interpretation and to suggest activities for the improvement of
practice — so they had the possibility to be involved in the process
of planning. In the 3rd and 4th cycle, I actively engaged people in
the process of strategic planning, practically from the beginning, and
by doing so I was trying to build some kind of alliance in order to
assure commitment to collectively defined actions and also enable
their subsequent implementation.

Reflection: Improvement for Today or for Tomorrow?

The construction in the sense of the College formation began with
the teaching and learning processes. Only in the 3rd and 4th cycle
have we started to think for the future. Fullan and Hargreaves (1995)
also claim that the vision comes later. What did such kind of ap-
proach mean for the stability or the growth of the institution will be
discussed in the following chapter, as the tension between the “future’
and ‘day-to-day’

The improvement of practice can be considered from two points of
view: the day-to-day work and the organisational development. The
activities were upgraded and extended every year. The growing num-
ber of students and the staff brought about more daily organisation
of activities. In the 4th cycle, the process of development planning
took most of my time. I began to wonder what I should give priority
to: the work of today or the work for tomorrow. I could not avoid
any, because of my management position and because this was the
subject of my study.
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TABLE 3.3 Activities for Ensuring the Measurement or the Transparency

Self-evaluation activities Research cycle 5 &
1. 2. 3 4 § §
Surveys for full-time students and reports + + 4+ + + +
Surveys for part-time students and reports + = - - +
Group interviews with part-time students and reports + + -
Surveys for teachers and reports + + 4+ + +
Surveys for new-students and reports + + 4+ +
Surveys for post-graduate students and reports + + +
Surveys for non-teaching staft and reports +
Statistics on students’ success in different subjects )+ +H) + +
Statistics on graduates’ success +) () +
Statistics on student transition rate between years ) )+ ) +
Public report on the College’s activities for the past year + + +

Preparation of a development plan, the rules on internal organi-
sation, the information system, maybe even the then emerging self-
evaluation ‘model’ show that I have strived for more order and ef-
fectiveness in the organisation. This could also be called an effort to
create transparency. A part of this effort is evident from the ques-
tionnaires for students and teachers as well as from the study of the
College data - in the performance indicators and the publications
such as the Study Guide and the Report.

Students who cared about the kind of knowledge the College
would give them and what kind of employment possibilities the Col-
lege diploma might assure them, frequently expressed more and
more demands for orderliness and consistency. Also among the
teachers and the non-teaching staff, while working in groups, a great
commitment to order was apparent during the planning process.

Act: Constant Changes
The research was officially concluded in the academic year 1999/2000.
Does this mean that with the action research — the systematically re-
peating of the same or improved instruments and procedures within
the four cycles I or we have institutionalised the instruments and the
processes as well as created a culture that functions by the rules of
the action research?
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TABLE 3.4 Activities for Students - for (Higher) Study Effectiveness

Self-evaluation activities Research cycle \; <
L2 3 4 § §
Introductory sem. on learning and writing seminar papérs + + + + +
Individualisation (posters and pictures of students) + - 4+ +
Seminar on research and writing a diploma thesis + + + +
Publication: Study Guide + + + +
“True’ seminar papers - the preparation for diploma thesis +) () +
Publication: Brief Guidelines for Writing Seminar Papers + +H + +
Publication: Effective Approach to Studying + +) +
Publication: The Basics of Management Research +) +
Higher education information system + +
Surveys for students + + 4+ + + +
Students participate at the ped. conf. and in the Senate + +
Publication: Students Yearbook + + 4+ +
Social event - ‘Brucovanje’ + + + + +
Social event — ‘Absolvent” ball + + +
Social event - sport/social gathering of all students +
Solemn diploma awarding ceremony + + +
Student Association and extra-curricular activities + + +H + +
Alumni Club - association of the College’s graduates (+) (+)

View Across all Four Cycles

At this point, I will graphically (quantitatively) summarize some of
the qualitative improvements, the ones that required a systematic
approach just because of the action research process. Data will be
presented in tabular form. The entire extent of the self-evaluation
activities and their influence on the work transparency is shown sep-
arately (table 3.3); the same goes for those in the field of the im-
provement of practice (tables 3.4 and 3.5). It was difficult to group
the activities, since many of them contributed to the self-evaluation
as well as to the higher study effectiveness or the development of an
academic community. The sign ‘+" in the table indicates the ongo-
ing activity in a particular cycle or year, while, the ‘(+)" stands for
the activities that were either at the forming point or had only been
performed partly. In order to prove that this kind of work had contin-
ued at the College later on, I include the data for the academic years
2000/2001 (the fifth year) and 2001/2002 (the sixth academic year of
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TABLE 3.5 Activities for Academic Community - Transforming into “Us’

Self-evaluation activities Research cycle
1. 2. 3 4

Introduc. sem. on learning and writing sem. papers  + +

+ + +|2000/1

+ + +

+
Seminar on research and writing a diploma thesis +
Publication: Study Guide +
“True’ seminar papers — the preparation for diploma thesis

Publication: Brief Guidelines for Writing Seminar Papers (+

x
z

£z
T+

Publication: Effective Approach to Studying

=z

Publication: The Basics of Management Research

Higher education information system

Surveys for students + + + +
Students participate at the ped. conf. and in the Senate

+

Graduation award ceremony

College Conference and conference minutes

x

Annual pedagogic seminar

Meetings — discussing reports on questionnaires + +
Surveys for teachers +
Social events for staff + +

Social events for the children of the employees

+ 4+ ++++++++++F+++ + + + 20002

+ + 4+ ++ A+ +

Professional excursions - visiting foreign universities +

+ + 4+ + + o+
+ + 4+ + + + 4

Workshops and strategic planning process

x
x
z

The attempt at defining teachers’ work obligations

the College). Table 3.4 presents the activities and improvements that
were, in my opinion, very useful for the study performance.

Table 3.5 shows the gradual establishing of an academic commu-
nity. It also contains certain activities that were mostly introduced
for the benefit of the students, but managed to indirectly affect the
teachers’ work as well. Each activity can actually be regarded as a tiny
tile in the mosaic of ‘us,” of our community. Most of the mentioned
activities became traditional, and are embedded within the College’s
culture nowadays.

The reality of every organisation is very complex and hard to de-
scribe. By looking at those tables, I could almost say that I had suc-
ceeded to catch the dynamics and the complexity of the work of the
College (at least at the time of the action research) into a structure or
even a model, since all models are actually simplifications of a pre-
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sumed reality. In fact, what kind of structure is this ‘self-evaluation
model” or even a ‘model for organisational development’ that I had
planned to construct during the process of my action research? In the
last chapter, I will deal with a new, crucial question on the ‘model’

and discuss two emerging topics: the quality and the academic com-
munity.






Non-Model: Dialogue between
Theory and Practice

It could be said that up to this very point the whole project had been
some kind of a journey through data, experience, feelings and reflec-
tions. This last chapter of my practice-based research is supposed to
be a dialogue with theories. It is partly written in form of a conclu-
sion although it does not provide conclusions in the traditional sense.
The reader who has followed the creation of the ‘model’ should find
out that my research resulted in a ‘non-model’ as an organic decrease
of the need for a generally valid ‘modity. So he should probably un-
derstand why I decided to finish this chapter (and hence my study)
by describing the contributions to the practice and theory, and not
by listing the findings and conclusions. The research carried me away
from my primal wish to ‘encapsulate’ the organisational development
as a ‘model’ that could be offered to future users in the product form.
So, processes led me to a ‘non-model” which can also be understood
as a form of model, non-transferable to other institutions. I simply
do not want to burden the reader with my own final determinations.
I am certain that presented data and reflections have the potential
to enable everyone to find one’s own non-model in one’s own space
and time and consequently to draw their own conclusions regarding
the (continually) specific example. Therefore, in this chapter, [ would
like only to discuss the emerging topics that need to be addressed in
terms of theory.

The model-constructing processes create a fertile ground for var-
ious topics emerging in the higher education space, among them
the quality, organisational design, academic and administrative lead-
ership, organisational culture, academic community, autonomy etc.
However, I intend to remain limited to issues of quality and aca-
demic community as the two topics are strongly related to processes
of organisational development. Each topic will be discussed within
the framework of different theories and manifestations through the
action research cycles.

123
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Quality and Self-Evaluation in Higher Education

Quality issues are the central topic of current debates in education,
specifically in higher education. An intense discussion is going on
about the models and approaches that seem (or are proclaimed to
be) the most appropriate for education. While Sallis (1993) discusses
the quality assurance related to the approaches to quality manage-
ment, Murgatroyd and Morgan (1993) extensively discuss the Total
Quality Management as being the best option for education. Winch
(1996) brings a more critical view to discussion by pointing out that
quality is linked to wider changes in societies, and therefore the use-
fulness of concepts adopted from entrepreneurship and industry is
questionable in the field of education.

In general, quality is defined by meeting standards (Sallis 1993)
and/or as customer satisfaction (Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993). In
the research, quality on the basis of self-evaluation embraced both
dimensions. Stake (1997, 41), however, raises the question of a quality
definition and argues that defining good teaching, which directly ad-
dresses ‘learning, nurturance, stability, sensitivity, scholarship’ con-
cludes with the label ‘it depends. He perceives relativism in the at-
tempts to define a good evaluation as well, on the basis of the same la-
bel. Stufflebeam (1997, 61) also expresses concerns about standards,
‘standard-based evaluations’ in particular. He suggests that the whole
‘evaluation enterprise’ (p. 63) needs to be examined.

The more I tried to define and to set up standards, the more I re-
turned to Stake’s words — it depends. The theories of quality basically
refer to three approaches: Quality Control (oc), Quality Assurance
(0a) and Total Quality Management (rom). They differ with regard to
who controls and where the control comes from. Trnavéevic (1996)
discusses the issues from an education point of view. The quality con-
trol is associated with the school inspection model where the control
is external, so the minimum standards are set as the criterion and
they need to be met. The quality assurance is associated with 1s0
and similar standards, actually being a sort of combination between
external and internal quality assessment and assurance. While stan-
dards could be called a normative approach to quality, the ToMm is
defined as being a conceptual approach and acts as some kind of an
internal push towards quality improvement, ‘from and for organisa-
tion” (Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993).

In the area of education, other models have also emerged, one of
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them being Glasser’s schools, based on the idea of reciprocity and a
way of managing students (Glasser 1994). Self-evaluation is also in-
creasingly relevant. In Slovenia, it was used to design the national
concept of quality assessment and assurance for pre-university edu-
cation. The performance indicators and related standards are inextri-
cably associated with means of quality measurement and assessment.
Yet, when we take a close look at this project, it is fairly easy to see
it as a classical model of quality assurance, similar to 1so standards.
The schools are supposed to receive a handbook Mindful Eye: Iden-
tify, Analyse, Improve which describes individual areas and perfor-
mance indicators, and provides questionnaires for teachers, students,
parents, principals and local authorities for each area. Then the par-
tially external evaluators assess the school quality and recommend
steps for improvement.

Schwandt (1997) mentions that in evaluation practice, House has
illustrated how the language of evaluation does not simply describe
the socio-political world but constructs the meaning as well (p. 95).
Here, I do not only see the construction of meaning as the central
topic, but also the question of power. The evaluator has the power
and the authority to define what is valuable in the world of practice,
how it should be measured and by which means. I assigned a lot of
power to myself (the position of director) but I think I could also
assign it to the evaluation itself, which is needed and necessary in
Slovenia (as well as globally). Preskill and Preskill (1997, 155) addi-
tionally support my position towards evaluation by explaining it as
an ongoing process for examination and understanding of life of the
organisation, as a process that is fully adapted to all other aspects of
organisations and also widely shared and practised by the members
of the organisation.

Should a self-evaluation system consider the functioning of an or-
ganisation that virtually lives in a complex and dynamic environment,
then the system itself has to live and change. This means that we are
not dealing with the final model. If a higher education institution
adopts an external selt-evaluation model, it becomes questionable,
as self-evaluation opposes the use of an external, foreign or even
borrowed evaluation model. It therefore makes sense for the self-
evaluation model to evolve through the process of the construction
of the meaning in every single institution respectively — hence my
non-model form.
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Quality Assurance Systems in Higher Education

In higher education, accreditation and evaluation are the two main
quality concepts that have become widely spread and enforced within
the last decade. Accreditation usually refers to the status awarded
to an institution or programme by the competent authority. It usu-
ally denotes the procedure of assessing an already operating insti-
tution by using pre-set minimum standards. It could be compared
with the quality control concept, i.e. the school inspection at the pre-
university level. It is an important feature of the quality management
in the Usa that has recently been adopted in Slovenia as well.

Here and also elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe, the pro-
cedure of accreditation was connected with establishing new higher
education institutions or new study programmes. In Slovenia, the Na-
tional Council for Higher Education assesses a newly established, not
yet operational institution simply on the basis of a detailed written
document (a type of report called an ‘elaborate’), and actually grants
the institution a permanent right to award diplomas in accordance
with the adopted study programme.

Evaluation is rapidly becoming the most influential quality assur-
ance system in European higher education, with special emphasis on
self-evaluation as the only approach that has the potential to work
satisfactorily. The policy makers and various associations use a vari-
ety of expressions in relation to this subject. The quality assurance,
for instance, is defined as ‘planned and systematically carried out ac-
tivities which are directly related to maintenance and improvement
in the quality of education” (Wolski, Chojnacka, and Macukow 1997,
3), the quality assessment as ‘the process of external quality evalua-
tion” and the quality management as ‘a part of the whole management
system comprising both quality control aspects and quality assurance
procedures which permeate into another” Brennan and Shah (2000)
strongly support the idea of combining quality assurance with quality
assessment in order to manage quality of an institution. The quality
assessment is namely an important part of quality assurance, as it
usually involves the processes of assessment and measurement. Col-
locations are often used: Evaluation/Evaluation, Checking, Auditing,
and Monitoring (pp. 4-6).

Seymour (1993) adds some kind of a ‘consumer’ perspective into
quality discussions and other aspects of survival issues. In his opin-
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ion, no one would ever say that he/she is committed to mediocrity.
Further on, he provides lists of performance indicators and suggests
ways to achieve them. The higher education institution being the ob-
ject of the study was not an exception: in the 3rd cycle we searched
for the characteristics of a good school and criteria for measuring
these indicators. ‘Students’ employability,” for instance, is measured
by the number of graduates employed one year after their graduation.
The study efliciency is determined by employability as well as by pro-
portion of students who make it to the next academic year. However,
such a dialogue on possible indicators was in our case particularly
useful for creating some common meaning, and later for deciding on
the priority tasks of the institution, and not for a possible evaluation
by indicators. In such discussions, the forming of institutional values
and culture began.

Brennan and Shah (2000, 11) bring an international perspective
on institutional assessment and change and argue that at a certain
level, the quality assessment methods appear to be similar between
countries. They should comprise a national co-ordinating body, insti-
tutional self-evaluation, external evaluation performed by academic
peers and published reports. They refer to self-evaluation in various
countries and see it as ‘self-analysis’ (p. 57) which should perform
three functions:

° promote processes of internal quality assurance;

* serve as internal preparation for a visit of the (agency) review
commission;

* provide background information for the review commission.

In the case of the College of Management, we tried to develop a
self-evaluation ‘model” and create a public report. At the national
level, a Slovene National Quality Commission was present, although
it did not play the role of an external evaluator.

Self-Evaluation and Culture of Control

Much more could be said about quality in higher education but I
want to bring up some issues that I find questionable within this so-
called quality movement. Self-evaluation in higher education seems
to only provide the means for improvement, so it is only internally
used. But data obtained from self-evaluation could confirm the work
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transparency and be used for external evaluation. In this case the
concept of self-evaluation seems to be lost.

In this respect, Stronach et al. (2002, 128) discuss the Trojan
Horse-style systems of self-regulation and argue that such systems
should primarily provide categories and performance criteria estab-
lished in advance, managerially rather than professionally. They ar-
gue that ‘pure’ models of the economy of performance vary quite
radically in political terms. The evaluational attitude towards the
‘Self” (in terms of self-evaluation) is floating between transparency
and surveillance, yet it does not seem to be agreed or negotiated but
simply drawn into organisations from the outside, and even though it
is the most important for the internal perspective, especially in terms
of internal control, which can lead to the “petrified selves of audit,” it
acts against the internal dynamism and flexibility of the organisation.
I sensed the threat of rigidity and fear when we started to introduce
the questionnaires and if that was supposed to be the essence of self-
evaluation I doubt that any collusion or negotiation between external
and internal tensions would ever be my decision.

So, which quality and self-evaluation guidelines in higher edu-
cation are currently being considered as the only model for quality
assurance and assessment? I can paralelly relate it to the concept of
the audit culture with several authors (Power 1994; Stronach 2000)
and to the idea of Strathern (2000) on the ‘tyranny of transparency’
and Tsoukas’s (1997) concept of the ‘tyranny of the light,” and last
but not least with Stronach’s (1999) understanding of ‘educational
effectiveness’ as a cultural performance.

The ‘audit’ concept is being used with growing frequency in the
UK, in more and more concepts. It generally includes the importance
of monitoring and measurement, reflected in a variety of revision
and comparison procedures. In addition to financial audits, there are
now environmental audits, value for money audits, management au-
dits, medical audits, teaching audits, technology audits, stress audits,
democracy audits and many more. The wider implementation of au-
dits and other quality assurance initiatives simply means that many
individuals and organizations in one or another context will sooner
or later find themselves subject to audit. More generally, the spread
of audits and other quality assurance initiatives means that many in-
dividuals and organisations now find themselves subject to audit. In
this respect, the Great Britain of the 19gos really became an ‘audit
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culture’ as the most insightful and probably extreme example of a
culture of control. Education has been exposed to audits in many
forms (from inspections to evaluation models), which often led to
ranking and was based on performance indicators. Stronach (1999,
173) deconstructs global evaluation discourses concerning school ef-
fectiveness and improvement, and notes that the audit culture limits
educational performances to normative indicators, usually expressed
by grades, and consequently by ranking. According to Stronach, this
leads to the commodification of educational performance, classified
by the author as part of the economy of performance, according
through which professionals are increasingly assessed.

Strathern (2000) in principle opposes the tyranny of transparency,
where we want to make everything visible and measurable. Higher
education professionals agree with the idea of assuming accountabil-
ity, but at the same time perceive the indicators as highly constructed
and artificial means of measuring the real output. As the term ‘ac-
countability’ implies, people want to know how to trust one another,
to make the trust visible, while (knowing that) the very desire to do
so points to the absence of trust (p. 310).

The debate about the extent of transparency in the light of trust
seems very important to me. Visibility and transparency are often just
a means to gain the trust of the public (to attract new students, for in-
stance) for a newly established institution while ‘established’ faculties
and universities have already gained considerable trust, sometimes
even a monopoly, which makes them more resistant to transparency
demands. The question is whether they can change at all and how
could they do it. Tsoukas (1997) brings to light the paradoxes of the
information society in which we want to act rationally in everything
we do or create. He claims that more information may lead to less
understanding, undermine trust and make the society less rationally
governable (1997, 827), had it ever been rationally governable in the
first place. My use of questionnaires did of course generate normative
judgements of the educational process (the teachers could compare
their own scores to the average) but my intentions were developmen-
tal rather than judgmental. I tried to develop some kind of the ecol-
ogy of professionalism in the College. Such (in the broadest sense of
the word) ecological features of professionalism concern mainly the
notions such as responsibility and trust. The feedback was intended
to develop responsibility by developing a clear notion of what might
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count as good teaching and learning (according to certain criteria),
how individual performances is seen by the users of its services. In
my experience with the process of the action research, I also see pos-
itive aspects in the phenomenon and processes of revision, which can
lead to the development of the institution. I can assure that it is pos-
sible to create audit control within the institution, and it can become
an integral part of the practice. The stafl mostly accepts such a form
of supervision, as institutional self-analysis. They do not see anything
forced in it — it is not foreign to them, not forced from the outside, as
an external model. The findings of such audits could provide infor-
mation on the functioning of the institution and the starting point for
planning improvements. If auditing is performed annually, an effec-
tive organic approach to the sustainable improvement and develop-
ment of an organization can be formed. The concept of sustainable
improvement is not only the basis for organizational development,
but also the core of the self-evaluation process and the action re-
search.

The construction of a self-evaluation ‘model’ can also be seen as
an internal managerial system implemented through the action re-
search — a kind of an action research experiment. In fact, I brought
people into the process of social science experimentation. This is im-
portant because every institutional development is risky and there
is always the question whether something will work or not. Since I
have that reflection series on loops and cycles written, I dispose with
something that people do normally not have - a large amount of
feedback on what works, what does not work and what we ought to
focus on in the future. I also think that by the very discursiveness of
the process, | can say that it is also organic. It is a process of continu-
ous improvement and I can also demonstrate that it is not externally
determined. There is a sort of general principle I believe in firmly: If
it is working, we want to know why, because we want to do more of
it. If it is not working, we want to know why, to stop doing it and do
something else.

The audit culture together with associated effectiveness move-
ments in higher education seems to coincide with massification of
the higher education (Smith and Webster 1997) and extensive dis-
cussion on whether the nature of higher education has changed from
a modern to a post-modern institutional formation. Scott (1997, 41)
discusses the massification of British higher education in five as-
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pects, the most important of them being the elite system of educa-
tion, reduction in unit costs and growing scepticism about the claims
of universalism made on behalf of the values of cognitive rationality.
In his opinion, tomorrow’s graduates will require skills different from
the pure, scientific knowledge provided by the old universities (even
though he expresses his doubts on the subject).

Higher education is also loaded with ideas of the so-called en-
trepreneurial universities and Clark (1998) thinks that widespread
features of a rapidly changing university would pressure individ-
ual institutions of many nations to become more enterprising. He
claims that if many universities should engage in the hard work of
entrepreneurially led change, the interrelated elements brought for-
ward in his five-case analysis may have been seen as answers to a
global problem of growing university insufficiency (p. 129). The au-
thor’s opinion on his framework of change is often considered in the
policy making, having key influence on the latter. I believe that it is
about the additional reinforcement of the audit culture through striv-
ing for efficiency and transparency, as entrepreneurship is inextrica-
bly linked with the markets. But on the other hand, the normative
aspects of the audit culture impose huge burdens of accountability
and ‘paper wars’ on the institutions, which makes them rigid and
less likely willing to take risks although this is very important in en-
trepreneurial activity.

Besides, in continental Europe of the last few years, the market
conditions are replacing the state control as the principal mecha-
nism for steering higher education. The state, more precisely its pro-
fessional accountability is being replaced by market accountability
where institutional imperatives will be set neither by academics or
the government but by the negotiations and quid pro quo set in a
competition which is fed by public funds but which operates as a
market (Becher and Kogan 1992, 33).

All of this redefines universities, as well as the concept of science
and knowledge. Unlike some colleagues, I do not wish to bring back
the good old times of traditionally academic universities, where a
teacher could do virtually anything to his students, and the whole
organisation was based on the knowledge as a discipline and a power
relation. The teacher was the only source of knowledge and therefore
of the power as well.

I often feel a divide between the two concepts, namely the au-
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diting one and the critical one. As an institutional leader, I had to
consider the external pressures from the government and competi-
tion in the market on the one hand and the academic interests and
benefits of the institution on the other. I agree with what Strathern
(2000) has pointed out in her re-stated Goodhart’s Law statement:
‘When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure’
Similarly, Alderman (1997, 139) discusses the problematics of quality
assessment with regard on what can be measured and in what way
— and especially what kind of work someone does. He concludes in
disappointment that it no longer really matters how well an academic
can teach and whether he or she sometimes inspires their pupils; it is
far more important that they have produced plans for their courses,
bibliographies, outlines of this, that and the other, in short all the
paraphernalia of futile bureaucratisation required for assessors who
come from on high like emissaries from Kafka’s castle.

I am aware that measurement could be important and that both,
the outcomes and the processes should be measured. However, I as-
sessed that it was easier to measure outcomes than processes. And
that the processes were also more important. So I turned from stan-
dards to people, wanted to understand and not only to control them.
When the focus is on processes rather than on outcomes, that can
become a valuable contribution to development of an organisation.
One could question the moment when the processes disappear, but
the outcomes and measures are good and likely to remain forever,
or at least for a long time after conditions, people and institutions
change. But the action research has introduced the ongoing dimen-
sion, the processual continuity into our institution, which prevents us
from finding ‘eternal’ criteria and also induces the ongoing process
of questioning who we are. It is essentially a social engagement about
‘us’ — our perspectives and directions. This specific instability played
the role of a central guideline that had led to a ‘non-model’

Gombrich (2000) wrote that education occurs in human relation-
ships, not only between teachers and pupils but also between fellow-
students and between colleagues. That is why we need academic
communities, but they, according to the author, will be as full of flaws
— as human beings usually are, and yet special because they will be
aware of them and admit them. The good academic very often says,
‘I don’t know” and ‘I am not sure;’ he also says what one might do to
find out, or explain why certainty will never be possible.
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Academic Community and Organisational Culture

In the following, I would like to briefly discuss the concept of ‘eter-
nity and orientation towards an individual’ compared to ‘dynamism
and community orientation. Green (1997, 135) argues that higher
education is a paradox and in her opinion, its mission is to conserve
the timeless values of scholarly inquiry and transmission of knowl-
edge on the one hand, while on the other, higher education institu-
tions should be dynamic organisations having the capacity to adapt
to changing conditions and demands (p. 136).

Timeless values of methodical study and transmission of knowl-
edge can be contested. My data show that notion of timelessness
can be understood as a strong tradition of academic community
which is usually understood differently by older teachers or those
who came from the other two universities (Ljubljana and Maribor)
than by younger or those who were just beginning an academic ca-
reer. Replies that teachers have written in the questionnaires, our
discussions following the analysis of questionnaires for students and
our annual pedagogic seminars have shown that young teachers were
synchronised with time and context while old teachers defended their
traditional perception of teaching — as they have been part of the aca-
demic community for years and at the top of the knowledge pyramid.

Timeless Values of Professional Imperative
and Academic Freedom

What is covered by the concept of timeless values in an emerging
higher education institution? In my study I see them as values that
teachers brought from other higher education institutions and can
best be represented via the notion of ‘dovecotes,” putting the empha-
sis on individualism, personal autonomy and own discipline. Consid-
ering the circumstances, | would prefer to use the expression ‘knowl-
edge of the subject’ instead of knowledge of the discipline. I perceive
the relationship between discipline and subject in accordance with
Trowler’s definition (1998, 61), saying that the subject is understood
as organisational structures and patterns into which disciplines are
translated. Our questionnaires were subject-based as well and they
included the analysis of teachers” work as well as students’ satisfac-
tion with the subject content and its execution. The rise of inter-
disciplinary research and loose definition of the subjects have had a
strong impact on higher education institutions lately.
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Carr and Harris (2001) discussed that every teacher should monitor
and provide evidence for their professional development, not only in
their own scientific discipline, but also in the following fields: teach-
ing, co-operation, caring for students and responsibility. Yet, this is
not easy to achieve in practice. At the Slovenian Summer School of
Higher Education Didactics 2001, Dr. David Jaques asserted that the
academics are often deaf and blind to introduction of changes to their
work (Delo, 6 April 2001).

The second characteristic of the ‘dovecote’ of individualism is per-
sonal autonomy. Autonomy has been much discussed in higher ed-
ucation. Zgaga (1997), Wolf (1997) and Clark (1998) attribute it to a
higher education institution. In continental Europe it is also under-
stood as professor’s autonomy. By paraphrasing Pechar (1996), speak-
ing of the Humboldtian tradition, teachers are taking some kind of
academic freedom. And some Slovene professors even exceed the
powers of academic autonomy, sometimes understanding it as some
kind of the freedom of teaching. Some of them dare to make a step
further by persuading themselves they have the freedom to do what
they want. Even at our College, I occasionally hear an assistant com-
plain: “Why should I take my time to provide advice for students, if
the professor does not” Does this also indicate that younger teachers
are already ‘growing feathers’ and wish to turn into ‘doves’ Are we,
at the College, creating a new ‘academic dovecote’ as well?

Process of Construction of Meaning and Dynamic

Organisation
What precisely is the ‘dynamic’ part of higher education institutions
as Green (1997) puts it? In the case of the research, my data show
that processes and events that provoked social engagement carried
a certain dynamic notion. When we discussed reports and data from
surveys, we engaged in the ‘construction of meaning’ of many con-
cepts, such as what is characteristic of good teaching and what a
good teacher is. Teachers brought different views, perspectives and
attitudes into discussions and they implicitly or explicitly discussed
their values. Changes were suggested and implemented with relative
speed. Based on the survey results, we introduced the whole package
of student support activities ‘from new-student to graduate’ but the
attitudes of established academics and also some younger teachers
were only changing very slowly.
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Events, such as discussions about survey results and pedagogic
seminars showed that we incrementally started to discuss the views,
attitudes and values of our profession. The question ‘are students re-
ally allowed to assess us’ was never brought up again, we even started
to invite the students to our pedagogic seminars.

Colleagues discussed those pedagogic seminars, saying that they
are a useful contribution to joint solutions and a great opportunity
to exchange views. To put it simply: we were together. Nonetheless,
comments implying that more time should be left for discussion ap-
peared as well, which shows a lively interest in bringing about mutual
understanding and common views.

Changes in Higher Education and Quality

When Byrne (1999, 69) discusses modern turbulent times in higher
education, he argues that, constrained by the limited resources and
faced with daunting challenges, our institutions of higher education
must re-evaluate their programmes, structures and internal cultures
and reform them as required. What kind of changes do we want then
and which values should we encourage?

I understood changing circumstances in higher education associ-
ated with broader changes, including the ‘mass education’ (Trowler
1998), market demands and employment opportunities. The old per-
ception of the higher education being elite has changed and required
change. I had the opportunity to initiate changes by provoking people
to get engaged in discussions. Social engagement, joined with inter-
nal rules on orderliness in the College’s work (that we began to form
in the 3rd cycle of the research) and, later, with introduction of a new
information system, have all influenced the culture of our organisa-
tion. Everyone participated in building of an academic community,
which I define from an organisational perspective. In the narrower
sense, it only involves the teaching stafl, and in the wider, all em-
ployees in the organisation, their values and views on the mission of
the organization and on teaching and learning as central tasks.

Within the newly established institution, the focus was (at least in
the first years) not on as much on structures and programmes as it
was on people, their values and attitudes. The higher education in-
stitution was new, but the staff - older academics as well as younger
teachers and non-teaching staff — brought along their own values,
expectations and interests. Brennan and Shah (2000) discuss four
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main types of quality related values: ‘academic,” ‘managerial,” ‘ped-
agogic,” ‘employment focused. The traditional ‘academic’ values fo-
cus on the subject (knowledge and curricula) and are associated with
strong authority of professors (p. 14). Older teachers, who taught most
of the courses at the College in these first years, came from Slove-
nian universities, where this ‘academic’ value has been very signif-
icant. | think that a higher education institution needs to strive for
balance between these four values, since they are each and all im-
portant for the quality of the institution. Therefore, I did not want
that professors should keep certain attitudes, connected to teaching
and learning (for instance: ‘questionnaires for students and assessing
teachers are useless’) or their subject-based limited perspective: (‘my
course is the most important and I am not accorded enough teaching
hours’) as well as their understanding of students as individuals who
are there but not the teacher’s thing (for example; ‘students are not
motivated’).

I tried to keep reminding my colleagues that the ‘managerial,” “ped-
agogic’ or teaching and ‘employment-focused’ values are important
as well. Was I really creating new values with my action research
activities? It could be said that I promoted pedagogic values at some
point of the technical stage of my action research. People were always
in the focus, particularly the satisfaction of students and teachers,
their teaching skills and work with students. This emphasis of ped-
agogic aspect was particularly evident from the questionnaires for
students. The first few questions inquired about students’ satisfaction
with the education and knowledge dissemination, as well as with the
content. Seminars and workshops for teachers were introduced and
we emphasised the importance of professional development of the
staff. These activities also reduced the discipline-based authority.

At the so-called social stage of the research, I was dealing primarily
with procedures and structures, thus with the rules which could be
attributed to (my) managerial values, based on the assumption that
quality can be produced by good management (Brennan and Shah
2000, p. 14). In that period, we simultaneously developed the rules
and the organisational structure of the institution, mainly because
the leadership function had been divided into academic and man-
agerial. Meanwhile, in the process of forming the vision and mission
statement, we had the opportunity to create the shared meaning. For
instance, students were recognised as important stakeholders dur-
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ing their studies and also in the period of employment seeking. This
recognition led to the questionnaire for graduates in the academic
year 2001/2002. We were particularly interested in how much time it
took them to find a job, and to what extent the knowledge and skills
acquired in the programme helped them. This is what Brennan and
Shah (2000, 15) understand as the employment values that take ac-
count of customer requirements (where the customers are frequently
regarded as the employers of graduates) and tend to include both,
subject specific and core characteristics of the study programme.

Whose Quality is it Actually About?

During the action research, especially when we prepared our vi-
sion and mission statement as a team, four interest groups or types
of stakeholders were identified: students, employers, employees and
state/environment. Each of these separate audiences has its own vi-
sion of quality and specific motives for setting special criteria. One of
the challenges of the quality assurance system (for me, at least) was
all about how to achieve some kind of a complex understanding of
quality that would involve or incorporate all four sets of values and
various interests.

The key issue within a quality assurance system is the question of
power — who gets to decide about procedures and outcomes. Bren-
nan and Shah (2000) refer to Finch (1997) who distinguishes ‘naked
power’ and ‘legitimate authority. Management of a higher education
institution also possesses the ‘naked power’ in Weber’s terms, namely
the ability to pursue its aims despite the resistance of others. Weber
(Brennan and Shah 2000, p. 17) also believed that a stable society
could not be based on the exercise of naked power: decisions made
in this way would tend to be resisted or subverted.

In the first year, the self-evaluation process was carried out mostly
on the basis of ‘managerial power. The introduction of questionnaires
for students was based on the values that were different from what
professors believed, and the questionnaires faced some strong op-
position (e.g. ‘such a young college and so much bureaucracy’) or
simple astonishment (e.g. ‘students will assess my work?!’) In the fol-
lowing years, this principle of introduction of self-evaluation within
the framework of the action research enabled us to implement cer-
tain improvements and new activities, for instance the questionnaires
for teachers, discussions on analyses, pedagogic seminars and work-
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shops for debates on the vision and mission. I used those activities to
provide legitimacy that should imply that people accept certain kinds
of decisions as binding (Brennan and Shah 2000, p. 17). I looked
for such collective understanding of quality assessment procedures
among the stafl, teachers in particular. However, Brennan, and Shah
(2000) doubt that teachers are the most important factor in this mat-
ter or that the ‘academic legitimacy’ actually matters. In terms of
the quality assessment, should we not convince the influential play-
ers first — the state, the potential students, the graduates’ employers
and the sponsors of research? For these groups, legitimacy might be
achieved through criteria other than disciplinary understanding - in
the opinion of both authors, for example, with the customer satisfac-
tion, good value for money ratio, with relevance to economic growth
(p- 18).

Being aware of possible failure in the attempt to achieve legitimacy
with all relevant audiences, I would paraphrase the words of Berger
(1966, 18), sociologist who states that he who has the biggest stick
has the biggest chance of defining quality and the stick is just another
word for ‘naked power. And yet it seems to me that the distinctions
between the ‘naked power” and the legitimate power are much more
complex. I exercised managerial power in the beginning of the action
research and thus created elements of an internal economy of per-
formance. But the social stages of my research show phenomena of
ownership and cultural development (from ‘I’ to ‘we,” from ‘them’ to
‘us’). So I somehow used the power in order to give it away and with
hope that a series of some kind of ecologies of practice will develop,
whereby younger teachers, students and others could begin to de-
velop their own conversations, their beliefs and values. Namely, the
flows of authority, the shifts in autonomy and the growth in solidarity
are shifting and complex.

Organisational Culture and Balance of Opposites

Literature provides us with numerous definitions of organizational
culture, mostly describing it circumstantially, through its role in an
organisation. For example, Robbins (1991, 576-577) writes that or-
ganisational culture defines the limits of an organisation and sepa-
rates it from the others. Wheelen and Hunger (1995, 123-124) see the
role of the culture mostly in increasing of the stability of the organisa-
tion and in the employees’ commitment to the goals of their organisa-
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tion, which generally reach beyond their personal goals. Deal (1993)
sees this culture as ‘elusive, untouchable, implicit and self-evident;’
nonetheless, ‘shared meaning’ is created within every organization,
the written and unwritten rules that control the everyday behaviour
and actions of the people within. Jelovac (2000, 13), however, says
that the culture is predominantly ‘our consciousness of ourselves, of
the time and the place we live in’

The organisational culture shall not be fully understood if we per-
ceive it separately from the culture of the environment (as the head-
line concept of the human practice) in which the organisation func-
tions. In her dissertation, Erculj (2003) discusses Prinsloo’s holistic
view of the culture and argues that the essence of such belief (the
holistic view) is best illustrated in the quotation ‘I am because we
are. A further illustration of its meaning should be possible by the
greeting ‘I see you!” and the answer ‘I am here. Both examples illus-
trate interdependence. The coherence connects all aspects of life in
a system so tight that removing one item from it would paralyse the
structure of the whole. Besides that, the inter-relatedness within the
community would also imply that there exists an appreciation that
the life of any person extends beyond the individual and the mean-
ing for that life should be found in community with other beings
(Erculj 2003).

Because of the complexity of individuals, organisation and envi-
ronment, it is only partly possible to predict the characteristics of
organisational cultures from the culture of their environment and
vice-versa. Similarly, it is virtually impossible to tell for sure which of
the organisation values were created just on the basis of individuals’
values (and vice-versa).

Scholz and Hotbaner (1990, 35) claim that organisational culture
can be meaningfully interpreted and developed only on the basis of
the synthesis of two aspects: functional-objectivistic and subjective-
interpretative. The first concept deals with the notion of organisa-
tional culture as an internal variable that can be recognised by its
tell-tale signs — artefacts. The subjective-interpretative concept builds
on the assumption that organisations as social systems do not exist in
reality, but are only embedded in the consciousness of the staff — are,
therefore, nothing but cognitive constructs. The members of an orga-
nisation construct their own notions of reasonable acting. The com-
mon understanding of subjectively formed components evolves from
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various social processes — mutual communication produces some
kind of a common view of reality.

The action research brought the atmosphere of an ongoing pro-
cess, based on constant discussions, into the life and work of the
higher education institution. Those discussions pointed out a number
of different perspectives and values and eventually produced some
changes in practice. Every year, we were basically dealing with the
same types of questionnaires but they did not lead to an ultimate
‘formula’ but to further discussion. This can best be illustrated by
statements such as this one, coming from a young teacher ‘Last year,
I almost gave up. But this year, I prepared very carefully for my lec-
tures and slowed down their pace. I got better feedback this way and
I know what to change for next year’

In the management literature, a number of typologies of cultures
are described, which simplify the complexity of the components and
relationships between the organization and its external and internal
environments. When classifying culture, the typologies tend to take
into account a very limited number of parameters, and that is why
the authors of these models emphasise that they can only serve as
an incentive for raising awareness and thinking, but not for drawing
serious conclusions or actual acting and changing. Despite that, these
typologies are favoured among managers and consultants who use
them as static support in decision-making.

Trowler (1998, 24) divides typologies to the nomothetic, the func-
tionalist, the ones based on the inductively-derived categorizing and
the ones based on the phenomenological approaches. The first three
approaches are based on categorising. Handy (1985), for example,
categorised organisations according to ‘power,” ‘role,” ‘task’ or ‘per-
son’ cultures. Berquist (1992) in The Four Cultures of the Academy
differentiates higher education institutions into collegial, managerial,
negotiating and developmental types.

Trowler (1998, 25) suggests a phenomenological approach which
sees culture as created uniquely in each social setting and considers
this to be in a constant state of flux. Understanding and values de-
velop into recurrent practices but are relatively insubstantial, and as
they change, behaviours do as well. Typologies, based on the cate-
gory approach outline cultures as enacted; they consider individuals
within organisations to be simply adopting a set of pre-existent val-
ues. But the phenomenological approach, according to Trowler, un-
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derstands organisational culture as at least partly constructed on an
on-going basis by individuals and groups.

Brennan and Shah (2000) provide typologies of cultures in their
discussion on quality assessment through changing cultures. They
refer to Douglas, who uses two dimensions to distinguish differ-
ent aspects of an individual’s involvement in social life, namely the
‘group’ and the ‘grid,” where the group determines the strength of
group boundaries and the grid refers to external rules and regula-
tions imposed upon the individual. Different combinations result in
four types of organisational culture: hierarchy, fatalism, egalitarian-
ism and individualism.

Looking at the culture of the studied higher education institution
from this typological point of view, I could classify it as individual-
istic, based on study subjects. This way, a familiar dovecote would
be created, where every pigeon has its perch — an axis, actually. In
traditional academic culture, there is specific hierarchy based on the
academic titles, such as assistants and professors. This hierarchy is
reflected through certain patronising approach some older teachers
tend to have towards faculty assistants. An elderly professor once
said: “Young assistants need some tutoring from their professors. Be-
sides that, he found it normal that they should attend pedagogic sem-
inars, while older teachers do not need that, since they are senior and
experienced.

I definitely find this typology too limiting and simplifying. In some
aspects, a culture that favours individualism, subjects and the auton-
omy of individuals exists indeed, but during the process of the action
research, certain level of collegiality emerged, for example when the
staff began to listen to each other. Centralisation of the decision-
making was an organic step in organisational development but was
eventually confronted with the emergence of ‘us. Initiatives related to
study visits, social events and so on, were implemented. The power of
decision-making was indeed concentrated in my position, but more
in the sense of enabling performance than in the sense of limiting
and discouraging initiatives.

I therefore find this typology, as well as any other categorization
of the type, inappropriate, since it simplifies, limits and does not fo-
cus to processes but to outcomes. In addition, it does not provide
expanding the participation of relevant stakeholders, especially stu-
dents. King (1995), while presenting her personal experience in man-
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aging change within a higher education institution, points to the need
for widening participation. All typologies (for example of authority or
organization) tend to define static categories. I tried all the time to go
beyond the static and try to understand the dynamics of my roles as
research developer, evaluator and manager. I have argued for a kind
of performative juggling between these roles and identities as simul-
taneous requirements for conformity and innovation. And the way |
have addressed these conflicts is the key to understanding manage-
ment and development in complex environments.

Multiplicity and Participativity of Cultures

All the above approaches tend to see the culture as unitary by rule
and as relatively insulated from its environment (Trowler 1998). In
our institution, numerous cultures co-existed, their holders were the
professors — old or new, pedagogical workers or non-pedagogic work-
ers. But I see them as several different sub-cultures, not as a unitary
whole - according to Trowler (1998, 30) - as a set of cultures of dif-
ferent levels and kinds, manifested in different ways.

Trowler is reluctant toward top-down approaches to introducing
changes because one cannot simply give a culture directions. My re-
search shows that in a newly established institution, a top-down ap-
proach to institutional development is useful and even necessary, but
data also show that it has to change at some point. The ‘top-down’
approach should be balanced by the ‘bottom-up” approach. The ac-
tion research brought the shift of focus from outcomes to processes,
even by using a ‘hard,” impersonal approach initially (surveys, for ex-
ample). Trowler’s (1998, 154) own research, as well as mine, showed
that academic staff, and others, are not passive role players who sim-
ply enact cultural norm and values. They would rather be actively
involved in their creation on a day-to-day basis. He sees this involve-
ment in the way Fullan and Hargreaves (1998, 154) describe it — as
encouragement of the shared vision development, one that attracts
broad commitment because it reflects the personal vision of those
involved.

The notion of development is essential. The action research has
brought into focus the concept of the process, while in most manage-
ment literature development is rather seen as steps and tasks to be
undertaken. But I would still hesitate to say that we have developed
a shared vision; we have rather established processes in which our
views are constantly contested, disputed and challenged. We achieved
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that by a wide range of non-typical events and means (seminars, con-
sultations, celebrations, professional excursions etc.). We still do not
have a shared vision of teaching and learning, but we do have ‘us’ in
the process of creating a shared meaning.

The process of change ‘me-them-us,” and mostly the process of
provoking and challenging the existing values, the ones that people
brought with them from other institutions and from their past prac-
tice, was inextricably bound with the context and development of the
organisation as a new institution. Among these people, through the
process of social engagement, a new culture was created (deliberately
and unconsciously), where an ‘ongoing’ challenge to existing prac-
tices, behaviours and values, actually represents one of the values.
Some of them organically merged with the institution (for example
feedback on questionnaires and the mission development process)
and some of them became redundant.

The ongoing challenge concept is particularly interesting. For the
greater part of the above mentioned versions of culture, the chal-
lenge is something anti-cultural, emerging from the instability that is
somehow a built-in part of the culture. In my opinion, most of the
organisational improvement paradigm is increasingly based on a lin-
ear supposition about movement and change, but my rather holistic
approach is also interested in transformative change (e.g. in relation
to interpersonal relations, organisational culture: from technical to
social to community phases).

So, did we establish a participatory culture? Definitely, in certain
respects, since we also gave voice to students, in Slovenian tradition
and context rather still being just objects of teaching (at our College,
student representatives attend pedagogic seminars and participate in
decisions in the Senate, the Managerial Board and commissions).
The opportunity was given to teaching and non-teaching stafl to work
together and enjoy the time spent together, but the most important
is that through the action research we developed some important
participatory processes (discussions on data from reports, workshops,
and pedagogic seminars).

Dialogue and Participative Organisation
Beck (1992) describes our contemporary society as a risk society,
where we are forced to constantly choose and we often reflect on
what kind of world or organisation we want. We usually talk about a
better and more participatory life, full of various activities and gained
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through struggles and endeavours. This also means that we want a
more participative, inclusive society and organisations, and we link
this to both consensus and agreement between individuals and social
movements. | consider the dialogue and negotiation between inter-
ests and needs as the key to development of a participatory orga-
nisation. Habermas (1984) discusses dialogue and consensus as the
essence of human relations and points out the need to overcome so-
cial barriers through a process of intersubjective dialogue and the
creating of new realities in the form of shared meanings. A frequent
argument against this is that a dialogue — based consensus in ‘free
speech’ situations, as Habermas puts it, is rather utopian. It implies
that contradictions can be resolved, conflicts settled - at least in prin-
ciple. That is in fact rather similar to the epistemological project of
models, typologies and similar constructs. Once we reach an agree-
ment, our problems are solved. I took a different approach. I accept
uncertainty, and live conscious with the conflicting pressures of the
job —in the role of a manager as well as a researcher.

Could universities in fact be academic communities, where the di-
alogue can play a principal role? Alderman (1997) believes this is
one of the key problems in higher education, and it is getting deeper
because of the different concepts of quality. He expresses his criti-
cal view of the British Standards Institution, which defines quality as
“fitness for purpose. So, the essential question of the definition of the
purpose needs to be solved in every higher education institution re-
spectively. Alderman (1997, 138) claims that the traditional purposes
of higher education were scholarly, academic and self-justifying, but
adds that at the heart of higher education lies the dialogue between
the teacher and the student, between the student and the student,
and finally between higher education institutions and communities
in which they are situated, or to which they relate.

In communication, language is important, but the most important
is interpretation that the negotiation process is built on. Equally im-
portant are the ‘social events,” performed verbally and non-verbally
- they allowed me to understand interpersonal interaction. The role
of a communicative and egalitarian dialogue and its consequences in
terms of support is the foundation for integrating people in organ-
isations. To indicate these positive effects, I need to emphasise my
experience in action research which includes dialogue and negotia-
tion as an integral part of the learning process.
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Contribution to Practice and Theory: From Weave
and Crystal to Non-Model

A careful reader certainly took note of the concern I have mentioned
in connection to quality — ‘it depends. The same hesitations go for
the contributions. It all depends on how something is undertaken, in
what context and for what purpose.

The reduction of reality to particular concepts, events, procedures
and the establishing of cause-effect relationships seem to me no
longer acceptable in the light of my research and developmental
experiences. By the end of the 3rd cycle the weave metaphor still
seemed adequate, which most certainly could not be said of the
4th cycle. The metaphor of weave reflects the interwoven processes
well but does not include the dynamic component. Weaving is two-
dimensional, we metaphorically remain at the surface of a certain
‘product. Both horizontal threads (light and dark) represent the de-
velopment of the ‘model’ through the action research, where the
self-evaluation and the improvement of practice compose an integral
parts of everyday life in all cycles. Vertical threads can be compared
to the contents dimension or the dimension of the emerging topics
(the ‘what’) in figure 4.1 or to the human dimension or the dimension
of people (the ‘who’) in figure 4.2.

Deliberately, I never explain the figures with words, as this would
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be over-simplifying. I prefer to let the readers understand the whole
complexity of metaphors. Weave is always produced in an organised
way, so that some of the threads never even meet. They have their
own place, either vertical or horizontal, never both. As much as I ini-
tially liked the idea of weaving and weave, I started to see a much
more dynamic component of my study and the people involved.
Through the research process (the period of 4 cycles), the model
has become more and more complex and dynamic. In a way, it be-
came uncontrollable. So I needed a different metaphor. It started to
emerge when I became aware of ‘me-us-them’ relationships, by the
end of the 3rd cycle, which I labelled the social stage, since it repre-
sented a signiﬁcant movement from papers and Instruments towards
people. With the reader, I would now like to awaken the feeling for
that movement, that process of moving away from ‘me’ and construct-
ing different relationships with and among colleagues — in order to
change and form ‘our own’ culture.

I started to think on the basis of a different metaphor - the one of
a crystal. This metaphor emerged from Janesick (2000) and his writ-
ing about crystallisation. The crystal allows me to search for a three-
dimensional representation of my ‘model’ (figure 4.4). The axes on
figure 4.3 represent its three dimensions. The time dimension axis
should account for at least 4 cycles of the action research, while the
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‘Time’ dimension
research)

FIGURE 4.3 ‘Crystal:’ Three Dimensions of the ‘Model’

human dimension axis represents the important people within our
organisation — influential individuals as well as formal and informal
groups. The contents dimension axis is supposed to show the orga-
nisation of important matters. This interlinking actually proved to be
much more complex than I first thought. The phenomenon of the
academic community can be viewed from various human perspec-
tives and the appearance of the academic community can change
through time. Figure 4.4 shows this complexity much more clearly,
yet the three components still represent a simplification of a (com-
plex) reality.

All these images might evoke an impression of complexity. The
management of complexity is the key management problem in the
changing environment. Someone could see these pictures as images
of the chaos. The word chaos is used in everyday life as a synonym
for disorder or confusion, while the modern science has developed
the so-called chaos theory, which is becoming increasingly important
(Wheatly 1994; Grint 1997). Chaos, in the latter sense, emerges when
a system starts to behave in an unexpected way, while certain aspects
remain predictable. If we alter the initial state of the system (however
slight the change), this system will, after a while, inevitably reach a
point where we cannot control its behaviour anymore.

The astrophysicist Hawking (1999; 2002) also discussed the time
and the order by relating to the second law of thermodynamics, say-
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FIGURE 4.4 ‘Crystal:” Complexity and Dynamics of 3-Dimensional ‘Model’

ing that in any given system, chaos, i.e. entropy, increases with time.

By interpreting the whole matter according to Murphy’s Law, we
know that if anything can go wrong — it will. In our everyday life
orderly situations are far less frequent than the chaotic ones, and
even if a system is systematically arranged in its original form, the
tendency to chaos will grow with time. I felt and experienced some-
thing similar throughout the whole period of the four cycles of the
action research. The interweaving, or the weave of the contents and
of the human dimension becomes slightly more surveyable when the
time dimension is disregarded. In the case of our institution, this is
shown in figure 4.5, which was designed in order to emphasize the
way in which the shared meaning and understanding of different top-
ics emerges among the people.

This illustration is still a matter of considerable simplification as
there are no rigid limits between different topics or people. Topics
interweave and people interact. If I wanted to illustrate this in a pic-
ture (still simplified), the grid in figure 4.5 should be placed in a
three-dimensional context, with a similar ‘weave’ spread above, but
the axes ‘people’ and ‘topic’ should swap their places. Time would
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become the fourth dimension. Since the complexity of time, space,
topics and people is a people-generated concept, my case, in its final
stage of complexity, is four-dimensional as well. This constructing,
dynamics and the interweaving of processes just cannot be contained
within a final form of a ‘model” The metaphor of a crystal might
indeed contain more dimensions than that of a weave, but it just
cannot integrate the totality of events, people and interpersonal rela-
tions.

But even in the most complex chaotic systems (scientific or social),
a phenomenon of self-organisation can occur. The phenomenon of
establishing order in complex systems (spontaneously or designedly)
is described by a science called the synergetic, which is still in the
process of establishing its position among other sciences. Synergies
can be influential accidentally, which means that they are not logi-
cally connected, but have unintended positive consequences (events
such as excursions, pedagogic seminars, scientific conferences etc.
have influenced institutional solidarity, knowledge, common feeling,
ideas and the cultural growth of the school). These are non-linear
multipliers rather than the linear cause-and-effect connection. The
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idea of synergies is particularly interesting in my case, because it as-
sumes that even things that seem not logically connected can affect
one another, which distances this idea from the linearity of other
models. For the above reasons, the concept of synergy seems to be
very useful for my perception of a ‘non-model’

But does this ‘search for a model,” related to the functioning of
the institution also represents a certain endeavour to reach ‘orderli-
ness’ in the coming years? And does this contradict the already men-
tioned relation between time and chaos, where the increase in chaos
is supposed to determine the direction of time? Does an increasing
orderliness in the form of a ‘model” indicate a voyage back on the
time-line? Hawking (1990, 127) speaks about subjective perceptions
of the direction of time and introduces the concept of the imaginary
time, where time no longer has one specific direction in space and
thus individual events can only be attributed to the imaginary time
component. If I decide to ignore the dimensions of time and space in
my research, will it become an imaginary case study?

New questions emerged constantly and first reliable answers came
along with them. To the question whether the quest for a ‘model’
remains the subject of my research, I could answer positively. The
model resulting from my research was actually a non-model and I
used it as a living management theory, where day-to-day practice
and planning for the future interweave organically with evaluation,
which enables a certain synergetic arrangement in the functioning of
the institution. To the question whether the path which we chose for
our institution during the period of my action research comprises this
non-model, the answer was positive as well. Not only the structures
but also the processes constitute a part of the non-model.

Why so many pictures? Perhaps because it was always easier for me
to express my thoughts by means of images rather than with words?
Or maybe because an expression or word represents a thought in its
rigid, well-defined form, while an illustration leaves more space for
interpretation and just offers the reader a starting-point for indepen-
dent contemplation.

These images are in fact allegories — the ultimate simplifications of
my reasoning. We can read them metaphorically as well as literally.
In the search of the right image, my thoughts were wandering from
theory to practice, from yesterday to today and tomorrow. That is how
this last chapter was created.
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Reflection on Research Process

In my php proposal as well as in the beginning of the action research,
I decided to find a self-evaluation model, which would lead to devel-
opment. Figure 4.6, was created in January 1999, after tutorials with
my mentor. With it, I hoped to identify the important components
of the model and illustrate some of the relations among them. The
direction of the action research is indicated by a continuous line in
the form of a spiral. The annual self-evaluation which includes the
quality assessment procedures, data gathering, analysing, reporting,
interpretation and suggestions for improvements, and at the same
time, it also represents one action research cycle.

But I was beginning to realise that there were other processes
(management in particular), running parallel with the process of ac-
tion research. They originated from my role of a manager and from
the evaluation process which I monitored as a researcher. Since these
processes are actually the constituent parts of the action research and
mutually influence each other, they appear in vertical lines in figure
4.6. I distinguished the evaluation processes at two levels: the first
was about the improvement of instruments and the construction of
self-evaluation and the second was about the improvement of prac-
tice.

Other processes that were identified, included the management
processes at the executive level and implementation of self-evaluation
which implicated the cultural level the improvement and revision of
instruments, how teachers and students felt about the process, what
we did as a result of that — old vs. new, young teachers, ownership
issues).

Another perspective was growing more and more interesting — |
could call it the personal one: my journal, my feelings as a researcher
and manager. Every day I was becoming more aware of the fact that
my research was not independent of me and that people in the or-
ganisation actively co-shaped the processes of my ‘model.” Thus, my
action research shifted to the social stage, which is also the reason
why this ‘model” has turned into ‘non-model,” and the quality assur-
ance process has become more a matter of partnership and less an
implementation of the top-down imposed recommendations.

Comparing figure 4.6 with figures 3.6 and 4.4, where the ‘non-
model’ is represented, I began to contemplate my research, which is
still not fully completed. It is evident that action research became my
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way of work and research, a kind of living and changing management
theory.

Let me go back to the title of my study from June 1997: ‘Managing
the Interrelated Processes of Institutional Evaluation and Continuous
Improvement in a Newly Established College of Higher Education in
Order to Bring About Developments in College Policies and Prac-
tice: an Action Research Study! Is it still appropriate, after five years?
I would like to change or replace two expressions: ‘managing’ by
‘understanding’ and ‘interrelated’ by ‘interwoven.’ The reader should
probably understand my reasons for that change.

This was a grounded creation of a self-improvement ‘model,” but it
was also about the institutional development, the experiment and the
case study, based on the action research. At that point the research
was over and the practice went on. According to Dadds (2002, 12),
the whole thing could be summarized as a research for new knowl-
edge and understanding, a research for critique and a research for
improvement. The author also drew attention to the special charac-
teristic of the practice-based researchers who need not just curiosity
and ethical sensitivity, but also great courage if they are to take rel-
evant research questions into the heart of their work. Every form
of research-based professionalism necessarily touches the identity of
the researcher, since identity is bound into practice (p. 18). From my
experience | can agree with her and add: it was worth taking that
risk.
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The content or the topic of the monograph is a study of organisa-
tional development and introduction of quality systems in higher ed-
ucation or at the level of an individual institution. The monograph
consists of four content units. (1) ‘No Boundaries for Higher Educa-
tion;’ here the author presents higher education in Europe and the
main features of higher education in Slovenia. She also outlines char-
acteristics of the selected institution, which will serve as a case study
and where she will carry out the action research. The author criti-
cally discusses the Europeanisation of higher education area, which
has been significantly influenced by the EU through various pro-
grams and projects, as well as by the Bologna process. (2) ‘“Action
Research in Theory and Practice;” the concept of action research and
the importance of ethics are both presented here, as the action re-
search is carried out in practice itself over a longer period of time.
The author presented the action research in a framework of the re-
search tradition in social sciences in Slovenia. (3) ‘Case Study;” here,
the author describes four cycles (years) of action research. In the
study, the author examines introduction of self-evaluation (quality
system) and establishment of the academic community of the higher
education institution. (4) ‘Amodel;” with this chapter the author con-
cludes a monograph and demonstrates the contribution of the action
research to theory and practice.

In this research, self-evaluation is defined as a process that con-
cerns all the basic processes in the functioning of a higher education
institution. The author is aware of both the advantages and disad-
vantages of the chosen research approach and draws attention to the
specific circumstances or conditions that must be ensured in order
for such an action research to be realised at all.

The field of quality in higher education is important both in inter-
national space as well as on national levels, also in Slovenia. There
are many works written in the field of self-evaluation in Slovenia,
within the last ten years in particular, mostly at the undergraduate
level of education.

According to my knowledge, the present monograph is the first
action research carried out on the level of the entire higher education
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institution, which comprehensively and in-depth demonstrates the
field of self-evaluation in higher education. An action study of the
functioning practice of a higher education institution is rare even
in the international area. | think that the monograph is important
both for Slovene and international science and will contribute to the
development of professional and scientific terminology, as well as it
contributes to understanding of practice and development of theory.

Borut Roncevie

The main theme of the monographic publication is the study of qual-
ity systems in higher education and self-evaluation processes at the
institutional level. The monographic publication consists of four con-
tent units.

* In the first unit: ‘No Boundaries for Higher Education,” the au-
thor presents higher education in the world and especially in
Europe, as well as the main features of higher education in
Slovenia and the selected institutions — case study. She intro-
duces the European Higher Education Area, by emphasizing
that culture, traditions, ideas, knowledge and people travel, and
when they get introduced or positioned in local environments,
both locally and globally change. A considerable credit to the
Europeanisation of higher education is given to European Union
programs, such as Erasmus and the Bologna Process.

* The second unit: ‘Action Research in Theory and Practice’ fo-
cuses on research concepts, where the Slovenian tradition of
research in the field of social sciences, related case studies and
action research as well as its validity and reliability are presented
in more detail. An important emphasis is given to the ethics of
action research, since it encourages thinking on the improve-
ment of the next cycle of the research and improvement prac-
tices through reflection.

* In the third unit, the study itself is described through four cy-
cles (study years) of the action research. In the study, the author
examined the processes for establishing an academic commu-
nity of a higher education institution in which they introduced
a quality system through the process of self-evaluation.
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* In the fourth unit: ‘Non-Model: Dialogue between Theory and

Practice,” contribution to theory and practice is described.

The monographic publication deals with the creation of a self-
evaluation model, a model of continuous development and improve-
ment as the basis for institutional development — all of which is inter-
woven in a case study based on action research. We could say that this
is an experiment in the chosen institution. The author also draws at-
tention to the special characteristic of researchers in practice (which
an action research actually is), who need not only awareness and
sense of ethics, but also a lot of courage. In this study, self-evaluation
is defined as a process that concerns all the basic processes of the
institution’s operation, while the objectives of the research are to
obtain in-depth knowledge and understanding of the process of in-
stitutional self-evaluation and the introduction of self-evaluation as
an element of the quality system, in the case of a selected higher
education institution.

The field of self-evaluation is very important in the Slovene and
also in the European area and as it is changing constantly, the present
monographic publication contributes to the development of profes-
sional and scientific terminology and contributes to understanding
the practice. In the Slovene area we find several articles and indi-
vidual chapters in the field of self-evaluation, many of them from
the field of university education. The present monographic publi-
cation, according to my knowledge of the field, is the first trying to
present a comprehensive and in-depth presentation of the field of
self-evaluation in higher education from various aspects: students,
teachers and other stakeholders. The action research at the level of
studying the entire (higher education) institution is also rare in the
international area. From this point of view, the monograph is impor-
tant in the context of national as well as international science.

Jaka Vadnjal









Prof. Dr. Nada Trunk Sirca has been professionally active
in the area of higher education since 1995, also explor-
ing it actively. The contents of this monograph are the
study of organisational development and the introduc-
tion of quality systems in higher education. In the first
part, the author presents higher education in Europe and
the main features of higher education in Slovenia. The
author critically discusses the Europeanisation of the
higher education area which has been significantly influ-
enced by the eu through various programs and projects,
as well as the Bologna process. In the second part, the
concept of action research with an emphasis on ethics is
presented, as the action research is carried out in practice
at a selected higher education institution over a longer
period of time, comprehensively and in-depth illustrat-
ing the area of self-evaluation in higher education. In the
third part, the author records the four cycles (years) of
the action research. With the last part, the author con-
cludes the monograph and demonstrates the contribu-
tion of the action research to theory and practice. The
field of quality in higher education is important both in
international area and at national levels, also in Slovenia.
The monograph contributes to the understanding of the
practice and to the development of the theory in the field
of quality and management of higher education.
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