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Some brief concluding comments
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There are a number of related purposes envisaged for this Handbook:

• To describe practices in Hong Kong’s higher education institutions that are effective
in the pursuit of quality assurance and improvement relating to teaching and
learning, and to further identify themes and principles that underpin those
practices.

• To stress that the details of good practices cannot be transferred as a complete
package from one campus or context to another;  universities in Hong Kong are
very different from one another, having different histories, cultures, physical
characteristics and missions, and good practices depends on context.

• To provide a resource that will enable Hong Kong’s higher education institutions
to share good practices as they seek to further develop quality on their campuses –
since, notwithstanding the preceding paragraph, universities can learn from one
another and good practices on one campus can suggest productive directions for
developments on another.

• To provide a case study of a set of broad approaches within Hong Kong as a whole,
constituting a “hub of activity” that other areas in the region might find useful.

Accordingly, this chapter turns to questions and issues (some raised in Chapter 1)
relating to the context that has framed the Teaching and Learning Quality Process
Review (TLQPR) exercises in Hong Kong and to an extent stimulated the good
practices described in this Handbook. This chapter also outlines likely future
challenges for higher education in Hong Kong and the capacity of the system to
cope with these.

7.1 Have the TLQPRs been useful and worthwhile?
A few years ago, an article in The Times Higher Education Supplement claimed that
the Teaching Quality Assessment exercises in the United Kingdom cost each university
department between HK$200,000 and HK$2,000,000 in paperwork and lost staff
time.28  Across the sector, after more than a thousand assessment visits, the total cost
was approximately HK$1 billion. No comparable estimate has been made for Hong
Kong. It would be difficult to arrive at an accurate figure, but it is certain that the
costs have not been inconsiderable. Was the Hong Kong exercise worthwhile? A
definite yes/no answer is almost impossible, however, it is worth discussing some of
the factors that would inform a cost/benefit analysis.

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the CHEPS Evaluation Report (1999) on the first-round
TLQPR concluded that the review was “the right instrument at the right time”. This
conclusion was influential in the decision to conduct the second round of TLQPRs
– which yielded the majority of the material used in this Handbook – and thus some
consideration of the descriptions “right instrument” and “right time” is in order.

28 Quoted in Jethro Newton, “Views from Below: Academics Coping with Quality,” Quality in Higher Education
8(1) (2002): 39-61.
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As to the question of “the right time”, Chapter 1 has described how the higher
education sector in Hong Kong has undergone a massive expansion over the past 15
to 20 years. In the early 1980s Hong Kong lagged well behind comparable countries,
with less than 4% of the age-group cohort engaged in university-level education.
The intervening period has seen more than a four-fold increase in participation to
around 18%. Inevitably, this expansion meant a reshaping of the higher education
landscape, with the arrival of new and different students, staff, institutions, structures,
cultures and missions. The time was thus right for the TLQPR exercises, which had
as their rationale the promotion of an emphasis on quality as a necessary means to
consolidate the potential benefits of expansion in higher education.

As to the question of “the right instrument” for quality review, there were two broad
approaches from which to choose:

• Quality assessment: This focuses on the measurement of educational outcomes
according to some set of performance indicators. A by-product of quality
assessment is the ranking of departments, faculties and institutions, and potentially
differential funding according to scores and rankings.

• Quality audit: This emphasises the processes that are in place to ensure that intended
outcomes are achieved and that there is a culture of continuing improvement.
Evidence is generated during the processes that are the subject of the audit.
Outcomes are crucial, but are measured internally as part of the processes rather
than by external quality assessors.

In Hong Kong during the period described above, quality audit was undoubtedly
the right instrument, as the CHEPS evaluation team has stressed, as the need was
for a change in the ways that quality in teaching and learning in higher education
was conceptualised, operationalised and managed. What worked for the traditional,
elitist and highly selective system of the 1980s was not appropriate in the landscape
of the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries; especially given the massive
social, economic and political changes occurring in the region, and the new graduate
competences required as a result.

The first-round TLQPR encouraged institutions to examine and promote change in
their quality procedures. Quality process benchmarks were developed for each
institution and across the sector as a whole. The second-round TLQPR was necessary
to encourage a continuation of the developments that were largely spurred by the
first round, and to facilitate a degree of institutional cross-fertilisation. TLQPR
Reports, together with the descriptions in this Handbook, suggest that institutions
in Hong Kong have moved very significantly to develop mature and self-sustaining
cultures and systems for quality assurance and improvement. In particular, it is
possible to identify the following changes:

• There has been a shift in the attitudes of academic staff at large concerning the
value of the TLQPR exercises, and the policies and practices that were their focus.
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During the first round, there was considerable scepticism concerning the value of
the exercise. While attitudes are still not totally positive, there is now wider
acceptance of the broad shift towards more explicit systems for quality assurance
and improvement in relation to teaching and learning – and of the practices that
bring these to life in front-line teaching.

• There has been a definite maturation of the quality systems on campuses and an
associated development of cultures supportive of teaching and learning. The TLQPR
Reports are testimony to this.

• Teachers in higher education have become more knowledgeable about the literature
of teaching and learning, and use its vocabulary and concepts in their teaching
practice. Many staff have embraced the notion of the scholarship of teaching, and
have researched and developed their own teaching practices through formal
teaching development projects and in more informal ways.

• Essentially, teaching and learning quality changes significantly for the better when staff
genuinely absorb and internalise an appropriate set of values and attitudes, as opposed
to simply complying with imposed requirements. Trust from above, and the granting
of autonomy to translate broad policy into specific actions is necessary. Again, the
TLQPR Reports suggest that there have been some significant moves in this direction.

• There has been a shift from an emphasis on good teaching to an emphasis on good
learning. This is evident in the many institutional initiatives that seek to promote
more generic learning outcomes in graduates - through both formal curricular
elements and co-curricular activities – and a widening of focus beyond classroom
teaching to a student’s total learning experience.

Whether the time is now ripe to shift from the conceptual basis of TLQPR to new and
different review approaches is an open question. However, given changing
circumstances it would be surprising if some new elements were not part of an optimal
arrangement. This matter is addressed briefly in the final section of this chapter.

7.2 Have the TLQPRs impacted on the quality of graduates?
The question posed in this heading can be rephrased as follows: Have the processes
that have emerged as a result of the TLQPRs resulted in students learning better or
learning more? A review article authored by one of the overseas members of the
most recent TLQPR Panel contains some pertinent remarks:29

The logic of academic audits relies upon an underlying but difficult-to-prove
assumption – that an improvement in quality assurance processes will lead to
an improvement in academic outcomes. Understandably, academics and
policy-makers sought evidence that such a relationship actually existed,

29 David D. Dill, “Designing Academic Audit: Lessons Learned in Europe and Asia,” Quality in Higher
Education 6(3) (2000): 203.
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evidence that academic units with their focus on process could not easily
provide ... However, as academic audit matures, the reviews are responding to
this criticism by focusing more sharply on the measures of learning outcomes
currently employed by academic institutions and the roles such measures play
in quality assurance and improvement processes.

In other words, it is difficult to tell from an academic audit per se whether students
are learning better or learning more. To answer this question on the basis of an
external review or assessment would entail a methodology that benchmarked
students’ learning outcomes using validated assessment instruments, and then
tracked these outcomes longitudinally. Even if significant outcomes were uncovered,
however, it would be difficult to attribute these definitively to specific processes.
This difficulty is compounded by the fact that curricula – and intended learning
outcomes – change with shifting societal demands for specific knowledge and
competence in graduates.

The way out of the conundrum is to insist that institutions, as part of their quality
assurance and improvement procedures, systematically and explicitly identify
desirable learning outcomes, and authentically measure the extent to which these
have been achieved. There are signs of significant moves in this direction in Hong
Kong, with a conceptual shift away from an emphasis on good teaching and towards
an emphasis on the achievement of intended learning outcomes; and quality activities
have been introduced to operationalise this conceptual shift. Indeed, it is UGC’s
intention to facilitate and assist the institutions to use outcome-based approaches
in student learning. However, it must be stated that a continuing theme of Panel
comments has been the need to accelerate, extend and consolidate this systemic
emphasis on harder evaluation evidence of measured student learning outcomes.
This theme has been referred to on several occasions in this Handbook.

7.3 How does Hong Kong compare internationally?
Stakeholders understandably want to be assured that Hong Kong is moving in the
right direction in its recent emphases on reviews of quality activities and the current
quality systems and initiatives in place on campuses. As higher education is an
international and integrated system, an international literature and collegial
interchange has ensured that quality review in Hong Kong has been informed by
international perspectives on best practice. A plethora of benchmarking elements
within quality systems have ensured that Hong Kong higher education institutions
could not possibly be too far off the mark so far as educational outcomes, cultures –
vis-à-vis teaching and learning arrangements – or quality review processes are
concerned. A fairly recent article has systematically compared academic audits
conducted by the Association of European Universities and the appropriate agencies
in the United Kingdom, Sweden, New Zealand and Hong Kong. Referring to these
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audits as a whole the article notes that “In every case the implementation of academic
audit has acted as a catalyst for change”. 30

This is certainly true of Hong Kong, and it can be argued that the TLQPRs in Hong
Kong have not simply benefited from but also contributed to international best practice,
and that Hong Kong represents a useful model for consideration by other regional or
national systems that are seeking to enhance the quality of teaching and learning.

7.4 What does the future hold?
The discussion in the final section of Chapter 1 has implications for the assurance
and improvement of teaching and learning in higher education institutions. The
performance and role related funding scheme (PRFS) recently introduced by the
University Grants Committee is a clear indication of at least a partial shift in emphasis
from the audit of quality processes to the measurement of quality outcomes. While
this shift is generally considered a positive move, there is always a need to be aware
of the impact that a shift to a focus on outcomes – measured against specified criteria
– may have on the culture of genuine quality enhancement that has emerged to a
significant extent. The evidence from the United Kingdom suggests that a degree of
“gamesmanship” has appeared with the advent of externally imposed quality
assessment exercises. For example, one academic staff member there notes that the
quality assessment exercise is largely

meaningless ritual, because what we know is that academics are bright and
therefore they get very smart at playing the game, depending on how they are
going to be assessed, you know, like students.31

What this suggests is that the criteria used in externally imposed quality assessment
exercises need to be carefully considered and that assessments need to be
complemented by softer judgments about the extent to which quality improvement
processes are an integral part of the campus culture.

Resource issues inevitably loom large in the minds of staff in higher education.
Funding is not the sole determinant of quality, and it is not possible to buy desired
educational outcomes; on the other hand, insufficient resources are detrimental to
quality. Continuing efforts are needed to sustain the gains that have been made over
the past decade in quality assurance and improvement for teaching and learning.

Shifting societal and economic demands in Hong Kong will require constant and ongoing
changes to educational arrangements if these demands are to be met effectively. To
maintain the drive for quality there is a need for appropriate incentives and reward
structures that take into account the broader context of academic activity: teaching and
learning, research, community activity, and the different scholarships that fuel these.

30 See note 29 above.
31 See note 29 above.
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