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The Future Of Higher Education: Takeaways From The UNESCO
World Higher Education Conference 2022
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\‘:W' Dr Libing Wang

Chief of Section for Educational Innovation and Skills Development
(EISD), UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education,
Bangkok, Thailand.

2022 has been a big year for the international higher education community as we saw the once-
every-decade event, the UNESCO 2022 World Higher Education Conference (a.k.a 3rd WHEC or
WHEC 2022) taking place in Barcelona, Spain, last May. It seems coincidental that all three WHECs
happened amid major global crises, with the previous two linked with the global financial crises in
1998 and 2009 and this year’s overshadowed by the worldwide impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
While the global crises were regrettable, they also created great momentum for higher education
stakeholders to rethink the fundamentals of higher education. Indeed, major challenges to higher
education at this scale often catalyse opportunities to reset our understanding of higher education
towards a more peaceful and sustainable future for humanity and the planet.

Unlike the previous two WHECS that ended up with the release of a Declaration and a Communique,
respectively, the 3rd WHEC was informed by the submission of a new Roadmap, Beyond Limits:
New Ways to Reinvent Higher Education (hereafter ‘Roadmap’).

The Roadmap complements rich contributions made during the Conference, including 60 parallel
sessions and 400 speakers. In total, there were in attendance over 2,500 higher education
stakeholders in Barcelona, including youth representatives, and 8,300 virtual attendees from all over
the world. The consultations preceding the Conference, and the open knowledge products that
resulted from them, were far-reaching in scope, indeed in hopes that they would stimulate further
debates during the Conference, if not well beyond its conclusion.

What follows are my key takeaways from these essential documents, along with some of my
observations on the future of higher education. UNESCO recognizes youth voices and the diversity
of perspectives and experiences in higher education worldwide, all of which we hope to continue
exploring through active dialogues such as those typical of the Conference itself.

The Human-Rights-Based Approach to Higher Education
The human-rights-based approach to education has been a signature position of UNESCO ever since
its founding in 1945, in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. In the field of education,
this rights-based approach is anchored in several UNESCO Conventions and other normative
instruments, not least of all the 1960 Convention against Discrimination in Education.
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As reconfirmed in the Roadmap submitted to the 3rd WHEC this year, ‘UNESCO sees higher
education as an integral part of the right to education and a public good.” Indeed, education,
including higher education, is increasingly becoming a necessity rather than a luxury, if we want to
grow and thrive in both work and life in a fast-changing world.

The global benchmarks on the eligibility for education have been evolving with “universal primary
education’ proposed, in 2000, as part of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), followed by
Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4), covering 2015 to 2030, which calls for ‘complete free,
equitable and quality primary and secondary education for all’.

In reality, the gross enrolment ratios (GERs) of different levels and types of education in countries
indicate substantial variations in the eligibility for education. We need to go beyond literacy and
numeracy and intensify our efforts for better access to equitable, quality and relevant tertiary
education, including technical and vocational education and training (TVET) and higher education,
as they are critical for economic and social transformation.

To secure people’s rights to higher education as a public good, governments need to meet the
international benchmarks of ‘allocating at least 4% to 6% of gross domestic product (GDP) to
education and allocating at least 15% to 20% of public expenditure to education’, as proposed by
the Addis Ababa Action Agenda and reiterated in the Incheon Declaration. Furthermore, a more
significant proportion of the increased government financial resources should be allocated to higher
education.

Competing demands from other public service sectors threaten the right to higher education, with
shrinking government revenues caused by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. UNESCO calls
for actions to prioritize, protect and increase domestic finance for education, including higher
education.

Additional resources mobilized through public-private partnerships and partnerships with
international donors also help promote the rights to higher education. Developed countries need to
meet the target of spending 0.7% of their gross national income (GNI) on official development
assistance (ODA\) to developing countries.

To advance a human-rights-based approach to higher education, public investment is key. With
much needed investment, the future of higher education in this region will see more systems moving
from the elite stage to massification and even universal access to higher education supported by
inclusive, sustainable, equitable, well-funded policies and practices.

Quality Assurance: From Inputs-Driven to Process- and Outputs-Driven

Although learning outcomes and the ways to achieve them are not the focus of the Roadmap, they
are the main concerns of good qualifications frameworks which the Roadmap promotes in line with
its lifelong learning approach to higher education.



The proliferation of the practices of national qualifications frameworks (NQFs) worldwide has
indicated a paradigm shift of higher education quality assurance from inputs-driven to process- and
outputs-driven. This is based on the fact that investment in higher education has substantially
increased from the government and other higher education stakeholders with the expansion of higher
education systems in recent decades.

Indeed, when higher education is small or still at an early stage of development, inputs-related
indicators can serve as leverage for securing more investment from the government and other
stakeholders. In an era of higher education massification, outputs are more relevant as quality
eventually depends on students’ achieving the expected learning outcomes.

In the future, learning outcomes will be more holistic to include not only knowledge and
understanding, skills and competencies, but also values and attitudes, so that we nurture well-
rounded professionals who are also ‘fully fledged citizens that cooperatively address complex
issues.’

This requires that we pay more attention to the learning process in which learners interact with
teachers and fellow learners, as well as other learning partners and the learning environment. The
overall aim is to ensure that the learning process is pedagogically learner-centred and leading to the
achievement of comprehensive learning outcomes, including cognitive and non-cognitive
competencies, as well as transversal skills.

Higher education teaching personnel who are well trained in their subject areas should also be well
trained in pedagogies and their applications with the support of state-of-the-art technologies. There
should be more continuing professional development opportunities, including micro-credential
programmes for higher education teaching personnel.

We will also need to increase the relevance of learning outcomes to both work and life. A post of
‘Chief Learning Scientist’ can be created at higher education institutions to coordinate institution-
wide teaching and learning strategy, and serve as a liaison ensuring the alignment of external quality
assurance and internal quality assurance, as well as acting as a bridge between the supply and
demand sides of the learning programmes.

Flexible Learning Pathways

The Roadmap proposes a transition ‘from a hierarchical and weakly connected archipelago of
institutions and programmes to an integrated system with diversity of programmes and flexible
learning pathways connecting them to enlarge the educational opportunities for youth and adults
and avoid dead ends.’

This transition is revolutionary and has been accelerated by the challenges brought on by the
COVID-19 pandemic. It can break the long monopoly of conventional higher education institutions
and allow new learning providers, especially those close to the demand side, among them enterprises
and professional bodies, along with those empowered by innovative technologies, to provide higher
education learning programmes.



According to a background paper for the 3rd WHEC on quality and relevance of programmes in
higher education, new flexibility can also be reflected in ‘moving beyond the formal education, to
embrace, credit and officially recognise innovative education models (formal, non-formal and
informal) to enhance opportunities for learners.” In this regard, learning will be more flexible in
terms of time, length, and venue, making it possible for people to have multiple entry and exit points
to higher education and to learn at any time and in any place.

NQFs, subject-specific quality standards, and programme development templates constitute the
basic national academic infrastructure for learning outcomes of different types and levels of learning
programmes across the country to be comparable, transferable, and stackable with one another under
common quality frameworks. They are thus critical tools in facilitating the equivalency and
recognition arrangements between and among different qualifications and learning programmes.

National learning management systems, such as interconnected and learner-centred digital credit
bank systems at the system and institutional levels, comprise the other essential academic
infrastructure to be put in place. They would ensure that credits earned from different higher
education providers can be recognized, deposited, and accumulated, leading to the award of micro-
credentials and full qualifications.

In the future, higher education learning programmes will go beyond the simple division of academic,
professional, and higher vocational. More mixed types of these three contents will be developed
into different learning programmes if they align with the NQFs and other upstream quality
frameworks.

We might foresee that higher education institutions (HEIs) will not need to excel in every subject
area and domain of their activities in the future. They can outsource their uncompetitive services to
external providers and keep building on their own core competitive functions. They can also play a
qualifications/degree-awarding role by validating learning experiences and credits from various
providers. In other words, learners will earn credits from different learning providers to DIY their
own individualised qualifications to be assessed by recognized providers in line with the national
qualifications frameworks.

Promoting Social Mobility

‘Inclusion” and ‘equity’ are two of the many keywords highlighted in the Roadmap for the 3rd
WHEC. Inclusion can bring more students from different social backgrounds, especially
disadvantaged groups, to the bigger talent pool and enable them to make upward social mobility
after graduation. With social mobility, we can avoid clear-cut social stratification, thereby
strengthening social cohesion of a country.

As stated in the Roadmap, inequality in university admissions criteria can produce disparity and
reduce chances for social mobility. We need to think of both merit-based and quota-based admission
policies as they complement each other. Necessary affirmative action measures should be put in



place to support learners from disadvantaged groups to gain access to quality higher education and
flourish subsequently in both life and career.

Higher education should not perpetuate the existing social stratification. A real test to higher
education’s equity and inclusiveness is its ability and results in promoting social mobility. There is
a need to establish mechanisms, like Social Mobility Watch, to monitor the yearly intakes and
retention rates of various tiers and types of HEIs by students from different social and economic
backgrounds, and to trace their employment destinations after graduation.

Inclusion and equity should be promoted in a holistic manner to include not only student
recruitment, but also student learning processes, including pedagogy and assessment, and
employment after graduation. Inclusion and equity should also cover institutional governance,
research, and social engagement and outreach activities of the higher education institutions.

In the future, higher education must serve as a social institution for promoting upward social
mobilization. Every citizen, irrespective of their economic and social background, can resort to
higher education as an effective and fair platform to change their fate and enter the mainstream of
the societies where they live and work.

Higher education shall also soon facilitate circulation of all citizens with changing and rotating roles,
status, and responsibilities, making it possible for a society to reboot and refresh its social dynamics
regularly and increase the coherence, innovativeness, resilience and competitiveness of its people
and society as a whole.

Institutional Autonomy and Social Accountability

These two seemingly conflicting arguments have been the two principles guiding the development
of higher education worldwide. When the systems have been small, especially when there has been
less government spending on higher education, institutional autonomy has tended to speak louder
than other arguments.

The pioneer countries in higher education usually have a long tradition of academic freedom and
institutional autonomy. By notable contrast, latecomer countries tend to launch their higher
education systems with more coordination provided by government. Asia and the Pacific is a region
where most countries are latecomers with their higher education systems influenced by different
traditions that have originated in the pioneer countries.

As higher education systems in most countries have been rapidly expanding in recent decades, the
self-sustaining tradition has increasingly been challenged. The vast numbers of graduates produced
by the expanded systems need to be accommodated by the employment market. At the same time,
the massive budget from taxpayer monies for the expanded systems has also required accountability
measures to ensure that all the spending meets the principle of value for money.
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In this regard, the fundamental issue is the relationship between governments and HEIs. Historically,
we have had the famous University Grants Committee (UGC) model to install a buffer organization
between the government and universities. The composition of the UGC initially was more in favour
of universities. With the expansion of the systems, however, more UGC members were appointed
by the governments, including those members from the industries. Social accountability has become
another principle impacting the operation of HEIs.

As the Roadmap points out, learning outcomes, employability, diversity, and inclusion have been
more visible in the quality assurance and accountability frameworks. Academic freedom and
participation of all stakeholders is one of the six principles to shape the future of higher education.

We can anticipate that the relationships between governments and HEIs will be more balanced in
the future, with external regulations and internal innovations and alignment mutually nurturing and
complementing each other. Regulated institutional autonomy and ‘autonomy for accountability’ will
constitute the way forward.

Internationalisation of Higher Education

Currently, there are two leading multilateral platforms for promoting the internationalisation of
higher education. One is UNESCO, as the only UN agency with a mandate in higher education; and
the other is the World Trade Organization (WTO), which sees higher education as a service sub-
sector subject to regulation under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).

The two platforms use different but mutually transferrable frameworks. UNESCO’s framework has
focused on conceptualisation of cross-border higher education, including the cross-border mobility
of students, programmes and institutions. The WTO’s approach has centred around four modalities
of delivery: consumption abroad, cross-border supply, commercial presence, and the movement of
natural persons.

The Roadmap mentions UNESCO’s Conventions on academic recognition to promote mobility and
inter-university cooperation. Indeed, the recognition issue has long been the entry point for
UNESCO regarding higher education. The Tokyo Convention for Asia and the Pacific has already
entered into force and has 12 ratifications as of October 2022. The Global Convention, adopted in
2019 in Paris, welcomed Japan last month as its 17th ratification in the world and the 1st ratification
in Asia and the Pacific. This positive development brings us closer to the 20 ratifications required
for the Global Convention to enter into force.

Joining and aligning with international normative instruments such as these conventions are critical
indicators for measuring the status of higher education internationalisation at both system and
institutional levels. We have yet to see the first ratification of the Tokyo Convention and the Global
Convention on academic recognition from South-East Asia countries. The ratifications will help
remove the recognition barriers to student and professional mobility in the region and beyond.

11



Student mobility has been high on the internationalisation agenda, as many traditional destination
countries have faced declining enrolments of their domestic students due to fast-aging populations.
However, other considerations have also driven student mobility, such as higher education being
regarded as a greening service sector to generate income, and the competition for young talent from
a more significant international talent pool, and so forth.

Looking ahead, we may see more intense competition between and among countries in the Asia-
Pacific region as they strive to develop into regional higher education hubs. We may also see more
‘study-plus-work-permit’ packages offered by countries to attract young international talents to
study in the given priority areas and stay in the destination countries for employment after
graduation.

In July of this year, we witnessed the launch of a two-year work plan for establishing a common
higher education space in South-East Asia in Hanoi, Viet Nam. This event was a milestone for
kicking off the harmonisation processes for higher education systems in the region. According to
the work plan, there will be more national alignment of the ASEAN Qualifications Reference
Framework (AQRF), more student and professional mobility opportunities, and the covering of
more sectors by the Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAS). In addition, regional partners in
South-East Asia aim to catalyse internationalization through a critical mass of student mobility
under a new ASEAN Branded Scholarship.

Digital Transformation of Higher Education

The Roadmap states that ‘technologies play an increasingly central role in higher education.’
Although there are gaps and disparities among countries in the maturity of frontier technologies and
their applications in higher education, the rapid developments in computer power, algorithms, big
data, artificial intelligence (AI) and internet reach ‘have transformed teaching, learning, and
research, as well as networking and collaboration within and across nations.’

Digital transformation goes beyond awareness and ICT literacy. It means that digital technologies
should be embedded and integrated in all types and domains of higher education activities. We
should move from ‘technology-assisted’ to ‘technology-enabled, -enhanced, and -empowered’, and
eventually to technology-embedded, or fully integrated learning and governance ecosystems.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the digital divide given unequal access to the
technologies for delivering higher education programmes. For conventional HEIs, online and
blended learning have been mainstreamed and become the ‘new normal’ during and even beyond
the pandemic. There is, nevertheless, an increasing need to integrate technologies with content,
pedagogy, assessment, and other quality assurance measures to ensure the most efficient and
powerful work synergies among these critical domains, as well as to meet the needs of diverse
learners.

Massive open online courses (MOOCSs) continue to gain momentum towards greater expansion in
this region with the establishment and functioning of National MOOC portals, such as Indonesia
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Cyber Education Institute, IMOOCs, KMOOCs, M-MOQOCs, XuetangX, ThaiMOOC, and so forth.
Some are financed by governments, some managed by the private sector, and some run by
consortiums of HEIs.

There will soon be more mature and advanced learning analytics empowered by big data and Al to
help diagnose teaching and learning activities at institutional, subject, programme, and individual
session levels. Big data generated by HEIs on a daily basis will be more efficiently and ethically
used by university leaders, administrators, faculty and students, as well as other higher education
actors and stakeholders.

University governance should also go digital with a whole set of applications to support the
workflow of different administrative activities. These activities include finance; staff recruitment,
evaluation and professional development; student affairs management; international partnership and
cooperation; travel and leave management; resource mobilisation; and public information and
outreach, among others. A one-stop-shop, web-based daily operation system will allow HEIs to go
paperless via online tools for their daily administrative work.

ICT infrastructure, institutional capacity-building, and teachers’ professional development are
essential for the digital transformation of higher education. We hope that in the future, the gaps in
internet speed and penetration can be narrowed so that HEIs can have better public infrastructure
towards promoting digital transformation across every domain of their activities.

Foundation For The Future

The 3rd World Higher Education Conference provided us a chance to rethink and reimagine the
fundamentals of higher education — around the three critical missions of teaching and learning,
research, and social engagement — from the perspectives of access, quality, and equity. The
Roadmap and open knowledge products submitted to the 3rd WHEC set a good foundation for
further national, international and global stakeholder debates.

The multiple cause-and-effect chains described in this paper are not deterministic but somewhat
hypothetical. Considering that the national higher education dynamics and ecosystems are diverse
and uncertain, convergent trends discussed here shall serve as global benchmarks to inform different
countries for their national adaptations. We look forward to collecting renewed thinking and actions
as we navigate towards 2030 and beyond.

The article above is the full text of a keynote speech delivered at the Asia-Pacific Quality Network (APQN) Annual
Academic Conference 2022 on 26 November 2022 in Singapore. An excerpt of this speech was published in University
World News on 4 December 2022 (https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20221202135758422).
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APQN’s Thirteen Innovative Actions Of Quality Assurance During
The COVID Pandemic

APQN President: Prof. Dr. Jianxin Zhang

At the end of 2019, the COVID-19 pandemic (hereinafter referred to as“the Pandemic”) broke out
unexpectedly. The Pandemic has disrupted education all over the world: school closures affected
more than 1.6 billion learners . The Asia-Pacific region is one of the most disrupted regions.
Approximately 1.2 billion students across the region lost about 1.1 trillion hours of in-person
learning experience as a result of school closures . As a result of this unexpected situation, the way
of education has changed dramatically.

One of the goals of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) is to ensure inclusive, equitable, and
quality education for all. This has been affected by the Pandemic. At such a time of need, education
innovation serve as a powerful engine for learning recovery.

In March, 2020, the Asia-Pacific Quality Network(hereinafter referred to as“APQN”) lost no time
in response to a global crisis in education. During the past three years (2020-2022), APQN made
thirteen innovative moves of Quality Assurance to accelerate learning recovery ( see the video in
the attachment, as well as the linkage at: https://www.apgn.org/events/present-events). Below is the
summary of APQN thirteen innovative actions.

I. Relevance of APQN Innovation

The Pandemic challenge brings the opportunity for change. No doubt, higher education has been
transformed by Pandemic, the lockdown, and the recovery. APQN believes education must adapt to
new changes as soon as possible. APQN must focus on new changes in the participants, education
philosophy, connotation, methods, and teacher-student relationships. There should be awareness of
public social crisis. APQN must lead a speedy recovery for learning and teaching. This is APQN
mission during the Pandemic.

The sudden closure of campus at the beginning of 2020 changed the traditional method of*“face-to-
face teaching” to “screen-to-scree teaching” which is ineffective. The New UNESCO global survey
revealed the impact of the Pandemic on higher education includes “disruption of teaching and
learning” “poor quality of online teaching and learning” and other twelve aspects. APQN’s global
survey showed that 15% of the respondents considered online teaching as ineffective and 53%
considered the quality as poor.
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I1.Beneficiaries and Impacts of APQN’s thirteen Innovative Actions

1. Beneficiary Countries. The Asia-Pacific Region covered by APQN includes all Pacific island
nations and territories, New Zealand, Australia, Papua New Guinea; all island and mainland nations
and territories of Asia, including Russia, Afghanistan, the other central Asian countries and Iran,
but excluding the Gulf countries (which are covered by another network).

2. Beneficiaries include six groups from the Asia Pacific region and the world. The beneficiaries
include (1) tens of thousands of students from the 47 countries and regions in the Asia Pacific region
and around the world; (2) thousands of leaders and managers from the 47 countries and regions in
the Asia Pacific region and around the world; (3) thousands of teachers and educators from the 47
countries and regions in the Asia Pacific region and around the world; (4) hundreds of researchers
and evaluators focusing on the global online teaching quality assurance; (5) more than 100 external
quality assurance agencies from the Asia Pacific region and Europe; (6) APQN’s 268 institutional
members in 47 countries/territories in the Asia-Pacific region.

3. Effectiveness. APQN has published a number of research reports and papers, and as a milestone,
it developed "APQN Online Teaching Quality Assurance Standard" which was released globally on
May 30, 2021. APQN also developed numerous free resources including two books to be shared
with university leaders, administrators, educators, researchers, teachers and students who are
interested in online teaching quality. One is “APQN Research on the COVID-19 Impact of COVID-
19 on Higher Education Quality” , and the other is “COVID Response Mechanism and Impact on
Quality Assurance for Higher Education in the Asia-Pacific
Region”.(https://www.apqn.org/images/projects/ APQN_Research on COVID Impact 2021-6-
25.pdf)

I1I. Originality of APQN’s Thirteen Innovative Actions

1.APQN’s initial action. In March 2022, at the beginning of the outbreak of the Pandemic, APQN
carried out the global survey to understand the status and responses of universities, teachers and
students , in order to explore the effectiveness of unconventional measures and a series of measures
taken by universities in the face of crisis and conflict.

2. APQN actions’ overview

Under the severe situation of Pandemic, APQN innovative activities include six series:(1) four
global surveys; (2) one in-depth interviews to Board Directors; (3) three international conferences
and one online forum; (4) one APQN online teaching standards design; (5) one qualitative research;
and (6) two books. Additionally, APQN published three academic papers on the Pandemic impact
on higher education in Chinese. (see table 1).
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# | Time Innovative actions
1 March-May, APQN global survey on the COVID impact in higher education
2020 institutions(HEIs)

2 April-June, 2020 | APQN survey on the COVID impact on quality assurance
agencies(QAAS)

3 June-July, 2020 Interviews with APQN Board Directors on COVID impact on HE
quality

4 July 28, 2020 APQN online forum "Influence of COVID on higher education quality
assurance: the new normal of higher education 4.0

5 July, 2020 Survey on effectiveness of online teaching during COVID-19
pandemic

6 Nov.25-26, 2020 | MPI-APQN 12" international conference on teaching and learning
quality assurance in higher education under the pandemic

7 June to | Qualitative research on effectiveness of online course during the

December, 2020 COVID-19 pandemic

8 May 31, 2021 APQN Standard for Online-Teaching Quality Assurance

9 Nov. 22, 2021 MPI-APQN 13" international conference on education innovation and
teaching quality assurance in the post-pandemic era

10 | Nov. 25, 2021 APQN Academic conference on COVID response mechanism and
impact on quality assurance for higher education in the Asia-Pacific
Region

11 | June, 2022 Anthology of selected papers of 2021 AAC (online) in Singapore
under COVID Pandemic

12 | June, 2022 APQN Research on the COVID Impact on the HE Quality

13 | Nov., 2022 APQN academic conference “quality assurance for higher education
under COVID pandemic & beyond in Asia-Pacific Region”

Tablel: List of APQN’s Thirteen Innovative Actions of Quality Assurance during the COVID

Pandemic.

3. APQN’s Method. APQN innovation activities are based on a method of **finding problems -
analyzing problems - solving problems™. As for “finding problems”, a series of timely surveys
were conducted:(1) targeting key objects of internal quality assurance institutions such as global
university leaders, administrators, teachers and students from 47 countries and regions; (2) targeting
101 external quality assurance agencies in Europe and the Asia Pacific region;(3) targeting the
quality of online teaching for teachers and students; (4) targeting the quality assurance experts by
Delphi Expert survey, mainly determining the indicators of online teaching quality standards. As
for “analyzing problems”, APQN carried out five international conferences, in-depth interviews
and SPSS analysis . As for “solving problem”, APQN used the Delphi expert analysis method to
develop "APQN Online Teaching Quality Assurance Standard". It also proposed a set of response
mechanisms, which are appropriate for universities in the crisis time in the future .
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V. Sustainability of APQN’s thirteen Innovative Actions

“APQN Standard for Online-Teaching Quality Assurance” (
https://www.apqn.org/images/projects/JX_APQN_Standard_for_Online-

Teaching_Quality Assurance2021-5-31.pdf) is the first standard developed with a global view
focusing only on online teaching and learning. “APQN Standard” consist of 5 criteria, 14 indicators
and 46 observation points. The 5 criteria are: 1) online teaching environment; 2)teachers’ online
teaching; 3) learners’ online learning; 4) presentation of online teaching outcomes; and 5) online-
teaching quality assurance.

- — e 1

— = a
m L Ondlow teathing I Tomchary' 0 Lascnwrs V. Online tesching
Usrtine auality assursncs

T

Fig. 1: The framework of “APQN Standard for Online-Teaching Quality Assurance”

APQN innovative actions can be scaled up with ease. All of APQN’s work are available on APQN’s
website free of charge and can be replicated by educational institutions, stakeholders and other
interested parties.. In addition, APQN Consultant Data provide the contact information of 234
consultants.

Conclusion

Globally and especially in the Asia-Pacific region, various innovative education policies and
practices have emerged and accelerated learning recovery. APQN has had the fortune to take the
first dip to develop a constructive framework. APQN wishes its initiatives would help build a stable
platform for communication among fellow agencies, scholars, and educational institutions, and that
.one day “APQN Standard” or other quality standards on online quality assurance standard will be
carried out in real scenario, to be beneficial by all the students, teachers, university administrators s
and others in the Asia-Pacific Region.
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Peer Review Portal: Digitalizing Quality Assurance

Dr Sara Booth, Director, Academic,
Online Peer Solutions Pty Ltd.

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the Higher Education (HE) sector with significant
consequences to current technological infrastructure, capabilities, and resources. The Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (22 Feb 2021) released a global report that
prioritized investment in technologies and innovations that could lower costs and digitally enabled
solutions. The impact of the pandemic has caused significant changes to how quality assurance, both
internal and external, is undertaken across higher education. But it has also provided the HE quality
assurance sector with opportunities to innovate external quality assurance by using digitally enabled
solutions. The quality assurance agencies of Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, and Vanuatu, as well
as the Academic Quality Agency for New Zealand Universities (AQA) recently discussed the
potential for a ‘Pacific Platform.” This paper will provide sector examples on how an Australian
company, Online Peer Solutions Pty Ltd (OPS), provides third-party quality assurance services and
a cloud-based platform, Peer Review Portal (PRP), for internal and external quality assurance in
higher education.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the Higher Education (HE) sector and this has had
significant consequences on current technological infrastructure, capabilities, and resources. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (22 Feb 2021) released a global
report on the importance of infrastructure spending as part of a stimulus package in response to the
pandemic, that prioritizes ‘investment, especially in the context of technologies and innovations that
could enable lower cost and digitally enabled solutions.” A majority of the organisations in the HE
sector are now faced with outdated technology infrastructure. The continual changes and
redevelopment costs to these technology infrastructures is costing billions...more closely to trillions
in lost revenue.

The global pandemic is not only a health crisis but an economic crisis which has resulted in an
ongoing global economic recession. The HE sector is also faced with the significant costs to
accreditation, evaluation, and review. There are the direct costs for accreditation, monitoring, site
visits and indirect costs in staff time (both administrative and academic); and the impact and costs
of industry, professional accreditation bodies and accreditation agencies; and finally, the enormous
costs in duplication of effort.

The impact of the pandemic has caused significant changes to how quality assurance, both internal
and external, is undertaken across higher education. With the impact of social distancing
requirements from COVID-19, there were delays in accreditation assessments with challenges to
ensure accreditation panels were provided with secure, online solutions for panel calibration
discussions, audit evidence and reporting. Not unlike the importance of security in the transition to
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online exam invigilation for students, there is an increasing onus on quality assurance agencies to
ensure online panel calibration discussions involve secure, automated, evidence uploads and
reporting functions. The pandemic, however, has also provided the HE quality assurance sector with
opportunities to innovate by using digitally enabled solutions.

1.1 Development of a Pacific Virtual Platform

The scale of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, including immediate health and economic
impacts on Pacific countries, led to the development of the Pacific Quality Forum as a collective
community to share challenges and good practice. At the inaugural Pacific Quality Forum, one of
the key measures that they explored collectively so as to strengthen resilience in response to the
challenges caused by the pandemic, was the development of a shared virtual platform to facilitate
accreditation and quality assurance processes. The quality assurance agencies of Fiji, Papua New
Guinea, Samoa, Vanuatu, and the Academic Quality Agency for New Zealand Universities (AQA)
discussed the potential for a ‘Pacific Platform.” Some of the key challenges included the
unavailability of international reviewers and advisors for training and quality enhancement
activities; decentralised delivery models; increased demand for online training; budget cuts to
agencies as well as the significant economic impact to their countries.

The main systems requirement for the ‘Pacific Platform’ was that it needed to be resilient, flexible,
and cost effective to meet the external quality assurance requirements and assessments of each of
the Pacific quality assurance agencies. The Peer Review Portal was suggested as an example of an
online platform that could be used across the Pacific. The platform’s functional requirements would
need to include:

A common virtual platform aligned to the mutual recognition of the external quality
assurance agencies qualifications frameworks and accreditation requirements;

Connectivity through both internet and mobile phone across all agencies;

Training and development platforms, and the hosting of learning resources for providers as
not all quality assurance agencies have learning management systems; and

e Sharing of experts on the quality assurance of education and training (Pacific Quality Forum,
2020).

This paper will provide sector evidence on how an Australian company, Online Peer Solutions Pty
Ltd (OPS) provides third-party support services and a cloud-based platform, Peer Review Portal
(PRP) for internal and external quality assurance in higher education which supports a ‘glocal QA
ecosystem.’

1.2 A Future-Focused Approach Using Cloud-Based Solutions

OPS is an Australian cloud-based company that provides third-party quality assurance services in
the HE sectors. Through its main cloud-based product, the Peer Review Portal (PRP), OPS is
committed to providing a future-focused approach based on a user pays subscription model which
includes working with new partnerships and cloud-based technological infrastructure. For example,
OPS was commissioned to undertake a sector review report for the Chartered Accountants Australia
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& New Zealand (CA ANZ, 2021) on future-focused infrastructure to support assessments suitable
for an online environment.

The benefits of cloud-based solutions include flexibility, low cost, collaboration, productivity,
security, data loss prevention, mobility, and software updates.

The Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) in Australia, refers to PRP as an
online support mechanism which individuals, education providers, industry, networks and
professional associations in meeting national and international standards in external peer review
(TEQSA Guidance Note External Referencing; TEQSA Guidance Note: ELICOS Direct Entry).
The PRP is a cloud-based quality assurance system with no infrastructure or redevelopment costs
associated with using it and works on a user pays funding model. The PRP supports the HE sectors
to meet TEQSA’s Higher Education Standards Framework (2021).

The PRP has 215 registered HE organisations across the globe (Australia, Columbia, Cyprus,
Ecuador, Fiji, Hong Kong, India, Jamaica, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, Samoa, Sri Lanka, UAE,
UK, and the US). Five tertiary quality assurance agencies and one professional accreditation body
are registered with PRP (AQA [New Zealand], CETA [Caribbean], NAAC [India], TEQSA
[Australia], VQA (Vanuatu) and the Chartered Accountants ANZ [Australia & New Zealand).

OPS has a strategic focus on providing third-party cloud-based solutions and services for internal
and external quality assurance in higher education, but without the responsibility for assuring the
quality of institutions or programs. There are similar examples of HE organisations that support
evaluation, accreditation and quality assurance, particularly in education, training, online solutions
and services (Peregrine Academic Services , ECCTIS-Formerly UK NARIC, Commonwealth of
Learning and The Centre for Testing and Evaluation of Training Quality).

1.2.1 Glocal QA Ecosystem

What makes OPS different from these HE organisations is that through its cloud-based platform,
PRP, it is about building a glocal QA ecosystem which links partners across higher education and
communities. Patel, (17 June, 2022) reported in the University World News, that higher education
is a catalyst for change in leading innovative practices that will impact global development. Some
examples of innovative partnerships include: Grameen Bank, Malaysia Education Blueprint, Asia-
Pacific University-Community Engagement Network (APUCEN) and the Peer Review Portal
(Annual Health Check Report (2021). The Annual Health Check Report (2021) was aligned to
UNESCO’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDG4) which has a global focus on providing equal
access to technical/vocational and higher education, including quality assurance.

The emphasis on global partnerships is about building an ecosystem for the glocal QA community
to provide access to quality assurance infrastructure and training with evidence-based practice in an
efficient, cost-effective way. OPS is interested in working with global stakeholders, where possible
those countries with lower resource and infrastructure bases in its review processes where
applicable. It is also a long-term priority for OPS to be connected with the World Bank, industry,
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partners, and students to make this a joint collaboration, not unlike the work of the Commonwealth
of Learning (COL).

The formation of an ‘International Advisory Group’ for OPS brings together extensive experience
as well as a broad outlook to the QA, accreditation, and review process for the PRP community
globally. Like Peregrine Academic Services, OPS is also interested in developing a global
foundation to support reward and recognition in quality assurance and review. ECCTIS provides
regular webinars and transnational education quality benchmarking, similarly OPS provides regular
free workshops but has also built a global review process which measures social impact, in
collaboration with our global partner, OneHE. For example, the 2021 global impact assessment
review focused on the impact from technological innovations as a result of COVID-19 and equity,
diversity, and inclusion.

2. Digitalization of Quality Assurance

The PRP, as a cloud-based system and quality assurance service, is an example of the digitalization
of quality assurance (See Diagram 1 below).

Diagram 1: Digitalization of quality assurance

There are five levels of quality assurance in higher education that have been impacted by digital and
cloud-based technologies. The PRP can support all levels of quality assurance, which includes:

2.1 Level 1

Level 1 is about supporting and developing individuals and teams at the course/program level with
training, scholarship and individual evidence-based profiles and connecting them through online
communities and forums.

2.2 Level 2

Level 2 is about supporting HE organisations develop an institution-wide process for monitoring
self assurance, including course teams, committees, and panels, and connecting them through online
communities and forums.
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2.2.1 Institutional Examples of Self-Assurance
Below are some examples of HE institutions across Australia that have developed policies and
procedures using the Peer Review Portal for their internal self-assurance processes, including
external referencing requirements.
e CQUniversity has an External Peer Review of Assessment Guideline;
e Charles Sturt University (CSU) has a comprehensive website on external review of
assessment called Benchmarking at CSU;
e International College of Hotel Management (ICHM) has an Assessment Validation and
Moderation Policy and Procedure;
e International College of Management, Sydney (ICMS) has an External Referencing
Procedure which uses the Portal for external referencing purposes and for scholarship;
e UniSC has External Referencing: Peer Review of Assessment Procedures;
e The University of Wollongong (UOW) has an External Referencing: Peer Review of
Assessment Standards Procedure; and
e Victoria University (VU) uses their External Referencing Procedure to assist them with
maintaining and evidencing the quality of courses, units, teaching methods, assessment
models, student progress, student experience and graduate outcomes.

2.3 Level 3

Level 3 is about supporting HE organisations to work collaboratively to meet self-assurance and
external referencing requirements.  This cross-institutional support includes online course
conversations and calibration workshops and online disciplinary groups.

2.3.1 Example 1: Annual Health Check Report (2021)

In 2021, OPS released a sector-wide health check report involving 27 HE institutions (independent
providers, a dual sector university and universities) and a review of 362 units/courses, aligned to
UNESCO's Sustainable Development Goal for Education (SDG4). The methodology used for the
Annual Health Check was informed by methodology developed across the Australian HE sector
over the last seven years (2015-2022).

This sector report also included an analysis of sector themes across all participating Fields of
Education (FOE) and institutions. The Annual Health Check Report (2021) provides sector findings
for governmental reporting and institutional reporting.

2.3.2 Example 2: External Referencing of ELICOS Direct Entry Program Standards
OPS was commissioned to undertake a sector benchmarking review for the University English

Centres Australia (UECA). OPS, in partnership with UECA, led the sector review using the PRP,
which included the external review of assessment involving 60 assessors.

University English Centres Australia (UECA) is a network of 31 member Centres and Colleges,
which deliver English Language Intensive Courses to Overseas Students (ELICOS). One of the most
important roles of these Centres is to provide ELICOS Direct Entry pathway programs that develop
international students’ language proficiency so these students can succeed in their chosen course of
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award study at an Australian university. In early 2018, the UECA Committee agreed to continue to
facilitate mutual learning among member Centres through benchmarking, but this time with a focus
on Centre policies, processes and assessment standards. The project has been widely recognised by
participating Centres as contributing to program quality improvement and staff professional
development. In doing so, it has not only benefited UECA Centres, but will ultimately benefit the
vibrant Australian higher education sector and the students who access university education via our
quality ELICOS Direct Entry pathways. A key national outcome was that the 31 universities were
approved by TEQSA in meeting the ELICOS Direct Entry Standards and the inclusion of the PRP
in the Guidance Note: ELICOS Direct Entry (TEQSA, 2019).

2.4 Level 4

Level 4 is about the importance of cross-agency collaboration to reduce the duplication of effort,
particularly combined accreditations. There are increasing cost pressures for quality agencies to
collaborate with professional accreditation agencies in an effort to reduce the regulatory burden on
HE institutions and programs. An example is the Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands and
Flanders (NVAO) which has combined accreditations with AACSB, EAPAA, EADI, and THE-ICE.
The PRP includes online panels that quality agencies and professional bodies can work together to
reduce the duplication of effort but strengthen cross agency collaboration. Online sector groups can
support these combined accreditation activities.

2.4.1 Example 3: Commissioned Report and Partnership with NEAS Australia

OPS was commissioned by NEAS Australia to review 127 Assessment Reports across three audit
cycles (2014-2019); survey themes and survey response rates; and key themes from the survey
results from the UECA external referencing project on assessment (2019).The research report, NEAS
Australia: Mapping the English Language Teaching Landscape, profiles the importance of NEAS
within Australia’s education system and the lead role NEAS provides in quality assurance services
to students, teachers, English Language Teaching (ELT) and vocational providers. This report
focused on mapping the impact and lessons learnt from three NEAS Quality Review Visit (QRV)
cycles (2014-2015, 2016-2017, and 2018-2019) and an initial review of the NEAS Quality
Assurance (QA) Framework, in particular, Quality Area A: Teaching, Learning and Assessment and
Quality Area B: The Student Experience.

In partnership, OPS and NEAS Australia in mid-2022 will pilot a sector review on two key themes:
1) Online delivery of English Language Teaching (ELT) and; 2) Transnational/offshore delivery, so
that there is an evidence-based sector process, which will be showcased at the Qalen Symposium
late 2022. Qalen is the global network in quality assurance for the English Language Teaching
(ELT) sector. The pilot project will be used to promote sector-wide benchmarking of ELT standards
with Qalen and other ELT sector quality assurance bodies.
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2.5 Level 5

Level 5 is about the importance of working collaboratively across the HE sector to carry out cross-
sector work, collaborative review projects which demonstrate social impact to improve the overall
quality of HE organisations to benefit students and staff in HE.

2.5.1 Example 4: Independent Higher Education Australia

The Independent Higher Education Australia (IHEA), the peak body for independent HE providers
in Australia, has involved their members in sector external referencing and benchmarking activities
with the PRP (2017-onwards). In 2022, the independent HE institutions will be engaging in two
sector themes: 1) Addressing contract cheating; and 2) Sector Industry Review. The Sector Industry
Review is about the systematic review of all industry activities and processes across IHEA member
institutions as well as across a range of stakeholders. Student survey results alone do not provide a
sector-wide scope of collaborations across government, industry, and education. An example of a
successful industry example is the Creative Industries Strategy (2020). The Sector Industry Review
aligns closely with the Australian Government’s recent announcement on an Employment Summit
to bring unions and businesses together to boost workplace productivity. This Review is about using
the PRP functionality as a cloud-based platform and ecosystem to connect and engage with all key
stakeholders across the sector.

3. Conclusion

The significant impact from the COVID-19 pandemic in transitioning to a fully online environment
has demonstrated that quality assurance, both internal and external, can be successfully conducted
online at a fraction of traditional face-to-face processes. It enables HE organisations to conduct
reviews more frequently and to benchmark those results against those of others which supports
institutions to move beyond the threshold standards of quality assurance agencies to timely
continuous improvement, with lasting sustainable impact on student outcomes. This paper is about
opening the conversation with the Asia Pacific Quality Network and how the PRP can support both
internal and external quality assurance in a cost-effective, efficient, secure, and collaborative way
for all stakeholders, including students. OPS, through its cloud-based platform, PRP and its quality
assurance support services can support glocal HE by building a glocal QA ecosystem which links
partners across higher education and communities to meet UNESCO’s SDG4.
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Challenges & Way Forward
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Abstract

This paper discusses a theme which has become highly significant in the contemporary context of
the world and in Sri Lanka. Digitalization of quality assurance in higher education has become the
new normal with the outbreak of the Covid 19 pandemic in late 2019. The 4th industrial revolution,
bringing artificial intelligence is at the door step. Therefore, this paper analyzes how universities
adapt digitalization of quality assurance, the challenges encounter and the way forward in digital
transformation. The basic challenges are resistance among actors to move towards digital
operations, symbolic presentation of performance through digital platforms, lack of inclusion and
involvement of actors, and administrative bottlenecks. The QA council has a wide responsibility in
paying focused attention to digitalization of higher education operations. Making digitalization
holistic is another important recommendation.

Keywords: Digitalization, Quality Assurance, higher education, Sri Lanka
1. Introduction

The Covid 19 pandemic has made digitalization indispensable in teaching, learning and
administration of higher education institutions. Well before the Covid pandemic hit the higher
education sector in 2019, government reforms on higher education such as the quality assurance
system (QAS) has paid attention to promote and shape digital landscape in higher education (Xiao,
2019). Digitalization of higher education institutions can be simply introduced as use of digital
technologies in institutional operations. Amidst many definitions given on Digitalization, the
definition “Digitalization refers to the development and implementation of ICT systems and
concomitant organizational change, it involves the transformation of socio-technical structures
formerly mediated by non-digital artefacts into ones mediated by digitized artefacts” (Gebre-
Mariam and Bygstad (47) well explains the concept (Reis et al., 2020).

The importance of digitalization of higher education does not depreciate with the dying pandemic.
The world is heading towards digital era, industry 4, where the artificial intelligence takes over most
of the technical operations. Higher education institutions including state universities possess a huge
responsibility of equipping future workforce with digital literacy, the administrative operations are
to be transformed to digital platforms, competencies of the academic, administrative and support
staff is to be developed to perform their jobs in digital world. The QAS is there to assure quality of
higher education institutions to the satisfaction of stakeholders, ensure that the higher education
institutions match its delivery to contemporary needs. In this hour, need of the QAS is to play a vital
role in instilling higher education institutions to adapt digitalization in all of its cores, teaching,
learning, and governance and management.
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Digitalization brings greater benefits than costs. Although initially the institutions have to channel
funds to build necessary infrastructure, training and capacity building of staff and students, once the
platform is set up, the efficiency would rise in all operations. Digitalization of education solutions
can accommodate personal needs, for instance, it has the capacity to repeat lectures if needed,
accessing updated/upgraded content, reduce operating costs; transport, accommodation, hard
learning materials, as well as lowers the environmental impact (Treve, 2021). In the current
pandemic, higher education institutions use digital platforms such as zoom to disseminate
knowledge across borders, maintain safety precautions by keeping the physical distance, mitigate
the spread of virus by transforming lectures to distance learning mode.

In developed western countries facing Covid pandemic with digitalization of its operations,
teaching, learning and support services were not a challenge. These universities have already
established digital solutions to increase efficiency of its operations. According to a study on Nordic
countries, administrative systems including handling student registers, exams, human resources, and
financials, were digitized in the 1980s and 90s. Since, the year 2000 gradual digitalization of
educational solutions; learning management systems, course websites, and library systems took
place. Hence, most universities could face Covid 19 pandemic without tension (Treve, 2021).

Unlike the developed West, Sri Lankan state universities’ faced challenges during the crisis.
Converting their routine teaching, learning and support services to a digital platform was a mega
challenge. Many university dons and students both raise negative concerns on online education, and
services provided to them. The QAS introduced to state universities in Sri Lanka induce
digitalization of higher education operations since a long time (Warnasuriya et al., 2015). But, the
grievances coming from universities on teaching and learning, and support services during Covid
pandemic raise doubts on digitalization of QAS. Studies that assess digitalization of QAS with
regard to higher education sector in Sri Lanka are not present in the current literature. This paper
intends to answer three questions;

i. How state HE sector in Sri Lanka adapted digitalization in its internal and external QA
processes?
ii.  What kinds of challenges are associated with digitalization of QAS?
iii.  How QAS can be effectively digitalized?

The paper is structured in four sections; section 1, introduction, section 2 methodology, section 3,
findings, and last section conclusion and way forward.

2. Methodology

The findings of this paper are based on the data gathered from 15 state universities in Sri Lanka. To
answer the first research question, the author studied quality assurance guidelines on institutional
review and program review issued by the Quality Assurance Council in 2015 and other guidelines
and documents followed. What is already in the QA guidelines, and how they are being practiced is
assessed through deploying document review, interviews and observations for data collection. The
second research question is answered with the data gathered via interviews, and observations.
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Interviews were conducted with Academic staff, Administrative staff and support staff spread across
three universities. Observations were done during meetings conducted on quality assurance at
university and faculty level. The study covered a long period (2020-2022) to understand how
digitalization took place in universities along with the Covid pandemic. When reviewing documents,
and making observations, the use of words, ‘digital, IT, ICT, computer’ are considered to see how
much concern the QAS has paid to digitalization of higher education.

3. Findings

The QAS guidelines (Institutional Review and Program Review Manuals) recommend using digital
platforms in all operations, such as conducting lectures, delivering support services and specially
educating students to use digital platforms in their learning process. For instance, under governance
and management quality criterion, it is recommended “the university to incorporate use of ICT in
management, communication, teaching and learning, research and community engagement”. The
awareness and facilitation are addressed under the same criterion “all staff and students have access
to efficient and reliable networked computing facilities including access to university-wide
information service and are trained to use them”. Special focus on ICT-based learning practices;
digital library facilities and access to IT based information are also recommended. Similar quality
standards are recommended for degree programs. Although these guidelines are introduced to the
universities since 2015, the implementation of these standards are not up to the expectations.

The slow progress of transformation of manual operations to digitalization is a key observation. In
one university, the Director of Internal QA centre complained that the staff including academics
was not even communicating via emails, where it takes lots of time and effort to arrive at decisions
and implement. However, he pointed out that with Covid 19 outbreak, staff is compelled to use
digital platforms to deliver lectures, do routine communication and even conducting exams. Even
those who resisted digital teaching and learning fast adapted to the new system, he says. This finding
is supported by actors in other universities. For instance, an Executive officer said that although for
several decades’ university was talking about digitalization, the real change has occurred in
encountering the pandemic;

“Now even though we share meeting agendas just before two days to the meeting, which was
used to send two weeks ago earlier, members could access it. They can participate in the meeting
from wherever they are located. Less absenteeism. Documents are being shared, no paper waste.
We learned to work online because of Covid pandemic” (Executive Officer 1)

This statement shows that in spite of QA standards to adapt digitalization, the universities were
continuing their traditional operations physically, but during a crisis, where alternatives were
nearly zero, universities were compelled to convert into digital mode of operations. The
resistance of staff was minimal. Albeit, it is noted that when the Covid 19 pandemic relaxes its
grip, the universities were relaxing and shifting back to traditional non-digital atmosphere.
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Digital solutions are given to only selected areas, mainly for academic activities such as teaching
and learning, library facilities. The administrative functions are yet to be digitalized. A selected few
areas like online payments are activated, but many other administrative support services take their
traditional approach. Even the digitalized services like libraries are not being properly utilized due
to lack of knowledge on using e-library services. A young lecturer reflected that when they were
students, they didn’t have knowledge and awareness on how to use e-academic resources in the
university. He said it is vital to educate students how to use the e-resources of the university.

The student feedback and peer evaluation are two key areas succumb to digitalization. But, the
actors of universities brought the fact that submitting online feedback is very poor in comparison to
hard copy feedback. A statistician said that their effort in conducting online satisfaction surveys on
academic staff is a failure, and response rate is very low. Online teaching and learning are being
conducted without much complaint, but some academics are of the view that unlike physical
learning in the university premises, students are not getting proper education on digital platforms.
Logging into online lectures without being present there, disturbing online sessions when
participants engage whole family in conversations while the meeting or lecture is happening are
common downfalls of digital education. Such occurs due to the indiscipline, and poor knowledge
on digital usage.

In sum, it can be concluded that state universities in Sri Lanka are yet to fully digitalize its
operations. Teaching and learning are digitalized to a satisfactory level, but the real impact of online
teaching and learning is yet to assess. Many academics are dubious whether they can produce a
graduate with relevant qualities, enriched with knowledge, attitudes and skills over digital platforms,
without a physical touch.

The administrative affairs are vital to be digitalized, which takes more routine nature. But,
regrettably, unlike the systems in developed West, the administration is crawling behind
digitalization. The QAS guidelines and regulations are to be strictly imposed especially on
digitalization of administrative affairs. Putting up digital infrastructure is not adequate for effective
digitalization of quality assurance. A proper awareness on the facilities, training and capacity
building to use digital platforms effectively are to be given to the university community.

Not only the internal quality assurance processes, but external quality assurance review processes
are to be digitalized. There are pros and cons of quality evaluation through digital platform. Digital
quality reviews are new to Sri Lankan higher education sector. An actor of a university that faced
digitalized review recently revealed that Reviewers conducted online evaluation, but not everyone
participated could raise their concerns to the review panel, the meeting time was short. The absence
of personal touch seems like a weakness of digital review. Whether all reviewers are skilled enough
to access and assess e-documents of the university, all put similar effort in quality reviewing are
determining factors of effective digitalization of QA reviews. Simultaneously training and
developing digital competencies of the QA reviewers is a must to strengthen digital evaluation
process of QAS. The QA manuals present blanket standards on digitalization of higher education
operations. As the university actors do not implement such standards looking at the spirit of it, it
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seems appropriate to include digitalization as a process across all key standards of QAS. Perhaps, it
is important to introduce new criterion in QA guidelines, as ’digitalization of higher education
operations’, where the universities would abide to pay particular attention and take action to execute
digital operations in optimum manner without delay.

4. Way Forward and Conclusion

Digitalization of QAS in higher education is a must to survive in the fast-changing globe with
generations living in digital world. Revisiting quality assurance standards and introduce novel and
effective ways of digitalization of universities’ performance to assure quality is highly significant
at this hour. Active participation in digital platforms, maintain ethical and moral behaviour in
engaging with digitalized operations are imperative. A strong reason for digitalization of quality
assurance in higher education is to make operations nimble, reduce cost; monetary, human, and
physical, and expedite the process of QAS reviews, and QAS execution.
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Abstract:

This study determined the experiences of accreditors, host institutions and Accrediting Agency of
Chartered Colleges and Universities in the Philippines (AACCUP) in the conduct of virtual
accreditation along preparation and application, accreditation/ verification/ validation, and
preparation of accreditation reports. It aimed to develop an enhancement plan to improve the
conduct of virtual or online accreditation. It was conducted utilizing interpretive phenomenology to
look into the stated research goals. Sixteen (19) participants were considered in the study. Eight (8)
of which are accreditors who have had experience in virtual accreditation, eight (8) are quality
assurance officers of state universities and colleges, and three (3) are staff of the AACCUP. The
results implied that the experiences of accreditors, host institutions and AACCUP in the conduct of
online accreditation manifest the challenge of the use or integration of technology in implementing
virtual or online accreditation. Their common experience is rather technical which necessitate
proper orientation and training in the conduct of online accreditation system. Based on these
experiences, an enhancement plan focusing on orientation and training of accreditors, host
institutions and the AACCUP staff may be designed to address the surfacing challenges of
technology integration in the accreditation process.

Keywords: Virtual accreditation, quality assurance, integration of technology, enhancement plan,
orientation and training

1. Background

The pursuit of excellence in state universities and colleges has always been part of their institutional
mantra. They make sure that systems are in place to guarantee quality. However, systems need to
be carefully designed, implemented and evaluated in order to meet the challenges of the changing
time. As quality assurance is not only practiced nationally but internationally (de Lara, 2017), SUCs
in the country always manifest continuous effort to improve their practices and be at par and steps
were carried out in order to integrate culture of quality assurance (De Lara & Corpus, 2018; Zhang
& Zhang, 2018; Nair, 2018).

This health crisis has had profound impact on education systems. In the study of Toquero (2020),
she mentioned that educational institutions particularly in the Philippines, are presented with

surmounting challenges in its systems. As such, the role of accrediting agencies plays crucial
32



significance in monitoring and evaluating higher education institutions in the delivery of their
mandate for quality education. Accreditation becomes a means for institutions to assure the public
of quality delivery of programs and services. However, due to this current situation, the conduct of
face-to-face accreditation is also not possible hence the conduct of virtual accreditation for quality
assurance.

In this time of adversity, the Accrediting Agency of Chartered Colleges and Universities in the
Philippines (AACCUP) conducted virtual accreditations in monitoring and evaluating the practices
of the SUCs in education delivery. As such, accreditors and host institutions have familiarized the
various phases in line with the conduct of online accreditation from pre accreditation (preparation
and application), during accreditation (accreditation/ verification/ validation) up to post
accreditation (preparation of reports). They may have had experiences in the online preparation and
application, accreditation/ verification/ validation and preparation of accreditation reports from
which we may draw implications to further improve. In this premise, this research was
conceptualized in the light of the conduct of virtual or online accreditation in the time of health
crisis with the aim to conceptualize an enhancement plan.

1.1. Quality Assurance in Higher Education

Quality is the utmost significant concern for all higher education institutions. As cited,
“Accreditation is a review of the quality of higher education institutions and programs” (CHEA,
2014, para.1). An institution or program is granted accreditation for meeting minimum standards of
quality. Accrediting agencies have developed standards and procedures to guide institutions in the
process of voluntary commitment to continuous improvement, by way of application for
accreditation. These standards are used by review committees as the bases for judgment and to make
recommendations and decisions for the improvement of institutions’ practices.

Despite the challenges of the health crisis, higher education institutions’ quest for excellence never
stops. As such, online accreditation was initiated in order to continue in monitoring and evaluating
quality practices in higher education institutions.

1.2. Online Accreditation for Quality Assurance During Health Crisis

The accreditation of curricular programs in the Philippines, particularly for state universities and
colleges, is the main function of the Accrediting Agency of Chartered Colleges and Universities in
The Philippines (AACCUP), Incorporated. As stated on its mission to make the attainment of quality
in education an integral part of the higher education systems more particularly among chartered
state colleges and universities in the Philippines, through a sustained program of internal and
external assessment- it is committed to "to develop a mechanism of, and conduct the evaluation of
programs and institutions.”" However, due to the health crisis, actual visits to state universities and
colleges to evaluate practices are not possible. As such, an online accreditation system has been
introduced to evaluate higher education programs despite the challenges of the present adversity.
All higher education institutions are challenged but quality assurance on top of their priorities push
them to get the accreditation of their programs. As pointed out in the study of Perveen et al. in 2021,
the accreditation process has high impact on the improvement of programs. This is also supported
in the study of Demirel in 2016 which emphasized that accreditation leads and provides quality
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assurance for education. Thus, higher education institutions commit to engage themselves in online
accreditation to continuously uphold quality assurance in their respective program offerings.

1.3. Conceptual Framework

Building on the different experiences of the participants in the phases of virtual accreditation [pre
accreditation (preparation and application), during accreditation (accreditation/ verification/
validation) and post accreditation (preparation of reports)], higher education institutions may
develop an enhancement plan to further improve accreditation practices. The researchers
investigated the experiences as they are lived and characterize their experiences with the virtual
accreditation phenomenon aimed towards forwarding an enhancement plan to improve the conduct
of virtual or online accreditation.

Virtual Accreditation
Enhancement Plan

PRE-Preparation and DURING POST
Application — Accreditation/ —>| Preparation of Reports >

Verification/Validation

Figure 1. Framework of the Study
2. Methodology

Phenomenology was used in exploring the experiences of accreditors, host institutions and ACCUP
in the conduct of virtual accreditation along pre accreditation (preparation and application), during
accreditation (accreditation/ verification/ validation) and post accreditation (preparation of reports).
Participants were purposively chosen and were limited to eight accreditors, eight representatives
from different host institutions and three staff of the AACCUP. In addition, the participants were
chosen based on the following criteria: for accreditors: (1) had been an accreditor for 5 years; (2)
and had been engaged to virtual accreditation, and for host institutions: (1) had been assigned as
quality assurance officer; (2) and had been engaged to virtual accreditation. Further, interview using
open-ended questions and focused group discussion were done to draw and clarify the context of
the answers in order to ensure that the data reach its saturation point. Furthermore, member checking
was conducted and thematic analysis and coding technique were utilized to make sense of the data
aligned with the conceptual framework and method.

3. Results and Discussion

The following presents and discusses the experiences of accreditors, host institutions, and AACCUP
along pre accreditation, during accreditation and post accreditation.

3.1 Accreditors’ Experiences in Conducting Online Accreditation System

The State Universities and Colleges (SUCs) used Google Sites to organize the files according to
benchmark statements, making it easier for the accreditors to scan the records. Focal personnel
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stationed at the SUCs were ready to answer the concerns of the accreditors about the Program
Performance Profile (PPP).

The accreditors agreed among themselves that online accreditation was truly different from
traditional in-person accreditation. For instance, digital document scanning caused eyestrain. It was
also noted that some documents had not been filed under their corresponding parameters. Certain
pieces of evidence were found to be insubstantial. Moreover, the accreditors were unable to view
important files at certain times. Finally, it was deemed that the host SUC should have conducted an
orientation about the platform used.

The documents were either insufficient or no documents were attached at all in specific areas. The
links were not provided on time. The arrangement of documents was not systematic. Some Program
Performance Profiles (PPPs) were not updated. The best practices were also considered to be
common. Therefore, it was assumed that the program in question was still adjusting to online
accreditation.

Generally, document browsing went on smoothly, but slow internet connectivity would intervene
from time to time. Furthermore, the intermittent internet connection made it difficult to view and
download large and numerous files. The inclusion of irrelevant files also resulted in tedious
browsing. On the contrary, all supporting documents were eventually uploaded and organized.
Finally, browsing became easier with the application used by the concerned SUC.

The documents were perceived to be valid and reliable; nevertheless, it was remarked that
conducting a cross-validation among accreditors or an interview with counterparts and stakeholders
could further verify the validity and reliability of the documents. The certification of the SUC
President also contributed to the validity and reliability of the documents; however, certain
documents were deemed questionable and were then subject to strict triangulation.

The design of the instrument was accreditor-friendly as it computed data automatically.
Subsequently, report writing became easier since the benchmark statements only had to be reviewed
with high and low ratings as the basis. The instrument also lightened the tasks of writing and
improving reports as the accreditors communicated via group chats and other instant messaging
apps during validation.

Submission of reports was easier than how it would have been done during in-person accreditation.
In particular, submission of reports online was regarded to be manageable as it could be done
immediately, provided the complete guidelines and strong internet connection were at one’s
disposal. Responsible and cooperative teammates were also said to have contributed to the pleasant
experience.

The experiences of the accreditors in using the institutional web portal, navigating Google Sites,
and accessing documents were diverse. For instance, web portals had made online accreditation
easier; yet, it was remarked that an ocular on-site visit would have been more reliable than a virtual
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tour because the former would have provided the accreditors with the actual situation. On the
contrary, the unstable internet connection interfered with the image quality of submitted documents.
Furthermore, a senior accreditor stated that some files were difficult to open and that the filing
system was meant for IT experts whereas another accreditor claimed not to have encountered any
problem with the platforms used as the subject was adept with such. Finally, the unique presentation
of documents employed by certain SUCs as well as their progressive web portals proved to be truly
satisfying.

As frequently mentioned, technical issues were among the concerns that affected online
accreditation. Specifically, the basic requirements for such would include quality internet
connection and a team of technologically skilled accreditors.

3.2 Host Institutions’ Experiences in Conducting Online Accreditation System

The AACCUP was extremely accommodating to the SUC’s request for accreditation. The
guidelines for the application process provided by the AACCUP enabled the SUC to follow through
with ease. Furthermore, the names and contact details of the AACCUP staff in charge of certain
levels of accreditation were given in case the host institution had concerns regarding the
accreditation. However, there was a delay in the confirmation for the requested schedule.

Subsequently, the accreditation committee was formed. Respective tasks were assigned. A series of
meetings with the IA committee chair and members was conducted as well as meetings among
chairs and members. Notably, the COVID-19 pandemic had rendered the area leaders struggling to
source out the documents, especially that certain staff members were working from home. A request
was made to hire Job Order Personnel per program to assist the area task forces in preparing the
needed documents. Documents were gathered, classifying which could be used as pieces of
evidence. A rehearsal of the online accreditation was enacted. Lastly, invitations addressed to
experts from the AACCUP to visit and orient the IA committees were made.

The presentation lacked spontaneity due to unstable internet connection. Uploading of documents
to the official site was hampered by the same factor. It was further explained that the internet
connectivity at the university was not yet sufficient to supply the host SUC with optimal internet
connection necessary for online accreditation. It was added that there had been efforts to improve
the connectivity, but to no avail. Lastly, a note was made on the struggles of some accreditors in
navigating the new system, particularly in accessing scanned documents uploaded to the site.

In addition to the intermittent internet connection, the virtual platform itself had its limitations. The
occurrence of power outages was also taken into consideration. Furthermore, noise and other forms
of interference were considered to be significant elements.

There was a delay in the submission of documents required by the accreditor due to the unstable
internet connection. Fortunately, the AACCUP accreditors were found to have been very
understanding of the situation as they had provided enough time for the additional documents to be
supplied by the host SUC.
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Meetings and consultations were frequently held between the accreditors and their local
counterparts. The accreditors assisted their local counterparts in the production of documents needed
as pieces of evidence for the benchmark statements.

The accessibility of documents uploaded to Google Sites was a common complaint among the
accreditors. The host SUC guaranteed that the problem would be addressed immediately, and that
the creation of a Google site per program would be established for future accreditation activities. As
a matter of fact, training on the creation of Google sites attended by task forces had already been
initiated.

The online accreditation results were found to have been released faster than it would have taken in
an in-person accreditation. Post accreditation conferences were conducted to report the findings and
recommendations during the survey visit. Likewise, an action plan was prepared to address the
recommendations.

The following best practices were employed by the host institution in preparation for the online
accreditation: the creation of an Individual Quality Assurance Unit to deal with quality assurance
programs and activities; the improvement of the ICT Program to enhance internet connectivity; the
conduct of workshops on document identification relevant to the benchmark statements and creation
of Google sites; the hiring of job order personnel to assist in the preparation of documents; the
organization of trained accreditors to inspect the relevance of the documents prepared by the
program task forces; and effective use of flip books to present the documents for accreditation. The
success of the online accreditation also gave hopes that high-level accreditation, such as IA, could
be done with technology integration.

3.3 AACCUP’s Experiences in Conducting Online Accreditation System
Schedule selection for the online accreditation was done satisfactorily as it was the host institutions’
choice to have the accreditation at everybody’s most convenient time.

The following were considered in the selection of accreditors: their schedule and the alignment of
the programs to be accredited with their respective fields of specialization. On the contrary,
accreditors who had trained for online accreditation responded favorably to the invitation of being
a part of the accrediting team.

Submission of reports was hampered by the inability of certain members to forward their reports to
the team leaders on time and the intermittent internet connection. On the one hand, the overall

coordinators were prompt in the submission of general reports via email.

Fluctuating internet connection and unavailability of certain personnel due to their attendance at
conferences or seminars was noted to have impacted the communication with the host institution.
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Issuance of communication relied on the availability of specific personnel needed to sign
communication documents and stable internet connection. It was also suggested that the corporate
emails of all participants be used.

Aside from the delays caused by the intermittent internet connectivity, no real issues were identified
as the host schools had been extremely cooperative and the AACCUP technical team delivered
excellent service.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

The experiences of accreditors, host institutions and AACCUP in the conduct of online accreditation
manifest the challenge of the use or integration of technology in its implementation. Their common
experience is rather technical which necessitate proper orientation and training in the conduct of
online accreditation system. Nevertheless, the pursuit of quality and excellence is evident despite
the challenges in the new system of accreditation brought by the adversity.

Based on these experiences, an enhancement plan focusing on orientation and training of
accreditors, host institutions and the AACCUP staff may be designed to address the surfacing
challenges of technology integration in the accreditation process.
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Abstract

In this paper we will present the new FIBAA Quality Seal “Excellence in Digital Education” and
discuss ways to assure quality in digital times. To begin with, we will explain the structure of the
certification and illustrate how it focuses on digitalisation of quality assurance. The paper will
address some of the learnings we have made in previously certified cases and share examples for
the digitalisation of quality assurance at participating universities. One major topic in this context
is the use of learning analytics. That said, we argue that — while increasingly gaining attention — the
use of learning analytics currently happens at very different levels of experience at Higher Education
institutions. We will illustrate this by presenting some examples. In conclusion, we will show how
the FIBAA certification can help universities to develop further in the digitalisation of quality
assurance of which the use of learning analytics is one component.

1. Introduction of the FIBAA Certification “Excellence in Digital Education”

Digital learning formats in Higher Education have been significantly further developed in recent
years and are faced with major challenges. Quality assurance is essential here, thus FIBAA has
developed a new certification called “Excellence in Digital Education” — an innovative instrument
to evaluate and assure quality of digital learning. In 2020, FIBAA started the process of developing
the certification for purposes of raising the profile of digital transformation in Higher Education
institutions (HEIS) and educational providers. The seal is based on the European Standards and
Guidelines (ESG) and the subject of ,,Considerations for quality assurance of e-learning provision*
from the Occasional Paper 26 of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (ENQA). The input of external experts from higher education management as well as
workshops held by the FIBAA office also contributed to the development of the seal. In order to
test the seal in practice, three pilot procedures with universities from DACH countries (i.e. Germany,
Austria and Switzerland) were carried out in 2021. During the procedures, the participating
universities were able to take a close look at their progress in the digital transformation of teaching
as well as receive valuable input for future growth. On the other hand, FIBAA was able to prove the
viability of the new invented seal. The pilot procedures were then followed by another evaluation
of the seal’s assessment criteria. The certification with the FIBAA Quality Seal “Excellence in
Digital Education” is carried out in a peer review process. Representing a holistic approach, the
assessment of the digital teaching and learning environment is carried out on the basis of five
standards and 23 associated criteria, all anchored in a detailed assessment guide. All standards are
considered equally important and need to correspond well in order to produce excellent digital
learning experiences. The FIBAA assessment guide focuses on the following five areas:
digitalisation strategy, staff, technology, didactic design and quality assurance as shown below:
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Figure 1: The 5 Standards in “Excellence in Digital Education”

As mentioned above, all standards are considered equally important, however, for this paper, we
will focus on the fifth standard: quality assurance.

2. Quality Assurance of Digital Education

The standard “Quality assurance” contains the following five underlying criteria: Integration into
the quality management system, quality assurance of teaching, learning analytics, quality assurance
of technology and continuous improvement. This standard deals with the question of how the quality
of digital teaching is ensured at the Higher Education institution. According to standard, the
successful implementation of digital teaching requires its embedding in a systematic quality
management system that takes into account the specifics of digital teaching. The standard expects
that the quality management system in the area of teaching and learning is suitable for ensuring the
achievement of the quality standards of their digital teaching and ensures the effectiveness of
teaching.

Examples for the quality assurance of digital teaching (and learning) first of all involve classic
quality assurance mechanisms. This may include evaluation schemes, surveys, programme review
cycles and quality analyses, executive’s jour fixes, strategy meetings etc. Naturally, FIBAA asks
universities about rotation, responsibility and process of the evaluation scheme, for instance.
However, digital learning poses additional questions and challenges. To start with, a university may
define particular quality goals for digital learning such as high user friendliness of a learning
platform, technology or tools. Also, digitalisation offers a range of additional opportunities in
quality assurance. At the moment, learning analytics seem to be the most pressing phenomenon in
this context. In the next paragraph, we will discuss the opportunities associated with learning
analytics.
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2.1 Different levels of experience with Learning Analytics

Learning analytics can play an important role in the quality assurance of digital teaching as they
provide insights into learning (and teaching) processes as well as learning environments, so that
they can be better understood and optimised. According to the FIBAA certification standards, the
Higher Education institution should collect data from students in order to measure study progress,
predict study performance and identify risks that jeopardise study success in good time. The steps
of learning analytics include measuring, collecting, analysing and documenting the data.

FIBAA is aware that the use of data entails a number of legal and ethical issues. Consultant Niall
Sclater has carried out work in learning analytics for Jisc, a UK-based not-for-profit company that
provides network and IT services and digital resources in support of Higher Education institutions.
Sclater lists 86 aspects of learning analytics that are ethically and legally relevant. Among these he
lists questions in the groups Ownership & Control (“Who in the institution is responsible for the
appropriate and effective use of learning analytics?”’) and Consent (“In which situations should
students be asked for consent to collection and use of their data for analytics?”), for instance
(Sclater). FIBAA cannot undertake a structured review of the legal conformity of all processes
within the framework of the certification procedure. However, the Higher Education institution must
confront the legal and ethical issues that the use of learning analytics entails. In their self-
assessment, universities will explain how they ensure that the legal framework governing data
protection is communicated and adhered to. In addition to data protection, this also includes
transparency, i.e. students must be allowed to object to the analysis of their data. The Higher
Education institution bears the responsibility, in all processes, of complying with the guidelines and
regulations regarding data protection (especially the EU General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) and the Federal Data Protection Act (BDSG).

Apart from the legal and ethical issues, universities in the certification process are expected to
explain what role learning analytics play in the quality assurance of teaching. In their self-
assessment, they will describe the goals, scope and processes of data collection. The following
questions are of importance here: Where is data collected (e.g. via the teaching platform)? What
student data is measured (e.g. navigation, clicks and interactions in a teaching environment)?
Universities will be expected to show at what stages in the learning process knowledge is gained
and address the question who collects and analyses the data collected and how can it be ensured that
the persons involved have the appropriate qualification for these tasks. The FIBAA standard asks
how the knowledge gained is used to improve learning, the learning environment or the teaching
materials. What role do learning analytics play in the institution’s further development of the
didactic concept (e.g. personalisation of learning/learning units)? Are the learning analytics linked
to similar data collections at faculty or institution level? These are some of the questions that are
asked in the assessment guide.

To fulfil the FIBAA quality requirement, learning analytics’ objectives, scope and processes of data
collection, analysis and evaluation must be clearly defined and communicated transparently to
students. The analysis method takes into account relevant and current research on learning analytics
and is scientifically plausible. Data is expected to be analysed using transparent, coordinated
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instruments (across the entire institution, faculty or even across degree programmes). Findings are
not only interpreted but used to react to problems (e.g. with regard to learning progress and drop-
out rates). To exceed the FIBAA quality requirement, the Higher Education institution continuously
collects, analyses and evaluates data that provides information on study progress, study performance
and risks. There are appropriate measures to ensure that the data of as many students as possible are
included in the data collection. Trends are developed from previous and current data during the
analysis. The results of data collection and data analysis are used to personalise learning and/or to
solve common research questions. The Higher Education institution uses the results scientifically
and contributes to the further development of the quality of learning analytics (e.g. through
publications).

When FIBAA drafted the standards for the new certification, the topic learning analytics made up a
standard on its own. FIBAA then received the feedback from various stakeholders, however, that it
was too soon to include a whole chapter on learning analytics in the assessment guide as, according
to the experts, there was no recognised state of the art yet and the levels of experience regarding the
use of learning analytics still differ significantly. Researchers argue that the introduction of learning
analytics at Higher Education institutions should be based on consideration of a) pedagogy, b)
technology and c) ethics (cf. Marjolein van Trigt). Looking at learning analytics from different
perspectives seems to make more sense so and matches the holistic approach of the FIBAA
standards. The following paragraph will illustrate how the use of learning analytics still differs at
Higher Education institutions in the DACH region.

2.2 Findings

So far, the course self-assessments of the universities that went through the certification process
show the following status. University representatives first of all mention that a common definition
for learning analytics is still lacking. At the same time, the purpose of the use of learning analytics,
i.e. to collect data to improve learning progress and to be able to offer more personalised academic
support, seems clearer. The participating universities gained data for the following areas:

e Potential problems during the learners’ study progression

e ldentification of difficulties in understanding

e Information on the use / acceptancy of various study materials
e Analytics on Dropouts (identifying “students at risk”)

One university reported a trial period with different phases and mentioned that transparency and
acceptancy on behalf of the students were crucial. They wanted to learn more about possible fears
on behalf of the students. Another university profited from the analytics that were provided by the
Moodle platform for each module, following a descriptive and standardised method in order to
introduce learning analytics. This describes an early stage of the work with data. In most cases, the
expert panelists that have reviewed the certification cases have stated that universities are on a good
track regarding their plans for the use of learning analytics. What seemed missing in some cases
was first of all a clear and comprehensible concept for the use of learning analytics. Second of all,
more attention seems to be needed regarding the interpretation of data. While the panelists
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appreciated that diverse learning analytics were gathered, it was noticed that the data was not yet
fully analysed to be used for the further development of the teaching. Didactical added value is only
gained once the interpretation of data is used as a basis for the teacher to react upon the findings in
her or his teachings. The optimisation and individualisation of learning processes can be seen as
examples for a well-advanced use of learning analytics. During the FIBAA certification process,
universities will gain valuable feedback from the experts regarding the use of learning analytics.
This feedback is a sound basis for the further implementation of learning analytics. The above-
mentioned gap of the lacking analysis of data is also addressed in research; researcher Lavinia lonica
argues that enormous challenges are still to be overcome by German universities regarding the use
of learning analytics. According to her, one of the challenges is the adequate interpretation of the
data in order to be able to make a point on what teachers should change (cf. Lavinia lonica).

3. Conclusion

The findings have shown that universities still considerably differ in the use of learning analytics.
“Excellence in Digital Education” can help universities to develop further in the digitalisation of
quality assurance as follows: The FIBAA certification takes into account the different perspectives
of online teaching and evaluates them using tried and tested standards and criteria. By dividing the
seal into two different quality categories — “Advanced” and “Premium” — the Higher Education or
continuing education institution is given the opportunity for further organisational development.
Applying institutions not only gain insights during the self-assessment process but also receive
valuable suggestions for further development from an expert panel as well as the FIBAA
Accreditation and Certification Committee. Acquiring the seal offers the opportunity to advance the
digital transformation in teaching and learning and to become visible to the outside world as an
innovative institution. The certification looks at learning analytics from several perspectives:
strategically, pedagogically and technically. FIBAA has recently published the certification’s
assessment guide in English language as well. It will be of major interest to gain additional insights
when international Higher Education institutions will go through the process. The benchmarking of
the certification will then show how the digitalisation of quality assurance differs at other
universities around the globe.
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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to signify the impact that key Quality Assurance measures have on
providing quality education at the Lahore School of Economics. The pandemic has brought forth
the need to digitalize Quality Assurance measures at the Lahore School, causing a transition from
the traditional teaching and managing systems to an online system. This involves the following key
departments and tasks being digitized completely: (i) The Admissions office has shifted most of the
task online for a smooth admission process; (ii) Programming office has merged their tasks with the
Lahore School Learning Management System which has made selecting a degree, Downloading Fee
Vouchers and Grade Reports more accessible and easy; (iii) Lahore School has a well maintained
Online Digital Library system; (iv) The Accounts Department has made the Fee bill, salary and
report generation digitized for an easier flow of tasks; (v) The Alumni department at the Lahore
School is also shifting towards a more digitized approach by operating key tasks online; (vi) The
Quality Enhancement Cell has also digitized many key processes such as: Peer Evaluations,
Surveys, Documentation, Class Monitoring, Teaching and Course Evaluations and Course Review
Reports; (vii) The Lahore School has also developed a Learning Management System, where
students and faculty can both interact in a digitized manner and also constantly be updated regarding
key class material, results, projects and provide evaluation at the end of each semester.

Digitization is the key factor that leads to a more conducive environment and everyone involved is
more accountable for their actions. This in turn leads to more quality improvements at the education
level.

Keywords: Digitalization, Learning Management System (LMS), Quality Assurance, Online,
Traditional Systems, Quality Education, Accountability

1. Introduction

This paper will be focusing on the key quality measures that are followed at the Lahore School of
Economics, ranked currently in the top five business schools of Pakistan, to maintain the quality of
online education. The main objective of this paper is to signify the impact that Quality Assurance
measures have on providing good quality online education to students.

ICT (Information and Communication Technology) has had an impact on almost every aspect of
life, transforming various aspects of these fields. The impact of ICT in the age of digitalization,
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globalization, and information is visible in university education (Wheeler, 2001). The use of the
internet, in particular, and reliance on digital devices, has transformed approaches to learning and
knowledge sharing (Arkorful & Abaidoo 2015; Sarkar, 2012). ICT has not only revolutionized and
transformed classroom learning and teaching methods, but it has also influenced distance learning
programs, resulting in reshaped libraries and improved access to learning materials (Farid et al.
2015). Thus, continuous technological advancement aided access to the digital world of information
(Soomro et al. 2018). As a result, the digital world has helpful information accessibility to several
fields.

The purpose of Higher Education Institutes (HEIS) is to develop and distribute knowledge, an
interconnected and digital system becomes an excellent tool for learning and doing research. As a
result, from this perspective, ICT is an acceptable and significant tool for HEIs in knowledge
development and dissemination (Altamony et al. 2012). Aside from teaching and research, there are
several interdependent and interrelated activities that pillars simultaneously in HEIs, such as
semester planning, course allocation, course enrollment, course design, timetable, research
allocation and supervision, examination planning, paper setting, results, assignments, quiz
management, fee management, classroom allocation, dealing with probation students, workload
management, aligning program objectives, course objective alignment, course objective alignment,
course objective alignment, course objective alignment, course objective alignment, course
objective alignment, course objective alignment, course objective alignment (Tolley & Shulruf,
2009). The aforementioned actions are critical for essentially solid and successful academic
programs. Substantial emphasis is placed on the automation of libraries at institutions (Sani &
Tiamiyu, 2005), whereas various other co - integrated and connected activities that occur
concurrently are disregarded. Traditional approaches that are primarily focused on manual processes
are deemed non-interactive; however, ICT enabled solutions can provide improved coordination
between faculty, students, and administration, which may, in turn, assist HEIs (Agbatogun, 2013).

Education, teaching, and methodology have changed dramatically during the previous four decades.
Computer innovations have compelled higher education institutions to adopt radical new
approaches. Certain elements are seen to be driving forces in HEIs' use of ICT, which may thus be
demonstrated using various methodologies. These variables include the adoption of new technology,
an interactive learning environment, an increase in internet use, and the availability of online
materials (Mostert and Quinn 2009). However, the Education Management Information System
(EMIS) and Learning Management System (LMS), ICT-enabled classrooms and campuses, and e-
learning are the instruments that are reshaping HEIs in both technologically advanced and emerging
countries (Kukulska-Hulme and Traxler, 2007). According to Capper (2003), these interconnected
technologies were found to be beneficial in assisting academicians with content areas, assisting
students in understanding essential skills (successful communication, analytical techniques,
teamwork, and inventiveness, among others), and assisting in the creation of a bridge between
teacher, student, and management. More importantly, it has had no detrimental influence on
educational quality; on the contrary, it has aided in the improvement of teacher and student abilities
(Wabwaoba et al. 2011).
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Given the obstacles, the number of HEIs is growing, as is the utilization of ICT-driven education
systems. The number of degree-granting universities/HEIs in Pakistan has skyrocketed. According
to the Higher Education Commission's (HEC) records, Pakistan has 195 accredited degree giving
universities/HEIs (HEC, 2019). There are 79 private sector universities/HEIs among them. The
growing number of private sector universities/HEIs demonstrates the public's confidence in the
quality of education delivered by the private sector (Rizwan et al. 2016). A similar trend of increased
student enrolment at private sector HEIs has been noted in the literature as well (Agarwal,
2007; Halai, 2013). Despite the expansion of HEIs, there are various challenges in higher education
institutions in Pakistan. Availability of trained faculty, outdated syllabus, lack of student
engagement, lack of state spending, access to higher education, low levels of literacy, lack of
direction on knowledge economy, joblessness, and lack of funds are some of the major impediments
to higher education in Pakistan (Aziz et al. 2014; Farid et al. 2015).

2. Literature Review

Qureshi et al. (2012) emphasize the following areas of concern for private sector universities in
Pakistan: technological restrictions, access to computers, English language capabilities, student
reliance on teachers for learning, degree of awareness, opposition to change, and privacy concerns.
E-learning has not achieved much popularity in Pakistan; nevertheless, because to the increasing
number of private sector HEIs, there are indicators that learning through ICT is improving (Khan,
2007). Furthermore, Rizwan et al. (2016) highlighted five important areas for enhancing education
quality in Pakistan's private sector: physical facilities, academics, learning outcomes,
responsiveness, and personality development are the aspects that have increased enrolment in
private sector universities.

Literature is confined to factors of successfulness, digital libraries, and students' and instructors'
perceptions of LMS and ICT. Education quality is critical to success, and ICT is playing a role. As
a result, there is still a significant need for reform and advancement in Pakistan's private sector HEIs
(Farid et al. 2015). Classroom education has become hard to undertake in the present climate of
social alienation owing to lockdown. Because all HEIs rely heavily on conventional face-to-face
teaching and classroom pedagogy, traditional teaching cannot be totally replaced by ICT-based
solutions. As a result, it raises concerns about the characteristics and activities provided by those
HEIs' ICT systems.

Any process in which a teacher or learner uses information systems such as a desktop computer, a
laptop, a smart phone, or a console to connect digital tools such as learning platforms and virtual
learning classrooms to improve their knowledge and skills is referred to as digital technology for
education. Teleconferencing, email, audio, television courses, radio broadcasts, interactive voice
response systems, and other ICT products are included in Learning with Digital Technology (Bikas
& Sanyal, 2001). Digitalization is developing and positively influencing economies all over the
world, and our education system is one of the most important areas where we can incorporate more
digitalization. Digitalization has recently changed the entire society, resulting in new job skills,
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current cultural conditions, and novel instruments for communication and enterprise. (Newell &
Marabelli, 2015).

Digitalization contributes to intellectual capital (Bejinaru, 2017), services, and states in a knowledge
economy by easing commercial operations, partnerships, interaction, and the construction of
complex networks via the use of digital technologies (Pinzaru, 2015). In terms of restructuring and
updating the worldwide educational environment, digitalization processes in education are a
prominent trend. Computers, the internet, smartphones, scanners, digital cameras, projectors,
printers, and other digitalization equipment are used in teaching. Digitalization methods include
online admissions, online exams, the exchange of online / web information, digital assistance
materials, social groups, digital publications, and so on.

3. Digitalization at the Lahore School of Economics

Lahore School of Economics is ranked amongst the top business schools of Pakistan. Established in
1993, the institution received a charter in 1997 by the Punjab Government. The Lahore School has
currently employs 102 full time faculty and 56 visiting faculty and 3100 graduate and undergraduate
students. The Lahore School has made quality education a priority and each policy is made keeping
in mind the best interests of the faculty, administration and students. The Lahore School has divided
their academic programs in six main divisions: Business Administration and Finance, Economics,
Social Sciences, Mathematics and Statistics, Media Studies and Environmental Studies.

The Lahore School has gone through the process of Digitalization in many key areas, since the s