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Abstract 

 
In this paper, I make a case for how a Departmental Administrator – a departmental general manager in the UK 

university system – can creatively work with both departmental and central Quality Office staff to ensure that 

today’s diverse student cohorts receive an enhanced quality learning experience throughout their studies. This 

includes e.g. making sure that the departmental programme and course specifications are fit for their purposes; 

ensuring that the department operates according to regulations concerning academic standards; communicating 

with other departments to share best practice in quality assurance; and liaising with central university staff and 

external bodies regarding issues of quality. To aid this discussion, I explore the concepts of quality and 

standards, especially as seen by the UK Quality Assurance Agency; discuss the benefits of a departmental 

‘quality cycle’ of continuous improvement; and examine the connections of quality policies to strategy creation. 

Key issues here include the collaboration between academics and administrators, and between different 

echelons of administration. 

 

********** 

 

Introduction 

 

Quality seems to be required everywhere; yet, it is not straightforward to define. ‘High 

quality’ does not simply equate to something definite that is ‘the best possible ever for 

everybody’, because people have diverse needs and regard different things as ‘best’ for them. 

For instance, in the case of food, people have different conceptions as to what ‘quality food’ 

means for them. Nevertheless, one might say that some minimum standards have to be 

reached for something to be of high quality, and that ‘quality’ is generally considered 

valuable and worth pursuing. When talking about food, the standards in ingredients and the 

preparation process play an important role. Moreover, there must be consistency: we want to 

get what we’ve been promised each time when we buy food of particular type.  And, the 

taste … well, there are as many preferences as there are people, but food should still taste at 

least adequate not to be left on the plate. 

 

In the case of higher education, achieving good quality means far more than just 

standardising the ingredients or the end products. Although often cherishing common 

strategies and values, universities – or their academics, administrators and students – are 

ultimately individuals, with diverse goals and operating methods; totally manageable 

uniformity is not necessarily what universities’ quality management is, or should be about.
1
 

Despite the differences between the food industries and the higher education sector, perhaps 

                                                           
1
 Cf. the quest for Total Quality Management (TQM), reported by Robert Birnbaum (Birnbaum 2000: 92–108). 

TQM moved from industry to the public sector and universities in the 1980s and 1990s. Although rousing 

considerable interest, TQM could sometimes be seen to emphasise conformance to requirements, predictable 

outputs, and management (powered by measurement and data) as a method of control, rather than as an enabler 

of high quality amongst the diversity within higher education systems. 
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we are on relatively safe ground if we define quality as ‘fitness for purpose’ – suitable for the 

diverse needs of diverse customer cohorts and measured through documentation, 

accountability and audits.
2
 However, in a world of change, we are wise also to note the 

transformational powers of quality assessment, assurance and control, especially through 

individuals’ and institutions’ making creative, incremental improvements: ‘doing things 

right, not just doing the right things’.
3
 

 

Questions of quality and standards have gradually entered university management discourse, 

touching an ever-increasing range of academic and administrative activities. In the higher 

education sector, there are many stakeholders for whom quality is of key importance. The 

students are the most obvious group of university ‘customers’, for whom academic quality is 

crucial. Quality assurance involves for example universities taking care that their teaching 

provision, assessment systems and support programmes help students to progress in their 

studies; moreover, the students must also be able to communicate their views, for instance 

through feedback questionnaires and committee representation. Quality management systems 

ensure that all this provision and its related documentation are maintained and developed, 

and that each academic year the students are in an equitable position to study and learn 

successfully, reach the stipulated standards, enjoy their student experience and complete 

their studies. 

 

 

Quality, Standards and the Quality Assurance Agency (UK) 

 

Before going into details, I would like further to explore the concepts of ‘quality’ and 

‘standards’. Standards can be seen as a way of describing levels of achievement, for instance 

the level of achievement students have to attain to obtain an academic award.
4
 Standards are 

connected to quality and also give raise to expectations concerning institutional or student 

performance. For instance, students at Institution A may be according to that institution’s 

mission working towards attaining very high achievement standards, as opposed to the 

students at Institution B, which has set lower achievement expectations – perhaps because 

that institution is focusing on other concerns such as widening participation. If both sets of 

students then achieve the same level of performance, one might say that there has been a 

mismatch between expectations and delivery in Institution A, and therefore a failure of 

quality. In fact, the quality of the learning opportunities offered by Institution A can even be 

claimed to be lower than at Institution B.
5
 If standards and the quality of provision are left 

unmonitored, institutions with differing missions could thus offer considerably differing 

quality to their student-customers. This is a key reason why in many countries, quality and 

standards of third level teaching and learning are monitored by national-level bodies or 

agencies, which promote sharing of good practice and ensure that at least some minimum 

requirements concerning quality are met. 

 

In the UK for instance, there is the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA). 

About academic standards, the QAA states: ‘The UK’s Academic Infrastructure provides a 

set of common reference points that enables comparable academic standards to be 

established in different higher education institutions, without jeopardising their autonomy 

and diversity. Explicit use of the Academic Infrastructure enables awarding institutions, their 

                                                           
2
 See Ball 1985, Barnett 1992: 30, and Patrick and Lines 2005: 32. 

3
 Patrick and Lines 2005: 32–33. 

4
 See institutional audit documents by QAA, e.g. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/reports/institutional/Cambridge/summary.asp and 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/reports/institutional/middlesex/summary.asp, both accessed 17/08/09.  
5
 Cf. Barnett 1992: 55. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/reports/institutional/Cambridge/summary.asp
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/reports/institutional/middlesex/summary.asp
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students, employers and the general public to have confidence that an award or qualification 

is of a standard recognised and acceptable within the UK.’
6
 Of academic quality, the QAA 

has said the following: ‘Academic quality is a way of describing how well the learning 

opportunities available to students help them to achieve their award. It is about making sure 

that appropriate and effective teaching, support, assessment and learning opportunities are 

provided for them’.
7
 

 

Although there are no official minimum standards for teaching in UK higher education, for 

instance the UK Government’s White Paper on Higher Education (2003) discussed the 

centrality of learning activity at universities and indicated strong support for high-quality 

teaching. The QAA and the Higher Education Academy (HEA) have been just two of the 

national agencies and organisations involved in the assurance and improvement of teaching 

quality in UK universities.
8
 

 

 

Departmental Administrator and Quality 

 

Many universities have dedicated Quality Offices within central administration to coordinate 

functions and processes related to issues of quality and standards. However, the students’ 

learning needs are mostly at stake on a departmental level. In this paper, I describe how a 

Departmental Administrator can creatively work with central Quality Office staff to ensure 

that the students receive an enhanced quality learning experience throughout their studies. 

 

In the British university system, Departmental Administrators generally work in academic 

departments, although similar roles are now being performed in some administrative 

departments. In an academic department, the Departmental Administrator is the highest 

administrative manager who has an overview of the administration of the department and 

who is usually responsible for the management of staff such as secretaries in student-facing 

roles and other administrators. He or she usually takes care of the department’s budgets and 

finance; contracts and salaries of visiting speakers and tutors; timetabling and workload 

issues; advertising and PR materials; governance tasks, such as committee servicing; and, 

notably, quality assurance functions, since most departments do not employ a dedicated 

departmental Quality Officer. These quality assurance functions include making sure that the 

departmental programme and course specifications are complete, up-to-date and fit for 

purpose; collaborating with academic staff and central administration staff on individual 

student cases, for instance ensuring that all students re-taking examinations get equitable 

opportunities; making sure that the department operates according to the law and to all 

relevant regulations concerning quality and standards in higher education; communicating 

with other departments to share best practice in quality assurance, both within and outside 

the home university; and liaising with external bodies related to quality assurance, validation 

and accreditation. 

 

I draw attention to the contribution to departmental quality assurance that the Departmental 

Administrator can make, and in fact urge all those departments or university systems who do 

not have such a managerial role – who rely on just a secretary or two to take care of lower-

level administration, whilst the responsibility for major administrative processes lies on the 

shoulders of central university administration and perhaps also departmental academic staff – 

to consider creating such a post. I maintain that it is better to have a professional overseeing 

administrative management matters such as quality issues on departmental level, supporting 

                                                           
6
 http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeofpractice/section2/default.asp, accessed 17/08/09. 

7
 See footnote 5above. 

8
 Smith 2005: 27–28. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeofpractice/section2/default.asp
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and enhancing the quality assurance policies agreed on central university or college level. 

Having such a professional on the ‘grassroots’ level enhances the speed, proactivity and 

creativity with which quality assurance issues can be dealt, and ensures that the diverse 

needs of students and departments can be taken into account whilst adhering to overall 

university-wide and nation-wide guidelines. Importantly, the Departmental Administrator 

can easily be in touch with the students and involve them in decision-making, for instance 

through committee or focus group work.
9
 

 

The achievement of standards and quality are monitored by the QAA through its reviews and 

audits. It is important that Departmental Administrators are not only conversant with external 

requirements and standards such as those introduced by QAA but also take care to promote 

the achievement of these when collaborating with the central Quality Office of the university 

and with the academic staff of their departments. As a general manager, the Departmental 

Administrator can take the role of an efficient ‘lynchpin’ – an effective communicator and a 

creative coordinator, actively facilitating the discussion between the department, the 

institution and external quality assurance agencies or statutory accreditation bodies. 

 

 

Widening Participation; Diversity and Skills Training 

 

In recent years, diversity within the UK student cohort has increased considerably – for 

instance, through the universities’ widening participation programmes strongly endorsed by 

the Government. This diverse cohort notably includes university students with non-

traditional backgrounds as regards social class. Some of the learners also have special needs 

and thus need to receive additional support. To achieve institutional widening participation 

goals, Departmental Administrators usually work with Widening Participation Offices to 

find the best ways to attract potential talented students to the university who would perhaps 

not go there otherwise. The measures involved here can include the organisation of taster 

days, school visits and professional development courses, the quality of which needs to be 

guaranteed. When actively seeking and forming partnerships with local schools, 

collaboration with the Quality Office can again be of key importance, as community 

engagement partnerships should adhere to institutional standards as well as any departmental 

checklists of quality in collaborations. 

 

A diverse student body may have different preferences regarding various aspects of their 

studying environment and learning processes, and perhaps it is not always possible to cater 

for all tastes. Nevertheless, through the management and enhancement of quality via the 

input of many staff members, institutions can take significant steps to ensure that each year, 

everyone within this diverse student body has equitable possibilities to achieve; that the 

student retention rate stays high and the drop-out rate low; and that the university does not 

deviate from the standards set for teaching and learning. These steps may include the 

provision of appropriate teaching space, inspiring study materials and resources, and 

effective student support systems that enhance student experience. Such efforts also 

comprise good quality teaching that is inclusive, taking various diverging preferences in 

learning into account. 

 

It is advisable that several departments and central offices of the university work together so 

that these goals can be achieved and that the Departmental Administrator campaigns to 

ensure the successful department-level implementation of decisions taken, promoting quality 

at every step. To support the learners directly, the Departmental Administrator can also 
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 On involving students in quality review and improvement processes – something actively encouraged by e.g. 

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in the UK – see Watson and Maddison 2005: 89–91. 
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organise student/staff committee meetings, and institute ‘office hours’ during which he or 

she receives students wishing to give feedback on administration, student support measures 

and departmental resources provided. 

 

A related question is that of skills. In addition to monitoring the quality and standards at UK 

universities, the QAA encourages higher education institutions to help students develop 

transferable skills and career management abilities. The management of these efforts has to 

be well organised, flexible and inclusive. Through the enhancement of quality, more and 

more students have realistic possibilities to obtain a Higher Education qualification and seize 

the opportunities for professional, personal and skills development that studying at university 

offers. 

 

In order that students can make full use of the universities’ skills training, several quality 

assurance policies and procedures must be devised by the central university offices, notably 

the Quality Office – but also, on the departmental level, by the Departmental Administrator. 

The departmental training policies are the normally ratified by departmental committees, 

which the Departmental Administrator usually services. In order to identify potential gaps 

concerning quality, diversity and equal opportunities within departmental resources and 

training provision, the Departmental Administrator must regularly go through the 

department’s specifications, handbooks and committee paperwork so as to keep 

himself/herself informed and the papers up-to-date. The Departmental Administrator must 

promptly present any issues breaching current departmental or institutional standards to the 

relevant departmental committees and ensure that not only are matters collegially debated 

but also that high-quality solutions are put in place. 

 

 

Departmental Policies and Specifications 

 

The departmental quality-related policies and procedures may focus on issues such as the 

creative use of Virtual Learning Environments; tips for teachers in the use of learning 

technology; an academic staff development policy focusing on inclusive and versatile 

teaching; a departmental peer review policy; guidelines for operating staff-student 

committees and otherwise ensuring student representation at the department; an external 

examiner policy; and standards to which the departmental office needs to adhere as it assists 

students with their study-related enquiries. These steps help an increasing number of students 

to obtain the best degree possible and enable them to enjoy the path that ultimately leads 

them to graduation. 

 

When devising new policies and procedures, it is good if the planners remember that today’s 

reality also includes various surveys, ranking lists and league tables of higher education 

institutions made by organisations ranging from national agencies to newspapers, and that 

documentary evidence of actions reflecting the institution’s quality procedures and standards 

may be crucial for its success in those types of assessment. At present, external examiner 

policies (appointment, work procedures, etc.) may probably be amongst of the most topical 

quality related policies, but even such matters as the opening hours of the Departmental 

Office may have a crucial significance for the student’s learning experience.
10

 

 

Academics and administrators also need other clear documentation dealing with standards 

and the students’ academic well-being. The systematic management of academic quality 

enables, and requires, full documentation of study aims, learning outcomes, materials, 

methods and assessment criteria, all of which in turn facilitate the delivery of teaching. 
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 On league tables and Teaching Quality Assessment scores in the UK, see Shattock [2003] 2008: 7–9. 
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Quality management processes (such as the office procedures related to the anonymous 

submission and processing of coursework) can also aid the impartial assessment of students 

by academic staff. Furthermore, quality management can help the Department’s self-

reflection and self-evaluation, internal or external audits, and the ongoing effective 

development of the study programmes and modules in general. For this reason, a 

Departmental Administrator who notices, say, that peer reviews are not being carried out at 

the department should certainly bring the matter to the attention of the Head of Department. 

 

Programme specifications are usually prepared by academic and administrative staff, such as 

the Departmental Administrator and Quality Office/central Programmes Office staff, 

working together in accordance with university-level and national quality guidelines. In this 

process both academics and administrators can take personal responsibility and ownership of 

the success of the programmes. Occasionally, however, the preparation of programme 

specifications is seen by academics as an extra time-consuming duty assigned to them – 

something that is difficult, perhaps even unnecessary. This is an unfortunate 

misunderstanding, which administrators working on issues of academic quality should try to 

clarify. When all such documentation has been devised, this not only enables the 

programmes and modules to function effectively on a yearly basis, but also releases the 

creativity of the planners: laying down some basic guidelines helps the users of the 

documents to review, assess and perhaps even improve those guidelines as required. On the 

other hand, when basic guidelines are in place and need no immediate rethinking, it is easier 

to redirect all energy to dealing with any contingencies when necessary, preserving the 

quality already achieved. 

 

Although the Head of Department has ultimate overall responsibility for his or her unit, the 

Departmental Administrator has several delegated responsibilities in the area of academic 

quality assurance. Ensuring academic quality requires constant vigilance as well as excellent 

communication and influencing skills, diplomacy, tact, and even academic credibility from 

the part of the Departmental Administrator. It is often up to the Departmental Administrator 

to make sure that particular course specifications or quality policies get promptly updated, 

and that they are also adhered to by all members of staff, even though all parties concerned 

are busy and perhaps inclined to focus on issues that feel more important or pressing at a 

given moment. Information on current departmental policies and any policy changes can be 

published in the academic staff handbook and newsletters of the department, edited by the 

Departmental Administrator. Such policing and developing quality is not an easy task for the 

Departmental Administrator to undertake, but ultimately one of great significance as regards 

the quality of learning and student experience at the department. 

 

 

Quality Cycle 

 

As universities adapt to changing external circumstances within the ‘knowledge society’
11

 

and specialise further, determining quality using ‘objective’ external authorities such as 

national quality assurance agencies or other, often comparative, external reference points 

such as league table results may not be the only way, or the best way, in which quality 

processes and standards can be measured. Admittedly, it is perhaps impossible for 

universities totally to eschew rankings and comparisons. Nor would it be ethical, and in some 

cases even legal, to disregard national regulations and guidelines. To achieve lasting results 

that are useful for the institution in question, it is important, however, that the university is 

also adapting a tailor-made developmental approach to its quality assurance processes. Such 

internal quality assurance processes, focusing on planning and programme delivery as well 
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 See Wolf 2002: 46–47 and Hargreaves [2003] 2004: xvi. 
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as the quality of learning and student experience, can be formative in nature and, whilst they 

can make use of quantitative data, they can also use qualitative performance indicators.
12

 

These processes are non-comparative in nature and recognise the individual, diverse goals of 

the institution and its departments. They also assist the institution in paying attention to its 

strengths and in improving the quality of learning through a continuous cycle of reflection, 

self-correction, advancement and achievement. The processes can include the analysis of 

staff-student committee minutes, action plans and reports; organisation of focus group 

meetings involving students; conduct of peer reviews; and board meetings involving more 

than one programme, with external examiners present, sharing good practice across 

programmes and courses. 

 

Departmental Administrators can facilitate all of the above and provide advice as 

appropriate. Moreover, they should ensure (perhaps with the help of a self-evaluation 

document) that a self-reflective, constantly improving cycle of processes – a ‘quality cycle’ 

that enables incremental improvements on an annual, and sometimes e.g. on a quarterly, 

basis – is in place at departments.
13

 

 

 

Personal Standards, Strategies and Quality 

 

Students, academics, administrators and other people working at universities also have 

personal quality standards regarding their own work. These are partly defined by national 

and university-level regulations and recommendations, but also by personal standards and 

those set by teachers or mentors, supervisors, managers, disciplines, the academic 

community, and professional bodies and associations. Reaching standards brings personal 

contentment. Moreover, supervisory recognition of the quality of staff members’ and 

students’ input is crucial for their satisfaction and the pride they have in their work or study, 

and these in turn encourage them to strive for better and better quality. 

 

As regards staff, university management can reinforce this positive ‘flow’ by providing staff 

with appropriate development opportunities, and Departmental Administrators can take a 

proactive role here by mentoring their peers, coaching their direct reports such as 

departmental office secretaries, and encouraging all departmental administrative staff to 

participate in appropriate training activities. As places of study and work, universities are 

institutions where high quality counts at every step. Here ‘high quality’ also equates to the 

members of the university moving towards the same strategic goals that encompass the 

university’s values such as collegiality, discovery of new knowledge, dissemination of 

knowledge, and deep learning.
14

 

 

On the departmental level, Departmental Administrators should make sure that the 

department’s and its individual members’ strategic aims and goals adhere with the overall 

quality strategy of the institution and its mission – what the university ‘is for’. The strategy 

thus needs to be functional on both institutional and departmental levels. Moreover, strategy-

building needs to be creative in order that the end result is adaptable enough still to be 

functional when external circumstances are affected by changes in legal, political or 

economic frameworks. If the departmental and institutional goals and aims match and 

support each other, enhancement of quality in one field helps its development on other levels 

and in other areas: everyone’s input counts.
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 See Barnett 1992: 56. 
13

 See Watson and Maddison 2005: 71–94. 
14

 On the management and development of university strategy, see e.g. Watson 2000. On universities and 

values, see Watson 2007. 
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Concluding Remarks 

 

As alluded to at the start of my paper, we want our consumables, such as our food, to be of 

good quality – and indeed, we also expect that from the food for the mind. There are many 

ways in which universities can offer this ‘food’ to their diverse student cohorts, and ways in 

which the Departmental Administrator can help to ensure that this service is provided 

effectively, creatively and proactively, and to the agreed standards. What matters here is the 

quality of this study-meal, including that of its ingredients and its preparation. And, yes, also 

the taste; after all, we want our student-customers to enjoy their experience; so as to say, to 

finish their meals. 

 

 

 

 

 

Questions for the Basis of Discussion 
 

 

1) How can we ensure that central university quality assurance specialists and departmental 

staff, notably the Departmental Administrator, can best work together towards common 

goals? 

 

2) How can departmental staff, notably the Departmental Administrator, best achieve a 

bottom-up flow of ideas for quality assurance from departmental ‘grassroots’ levels to 

higher institutional levels? 
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