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The new Labour orthodoxy is that only the private sector is ‘efficient’ in a measurable way. The public sector is by definition, ‘inefficient’ and out-of-date, partly because it has social objectives beyond economic efficiency and value-for-money. It can only save itself by becoming more like the market.

S. Hall (2003)

Managerialism, at least in its hard version, may allow government to imagine that they control the uncontrollable. But for academics it is at best an irrelevance and a distraction from the daily business of teaching and learning, and at worst a serious threat to already vulnerable institutions. Once again, it may be that the major task facing British higher education is to educate its masters.

M. Trow (1994)

This constant pressure, perceived as a lack of trust in teachers to make appropriate judgments for their pupils, pushing them to an ever increasing workload, inhibiting their creativity, and denying them the professional autonomy of their calling, is what is primarily responsible for teachers’ low morale and therefore the current problem of low retention of teacher numbers.

M. Bassey (2003)

Abstract
After describing the historical development of Performance Indicators in higher education and the illustrations which they provide for Goodhart’s Law, the paper discusses the difference between outcome and process indicators. It is suggested that, as long as the latter refer to underlying processes, and not to those immediately accessible, they can be used with less risk of abuse. This suggestion is exemplified in terms of standards of academic professionalism, and a set of appropriate processes is suggested for formal audit. The ‘underlying processes’ are anchored in the concepts of ‘organised anarchy’ or ‘complex adaptive systems’. It is hypothesised that they can be influenced by common professional principles of those engaged in them, so as to favour a creatively organised anarchy which develops excellence through true professionalism ‘bottom up’, in contrast to less successful managerial attempts to create excellence ‘top down’. Finally, attention is drawn to the fact that traditional examinations also constitute an abuse of performance indicators.

Introduction
Until the 1970s, British universities considered themselves accountable for their activities essentially only to themselves. This attitude was strengthened by the University Grants Committee allocating its funding in block grants, to be spent in the way that each university thought appropriate, with only basic financial accountability after the event. All this changed, rightly, as a result of the financial crisis of 1981, since when universities have accepted that higher education should be accountable to society. However, the question is how this accountability should be achieved. This paper argues that accountability which wholly replaces trust and takes the largely ‘measurable’ form which is part of governmental orthodoxy and which Stuart Hall criticises in the above quotation, has proved counter productive; while conceivably efficient, it is not effective; a view shared by the Better Regulation Task Force (2002), section 2.7. Instead, it will be argued that accountability has to build on trust and a means of achieving such trust will be proposed. Finally, it will be argued that most of the criticisms which academics raise against present methods of making them accountable apply equally to the methods – called examinations – with which they make students accountable for their learning, and better methods will be suggested.

Accountability
The Jarratt Report (CVCP 1985) recommended that university efficiency be assessed largely through quantitative performance indicators (PIs). This practice, welcomed in principle by the Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals (CVCP 1986, 1987), was adopted from the private sector, where PIs are used routinely as an internal management tool. However, the Committee warned that their use as an external instrument by the Funding bodies ‘may seriously damage the health of universities’. This warning was echoed by academic researchers (Pollitt 1987, Elton 1988a and 1988b, Barnett 1988, Johnes and Taylor 1990, Fitz-Gibbon (ed) (1990), Loder (ed) 1990, Cave et al. 1991) and had indeed been presciently treated by Billing (ed) (1979). The outcomes have been critiqued by Trow (1994) [see the introductory quotation], Cave et al. (1997), Perry (2000) and Tooley and Edwards (2003). 

Although only Perry quoted Goodhart (1975), the warnings and outcomes were essentially in line with Goodhart’s Law in Economics which for public services can be stated as, ‘when a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure’ (McIntyre 1999). The basic reason for this is that PIs, when used for control, are unreliable: they do not measure performance itself, distort what is measured, influence practice towards what is being measured and cause unmeasured parts to get neglected. These conclusions are even more valid when PIs are used to construct league tables (Morrison et al 1995). Goodhart’s Law is a special case of Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle in Sociology, which states that any observation of a social system affects the system both before and after the observation, and with unintended and often deleterious consequences – in contrast with the Uncertainty Principle in physics, where an observation affects the observed system only after the observation and does so neutrally.  The reason is that people – unlike electrons – think and have memories. Of course Goodhart’s Law only applies if PIs are used for control; if they are used for improvement as an internal management tool, they can be extremely valuable. 

An Analysis of Goodhart’s Law
The fundamental problem with PIs, which forms the basis of Goodhart’s Law, is that any performance is governed by so many different variables, some quantitative and some qualitative, that PIs are only ever a partial proxy for actual performance. Inevitably they distort what is being measured, with all the deleterious consequences mentioned above. Such deleterious consequences have been observed and criticised in successive Research Assessment Exercises (RAEs) (McNay 1997, UWE/SRHE 1997, Elton 1998, McNay 1999, Elton 2000). It led in the 1989 RAE, where  the number of research publications in refereed papers acted as the main indicator of research strength [this PI was so obviously flawed that it was changed in the 1992 RAE – with different deleterious consequences], to the neglect of  books, monographs and publications in unrefereed journals. Incidentally, much of the laboriously collected information was apparently little used (Cave et al.1997, p. 174), but that did not affect the deleterious effect, since those affected thought that it had been used and had acted accordingly. Indeed, there is some suspicion that this perception had in the 1989 RAE led to instances of the same paper with slight variations being published more than once and the breaking up of what should have been reported in one paper into several smaller papers. This goes beyond Goodhart’s Law by amounting to ‘playing academic games’ and even sharp practice. This ‘playing of games’ is perhaps the most demoralising feature of PIs, since it leads to an active discouragement of professional standards. [A particularly glaring recent example occurred in the National Health Service, where Foundation Hospitals were chosen in part on the basis of performance targets, such as patients’ waiting times, which had been measured in a previously announced particular week. Unsurprisingly, the outcomes were at variance with the less precise but more valid perceptions of patients (Carvel 2003).]

There remains the question whether PIs are necessarily terrible per se (that is, does Goodhart’s Law always apply), or is it just that they need to be designed very well and used carefully and sparingly? And that people need to be alert to their potential for misuse and abuse? It is not possible to answer that question from experience in the UK public sector, where sophisticated use of PIs has been wholly absent. However, the particular use of PIs in the private sector in the successful development of standards may indicate how PIs can be used positively also in the public sector, an idea referred to later.

Product and Process Indicators
It is clear that the PIs used in the University sector were essentially product indicators, which measured outputs. Such an approach – particularly if used as a management tool - is reasonable in the private sector, as long as it is confined to aspects where there are outputs, which is not normally so with a service. In the public sector, where we are concerned primarily with services, there was a time when their quality was assumed to be assured by the professionalism of the providers. This is no longer accepted by Governments which after all foot the bill or, indeed, by people in general who suffer the consequences of the failures of professionalism. What is however patently true is that in the case of services, public or private, product can rarely be separated from process and that it is much more difficult to establish reliable and valid process PIs than product PIs. Often the final product outcome can be judged only many years after the process is complete – and this is as true of education as of the production of fine wines.


Process Indicators and Professionalism
If it is then necessary to rely largely on process indicators, how can this be achieved? The RAE has shied away from this idea, if it ever considered it, and the idea will not be pursued further here in relation to research. Instead, the rest of this paper will be concerned with the teaching function, for which institutional audit has become the major means by which the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) assesses quality (QAA 2002). There – in contrast to the assessment of research quality - the main feature of the audit relates to the verification of the institution’s approach to its own, previously conducted institutional self-assessment, which in turn is a mixture of the assessment of teaching and learning processes and products (QAA 2002). This approach has reinforced academic traditionalism at a time when innovation and change have been vitally important, and it is surely significant that no QAA assessment so far has ever detected the uneven quality of the teaching which students receive, although it is known to all students and has been documented over the decades, for example by Clark (1994), who writes of the 1960s:

My experience . . . of this system in the 1960s would lead me to say that the teaching was extremely variable, with much excellent teaching sitting alongside the barely competent and incompetent.

Johnston (private communication in Elton [2001]), who writes of the 1980s:

Eminent researchers, but unable to communicate with students at an appropriate level or pace, unable to break down teaching and learning into manageable pieces, unable to give students the necessary confidence-building treatment. Certainly one is really lucky if one finds a teacher/researcher who combines skills in both fields. That can be a very inspiring experience as one is taught by someone with a deep love/understanding of his/her subject and able to communicate this and a sense of its importance;

and Tobin (1996) in the 1990s who, while praising some of her teachers, said that some ‘couldn’t teach a dog to sit’. Perhaps the greater student input, demanded now by QAA (Baty 2003), may change this.

The almost total breakdown of trust between the professions and Government dates back to Margaret Thatcher, and it is one of the most serious consequences of her breaking the unwritten laws – the concept of ‘unwritten laws’ goes back to the ancient Greeks (Ehrenberg 1968, p. 263) - which before her time were so basic to the functioning of society in this country. (Examples from different fields are the impartiality of the Civil Service, which she destroyed with her question: ‘Is he one of us?’ and the rise in power of the Prime Minister, whose power – in the absence of a constitution - was previously constrained by unwritten laws.) It is obvious that these unwritten laws were often used as a protection of professional bodies (Shaw [1946] characterised all professions as ‘conspiracies against the laity’), but they were more than that and the replacement of trust by surveillance and micro-management is both inefficient and ineffective. Is there a way out of this dilemma? It may be noted that while institutions are expected to place their trust in QAA audits, there is no reciprocal trust by QAA in the professionalism of the audited institutions. What happens in the absence of trust in the related field of school education has been eloquently described by Bassey (2003) (see the introductory quotation).

Auditing Underlying Processes and Academic Professionalism
I believe that a possible way out is through the auditing, not of the obvious processes, such as, for example, teaching and assessment in the case of the QAA, but of processes which should underlie these surface processes, that is, processes which provide academics with the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to carry out their tasks professionally. These will be outlined below. It has long been recognised that certain underlying processes, for example – in very different ways - decisionmaking in committees and mutual respect for the academic freedom of colleagues, put converging constraints on the common academic practice of decision making at a low level in the academic hierarchy, that is, very close to the practices influenced by the decisions to be taken, and create what has been called an ‘organised anarchy’ (Cohen and Marsh 1986). This phenomenon could perhaps be explained as a feature of a ‘complex adaptive system’, as described by Stacey et al (2000, p. 106) (where the system could be either an individual university or the system of universities as a whole):

A complex adaptive system consists of a large number of agents, each of which behaves according to its own principles of local interaction. No individual agent, or group of agents, determines the patterns of behaviour that the system as a whole displays, or how those patterns evolve, and neither does anything outside the system. Here self-organisation means agents interacting locally according to their own principles, or ‘intentions’, in the absence of an overall blueprint for the system. These adaptive systems . . .display broad categories of dynamics that include stable equilibrium, random chaos and a distinctive dynamic between them, at the edge of chaos.

In view of the survival of universities over the centuries in very different patterns, not to mention their survival and success over the past very difficult 25 years, it is not unreasonable to describe them as at times ‘near the edge of chaos’. However, the underlying processes being proposed now would be influenced by common professional principles, so as to favour a creatively organised anarchy, i.e. creating excellence through true professionalism ‘bottom up’, in contrast to the less than successful managerial attempts by Government and UUK to create excellence ‘top down’. 

Regarding the professionalism of academics as teachers it must be stressed that, while the latter unquestionably mostly want to do a good job, they mostly do not carry it out in a professional manner – they lack training and the depth of understanding which comes from a knowledge of the relevant literature, deep reflection and regular discussions with colleagues (Elton 1993, Holroyd 2000). The achievement of such professionalism lies in turn in underlying processes which increase professionalism – and it is therefore the existence of these (rather than their particular form,) that have to be audited. I suggest the following possible set:

·	Genuine and constructive academic staff appraisal for all
(Nisbet 1986);
·	Associated academic staff professional development (Elton 1987);
·	Institutional development of the four Boyer scholarships of discovery, integration, practice and teaching (Boyer 1990);
·	A human resources policy that is even handed between all academic activities (Elton 1991, Elton and Partington 1993).

Such processes have to meet certain standards which can in part be assessed by PIs, similar to the use of PIs – mentioned earlier – in the development of standards in the private sector. To ensure that these particular processes to be audited are less at risk of the consequences of Goodhart’s Law and of ‘playing academic games’.  It is of course essential that they are designed by the academics who are involved in them, as was for instance done in the way that standards for academic staff development were created by the Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA 2003). In contrast, the processes of research and teaching, which are subject to the present audit, are based at least in part on externally imposed outcomes. On the basis of this admittedly limited evidence it may be hypothesised that the bottom up established criteria of underlying processes will be considerably less prone to the undesirable consequences of Goodhart’s Law than those that apply to surface processes, let alone products.

Balancing Accountability and Trust
If these underlying processes are audited in an institution and found to function well, then there is a prima facie case that the institution and its staff can be largely trusted to do a professional job (Curzon-Hobson 2002). Largely, but not wholly, and this is where the fruitful idea of ‘guarded trust’ (Yorke 1994) is useful. If there is any doubt in an auditing team that its trust is perhaps abused, then the team should ‘dig deeper’ and engage in appropriate audit trails, where such processes as teaching and learning and their outcomes get audited directly. However, QAA should use this procedure also at times where it has no such suspicion, both so as to assure itself that its trust has not been abused and so as to be able to give praise for good practice. To sum up, my alternative proposal consists of:

Audit of underlying processes plus audit trails of surface processes and products.

I would like to ask any interested university jointly with QAA to seriously consider this proposal as an alternative to the current quality audit. It is not an easy option.

Assessing Student Performance
Finally, we look at the way that we assess and examine students. Most traditional assessment of performance is in terms of assessment through proxies such as multiple choice tests, time limited essays and problem solving, much of course work, and other graded work where grading is often difficult and unreliable. Much of this traditional assessment is largely through the equivalent of PIs, with all the faults that stem from Goodhart’s Law, as well as the additional one of ‘playing games’- from students concentrating on the examined as opposed to the taught curriculum (Snyder 1971) to plagiarism and other forms of cheating.

The underlying process is now that of student learning and for this to be assessed it is necessary to constructively align teaching, learning and assessment (Knight and Yorke 2003). While the need for such alignment may seem obvious, it has by no means been normally practised and is indeed not easy to achieve (Biggs 2000). Means of achieving it through appropriate forms of assessment, such as portfolios (Baume 2001), patchwork texts (Winter 2003), participative assessment (Reynolds and Trehan 2000) and other forms of authentic assessment (MacAndrew and Edwards 2002), are being developed, but they are at an early stage. Also, it may be noted that what are normally called summative and formative assessment correspond to PIs used as a control judgmentally and PIs used as a management tool for improvement.

As long as academics use traditional examinations to assess students, they really have no right to complain if the Department of Education and Skills assesses them through quantitative performance indicators and targets.
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