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Session Overview

This session is designed to be interactive and 

reflective. To that end, the session will:​

• Provide participants with activities to 

complete to identify challenges and 

acknowledge successes.

• Invite individual reflection and an 

opportunity to work collaboratively to create 

strategies for quality enhancement.

• Provide opportunities for discussion and 

questions throughout.



Activity 1: What is your Six-word story?

• You have six words; take a few moments to 
think about your story of working towards 
responsible and adaptable institutional 
change.

• Write your six words on single post-it notes 
and then add them to the wall space.

• Once you have added your own story take a 
few moments to read the stories of other 
attendees.

• Examples include:
‘When talk matters, make it count.’
‘Not quite what I was planning.’



What do we already know?

• The importance of quality assurance in higher 
education is widely assumed (Cardoso et al.2015). 

• However, relatively little scholarly work has discussed 
the development and enhancement of a quality 
culture that embeds consideration of quality across a 
university (Legemaate et al., 2022). 

• A significant quantity of research involves relatively 
small-scale and short-term surveys with a focus on 
performance indicators that can oversimplify complex 
problems and overlook interlinked elements 
(Hamshire et al 2017 and Harvey, 2022).



The tame solution problem

“Not enough 
of our 

students are 
entering the 
job market!”

Authentic 
assessment

Problem 
based 

learning

GROUP 
WORK!

“The 
assessments 

are so 
unfair!”

Pressure to 
earn money

Individual 
learning 
needs



Complex educational changes are wicked problems

.

(Rittel and Webber 1973)

Characteristics of wicked problems (Rittel & Webber 1973) What does this means in practice?

1 No clear definition of the problem Imperfect understanding of the causes

2
Never ending solutions and amendments: no stopping 
point

There's always more to do

3 No right or wrong evaluation or solution Many choices of solution, never clear which is optimal

4 No immediate test of solution Consequences of solutions are complex and delayed

5 No trial & error phase Can't refine a single solution, making it better and better

6 No criteria to know if all solutions have been identified The 'solution space' of all choices is more than any of us can know

7 Each wicked problem is unique Don't let the similarities fool you into thinking this one is the same as that one

8 Wicked problems can be the result of another problem
Nothing is in a closed system; it’s all one big tangled web of complexity and we 
see only a part of it

9
Framing of the problem affects and limits potential 
solutions

We're limited by the breadth of our individual and collective perspectives

10 Pressure on policy makers Solve the intractable problem quicker and more cheaply!



Wicked problem framework (Hamshire et al. 2019)



Get started
Form groups 
of 4 or 5

Mapping
Identify 
stakeholders

Consider
Historical 
voices

Activity 2: Identifying your stakeholders 
& historical voices



Concatenated research

• A form of longitudinal qualitative 
exploration.

• A series of studies are linked, as if in a 
chain, leading to cumulative grounded 
theory.

• Each exploratory study unfolds with an 
accumulation of research and 
application of theory,

• Provides opportunities to explore both 
the intended and unintended 
consequences of institutional change.
(Stebbins, 1992 & 2001)





Activity 3: What social and cultural factors 
impact on institutional change? 

•Form groups of 4 or 5Prepare

•Look at the Same but 
Different resources. Read

•Work through the 
prompt questionsPlan



Get started
Form 
groups 
of 4 or 5 

Prepare
Look at 
your 
role

Do
Make a 
plan 
together

Activity 4: Develop 
incremental solutions



Effective institutional change

• Acknowledging complexity as well as valuing 
historical voices, in partnership with all stakeholders, 
enables us to focus on developing incremental 
solutions (Hamshire et al. 2019). 

• Recognition of the multifaceted intersections of 
student & staff experience and acknowledgment of 
the unintended consequences of change, (Hamshire 
et al. 2024).

• Working within complex systems, staff can perceive 
that the solution to challenges is for students to 
adapt and change to fit in with a conventional 
institutional culture rather than substantial changes 
in institutional approach (Forsyth et al. 2021).



Key recommendations

• Avoid sophisticated guessing! Set up 
institutional structures & processes that 
listen and learn

• Put efforts into understanding the 
dynamic ecosystem (instead of justifying 
preferred solutions)

• Celebrate your evaluations especially 
when the outcome is not what was 
expected or hoped for

• Learn by doing
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