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Paper

Title: From Compliance to Collaboration: Redefining QA in Challenging Times through Digital
Innovation

Abstract

In the face of accelerating political, economic, and technological disruption, quality assurance (QA) in
higher education must evolve to remain relevant, resilient, and responsive. This practice-based paper
examines the University of Malta’s (UM) digital peer-review platform as a proactive QA initiative that
integrates digital technologies to enhance adaptability, foster continuous improvement, and support
institutional resilience. Developed using sustainable, open-source technologies, the platform
facilitates a flexible, inclusive, and transparent annual programme review process that empowers
academics to engage in reflective evaluations, deliver structured feedback, and foster a culture of
collaboration, co-learning, and quality enhancement. The platform supports a no-code environment
for customisable rubrics and review forms, facilitating adaptability to emergent academic needs
without requiring advanced technical expertise. Through collaboration, peer feedback, and real-time
oversight, the system fosters a reflective academic culture rooted in shared ownership and continuous
improvement. It acts as a QA tool and a catalyst for academic dialogue and innovation—critical
qualities during times of disruption. Programme coordinators engage multidisciplinary teams,
including students, ensuring holistic evaluation through collaborative submission processes. Peer
reviewers, guided by standardised rubrics, evaluate an annual programme review process with clarity
and consistency, while automated aggregation of feedback highlights areas of consensus and
contention. This structured yet dynamic approach enhances transparency and expedites decision-
making, even under pressure. In line with the EQAF 2025 theme, this case study demonstrates how
digital QA systems can uphold academic values, promote institutional autonomy, and sustain public
trust in higher education. By embedding QA into the everyday academic workflow, UM's model
counteracts reductive, compliance-driven approaches and instead fosters participatory

governance. Ultimately, UM’s platform exemplifies how agile QA infrastructure supports both quality
and innovation in higher education. It serves as a scalable model for institutions seeking to enhance
resilience, maintain educational excellence, and contribute meaningfully to society amid ongoing
transformation.

1. Introduction

QA in higher education has traditionally been framed around compliance and accountability (Harvey &
Newton, 2007; Stensaker & Harvey, 2010; Huisman, 2018). While these mechanisms remain
important, compliance-driven systems are increasingly perceived as inflexible and disconnected from
the daily realities of academic practice (Newton, 2013). In a landscape shaped by global pressures,
financial instability, and technological disruption, higher education institutions must move beyond
static approaches to QA. Instead, QA should be reimagined as an enabling process that supports
resilience, innovation, and participatory governance (Elken & Stensaker, 2018; Klemencic, 2022;
Giller, 2023).

UM’s digital peer-review platform was developed in response to these evolving challenges, aiming to
transform QA into a collaborative, reflective, and digitally-enabled process. This paper situates the
UM case within the broader discourse on QA reform, exploring how digital infrastructures can serve
as catalysts for academic dialogue, continuous enhancement, and institutional resilience. Specifically,
the paper addresses three guiding questions. First, it explores how digital QA platforms can be
designed to balance standardisation and flexibility, ensuring both institutional accountability and
academic freedom. Second, it examines how participatory QA practices, such as peer review and
collaborative evaluation, can be scaled to promote inclusive governance while resisting reductive,
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compliance-driven models in higher education. Finally, the paper considers the potential role of
artificial intelligence (Al) in enhancing or challenging these QA systems in the future.

2. Accountability vs. Enhancement: From Compliance to Collaboration

The global discourse on QA in higher education remains shaped by a persistent tension between
accountability and enhancement (Harvey & Newton, 2007; Stensaker & Harvey, 2010; Huisman,
2018). Compliance-oriented frameworks privilege external regulation, performance metrics, and
standardisation, positioning QA as an instrument of control and public accountability. Conversely,
enhancement-oriented approaches conceptualise QA as a developmental process fostering collegial
reflection, institutional learning, and continuous improvement. Recent scholarship (Elken & Stensaker,
2018; Klemendic, 2022; Giller, 2023) calls for more integrated models that treat these purposes as
complementary or parallel dimensions rather than opposing, balancing public trust and transparency
with institutional autonomy, academic engagement, and the intrinsic pursuit of educational quality.

Digital transformation has reshaped the core functions of higher education (namely, learning,
teaching, research, and governance). Yet, QA systems have often evolved more slowly (Ehlers, 2020;
Klemencic¢, 2022). While learning analytics, digital dashboards, and data-driven feedback loops are
now common in pedagogical and institutional management contexts, QA processes remain manual,
document-heavy, and fragmented (Giller, 2023). Scholars argue that digitalisation can enhance QA by
embedding continuous improvement cycles into everyday academic practice, enabling real-time
feedback, transparency, and organisational agility (Elken & Stensaker, 2018; Banihashem et al.,
2022; Antonopoulou et al., 2023). Digital QA platforms, particularly those leveraging open-source or
interoperable technologies, can facilitate participatory and responsive review systems aligned with
institutional cultures of reflection and collaboration (EUA, 2014; Berger et al., 2023; Newton, 2013).

Beyond digitalisation, Bezzina et al. (2021) highlight Al as a driver of QA reform. Al can process large
volumes of qualitative and quantitative evidence to detect trends, generate predictive insights, and
personalise feedback for programme teams and institutional leaders (Maqoga, 2025; Ifenthaler & Yau,
2020). Such capabilities enhance evidence-informed decision-making, reducing administrative
burden, and improving the timeliness of review processes (Popenici & Kerr, 2017). Yet concerns
about bias, ethics and autonomy persist, with some warning that over-reliance on automated metrics
may marginalise human judgement and obscure reflective evaluation (Williamson et al., 2020).
Consensus is emerging that Al should augment rather than replace human judgement, critical
reflection, and collegial dialogue (McConvey et al., 2023). Thus, the future of QA lies not merely in
digital efficiency but in cultivating reflective and participatory quality cultures that are supported, rather
than defined by technology.

3. The Context - UM’s Ongoing Monitoring and Periodic Review of Programmes

In line with national Subsidiary Legislation 607.03 (Art. 36), UM holds primary responsibility for the
quality and quality assurance of its academic provision. To fulfil this obligation, UM has developed an
internal quality assurance framework to ensure that programmes remain fit for purpose and aligned
with their intended objectives. Central to this framework is the Annual Programme Review (APR),
which serves as a reflective mechanism for continuous monitoring and enhancement of academic
programmes.

The APR reflects the principles of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the
European Higher Education Area (ESG 2015) and corresponding national standards for higher
education, which emphasise ongoing programme evaluation. At UM, the APR is not solely an
accountability exercise, but a strategic process for continuous improvement and the maintenance of
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high-quality academic standards. It is complemented by the Periodic Programme Review (PPR),
conducted every five to six years as part of UM’s ongoing monitoring cycle.

Building on the foundations of the PPR, the APR adopts a peer-review approach that promotes
reflection, collaboration, and shared responsibility among academic staff. Widely supported by faculty
members, this model fosters professional development and strengthens the sense of academic
community. The APR is a light-touch evaluation process designed to enhance the student learning
experience while assuring academic standards and quality. It encourages critical reflection,
professional dialogue and the identification of good practice for dissemination across UM.

Each programme is evaluated annually by its Board of Studies, using both qualitative and quantitative
data. Qualitative data includes feedback from internal stakeholders (students, academic staff) and
external stakeholders (alumni, external examiners, industry representatives), while the quantitative
data encompasses student metrics and other performance indicators. The Board of Studies submits
the completed annual review to UM’s Quality Assurance Committee (QAC) through a dedicated APR
digital platform.

4. UM’s Digital Peer-Review Platform

4.1 Conceptual origin

The development of the platform emerged from a period of institutional self-reflection led by UM’s
QAC. This process arose from growing recognition that QA mechanisms, while essential for
accountability, risked devolving into bureaucratic exercises that generated workload rather than
meaningful enhancement. University leaders and academic staff shared concerns that QA processes
were often perceived as externally imposed and compliance-driven, detached from the academic
values of collegiality, dialogue, and continuous improvement. In response, the QAC initiated a
participatory design process re-envisioning QA as an enabler of reflection and shared responsibility.

The dialogue produced a collective commitment to develop a digital peer-review platform aligned with
the University’s strategic priorities for sustainability, inclusivity, and innovation. Its conception was
shaped by four design principles. The platform was to be sustainable, built on open-source
technologies to reduce dependence on costly proprietary systems and ensure long-term
maintainability. It was to be adaptable, allowing customisation of processes and feedback templates
that evolve with regulatory, pedagogical and policy requirements. Furthermore, it was to be inclusive,
engaging academics across disciplines and fostering collaboration among multidisciplinary teams.
Finally, it was to be transparent, providing real-time visibility of progress, structured peer feedback
oversight and aggregated insights to support evidence-based decision-making.

In essence, the platform represented a strategic attempt to reclaim QA as a collegial, developmental,
and data-informed practice that strengthens institutional learning while preserving academic
autonomy.

4.2 UM’s peer-review guiding principle - the Academics for Quality Assurance (A4QA) initiative

The development of the digital peer-review platform formed part of the broader Academics for Quality
Assurance (A4QA) initiative at UM, which seeks to foster a culture of evidence-informed
enhancement through active academic engagement. UM has long embraced peer review as a means
to promote continuous improvement, co-design, co-learning, and professional development, thereby
enhancing learning and teaching. Building on this tradition, the QAC launched the A4QA initiative to
strengthen the academic involvement in the ongoing programme reviews and shift the focus of the
APRs from compliance to constructive support and enhancement.
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A4QA was launched through a call for expressions of interest among full-time resident academics,
attracting 80 volunteers to the peer-review pool. This is an encouraging demonstration of collective
commitment to meaningful QA engagement. A key step was the collaborative development of a
rubric, fostering a shared understanding of expectations for APR reviews. The subsequent co-
designing of a digital peer-review platform, refined through iterative workshops, pilot testing, and
focus groups, enabled continuous refinement guided by stakeholder feedback.

Through this participatory process, the A4QA initiative transformed QA development into a
collaborative learning exercise in which technology facilitated engagement, reflection, and shared
ownership of quality processes. The resulting platform embodies not only a digital infrastructure for
QA, but also UM’s commitment to co-creation, inclusivity, and continuous enhancement.

4.3 Design and functionality of the digital platform

The platform is built on open-source technologies, eliminating licensing costs and ensuring long-term
sustainability. Its modular, web-based architecture provides seamless access to all university staff
through their corporate accounts, integrating with the institution’s authentication services via Single
Sign-On (SSO). A key innovation is its no-code environment, enabling administrators to define and
manage bespoke review forms and rubrics without presupposing advanced technical skills.

Collaboration is central to the platform’s design. Programme coordinators can invite colleagues to
contribute to submissions, promoting multi-stakeholder input and holistic evaluation. The ability to
save and revise drafts supports thorough preparation. Typically, APRs integrate feedback from
students, academic staff, external examiners and external stakeholders which the programme’s Board
of Studies analyses to identify strengths, emerging issues, and enhancement opportunities. Resulting
action feeds into institutional QA reporting cycles. This positions the APR as an evidence-informed
process supporting reflective practice, pedagogical innovation, and continuous improvement. Once
submitted, system administrators assign two reviewers from the A4QA pool.

Peer review is guided by agreed-upon rubrics ensuring consistency and transparency. Reviewers
apply predefined evaluation scales (e.g., “Target Exceeded”, “Target Met”, “Target Not Met”) for each
indicator and may add comments. Automated features enhance efficiency and accuracy. For
example, once individual reviews are submitted, the system generates a draft aggregated feedback
report highlighting consensus and divergence, which informs the lead reviewer’s reflective discussion,
and final feedback for the Board of Studies. Additionally, automated alerts and email reminders keep
users on schedule while the audit trail records all actions, ensuring transparency and a permanent
record of the review process.

This digital platform enables academic staff and system administrators to adapt review forms,
workflows and evaluation criteria without requiring advanced technical skills, enabling the system to
evolve in line with academic and regulatory needs. A key feature is collaborative submission, whereby
Boards of Studies and programme coordinators complete APRs within a shared digital workspace
involving multiple stakeholders, including students. Guided peer reviews use agreed-upon rubrics to
ensure structured, transparent and consistent feedback, while automated aggregation visualises
consensus, divergences and emerging themes that stimulate professional dialogue and further
reflection. Finally, dashboard oversight allows institutional leaders and QA staff to access dynamic
reports that support decision-making and strategic planning.

5. Methodological Approach and the Implementation Journey
Implementation followed a participatory design approach (Wacnik et al., 2024) in which iterative
consultations with academics and administrators shaped the platform’s functionality. This

collaborative process ensured usability and fostered a sense of ownership, which are essential for
embedding QA into everyday academic practice (Stensaker & Harvey, 2010; Newton, 2013; Giller,
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2023). The methodological framework combined participatory design with iterative evaluation, aligning
functional development with pedagogical purpose. Drawing on action research principles (Bradbury,
2015), it incorporated feedback loops that integrated data on user experience and qualitative
reflections into continuous refinement cycles.

Feedback was collected through workshops and group debrief sessions following pilot phases to
identify issues related to usability, transparency, and integration with existing QA workflows.
Complementary usability testing further guided incremental improvements. This approach established
a robust mechanism for evidence-informed enhancement and positioned stakeholders as co-creators
of quality, fully consistent with the ESG (2015) emphasis on active stakeholder engagement in
internal QA. Through sustained dialogue between staff, processes, and technology, A4QA evolved as
a living system reflecting UM’s culture of collaboration, inclusivity, and reflective institutional learning.

6. Challenges and Opportunities in Implementing Digital Peer Review — Lessons Learnt

Despite its many advantages, implementing a digital peer-review platform posed challenges. Among
these were securing academic engagement and institutional buy-in. Transitioning from externally-
driven evaluations to an internal, collaborative review model requires cultural adaptation and trust-
building. Ensuring transparency, consistency, and academic integrity, addressing technical literacy
gaps, and promoting a shared understanding of the platform’s benefits were also essential.

To overcome these challenges, UM adopted a strategic approach that combined targeted training,
clear evaluation guidelines, participatory design, and continuous communication. These build
confidence and cultivate a culture of reflective practice grounded in prior peer-review experience.
These foundations helped academics to view the new digital platform not as an administrative burden,
but as an opportunity for shared learning and enhancement; one that improved process efficiency,
accelerated reporting cycles, and facilitated meaningful collaboration across departments and
disciplines.

The digital peer-review model has since yielded significant benefits. Its strength lies in democratising
programme review by fostering equitable participation across disciplines. Through a standardised yet
flexible framework for evaluation, diverse perspectives are represented and programme
improvements are informed by collective input. Structured rubrics and transparent feedback loops
ensured fairness and consistency, while iterative peer engagement fostered pedagogical reflection
and professional growth. This participatory model enhanced inclusivity, institutional learning, and
UM’s commitment to continuous improvement through shared academic ownership.

Several lessons from UM’s experience are transferable to other higher education institutions. Early
stakeholders’ engagement through co-design fosters usability and ownership. Prioritising adaptability
via no-code, flexible and customisable tools enhance resilience. Embedding reflection through rubrics
that stimulate dialogue, and integrating students in programme reviews, strengthens evaluation.
Finally, safeguarding autonomy ensured that digital QA reinforces, rather than diminishes, institutional
autonomy.

6.1 Anticipating the role of Al

Al has the potential to both enhance and complicate digital QA in higher education. It can automate
data analysis, detect feedback patterns, and generate predictive insights that inform decision-making
(Alcock, 2025; QAA, 2024). Machine learning and natural language processing tools offer
opportunities for inclusivity, translation, and personalised feedback (Al-Zahrani & Alasmari, 2024).
Yet, challenges persist around bias, transparency, and academic autonomy as overreliance on
automation erodes human judgement (Pikhart & Al-Obaydi, 2025).

UM’s peer-review platform is well-positioned to integrate such tools responsibly, leveraging Al to
enhance, rather than replace, human judgement, thereby sustaining the reflective, dialogic, and
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value-driven ethos of quality enhancement. The plan would involve deploying open-weight large
language models (LLMs) locally or within secure institutional environments, ensuring data privacy
while enabling advanced language understanding and reasoning capabilities.

From a data entry perspective, Al can assist programme coordinators by automatically processing
supporting documentation (e.g., annual reports, course outlines, and student feedback) and
generating first review drafts for refinement, reducing administrative burden.

For reviewers, LLMs can analyse free-text comments to identify areas of agreement or disagreement,
providing structured maps of perspectives. This would help reviewers and coordinators focus
discussions on key divergences, and would support the generation of draft aggregate reports that
highlight consensus and contested issues, verified and finalised by human reviewers. An optional Al
evaluator could offer a machine-generated perspective to prompt critical reflection, complementing
rather than replacing human review.

From an aggregate analysis perspective, Al can enable longitudinal insights. Business intelligence
tools can analyse APRs over time to reveal systemic strengths, recurring challenges, or emerging

trends. Clustering techniques can group programmes facing similar issues for targeted institutional
interventions, while anomaly detection techniques can flag outliers for deeper analysis.

Such layered integration of Al strengthens the platform’s collaborative and adaptive ethos, using
automation to enhance clarity, consistency, and strategic insight while preserving the central role of
human academic judgement.

7. Shifts in QA Culture — A Way Forward

UM’s digital peer-review platform challenges the dominant paradigm of QA as a compliance exercise
by embedding collaboration and co-learning into its core. It demonstrates how digital QA platforms
can transform quality from a bureaucratic process into a shared, developmental behaviour. The UM
case contributes to wider debates on QA reform by showing how digital infrastructures can act as
both tools and catalysts for cultural change. The platform balances accountability with enhancement
by integrating QA into daily academic practice while aligning technological innovation with values
such as sustainability, autonomy, and inclusivity. It also offers a transferable model for institutions
seeking to reconcile external accountability with internal improvement.

Key shifts in UM’s approach include a stronger emphasis on shared ownership, distributed QA
responsibilities across multiple stakeholders and breaking down hierarchical silos. Reflective practice
is central, with rubrics designed to prompt critical reflection rather than checklist-style compliance. In
addition, dialogue and co-learning are promoted through cross-disciplinary review processes that
reinforce trust and collegiality.

Although the digital platform is still in its early stages, UM will be evaluating its effectiveness across
three dimensions: process efficiency (reducing administrative burden, improving timeliness and
flexibility); cultural impact (strengthening engagement, transparency and collaboration); and
educational outcomes (enhancing programme quality, amplifying student voice, and fostering
institutional resilience).

To measure these impacts, a multi-method evaluation framework will guide this assessment.
Questionnaires and workshops with programme coordinators, reviewers, students, and QA staff will
assess usability, transparency, and perceived value, while identifying areas for improvement. These
will be complemented by analytics from the A4QA system itself, such as the proportion of
programmes completing reviews, the timeliness of submissions, the number of collaborators
(including students), and the rate of review completions by deadline. Educational outcomes will be
tracked through indicators such as the number of implemented recommendations and student
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suggestions, as well as revisions to rubrics and templates. System logs will capture reviewer
engagement, invitation acceptance rates, and distribution of feedback activity. Comparative analysis
across review cycles will then quantify improvements in efficiency, collaboration, and
responsiveness—providing a longitudinal evidence base for assessing institutional learning,
participatory culture, and sustained quality enhancement.

Looking ahead, UM may integrate Al-driven impact assessment tools to detect patterns of
improvement across cohorts, generate predictive indicators of at-risk programmes, and strengthen
evidence-based policy adjustments.

8. Conclusion

UM’s digital peer-review platform illustrates how QA can be reimagined as a dynamic, human-centred
practice amid uncertainty and change. By embedding reflection, collaboration, and digital innovation
into academic workflows, the initiative transforms QA from a procedural obligation into a shared
enterprise of learning and enhancement. Evaluations demonstrate not only measurable gains in
efficiency and transparency but also deeper cultural shifts toward collegiality, trust, and collective
ownership of quality.

As higher education faces rapid technological and societal transformation, UM’s experience shows
that digital systems can strengthen rather than supplant academic values. While Al and automation
offer new insight and responsiveness, their use must remain ethically grounded, ensuring that human
judgement, critical reflection and dialogue continue to guide institutional practice.

In moving from compliance to collaboration, QA evolves into an enabler of institutional autonomy,
innovation, and societal contribution. UM’s model offers a scalable vision for universities across
Europe and beyond, where technology amplifies participation, transparency, and continuous
improvement. Ultimately, QA is not merely about assuring quality but about enhancing it, nurturing
collaboration, innovation, resilience, and reaffirming higher education’s transformative purpose in a
rapidly changing world.
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