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The Impact of Quality Assurance Policies on  
Curriculum Development in Ontario  

Postsecondary Education

Abstract
Two trends in the evolution of quality assurance in Canadian postsecondary education have been the emergence of out-
comes-based quality standards and the demand for balancing accountability and improvement. Using a realist, process-based 
approach to impact analysis, this study examined four quality assurance events at two universities and two colleges in Ontario 
to identify how system-wide quality assurance policies have impacted the curriculum development process of academic pro-
grams within postsecondary institutions. The study revealed different approaches that postsecondary institutions chose to use 
in response to quality assurance policies and the mechanisms that may account for different experiences. These mechanisms 
include endeavours to balance accountability and continuous improvement, leadership support, and the emerging quality as-
surance function of teaching and learning centres. These findings will help address the challenges in quality assurance policy 
implementation within Canadian postsecondary education and enrich international discussions on the accountability-improve-
ment dichotomy in the context of quality assurance. 
Keywords: internal quality assurance, external quality assurance, accountability, continuous improvement, learning outcomes

Résumé
Deux tendances quant à l’évolution de l’assurance de la qualité dans l’enseignement postsecondaire canadien sont l’émer-
gence de normes de qualité fondées sur les résultats et la demande d’équilibrage entre la responsabilité et l’amélioration. Util-
isant une approche de l’analyse d’impact à la fois réaliste et axée sur les processus, cette étude examine quatre cas d’assur-
ance de la qualité dans deux universités et deux collèges en Ontario afin de déterminer l’impact de politiques d’assurance de 
la qualité à l’échelle du système sur le processus d’élaboration des programmes. L’étude révèle différentes approches choisies 
par les établissements en réponse aux politiques d’assurance de la qualité ainsi que les mécanismes pouvant expliquer les 
expériences différentes. Ces mécanismes comprennent les tentatives d’équilibrer la responsabilité et l’amélioration continue, 
le soutien à la direction et le rôle émergent des centres d’enseignement et d’apprentissage dans l’assurance de la qualité. Ces 
conclusions aideront à relever les défis de la mise en œuvre de politiques d’assurance de la qualité au sein des établisse-
ments postsecondaires canadiens et à enrichir les discussions internationales sur la dichotomie responsabilité/amélioration 
dans le contexte de l’assurance de la qualité.
Mots-clés : assurance de la qualité interne, assurance de la qualité externe, responsabilité, amélioration continue, résultats 
d’apprentissage

Introduction
Quality assurance (QA) has been “a rapidly growing 
concern” in postsecondary education around the world 
(Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010, p. 53). Compre-
hensive and systematic approaches to QA have been 
introduced in many countries (Martin & Stella, 2007). 
Canada is no exception to this reform movement. Since 

2000, a series of QA mechanisms and policies have been 
established at the national and provincial levels (Weinrib 
& Jones, 2014). 

Two related trends need to be noted about the recent 
evolution of QA in Canadian postsecondary education. 
One trend is the emergence of outcomes-based quality 
standards as accountability schemes. The province of 
Ontario spearheaded this in the development of a de-
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gree qualifications framework that outlines overall pro-
gram design and outcome emphasis for qualifications 
from certificates to doctoral degrees. In 2007, the Council 
of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) released the 
Canadian Degree Qualifications Framework, which artic-
ulates what bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees 
are intended to achieve in terms of general learning out-
comes. This outcomes-based approach has also been 
applied to non-degree credentials. For example, the Cre-
dentials Framework in Ontario requires Ontario colleges 
to meet all specific vocational learning outcomes as 
defined in provincial program standards for credentials 
ranging from certificates to graduate certificates. These 
frameworks, although exerting different power in prac-
tice, serve as criteria for standardizing the outcomes of 
postsecondary education. As a matter of fact, increasing-
ly outcomes-oriented quality assurance and assessment 
represents a global trend in higher education (Aamodt, 
Frølich, & Stensaker, 2018; Coates, 2010; Finnie & Ush-
er, 2005). 

The other trend is the demand for balancing account-
ability and continuous improvement in QA schemes. 
Accountability and improvement are the dual purposes 
of QA (Kis, 2005; Vroeijenstijn, 1995). In the Canadian 
context, CMEC enshrined accountability-improvement 
balance in its definition of quality assurance: 

The criteria and processes that are employed in re-
views of institutions and/or programs to determine 
whether standards set for postsecondary curriculum, 
outcomes, and input are being met and maintained 
[i.e., accountability, Author added], and whether they 
encourage continuous improvement in the quality of 
higher education. (as cited in Liu, 2015, p. 56) 

Province-level QA policies–for example, those in On-
tario–also have aimed to balance accountability to es-
tablished standards and quality improvement within 
postsecondary institutions. This goal arguably serves as 
a benevolent external conditioning factor for QA policy 
implementation at individual institutions. 

Given these two trends, it is important to examine 
how QA policies have impacted postsecondary institu-
tions, particularly in curriculum development. This kind 
of process-based impact analysis essentially addresses 
two concerns in QA policy implementation: how postsec-
ondary institutions respond to the dual needs of account-
ability to external expectations and internal commitment 

to continuous improvement; and whether QA brings 
about quality improvement. This research explored these 
concerns by examining four institutional QA processes at 
two universities and two colleges in Ontario. The study 
revealed different approaches that postsecondary insti-
tutions chose to use in response to QA policies and the 
mechanisms behind those approaches that may account 
for different experiences. The findings will not only help 
address the challenges in QA policy implementation with-
in Canadian postsecondary education but also enrich 
international discussions on the accountability-improve-
ment dichotomy in the context of QA. 

The Ontario Context for Quality 
Assurance in Postsecondary Edu-
cation
The province of Ontario has 24 public universities and 
23 public colleges, including five institutes of technology 
and advanced learning which are authorized to offer up 
to 15% of programming for baccalaureate studies. Since 
2010, a quality assurance system consisting of three 
distinctive QA frameworks overseen by three separate 
QA agencies has been in effect. The Ontario Universi-
ty Council on Quality Assurance (OUCQA) implements 
a QA framework that involves Ontario public universities 
in an eight-year cycle of auditing of the institutional QA 
process (known as IQAP). The Ontario College Quality 
Assurance Service (OCQAS) plays a similar role within 
the college sector, implementing processes for validating 
new certificate and diploma programs and auditing pro-
gram review processes (known as the Program Quality 
Assurance Process Audit, or PQAPA, prior to 2016) at 
public colleges. The Postsecondary Education Quality 
Assessment Board (PEQAB) assesses the quality of 
degree programs offered outside Ontario public univer-
sities, including those offered by public colleges. Notably, 
the governance structures of these three agencies differ: 
the OUCQA and the OCQAS are university/college con-
sortium agencies whereas the PEQAB is a governmen-
tal agency (Baker & Miosi, 2010). In this sense, the QA 
frameworks that the OUCQA and the OCQAS implement 
are internal to the university and college communities but 
external to individual institutions.

There are two noteworthy commonalities among 
these three QA frameworks. One is that they all utilize 
learning outcomes-based standards as accountability 
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schemes. These standards are known as the Degree 
Level Expectations in the OUCQA framework, the Cre-
dentials Framework in the OCQAS framework and the 
Ontario Qualifications Framework used by the PEQAB 
assessment. The application of learning outcomes to 
these qualification frameworks aligns well with, and part-
ly is a response to, broader international developments 
toward adopting learning outcomes in higher education 
QA policies, particularly in the Bologna reform Process to 
create the Europe Higher Education Area (Adam, 2008). 
The other commonality is that all the frameworks are in-
tended to balance accountability and improvement by ar-
ticulating the importance of both objectives in their policy 
documents1 (see more details in Liu, 2015). This balance 
aligns with a principle of good practice specified by the 
International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in 
Higher Education (INQAAHE, 2016) that recognizing that 
quality is primarily the responsibility of the postsecondary 
education institutions themselves. 

Thus, QA frameworks for Ontario postsecondary ed-
ucation are contextually grounded in the broad interna-
tional context of QA development. 

Literature Review
The literature offers three insights into the impact of ex-
ternal quality assurance (EQA) policies and mechanisms 
on postsecondary education. Firstly, EQA mechanisms 
exert impacts on both governance structures and the 
quality of teaching practices. However, their impacts 
on improvement of teaching infrastructure, emergence 
of new routines and procedures, and centralization and 
formalization of quality management have been found to 
be stronger than those on the improvement of teaching 
methods and quality (Langfeld, Stensaker, Harvey, Huis-
man, & Westerheijden, 2010; Liu & Yu, 2014; Stensaker, 
1999) except for mechanisms focussed on the curricu-
lum (Vilgats & Heidmets, 2011). 

Secondly, both external and internal factors condi-
tion EQA impacts on postsecondary institutions and their 
local academic units. As Martin (2018) observed in case 
studies of eight universities across the world, external 
conditioning factors include international accreditations, 
national quality assurance frameworks, and other regu-
latory obligations; these factors have provided opportu-
nities to increase institutional capacity for internal qual-
ity assurance (IQA) and led to changes in IQA policies 
and structures within postsecondary institutions. Inter-

nal conditioning factors encompass leadership support, 
active stakeholder participation (including faculty, staff 
and students), internal governance, the visibility of IQA 
processes, and the dependence of the institution on the 
government (Csizmadia, Enders, & Westerheijden, 2008; 
Martin, 2018; Veiga, Rosa, Dias, & Amaral, 2013). 

A third insight is that discussions about EQA impact 
are grounded in contested views about the relationship 
between accountability and improvement. As Newton 
(2012) contended, EQA impact studies essentially ad-
dress the relationship between accountability and im-
provement. The literature has presented contrasting 
views about this relationship. One view, often discussed 
by earlier researchers, polarized the two by arguing that 
accountability and improvement are independent of each 
other (Middlehurst & Woodhouse, 1995) and mutually ex-
clusive (Thune, 1996; Vroeijenstijn, 1995). Accountability 
and improvement were found to be two equally unwork-
able polar scenarios: when accountability was dominant, 
improvement was ineffectual; when improvement was 
dominant, accountability was suppressed (Massy, 1997). 
There was a simple causality where IQA processes were 
seen as related to improvement and EQA processes as 
associated with accountability (Stensaker, 2003). Inside 
a postsecondary institution, accountability may divert 
academic staff’s attention away from the improvement 
of learning when they try to comply with bureaucratic 
imperatives, thus damaging the potential for quality im-
provement (Harvey, 1997, as cited in Kis, 2005). On the 
other hand, recent literature recognized a more nuanced 
accountability-improvement relationship (Williams & Har-
vey, 2015). QA agency representatives such as Wood-
house (1999) contended that accountability can always 
be reframed into the perspective of quality improvement. 
Faculty representatives also argued that although the 
point of departure of EQA was accountability, follow-up 
and follow-through on improvement recommendations 
may have emphasized an improvement approach, thus 
tilting the QA process toward the improvement end of the 
accountability-improvement continuum (Genis, 2002). 
The term quality enhancement has been used as a step-
pingstone between quality assurance and quality im-
provement (Filippakou & Tapper, 2008; Newton, 2012), 
thus positioning IQA practices on a continuum between 
accountability and improvement. 
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Conceptual Framework
Lattuca and Stark’s (2009) academic plan model reso-
nated with the present study as it presumes that curricu-
lum development is subject to both internal and external 
influences. In particular, in this model faculty members 
as an internal influence play a key role in developing the 
curriculum and external factors such as accreditation and 
QA standards also affect the curriculum development 
process. The present study focussed on program-level 
(rather than course-level) curriculum development. 

The study was also grounded in two EQA impact 
models. The first one was generated from an empirical 
study (Brennan & Shah, 2000a, 2000b) that drew upon 
experiences of 29 institutions in 14 European countries. 
The model posits that QA impact falls on four levels: the 
system, the institution, the basic (organizational) unit, 
and individuals. It identifies three mechanisms of impact: 
rewards (i.e., the effects of the published results of qual-
ity assessment on funding, reputation, and influence), 
policies/structures (i.e., IQA processes that are created 
in response to the EQA requirements and recommenda-
tions) and cultures (i.e., changed cultures that arise from 
the effects of IQA processes). The latter three of the four 
levels and the latter two of the three mechanisms were 
relevant to the present study.

The other model (Scheuthle & Leiber, 2015) was 
conceptually derived from Coleman’s (1990) social theo-
ry that explains the behaviour of social systems. The pro-
cess-based impact model contends that the EQA impact 
begins and ends at the institutional or macro level, but in 
between dips to the individual or micro level. Specifically, 
when postsecondary institutions have encountered EQA 
policies, those individuals who implement the policies 
adopt certain kinds of actions, depending on their val-
ues and preferences; and those individual actions in turn 
bring about institutional change. Thus, QA impact entails 
the interactions between the institutional macro-level and 
the individual micro-level of actors. 

These two models suggested to the present study 
that QA impact be analyzed on various levels through an 
examination of IQA processes and institutional cultures, 
with a view of uncovering the impact process. 

Methodology
This study adopted a realist approach to impact anal-
ysis. Realists view a stratified reality and “see events 

as being produced by the interaction of a multitude of 
underlying causal entities operating at different levels” 
(House, 1991, p. 7). The stratified reality is exhibited in 
what Bhaskar (1978, 2008) called three domains of re-
ality, which consist of events, observable experiences, 
and generative mechanisms or structures that exist inde-
pendently with a tendency to produce patterns of events. 
The realist approach is qualitative and process-based 
because it focuses on events and the processes that 
connect them and sees the analysis as a matter of iden-
tifying the actual generative mechanisms that result in a 
particular outcome in a certain context (Maxwell, 2012; 
Mohr, 1996; Sayer, 2010). As such, the realist approach 
fit well with the conceptual framework of this study.

This study employed case study methodology, which 
is recognized for its capacities to uncover processes 
linking inputs and outputs within a system (Hammersley, 
Gomm, & Foster, 2000) and for its value in qualitative 
impact analysis (Maxwell, 2004). Four events, in realist 
terms, at two universities and two colleges in Ontario that 
demonstrated the implementation of the system-wide QA 
policies were selected as the cases. These cases were se-
lected to balance institutional distinctiveness and common 
IQA practices. This selection criterion allowed the study to 
demonstrate different scenarios at different institutions on 
one hand and yield findings that were analytically applica-
ble to other institutional contexts on the other hand. 

The data sources for each case were relevant insti-
tutional documents and interviews with academic admin-
istrators and faculty members involved in the events. All 
the interviewed faculty members also served as program 
coordinators or program chairs within their academic 
units; therefore, in their interviews, they spoke about 
the experiences of their academic units in relation to the 
event as well as their own beliefs and experiences. Most 
of these interviews took place between August 2013 and 
May 2014. The interviews focussed on two main areas: 
how the implementation of system-wide QA policies af-
fected the educational practices in the interviewee’s insti-
tution or academic unit; and how the process intersected 
with their own beliefs about postsecondary education. 
The four events, along with the numbers of reviewed 
documents and interviewed individuals, are presented 
in Table 1. Altogether, these data revealed the events 
and experiences—at the institutional, academic unit, and 
individual levels—related to impacts of QA policies. The 
generative mechanisms that produced those events and 
experiences were identified by triangulating interviews 
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and institutional documents within a case and comparing 
patterns between cases within and across postsecond-
ary sectors.  

There were two limitations in the data. One was that, 
although the interviewees were purposefully recruited 
from different academic units at each institution, their 
perspectives and experiences were only partially repre-
sentative of those within the institution. The other was 
that most interviewees tended to be receptive to those 
institutional changes they had experienced and amena-
ble to the outcomes-based standards in QA frameworks. 
These generally positive attitudes could be partially as-
cribed to the interviewees’ administrative roles and partly 
to the self-selection effects of interviewee recruitment. To 
alleviate this bias, during interviews the researcher in-
tentionally probed whether the participants had observed 
any resistance among their colleagues to the event and if 
so, what the experience was like. 

In the next two sections on findings, brief case de-
scriptions are first provided. These are followed by the 
themes generated from these case studies, first about the 
two university cases and then about the two college cases.  

Findings from the Two University 
Cases

Brief Case Descriptions – the Events
University A was an urban university with over 90% un-
dergraduate student enrolment. In 2011, when the QA 
framework requiring each public university to develop its 

own IQA process started to be implemented, University 
A introduced a web-based curriculum mapping tool and 
created a technology-supported curriculum mapping pro-
cess. The process was intended to ensure the alignment 
of university courses and programs with the undergradu-
ate Degree Level Expectations (DLEs) in the processes 
of program review, curriculum renewal, and new program 
development. 

University B was a medium-sized university in a rural 
area; undergraduate students constituted approximately 
90% of the student population. The university began to 
use learning objectives to inform its academic program-
ming in the 1980s. Since then, those learning objectives 
had become an integral part of its institutional practice. 
After a two-year development and consultation process, 
in the academic year 2012-13, the university’s senate ap-
proved two sets of University Learning Outcomes (ULOs) 
for undergraduate programs and graduate programs and 
asked all university programs to incorporate the ULOs. 
Thus, rather than adopting the DLEs as University A did, 
University B used its home-grown ULOs to inform its ed-
ucational practices. 

Generated Themes
Two themes emerged from the analysis of the reported 
experiences at the institutional, academic unit, and in-
dividual levels with respect to the two university cases. 

Theme 1
The two universities utilized different approaches to 
create IQA processes for curriculum development in re-

Table 1. Data collection for the study
Research sites Cases/Events Interviewees Related  

DocumentsAcademic  
administrators

Faculty  
members

University A Technology-supported curriculum 
mapping process at a university

2 4 5

University B Senate-approved University Learning 
Outcomes of a university

9 8 6

College A New program development process at 
a college

4 2 6

College B Program review process at a college 6 3 6
Total 21 17 23
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sponse to EQA policies.
The QA framework expects public universities “to 

design and implement their own Institutional Quality As-
surance Process (IQAP) that is consistent not just with 
their own mission statements and their university Degree 
Level Expectations [DLEs], but also with the protocols of 
this Framework” (Ontario Universities Council on Quality 
Assurance, 2018, p. 2). At University A, the curriculum 
mapping initiative was a direct response to the QA frame-
work. The university essentially adopted the DLEs spec-
ified in the QA framework; the function of the web-based 
tool was to map the departmental learning outcomes 
onto the DLEs. Therefore, the QA framework had a di-
rect impact on the curriculum development of academic 
programs at University A. The interviewed senior admin-
istrator shared that 

The background is the introduction of the learning-out-
comes based approach to the quality assurance for 
curriculum… I think in 2010 or something like that, 
they [the Ontario Council of Academic Vice-Presi-
dents] created this series of Undergraduate and Grad-
uate Degree Expectations, and all the universities in 
Ontario were meant to adopt these in their curriculum 
development and program review policies. So [Uni-
versity A], of course, did that. (UA1)

In contrast, the DLE expectations in the QA framework 
had virtually no direct impact on University B when it de-
signed its own learning outcomes that superseded the 
DLEs.

The different impacts on the two universities can be 
ascribed to the different strategies they undertook. While 
University A employed a responsive approach, University 
B used an improvement-oriented, pre-emptive institu-
tional strategy. This was made clear by an interviewed 
educational developer: “they’ve [the Provost and the as-
sociate Vice-President] taken a very positive approach 
to focusing, advancing, and strengthening the quality 
of teaching and learning on campus, rather than from a 
quality assurance perspective” (UB1). The interviewed 
senior university administrator also explained: “So this 
notion of call for accountability, [name of the Provost] was 
ahead of our time in predicting the increased demands 
for this. That's when it [the ULO initiative] started” (UB2). 
The pre-emptive approach was well recognized within 
the university community. An associate dean of a school 
commented that the ULO initiative was a “pre-emptive 

response” to the system-wide requirement for quality as-
surance and accountability (UB5). A senior educational 
developer stated: “I think it was a response to it [account-
ability]. I think it was a recognition that that's the way that 
higher education is going and we need to help to bring 
that as a leader as opposed to do the minimum or be the 
follower” (UB4). 

Further, it is important to note that the curriculum 
mapping initiative at University A was not only a response 
to the pressure from external accountability but also an 
institutional endeavour to address the internal need for 
enhancing faculty engagement with the curriculum. As 
the senior administrator stated, 

Our internal purpose of the tool was really to facili-
tate departmental engagement with curriculum analy-
ses for the learning outcomes approach, in particular 
around program review. That was sort of our motiva-
tion, to try to make faculty engagement with the pro-
cess more efficient. (UA1)

For University B, the system-wide QA framework did 
play a role in its initiative of creating and implementing 
the ULOs. The external framework served as a catalyst 
to the university’s internal process of implementing the 
ULOs, as the senior administrator commented.

I think there was an understanding of the need to have 
an appropriate quality assurance process that would 
reflect the quality of the system on one hand while 
internally we were working on or talking about curric-
ulum innovation, and appropriate pedagogical prac-
tices, and assessing what we do. So in a way these 
two things are independent but they are connected. 
For us there was no disassociation between the two; 
for us, we saw it as one enabled or assisted the other 
one…What quality assurance did is to give us a little 
leverage to help us do it faster. (UB2)

The external framework also made the university more 
committed to the learning outcomes approach. The edu-
cational developer stated that 

The IQAP provided increased motivation for people 
to more intentionally take an outcomes-based ap-
proach because of the requirements communicated in 
IQAP… They’ve provided another resource for us to 
engage in a conversation with faculties regarding pro-
cesses that most faculties are already doing. (UB1)
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The two cases illustrated that the two universities 
stood at different points on the accountability-improve-
ment continuum. University A started its curriculum map-
ping initiative from the accountability end and moved 
toward the improvement end as the initiative was imple-
mented. The accountability-oriented view taken at the 
university level was also shared by some faculty mem-
bers at the academic unit level. A faculty member on the 
curriculum committee of a department made this com-
ment. 

There’s a correlation between the UDLEs [Undergrad-
uate Degree Level Expectations], the learning out-
comes, and the curriculum because it’s great to say, 
‘We adhere to UDLEs’, and you can even go as far as 
saying ‘We have learning outcomes that we can iden-
tify or correlate with those UDLEs.’ … What this [cur-
riculum mapping] does is this provides the evidence, 
the concrete evidence. It’s just not subjective—what 
I’m saying. This shows very clearly, not only that we 
are achieving it but exactly how we are achieving it.… 
It allows us to present a very clear, concrete correlat-
able result. (UA5)

In comparison, many departments took an improve-
ment-oriented, ground-up approach to learning out-
comes development; that is, their motivation for using the 
learning outcomes approach mainly lay in improving the 
curricular and pedagogical practices within the depart-
ment, as shown in a quote below. However, this improve-
ment-oriented view was contextually situated within, and 
interacted with, the IQA process that ultimately ensured 
the EQA expectations were met.

That [development of program learning outcomes] 
was never driven by IQAP. It’s never been a top-down; 
this is always bottom-up. It is our [discipline]-driven. … 
There is internal influence, which comes from us, as 
a sense of where we are as a discipline. So definitely 
internal. In terms of institutional influence, there has 
been an expectation in the last year that we explic-
itly integrate what the university wants into our own 
assessment plans, which is what we’ve done. (UB6)

Theme 2
Leadership support and individual values played import-
ant roles in enabling the two initiatives at the two univer-
sities. 

At both universities, there was championship for 
initiating the event. At University A, a senior university 
administrator endorsed an educational developer’s idea 
of using a web-based tool for curriculum mapping. At Uni-
versity B, five interviewees expressed their high regard 
for the forward-thinking senior leadership of the universi-
ty. One of them shared that “at the leadership level, both 
[names of the Provost and an associate Vice-President] 
have taken a forward-thinking but collaborative approach 
to developing these [university] outcomes. That has both 
increased capacity and built awareness” (UB1). Conceiv-
ably, without leadership support, the two initiatives would 
not have gone far. 

All the individuals interviewed for the study played 
a leadership role at the university or academic unit lev-
el. Strikingly, the interviewees’ own perspectives on the 
outcomes-based approach seemed to have, to a large 
extent, influenced how they motivated others to imple-
ment the outcomes-based institutional processes. For 
example, a department head (also a faculty member) 
shared that 

I really felt that this would improve the clarity of our 
goal. I think it provides more transparency to students. 
I actually embrace it as an important element of good 
teaching practice. I just felt we needed to do it be-
cause it was the best thing for the quality of our pro-
grams” (UB14). 

With his genuine belief about the benefits of the out-
comes-based approach, he did not encounter resistance 
when he was trying to bring his colleagues on board. He 
said, 

To me, when I talk to faculty, I tend to minimize the ac-
countability piece, although if it's appropriate, I'll bring 
it up. First and foremost, it's all about, everybody here 
cares about the quality of the programs, and if you 
can convince them that this will have an effect on the 
quality, they'll be there.

 His experience corroborated a connection between indi-
vidual beliefs and actions in addressing challenges to the 
outcomes-based approach.

In contrast, another department head (also a pro-
fessor) who expressed strong skepticism about the out-
comes-based approach emphasized the accountability 
rationale when trying to engage her colleagues: “We 
gave them the message that we had no choice, so we 
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just had to do it. That is what convinced them that they 
just had to do it” (UA3). This accountability-focused com-
munication approach, when coupled with a lack of buy-in 
from the departmental leader herself, ultimately became 
a barrier to making positive change to the curriculum and 
the program. 

Findings from the Two College 
Cases

Brief Case Descriptions – the Events
College A was one of the five institutes of technology 
and advanced learning in Ontario; thus, the development 
of degree-granting programs constituted an important 
component in its IQA processes. The new program de-
velopment process consisted of two phases and was rec-
ognized as having greater clarity and efficiency than the 
previous four-phase process. At the end of Phase 1, a 
program proposal was expected; at the end of Phase 2, a 
full document with all the details about the new program 
would need to be in place. A college-wide program QA 
committee provided support and formative peer review 
during Phase 1 and approved the full new program doc-
ument toward the end of Phase 2. By the time of data 
collection, the committee had been in operation for two 
years. 

College B was a typical Ontario community college 
that offered certificate and diploma programs with few 
degree programs. Its program review process was in-
troduced in 2010 as a major revamp after the college’s 
PQAPA review in 2008. The process consisted of eight 
components: identifying the program for formal review; 
a process orientation meeting; program mapping; a re-
view of program data and internal assessment report; a 
focus group meeting with external stakeholders; creating 
the final report; presenting the final report to the college’s 
governing body; and follow-up actions. Compared with 
the previous process, the new model provided clearer in-
structions, was more data-based, and had greater depth, 
but it demanded a higher time commitment. Another 
change was that all program reviews became centralized 
under the oversight of the teaching and learning centre 
of the college whereas previously each school had con-
ducted its own program reviews. 

Generated Themes
Two themes emerged from the analysis of the reported 
experiences at the institutional, academic unit, and indi-
vidual levels with respect to the two college cases. 

Theme 1
The QA process at both colleges exhibited institutional 
endeavours to balance accountability to EQA policies 
with internal continuous improvement. 

Academic programs offered by Ontario public col-
leges were accountable to two QA frameworks. The OC-
QAS framework fulfilled two expectations in the govern-
ment’s 2003 Framework for Programs of Instruction: the 
Ontario college sector is 

to establish a system-wide credentials validation 
service that will provide reasonable assurance “for 
the (non-degree) credentials under the Credentials 
Framework; and public colleges are “to establish 
mechanisms for the review of their programs of in-
struction to ensure ongoing quality, relevancy, and 
currency.” (Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and 
Universities, 2003, pp. 4–5) 

The framework required all college non-degree pro-
grams to conform to the outcome-based Credentials 
Framework and Program Standards that the government 
began to produce in the 1990s. It also required individ-
ual colleges to conform to six PQAPA criteria when im-
plementing IQA to ensure the quality of their programs 
(see the six criteria in Liu, 2015). These criteria asked all 
college academic programs to set learning outcomes in 
accordance with the 2003 policy directive. The colleges 
were also to formulate academic policies and allocate 
resources (human, physical, financial support) to sup-
port student achievement of the program learning out-
comes. In addition, college degree programs were to be 
assessed against a set of 13 quality criteria and related 
benchmarks, including the outcomes-based degree level 
standards under the PEQAB framework. 

Although neither of these QA frameworks was in-
tended to drive the curriculum development process, 
their impacts on the actual work of curriculum develop-
ment in colleges were tangible. These impacts arose 
from the compliance mechanisms that had been set up 
in the government’s policy directive and funding model. 
Both colleges in this study were quite amenable to the 
EQA obligations. This was reflected in both college policy 
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documents and practices. All the interviewees indicated 
the importance of complying with the QA frameworks. For 
instance, a senior administrator at College A highlighted, 

We make sure that we've got a solid framework and 
that whatever they're building meets Ministry guide-
lines and standards because you can build a beautiful 
program that doesn't meet all the standards and that's 
a problem. That's also not fair to your program. (CA3)

However, it was also evident from the interviews at 
both colleges that meeting the expectations in the QA 
frameworks was only part of the colleges’ considerations; 
this was often partnered with their internal needs in QA 
implementation. At College A, satisfying both the sys-
tem-wide expectations and the college’s own internal 
needs was the most important consideration in their new 
program development process. An administrator at the 
teaching and learning centre made this clear up front in 
the interview by saying, 

The major components [of the process] would be en-
suring that each step we take in terms of proposing an 
idea, researching the idea, and moving forward with 
development is keeping in mind the right parameters 
to abide both by provincial expectations but also col-
lege expectations. (CA1) 

The senior administrator also stressed the importance of 
balancing external and internal expectations by saying, 

At the end of the day, when we do our submissions, 
we know that we've met the legislative requirements, 
[the college’s] internal practices or pieces that are im-
portant to us, and we value in our mission and vision 
that we've engaged our entire community. (CA3)

In practice, the college deliberately created tem-
plates for new program development, which embedded 
the learning outcomes requirements from the OCQAS 
and PEQAB frameworks as well as the college’s ex-
pectations articulated in its strategic plan and academic 
strategy documents. These templates demonstrated the 
college’s commitment to both the provincial mandate and 
the college’s own mission.

At College B, its board policies explicitly addressed 
the objectives of accountability and continuous improve-
ment. One board policy stated that the president of the 
college “shall not fail to ensure” that all programming is 

consistent with the Ministry’s requirements and policy for 
program of instruction. Another affirmed continuous im-
provement as a goal for the quality work of the college. 

In practice at College B, EQA standards were highly 
important considerations in program reviews. The pro-
gram review coordinator at the teaching and learning 
centre brought up the expectations from both inside and 
outside the college when commenting on what factors 
had shaped its program review process. 

Obviously the PQAPA did [shape the review process]. 
I carry this [PQAPA manual] with me all the time. 
There is a balance between or amongst Ministry re-
quirements, college requirements, and stakeholders. I 
think that those three elements have to be embraced 
within the program review process and I think that our 
current model has done a very good job of that. (CB2)

At the academic unit level, administrators of those pro-
grams that were subject to both accreditation require-
ments and the internal program review process liked to 
start the internal process two years before the accredi-
tation review so that one could build upon the other. In 
the meantime, interviewees also shared that the internal 
program review process functioned as a continuous im-
provement mechanism for accreditors. As such, institu-
tional program review and program accreditation were 
brought together to serve the dual purposes of account-
ability and improvement. 

Experiences within academic units also showed the 
impact of PEQAB policies on the development of degree 
programs when the developers tried to meet the degree 
standards. A proposed computer science program incor-
porated a capstone project for all students in their fourth 
year and an option of completing a thesis for graduation 
to fulfill the requirement of “research and scholarship” 
(CA6), on the advice of university academics in this field. 
About the same standard, a business program team 
shared “we spent a lot of time on that… We have to really 
think about [it] because the general college curriculum 
would not meet that standard” (CA4).

Theme 2
The teaching and learning centre played an instrumental 
role in implementing IQA processes.

A common factor that enabled the two processes at 
the two colleges was the significant role that their teach-
ing and learning centres played in helping academic pro-
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gram teams navigate the IQA processes. At College A, 
the staff from the teaching and learning centre supported 
program teams from the beginning of the process till the 
program proposal was submitted internally and external-
ly. New program development and curriculum develop-
ment were part of the portfolio of the teaching and learn-
ing centre at College A, along with program review and 
faculty development. An administrator at the teaching 
and learning centre commented: “Quality is built right into 
everything we do;” part of the centre’s function was quali-
ty assurance (CA1). Curriculum consultants at the centre 
saw themselves as “a process person” and “a catalyst” 
for new program development while recognizing that the 
locus of control lay within the academic unit (CA2). 

Another noteworthy feature of the new program 
development process at College A was a long-standing 
institutional practice in which all the college programs 
and courses were required to develop a summative and 
cumulative statement about their students’ performance 
by the end of the program (known as the “critical per-
formance statement”) before articulating the program/
course learning outcomes. This practice was carried on 
and remained an integral part of the streamlined new 
program development process, demonstrating a contin-
uous improvement from an existing college tradition. In 
practice, the new program team was encouraged to seek 
support from the curriculum consultants at the teaching 
and learning centre to help them develop critical per-
formance statements and program/course learning out-
comes. 

At College B, the whole program review process was 
overseen by the college’s teaching and learning centre. 
An important mandate of the centre was being “responsi-
ble for providing coordination and support for each formal 
program review,” according to the college’s academic 
policies. A senior college administrator highly commend-
ed the work that the teaching and learning centre did and 
emphasized, “It is important to set up the right team with 
a singular focus on quality assurance” (CB1). In practice, 
the program review coordinator was responsible for mak-
ing sure that the eight components of a review process 
would happen as scheduled, and curriculum consultants 
supported processes in curriculum mapping. Thus, the 
role of the teaching and learning centre in supporting pro-
gram review was well recognized in college policies and 
integrated into daily practice. 

Discussion
The four case studies attested to Lattuca and Stark’s 
(2009) academic plan model in that the QA policies and 
standards for the Ontario postsecondary educational sys-
tem constituted external factors that influenced the cur-
riculum development process of academic programs in 
Ontario postsecondary institutions. The impacts were re-
vealed through four IQA processes at four postsecondary 
institutions, which constituted four events investigated in 
this study. The four case studies uncovered the stratified 
realities of the impacts of EQA policies and standards; 
that is, the impacts varied as a result of interactions be-
tween different generative mechanisms at play and expe-
riences at the individual, departmental, and institutional 
levels. Part of these processes was the significant role 
of individuals, more specifically individual leaders, in en-
abling or impeding departmental or institutional chang-
es, which corroborated Scheuthle and Leiber’s (2015) 
EQA impact model. The interactions between generative 
mechanisms and experiences at different levels emerged 
as the four themes generated from analysis. 

The four themes demonstrated the generative 
mechanisms that were in operation when system-wide 
QA policies were implemented in Ontario postsecond-
ary institutions. The mechanisms functioned as internal 
conditioning factors of the impact of system-wide QA 
policies on curriculum development. The most prominent 
mechanism, which emerged from all four cases, was the 
institutional endeavour to harmonize accountability to 
the EQA expectations and the need for internal contin-
uous improvement. This means that the dual purposes 
of accountability and improvement can be compatible 
and well-integrated into one initiative, at least from a de-
sign perspective. From an implementation perspective, 
the dynamics between accountability and improvement 
varied from case to case, thus positioning each case dif-
ferently on the accountability-improvement continuum. 
The technology-supported curriculum mapping process 
at University A was initiated as a response to meeting 
the outcomes-based standards in the system-wide QA 
framework, which was the accountability end of the 
continuum. However, while the process evolved, facul-
ty engagement became another major purpose, tilting 
toward the improvement end. For University B, the im-
provement dimension was far stronger than the account-
ability dimension, as the university proactively designed 
its own institutional-level learning outcomes that aligned 
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with and superseded the standards in the system-wide 
expectations. For the two college cases, the accountabil-
ity dimension was given priority over the improvement 
dimension as these colleges were mandated to ensure 
that the system-wide QA requirements would be satisfied 
first in their institutional practices. However, the account-
ability dimension did not overweigh institutional needs for 
improvement. Instead, accountability-oriented compo-
nents were well integrated into the institutional process 
and worked seamlessly together with internal procedures 
for continuous improvement. These variations among the 
four cases demonstrated the autonomy Ontario postsec-
ondary institutions had in implementing system-wide 
quality assurance policies. 

A second generative mechanism occurred at the in-
dividual level, that is, leadership support and individual 
values. While this theme was reported only for the two 
university cases, it also applied to the two college cas-
es. At College A, the leadership residing in the Program 
Quality Assurance Committee ensured harmonization 
between external and internal expectations in the imple-
mentation of the new program development process. At 
College B, the director of its teaching and learning cen-
tre played an instrumental role in implementing the pro-
gram review process. In all these cases, leaders at the 
academic unit and institutional levels became agents of 
change; their values and actions facilitated or impeded 
the changes at different levels. This finding supported a 
realist view that participants’ intentions and beliefs are 
essential parts of the causal mechanisms operating in a 
particular setting (Maxwell, 2012; Sayer, 2010). 

A third generative mechanism was organizational; 
that is, the instrumental role of teaching and learning cen-
tres in implementing institutional processes that involve 
both quality assurance and curriculum development. 
This role was prominent at the two Ontario colleges. The 
functions of the teaching and learning centres expanded 
from curricular and pedagogical support to leading the 
implementation of IQA processes; outcomes-based stan-
dards in EQA policies became indispensable knowledge 
for educational developers and curriculum consultants 
and were well incorporated into curricular and pedagog-
ical practices. In the two university cases, educational 
developers also served as proponents and facilitators in 
the process of implementing institutional changes that 
were oriented toward an outcomes-based curriculum 
development process. While this organizational change 
entailed a centralized management in some cases, the 

institutionalized QA function of the teaching and learning 
centre has raised the profile of educational developers 
as change agents and has helped cultivate an internal 
culture of quality within postsecondary institutions. This 
demonstrates a quality development model in which the 
functions of quality assurance and educational develop-
ment in postsecondary institutions are combined into one 
office so that accountability and improvement can be bal-
anced (Gosling & D’Andrea, 2001). Arguably, education-
al developers who engaged in the QA function in the four 
cases became catalysts for reconciling the accountability 
and improvement purposes of institutional QA processes. 

In addition, a generative mechanism that was ap-
plicable to University B and College A was institutional 
culture, which is a mechanism of QA impact according 
to Brennan and Shah’s (2000a, 2000b) model. At Univer-
sity B, institutional learning objectives had been in place 
for decades before the introduction of the University 
Learning Outcomes; at College A, academic programs 
benefited from a long-standing practice of using “critical 
performance statements” as summative learning out-
comes. These tools embodied institutional culture, which 
could make a difference to how EQA policies impacted 
institutional processes. For example, University B devel-
oped quite a different approach to meeting EQA require-
ments than other universities like University A that did 
not have a similar institutional tradition. As Martin (2018) 
observed, “IQA tools are not effective per se; rather, their 
effectiveness depends largely on the way in which they 
are organized and used.” (p. 253).

Further, the four case studies revealed two types 
of observable experiences: positive changes to the cur-
riculum processes and negative experiences of some 
faculty members. Improvements were identified in three 
areas. First, faculty members and administrators ob-
served a number of benefits from those institutional QA 
processes, including better coherence in the curriculum 
and specific curricular changes. These benefits promised 
to improve the quality of academic programs. This sug-
gests that the institutional processes in the four cases 
created beneficent opportunities to enhance the curric-
ulum and academic programs. Second, engagement 
with the institutional QA process was transformative for 
some individuals. For example, one faculty member and 
one curriculum consultant at College B shared that get-
ting involved in the new program development process 
was a significant professional development experience 
for them. Third, improvement occurred to the quality 
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assurance process itself. All four cases represented in-
stitutional efforts to enhance the existing IQA practices 
that aimed to strengthen the curriculum of academic pro-
grams. This improvement aligns with what other studies 
(Langfeldt et al., 2010; Liu & Yu, 2014; Stensaker, 1999) 
have found; that is, EQA mechanisms exert strong im-
pact on the administrative operations of postsecondary 
institutions. These experiences suggest that the positive 
effects of EQA policies did penetrate to the academic unit 
and individual levels within Ontario postsecondary insti-
tutions in the realm of curriculum development. 

On the other hand, implementation of EQA policies 
also brought about confusion and frustration on the part 
of departments and individual faculty members. Notably, 
the sources of confusion and frustration were different 
for faculty and staff at colleges and universities. At the 
universities, some faculty members resisted the learning 
outcomes approach required by the QA mechanism, be-
lieving that the approach was misaligned with their dis-
cipline. These faculty members were more likely to feel 
that accountability schemes were imposed upon them, 
and less likely to willingly implement any process related 
to the accountability scheme. The sense of accountabil-
ity and lack of buy-in among faculty members became a 
barrier to continuous improvement. In contrast, common 
challenges for college faculty members mainly lay in op-
erational areas such as workload and time management, 
and they often did not challenge the outcomes-based 
approach behind the processes. This suggests that 
Ontario colleges were more readily compliant with out-
comes-based QA standards than Ontario universities 
and that the relationship between outcomes-based ac-
countability mechanisms and intrinsic interest in institu-
tional improvement was less contentious for the college 
sector than for the university sector. Thereby, there was 
a sectorial difference in the types of challenge encoun-
tered when postsecondary institutions responded to out-
comes-based QA policies. 

Concluding Thoughts
Although the four cases took place in the context of On-
tario QA frameworks, the implications of this study extend 
beyond the Ontario context in three conceivable ways. 
First, the question of the accountability-improvement re-
lationship remains relevant to other Canadian provinces 
and other parts of the world. There has been a significant 

shift from the focus on accountability to evidence-based 
continuous improvement in quality assurance schemes 
(Houston & Paewai, 2013; Morest, 2009) and student 
learning assessment (Liu, 2017; Russell & Markle, 2017). 
Similarly, this study demonstrates a palpable tendency 
within postsecondary institutions to balance accountabil-
ity and improvement to enable institutional changes. It 
illustrates that accountability-oriented QA standards can 
be incorporated into institutional initiatives for internal 
improvement, thus contributing to the reconciliation view 
(not the polarization view) of the accountability-improve-
ment relationship.

Second, the study reveals that system-wide QA 
frameworks exert impacts on the curriculum via their 
learning outcomes-based standards. This may be be-
cause when the outcomes-based approach is used, 
the goals of QA processes and curriculum development 
are aligned under the learning outcomes priority. In this 
sense, outcomes-based QA standards reinforce the im-
plementation of outcomes-based education. In Ontario, 
the different outcomes-based standards for universities 
and colleges that have constituted important parts of a 
set of outcomes-oriented QA criteria have penetrated 
into the realm of the curriculum in postsecondary educa-
tion in what Sigler (2007) called the Age of Outcomes. It 
can be anticipated that the increasing orientation toward 
learning outcomes in quality assurance and postsecond-
ary education will deepen the impact of QA policies and 
mechanisms on curriculum development. This impact 
of outcomes-based quality assurance processes on 
the academic realm of postsecondary education shows 
learning outcomes constitute a distinct scheme of quality 
assurance (Aamodt et al., 2018). 

Finally, the findings suggest that the QA impact on 
curriculum development is made possible via different 
IQA processes that are ingrained in institutional cultures 
at postsecondary institutions. The four case studies il-
lustrated different QA tools, procedures, and policies in 
relation to curriculum development, including institutional 
learning outcomes, curriculum mapping tools and pro-
cesses, program development and review processes, 
and support from the teaching and learning centre of the 
institution. The effectiveness of these tools, procedures 
and policies may depend on a democratic society and 
a decentralized postsecondary education system where 
postsecondary institutions enjoy a considerable amount 
of autonomy and the system-wide QA policies embrace 
a balance of accountability and improvement. All these 
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societal factors place a limit on the generalizability of the 
findings of this study to other parts of the world. 
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Notes
1 All three system-wide QA frameworks have made the 

dual purposes of accountability and improvement explicit 
in their documents. The framework for the Ontario univer-
sity sector is meant to “support innovation and improve-
ment while cultivating a culture of transparency and ac-
countability – i.e., quality assurance that produces quality 
enhancement [italics in the original document]” (Ontario 
Universities Council on Quality Assurance, 2018, p. 1). 
The intention of the PQAPA process for the college sec-
tor is to “contribute to the continuous improvement of the 
educational programs of the college system” (cited in Liu, 
2015, p. 62). Since January 2016, the College Quality 
Assurance Audit Process has replaced the PQAPA; how-
ever, the intent remains the same. Similarly, the intended 
aim of the program evaluation standard for the PEQAB 
degree program quality review process is also continu-
ous improvement of the program (Postsecondary Educa-
tion Quality Assessment Board, 2017, p. 29).
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