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By the time you read this, the WEA's inspection will be over and we will all know which of our strengths outweigh, or are overwhelmed by, our weaknesses. We will be confirmed, and/or undermined, by our total, or partial, quality self-assurance. 

I thought I would take some quality time to muse on quality. 

The word is everywhere although the deeds consist mainly in counting things. That used to be called quantity. People used to think the difference was important, although, to be sure, quantities have qualities of their own. 

A low moment for me, in the history of continuing quality in education, came recently at a Training and Enterprise Council presentation: 'Hotel and Hospitality Management' was listed as logically and organisationally equivalent to 'The Humanities' in the TEC's analysis of curriculum. No one laughed. The quality of the overheads was very high. But what about the quality of headwork in the person who came up with this? For me, it was a turning point, all the larger because the meeting as a whole saw nothing remarkable.

There have been other quality landmarks. Eighteen months ago, I wrote to the Further Education Funding Council to ask why they measured money and time differently from everyone else. We still have £s but FEFC use FUs ('Funding Units). We generally use hours, but the FEFC use 'load bands'. 

I suggested that FEFC devise a base line payment of £/student contact hour and add percentages according to whatever targets, additional costs and priorities they wished to support. This common-sense approach would be easier to understand. It would allow the WEA to count from 1 to (say) 300 (hours) instead of just 1 to 3 (load bands). When, and only when, you use load bands, 59 hours and 21 hours are (officially) 'the same' (load band two). Therefore they receive the same funding. Common sense suggests that this is grotesque and absurd. I have never met anyone who thinks it is sensible. But ordinary inanity does not get measured within the FEFC's sophisticated quality assurance mechanisms.   

I received a courteous reply from FEFC's Deputy Director of Finance. He reassured me of the FEFC's concern for quality, promised another load band (9-20 guided learning hours), and ignored the common-sense proposal of £s/student contact hour. So banded we stay. Monks counted angels on a pinhead; managers maximise students in a load band. It provides meaning, purpose, status - and quality?

Here's another little quality gem: I bid for a new European funding package at the end of 1997; and at the end of 1998 the Government Office for the North East (GO-NE today, gone tomorrow?) had still not made decisions about half the applicants, including our own. Their quality assurance mechanisms were so good that the quality programmes of 1998 could not take place at all. It took the entire year to assess the potential quality of the courses; so quality did, indeed, remain potential only.

So concerned were these managers to ensure quality outcomes that there were no outcomes at all. It was no one's fault (it never is). It was, as always, a 'systems failure'. There were just not enough staff to deal with all the paperwork. 

In the bad old days, a scrappy concern for how something might end gave us more time actually to get it started. On balance, though, I am glad we pay more attention to outcomes. The trouble is that such thoroughness itself can become unbalanced and thereby quality, once again, can suffer. For example, consider 'accredited' courses. We describe the outcomes, grade them, level them, moderate them, and thereby assure everyone of fine course quality. The trouble is that we pay so much attention to what will come out of the course that we do not think enough about what is in it. Indeed, a course can be accredited without existing at all. This is a bit like the salesman who says to the Emperor what will be the result of wearing such a fine coat, (admiration, status, enhanced self-esteem etc.), but there is no coat. An accredited course can be a bit like the smile on the Cheshire cat. It’s a great smile but where's the cat? The outcomes are wonderful. But where is the course? Accreditation requires no course content, merely a template of outcomes against which courses can be measured.

This is fine, up to a point. But content matters, too, and outcomes on their own cannot assess it. Quality matters. Our assurance of quality is total. But it is not total enough to include content in our process and outcome obsessed agenda.

So, we prepare to inspect ourselves and be inspected. We look at our systems, our statements, our outcomes, our measuring and monitoring 'instruments'. Shall we ask a few common-sense questions about quality in education? Here are some: What have you read recently? What do you care about? What are you committed to? What are you most interested in at the moment? What questions preoccupy you at the moment? These questions have no place within contemporary quality assessment programmes. The WEA once employed tutor-organisers to teach and thereby ensure quality in, commitment to, and concern for, education. Now it employs tutors-organisers not to teach and thereby ensure systems, fund-raising, promotion, monitoring and management. We have forms to fill and systems to sustain; how can we possibly take time to read and reflect seriously? Yet are we not in the business of encouraging people to read and reflect seriously?     

Actions speak louder than words. Systems and management need full time attention. Teaching can be left to part time staff. Systems, therefore, are seen as more important to quality in education than teaching. Managers are paid more than teachers although the WEA is not like some other hierarchies where senior managers award themselves pay rises 700% larger than everyone else's. (Is it?)

Inspections are a great opportunity to look honestly at our strengths and weaknesses. In grading ourselves we will of course ensure quality by consulting with colleagues. (Won't we?) Evidence matters, and so I shall of course be keen to ask the inspectors What have you read recently? What do you care about? What are you committed to? And, because they are concerned with quality they will welcome such questioning.

Actually, these are questions that my very first inspector asked me (many) years ago, and which I still treasure. He took the sort of qualitative, individual and human approach to inspection that has no place within contemporary pro-forma and checklists. I was young and naïve, but I bonded with him closely during the (dreaded) Sunday morning slot on a residential weekend school for miners. Some of the students were not suffering a hangover; they were still drunk. But it was a spirited discussion, (the HMI joined in, of course) and it had qualities of its own. 'Good in parts'. There are no spaces on current checklists to describe this sort of thing.

At our last District Council meeting the inspection was discussed and a student/volunteer got up to ask about quality. He used fusty old English and wondered if inspectors could get to the heart of what a good class was, and why it mattered to him, and the underlying spirit of the WEA. He was advised that when the 'strengths outweighed the weaknesses' that was 'good'; and when it was the other way round it was not so good. So there you are. The District Chair advised that this did not perhaps answer the question, so I chipped in to suggest that if David Blunkett could talk about 'spirit' and so forth in his Preface to the Green Paper then why not us? And that, yes, we would follow the forms, and fill them in, but that we would also try to talk eloquently in ordinary English about what mattered to us and why we cared about education, what (real) quality consisted in and why it was important.  

As a result of the 'Hotel and Hospitality' moment, I resolved, on the spot, to write a book about humanities in education, what they are, and why they matter. So many people in education really do seem to have forgotten. A possible title is Learning for Life (Worth Living). But will there be time for such irrelevance when there are so many quality systems to supervise? Is it a priority? Does it matter? Will we get a quality bonus for it in the next inspection? Or is such a book, like this essay, just a bleat in the (quality) wilderness?
