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The New Zealand Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) has initiated a project aimed at
creating a framework focused on holistic improvement of TEO capability. This will support
tertiary education organization (TEO)-led capability improvement investments by TEC,
developing and maintaining effective systems for learning and teaching. It will enable a
range of responses by TEC to different TEO capabilities and support a diversified and
coordinated network of TEOs. By enabling high-capability TEOs to operate with greater
latitude, and providing a framework for investing the improvement of all TEO’s capability
it will enable responsive, agile and flexible tertiary education system.

Introduction
Tertiary education is widely recognised as being one of the major influences on social and economic well
being. The Council of Europe describes the European tertiary system as “an exceptional asset which should
be fully respected” (Council of Europe, 1997, 1). The historical benefits of education to society are widely
recognised as extending well beyond the positive individual outcomes (Hout, 2012; Moretti, 2004;
Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).
There are however indications that these important contributions are under threat from wider changes in
global society (Bok, 2010; Wolf, 2004). The challenges facing tertiary education systems are driven by long
term trends that have been increasingly apparent over the last few decades. The forces acting on the system
are complex and represent the interaction of many drivers that also act on society through political and
economic change. They are widely recognised as including (Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2009;
Wissema, 2009; Bok, 2013; Cunningham et al., 1997; Marginson and Considine, 2000; Shattock, 2003;
Sporn, 1999):
 Demographic changes within individual countries changing the scale and scope of tertiary
education, influenced by the complex changes described as globalisation which affect the
movement of people and the demand for skills in internationalised economies. This includes
complex shifts in the composition of the adult population and the need to engage educationally
with people throughout their lives;
 Stakeholder influences shifting in the face of changing economic and political priorities, with new
stakeholders in tertiary education acting to influence national systems and individual providers;
 Financial challenges reflecting the shift from public to private control of wealth, the changing
nature of many economies, and the increased costs of provision associated with the scope and
magnitude of education needed by modern societies;
 The significance of qualifications and the understanding of the intrinsic and extrinsic value of
formal qualifications evolving in the face of changing employment patterns and expectations of
graduates;
 Technological change affecting pedagogical models and organisational structures. The ability of
technology to catalyse and shape the impact of other changes to national systems and to sustain a
rapid pace of change.
The intersection of these forces creates a dynamic environment that can be characterised as a ‘wicked
problem’ acting on a national system, which can trigger paralysis in decision making or lead to reactive
responses that fail to drive systematic and purposeful improvement (Marshall, 2014). As an example,
increasing scale of provision to an ever larger proportion of the population ultimately devalues
qualifications such that they cease to have any extrinsic economic value. This decline is clearly apparent in
the Korean system where roughly two thirds of young adults have undergraduate degrees (Yeom, 2016).
The relationship between the scale of education, the stakeholders and the financing of educational
opportunities are also closely interrelated. Trow (2006) describes the social and political changes that result
from a shift from a small scale élite experience of education with few stakeholders and minimal concern
with costs or economic outcomes, through mass education with greater scale involving many stakeholders
and substantial concerns with costs and economic value, culminating in universal education with massive
scale potentially leading to a shift to the individual learner as the only significant stakeholder.
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The New Zealand tertiary system shows every sign of struggling with the implications of these forces
and the resulting complexity facing institutional leaders and government agencies (Marshall, 2014).
Recognition of the issues resulted in the Ministerial instruction to the Productivity Commission that it
undertake an investigation into new models of tertiary education. The terms of reference (New Zealand
Government, 2015, p. 1) states that this investigation be on “how trends, especially in technology, tuition
costs, skill demand, demography and internationalisation, may drive changes in business models and
delivery models in the tertiary sector.” This investigation is expected to provide its final report and
recommendations in early 2017, however the draft report has been circulated for comment (New Zealand
Productivity Commission, 2016). The draft report identifies the forces acting on the New Zealand system
broadly in alignment to those noted above and also notes that the regulatory context for tertiary education is
a consequence and a contributor to the challenges facing the system. The draft report notes “over time
central government has responded to fiscal pressure, political risks, and quality concerns by layering
increasingly prescriptive funding rules and regulatory requirements on providers. These have the
cumulative effect of tying the system down” (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2016, p. 2).
Throughout the draft report there are many criticisms of the regulatory and quality assurance systems in
place and their imposition of an environment that is risk averse, conservative, inflexible and lacking the
agility and responsiveness needed to engage with a dynamic and complex educational environment.
This paper outlines a possible mechanism for engaging with the complex challenges facing New Zealand
tertiary education using the relationship between one of the major sector agencies and the various
organizations and stakeholders of the system. This work is part of an ongoing project to stimulate and
sustain change in tertiary education and describes the current conception of how capability in a national
system can be described and improvements made. The framework content is evolving over time in response
to consultation and ongoing work, the processes for which are described below, and so nothing in this paper
should be regarded as final. In particular it is important to emphasise that the ideas and analysis presented in
this paper are entirely those of the author and should not be construed in any way as reflecting the views of
his employer, or those of the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) or any other government agency.

New Zealand Tertiary Education
The New Zealand Tertiary System
New Zealand tertiary education encompasses a system of over 700 Tertiary Education Organizations
(TEOs) in 2015 (TEC, 2016c). TEOs include providers who offer formal qualifications, referred to as
Tertiary Educational Institutions (TEIs), as well as 11 Industry Training Organizations (ITOs) which work
to enable industry-based training such as apprenticeships. The range of TEIs includes 8 Universities, 3
Wānanga (providers operating according to Māori culture and protocols), 16 Institutes of Technology and
Polytechnic (ITPs; technical, vocational and professional providers with a regional focus), 235 Private
Tertiary Enterprises (PTEs; privately owned providers), and over 400 community education organisations.
The scale of these range from small community groups working with a handful of students annually through
to the University of Auckland with over 5000 staff and more than 42,000 students in 2015 (Universities
New Zealand, 2016).
A wide variety of government agencies are also involved in various aspects of the system. The primary
agencies are the Ministry of Education, responsible for tertiary legislation, policy and strategy, the New
Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), responsible for the New Zealand Qualifications Framework and
accreditation of qualifications under that framework, and the TEC, responsible for allocating and managing
the government funding for tertiary education. Other government agencies with stakeholder interests in
tertiary education include Careers New Zealand, Education New Zealand, the Education Review Office, the
Education Council, Immigration New Zealand, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Te Puni Kōkiri,
the Ministry for Pacific Peoples, and the Ministry for Business Innovation and Employment.
The NZQA operate a quality assurance monitoring process for TEOs other than Universities, known as the
External Evaluation and Review (EER). This process is undertaken every four years (more often if there are
issues) and is focused primarily on the achievement of qualification outcomes. Universities operate an fiveyear audit process through the Academic Quality Agency for New Zealand Universities (AQA), which was
established by the New Zealand Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (NZVCC) who appoint the AQA board.
University qualifications are accredited by the NZVCC’s Committee on University Academic Programmes
(CUAP).
The TEC negotiates an Investment Plan with each funded TEO that operates over a period normally of 1-3
years (TEC, 2015). The plan sets out the mix of qualifications offered by a TEO and the number of students
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the TEO will be funded to educate, including specific goals relating to key groups and measures
outlined in the New Zealand Tertiary Education Strategy (TES; Ministry of Education, 2014). The process
of negotiating this plan is not a simple purchasing and supply contract discussion, but also reflects the role
of the TEC as a steward of the national tertiary education system with the responsibility to help shape the
system to better meet the country’s needs as described in the Tertiary Education Strategy.
A number of performance metrics are collected and used by the TEC to monitor the sector. Overall
outcomes are measured by Education Performance Indicators (EPIs; TEC, 2016a) that report the rates of
student completion of courses and qualifications, their progression to higher qualifications, and retention in
study. EPI data are reported publically for all TEOs and are used by both NZQA as part of the EER process
and TEC in conjunction with its Performance Consequences Framework.
Other monitoring systems and tools used by the TEC to monitor TEOs include the New Zealand
Benchmarking Tool, Capital Asset Management, the Performance Linked Funding Framework, the
Performance Consequences Framework, the Financial Monitoring Framework, the Good Governance
Framework and provision monitoring obtained through the Single Data Return process.
The multitude of monitoring instruments operated by the TEC and other agencies is clearly a significant
imposition on the system. Given this existing volume of information it is important to consider why new
forms of engagement with the sector are useful and appropriate.
Opportunities for Improvement
The existing monitoring tools used by TEC and NZQA were externally reviewed in 2015 (Deloitte, 2015).
The report concluded that the systems in place in both agencies were working but with room for
improvement. The current systems were found to work well for the purposes they were designed for,
including accountability for delivering specific qualification outcomes and managing financial resources.
Deloitte, however identfied issues with the ability of these systems to address risks including that of fraud.
The current systems also do not consider whether the monitored capability is that needed in the future,
particularly if that need involved a response other than scaling the range of provision currently on offer.
An example of this lack of future capability awareness and focus can be found in the recent New Zealand
Office of the Auditor General (OAG) report on investment in tertiary education assests (OAG, 2017). Their
message of educational investment effectiveness (admittedly acknowledged by OAG as simplistic)
consisted of simply dividing the dollar asset value of a TEO by the number of student course completions
(according to the EPI system operated by TEC). The limitations of this measure as a mechanism for guiding
development of future capability in the tertiary system are immediately apparent, and are reflected in the
OAG report which recommends that TEC and other agencies “[consider] further types of analysis,
measures, and forecasting that could improve the collective effectiveness of the investment in tertiary
education assets” (OAG, 2017, p. 6).
The focus of the existing monitoring instruments on financial accountability and probity and the volume of
activity without nuanced measures of educational quality (see below) also means that the system has not
been encouraged and supported in developing its organisational capability for self-critique and reflection.
Benchmarking of New Zealand universities and ITPs has found little evidence of educationally oriented
monitoring and pro-active self-improvement capability (Marshall, 2006a; Marshall, 2012; Neal and
Marshall, 2008), which is problematic given the dependence of the NZQA EER and AQA Academic Audit
processes on a willingness by TEOs to systematically identify and reflect upon opportunities for future
change and improvement and identify pro-active strategies rather than account for past activity.
The recent TEC Briefing to the Incoming Minister (TEC, 2016c) notes that of the more than 700 TEOs, the
TEC has significant concerns about three of them. This suggests that the vast majority of TEOs are being
extensively monitored despite there being no significant issues. The expense and complexity of these
systems could and should be mitigated. The Briefing also acknowleges the forces acting on the system,
including particularly the challenge facing institutions attempting to scale their engagement with new and
important models of education stimulated by technology.
In summary, the current system is widely recognised as needing to engage more actively with the future
needs of the country. Current sector monitoring and accountability tools have created a robust and generally
effective system but have not enabled future-focused leadership and risk-taking and are consequently
supressing the ability of the system to evolve and engage in innovative new models. As steward of the New
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Zealand tertiary education system for current and future generations, the TEC recognises the need to
respond to this challenge through the Improving System Stewardship goal of the Investment Approach, and
the Capability Framework reflects that goal’s focus and importance. An effective Capability Framework
would support the ongoing conversation that TEC needs to have with TEOs in its role as funder of the
system. It would move TEC’s engagement from a commodity purchase focus to reflect the objectives of the
investment approach as a tool for building future capability and capacity by enabling diverse providers and
models to operate. Potentially over time the Capability Framework would enable a reduction in the tempo
and intensity of the monitoring and compliance costs imposed on the system while sustaining the
confidence of the Government and other agencies in the stewardship of the sector by TEC.

Shaping the Future Capability of New Zealand Tertiary Education
The various monitoring and review instruments already in place in New Zealand tertiary education
predominantly focus on quality as value for money and as fitness for purpose (Harvey and Green, 1993).
These conceptions are recognised as typically lacking consideration of the focus and granularity of the
definitions of value or fitness and the relative importance to a range of different stakeholders. They also
focus on the current state of a system and lack the ability to guide the future shape of a system. Reframing
quality as a tool for organisational and sector sense-making (Marshall, 2016) can stimulate change by reexamining the status quo, using the information gathered in response to a range of questions such as:
 What is being done to support systemic responses to a changing context and needs?
 How are providers encouraged to diversify and change?
 What is being done to enable experimentation with new or different approaches?
 How are diverse outcomes recognised?
 How is useful and informative failure recognised and valued?
 How are provider roles sustained while encouraging diversity and change?
The sense-making approach to assessing the sector and individual TEOs, combined with a model of
continuous organisational improvement, supported by future-focused and change ready leadership, create a
holistic model of sector capability development.
Theoretical Structure of the Capability Framework
Capability maturity models were created to support the development of organisational maturity, the state
where an organisation is perfectly conditioned to achieve its objectives (Andersen and Jessen, 2003; Curtis,
1994; Humphrey, 1987). Maturity models model organizations on the stages of human learning (Biggs,
1979). Early stages reflect knowledge gathering, experience and sense-making. These are followed by
attempts to impose order and structure, and then in the final stages, by the creation of flexible frameworks
incorporating experience and knowledge but also able to cope with ambiguity and support innovative
growth. Many maturity models exist addressing capability in a wide range of domains (Curtis and Alden,
2007; Mettler, Rohner and Winter, 2010; Röglinger, Pöppelbuß and Becker, 2012).
Maturity models summarise the growth of the organisation through hierarchical levels (Figure 1a). This
holistic assessment of the organisation builds on an assessment of activities relevant to the domain being
improved. The e-learning Maturity Model (Marshall and Mitchell, 2002) unpacked this holistic assessment
of each activity into five capability dimensions, recognising that the complexity of organisational activity is
rarely developed in a comprehensive and hierarchical fashion (Figure 1b).

Figure 1: (a) Maturity model levels; and (b) dimensions
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Conceptualising capability as a matrix of activities and dimensions has the benefit of supporting models of
leadership that also reflect a matrix of relationships, skills and knowledge. These forms of distributed
leadership are increasingly recognised as important enablers of organisational agility, flexibility and change
(Bennis, 1999; Gattorna, 2010; Jones, Lefoe, Harvey and Ryland, 2012; Kniberg and Ivarsson, 2012;
Marshall, 2006b). The importance of this new model of distributed, future-focused and change-ready
leadership development was identified by (Scott, 2016) through engagement with 3700 international leaders
in education. Scott identified the importance of a direct focus on capacity-building enabled by effective
change leadership. He argues for creation of a ‘why don’t we’ not a ‘why don’t you’ culture recognising the
importance of framing change as a complex (social) learning and unlearning process for all concerned.
Co-creating the Capability Framework – ‘Why Don’t We’
Capability maturity models have three major components, a model of organisational improvement, the
measures and evidence that are used to frame the assessment of the activities, and a set of activities. The
activities form the scope of the assessment and reflect the domain within which the model operates, and
their assessment ultimately defines what is meant by capability in the Capability Framework.
The model is as described above, drawing on extensive collaborations in New Zealand, Australia and
internationally that have supported the eMM as FlipCurric projects and informed the resulting models of
organisational improvement. The measures and evidence base that might inform any assessment also
substantively exist through the range of monitoring processes and internal organisational management
systems already in place.
The missing, and most important piece is the set of activities that are the focus of the Capability
Framework. A potential set are outlined below but it is important to emphasise that these reflect an initial
TEC perspective offered as a means of facilitating a conversation with the sector about the real set of
activities that will populate the Framework in its first implementation. The complex nature of capability,
particularly when framed in terms of future change, means that no one perspective can identify all of the
important activities needed to support and sustain the sector.
High capability organizations have demonstrated the necessary characteristics to allow the TEC and other
agencies to have a high degree of confidence that the organization can operate with a high level of
autonomy. High capability organizations are trusted to manage the risks of new models of delivery or forms
of provision and supported practically in their initiatives.
Capability in the context of this framework can be defined in general terms as: the ability of an institution to
ensure that its activities, systems and infrastructure are operating in a manner that will support a flexible,
agile and responsive approach to learning and teaching aligned to the mission and purposes of the
institution. Critically, capability includes the ability of an institution to sustain learning and teaching in a
dynamic and rapidly changing environment in a manner that contributes to the overall system’s ability to
meet the needs of New Zealanders, particularly as defined by the Tertiary Education Strategy.
In reality, the details matter and the real definition of capability will emerge as the Framework activities and
measures are identified in collaboration between the TEC, the sector and key stakeholders. The framing of
these activities presented in the next section will be used as starting points for engagement. A series of
workshops are planned and in motion for 2017 where the project team will meet with sector and stakeholder
groups to actively develop, edit, reform and shape these activities into a robust description of capability that
is collectively owned.
Scope of the Capability Framework
The scale and diversity of the New Zealand tertiary system defines the scope of the Capability Framework.
The intention is that the resulting activities and picture of TEO capability be relevant for small providers as
well as the large universities. It is focused on the governance and the other organisational systems enabling
provision of learning and teaching, recognising that while research is important it is independently
sustained and developed (Figlio and Schapiro, 2017; Hattie and Marsh, 1996), and that financial and asset
management activities are already rigorously addressed.
The framework does not assume any particular model of provision, including the use made of any
technology. It is also unconcerned with whether a TEO is a public or private organisation, and operating
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either as a non-profit or commercial profit-making enterprise. Evidence of past performance is only
of value under this framework to the extent that it speaks to future capability.
An initial review of the quality literature, framed particularly by the eMM and FlipCurric projects and
feedback from a panel of independent external experts (Professor Sally Kift, Professor Ulf-Daniel Ehlers
and Professor Geoff Scott) as well as by the goals and priorities of the TES, resulted in the identification of
seven major areas that the Framework could assess:
 Governance;
 External stakeholder engagement;
 Continuous quality improvement;
 Infrastructure;
 Provision of educational experiences;
 Support for students as learners;
 Support for staff as teachers.
Within each of these areas there will be a small number of activity statements that capture the future
improvement orientation of the Framework through the associated dimensional measures. Table 1 illustrates
how this assessment of the TEO mission within the governance context could be specified in the
Framework.
G.1. The TEO has a differentiated and future-oriented educational mission.
G.1.1.

Delivery

The TEO explicitly identifies an educational mission aligned to specific learner
contexts.

G.1.2.

Planning

Operational and strategic plans are explicitly linked to key objectives of the TEO
educational mission.

G.1.3.

Planning

Operational and strategic plans include investment in substantive programmes of
work intended to sustain TEO differentiation in a dynamic environment.

G.1.4.

Planning

Operational and strategic plans include milestones and success measures for
activities intended to develop TEO differentiation.

G.1.5.

Framing

The educational mission recognises and explicitly addresses a dynamic
environment.

G.1.6.

Framing

The educational mission explicitly addresses the ongoing development of TEO
differentiation.

G.1.7.

Monitoring

Regular analysis of and reporting to governance groups of strategic and
operational activities addressing TEO differentiation activities.

G.1.8.

Monitoring

Regular analysis of and reporting to governance groups of strategic and
operational activities addressing the dynamic TEO environment.

G.1.9

Optimising

Educational mission, strategic and operational plans are regularly reviewed by
the governance group to ensure they are sustaining TEO differentiation.

G.1.10.

Optimising

Educational mission, strategic and operational plans are regularly reviewed by
the governance group to ensure they are responsive to the dynamic TEO
environment.

Table 1: Example of a possible Capability Framework focus statement and associated dimensional
measures.
The dimension statements are ultimately intended to reflect a single aspect of capability that can be
demonstrated through clear evidence. All of these statements need to reflect the goal of the Framework to
assist TEOs in improving their capability for the future
Benefits of a Capability Framework for New Zealand
The positive outcomes of benefits that are hoped from the implementation and application of the Capability
Framework include those of value to TEOs, both as direct incentives and more general benefits, those of
value to the sector collectively, and of value to the TEC in terms of its role as investor and steward of the
national system.
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From the TEC perspective, the Capability Framework is a powerful tool capable of supporting an analytical
and evidence-based view of sector and TEO capabilities. This knowledge supports the TEC in focusing
investment where it will be most effective in meeting both current needs and in developing capability in
ways that respond to the future needs of the country. This investment will occur in the context of a powerful
conversation between TEOs and with the TEC, supporting TEO leadership and governance in aligning their
organisation to learner and community needs and building capability in alignment with their mission and
values.
The collective sense of capability that the Framework provides will help the sector and TEC align ongoing
strategy, policy and the operation of administrative and accountability systems undertaken by agencies. In
so doing it provides a means by which compliance burdens can be reduced and greater autonomy achieved,
including through the use of simplified and stable funding over longer time frames. The overview of TEO
capability is also likely to be of great value to governance groups, including boards and councils, as they
work with TEO leaders to shape the organisation.
The ability of the Framework to provide greater certainty and financial security to TEOs is an important
enabler of another key outcome; the support of greater agility and flexibility in models of provision. Rather
than imposing avoidance of any risk as the current monitoring does, the Framework will enable
management of risks by the TEC and TEOs in order to support new initiatives with the potential of building
new capability and knowledge for the system.
The Capability Framework also provides a mechanism for strengthening the ability of key stakeholders
including learners, communities, employers, and industies to engage with TEOs and influence the ability of
the tertiary system to meet their needs. The Framework reflects the importance of these groups to the
country and uses this as a mechanism to support TEOs generating outcomes of significance to the
stakeholders as well as the TEO.
Stengthening the shared sense of responsibility within the system for a diversity of models and the
collective roles TEOs have in supporting learning is key to the TEC stewardship of a sector, as opposed to a
purely competitive market. The Capability Framework emphasises the importance of contextualisation in
provision, encouraging a diversity of providers working within a specific context. The goal is not merely
cooperation or coopertition, but genuine collaboration including shared participation in investment activities
aimed at building or maintaining infrastructure and in provision.

Conclusion
The Capability Framework is ultimately aimed at strengthening the New Zealand tertiary system, working
through individual TEOs, but with very much a holistic view of the system. This is an ambitious project,
working across a diverse group of organizations in a complex system that has importance consequences for
New Zealand’s social and economic outcomes.
Invariably, given the scale of its ambition, the project will fail to completely deliver a Capability
Framework that is complete, robust and effective at rapidly building capability in the sector and within
individual TEOs. It will however provide the starting point from which improvements can be made. This
project represents in a microcosm the macro forces acting on tertiary education in every country. It will
itself have to be agile and flexible if it is to grow with the sector.
The initial version of the Capability Framework will reflect the engagement between TEC and the Sector
and stakeholders that is already underway. As discussed above, much of what is described in this paper is
provisional in that it has yet to be shared with the sector and as such represents one possible set of focus
areas and benefits. The expectation is that the consultation that occurs throughout 2017 will be genuine and
open, and will help the sector, including all of the TEOs and agencies involved, achieve a collective
outcome of value and significance to New Zealand.
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