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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
With the promulgation of the Apostolic Constitution Veritatis Metadiscourse; ecclesiastical
Gaudium in 2018, Roman Catholic ecclesiastical higher educa- higher education;

governance; persuasion;

tion institutions had a quality evaluation process imposed on -
quality assurance

them, developed by the Holy See’s Agency for the Evaluation
and Promotion of Quality in Ecclesiastical Universities and
Faculties (AVEPRO). It is yet a case of ‘lex imperfecta’, with no for-
mal consequences following the reviews. This study argues that
the Agency is using persuasion in its policy text to ensure insti-
tutional buy-in. Persuasive patterns are displayed through the
exploration of metadiscourse and its links to Aristotle’s concepts
of ethos, pathos and logos. While logos or rational argumenta-
tion would more naturally be expected in policy guidelines, the
use of metadiscourse markers related to pathos or emotional
appeal is high. A supplemental layer of analysis also unearthed
a significant level of ethos, a means of convincing the audience
by appealing to the authority and credibility of the author(s).

Introduction

The Apostolic Constitution Veritatis Gaudium has been considered ‘one of the
largest education reform attempts worldwide’ (Vettori et al., 2019, p. 40). In this
text promulgated in 2018, the Catholic Pope refers to ‘a radical paradigm shift’
and ‘a bold cultural revolution’ for ecclesiastical higher education (Francis,
2018, p. 4). One of the most significant changes resulting from Veritatis
Gaudium has been the development of a newly imposed quality evaluation
process for all ecclesiastical institutions related to the Roman Catholic Church
across the world. The Holy See’s Agency for the Evaluation and Promotion of
Quality in Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties (AVEPRO) was charged to
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develop and implement the quality assurance policy, taking into consideration
the specificities of a distinctive higher education context. While the
Constitution enforced AVEPRO's quality reviews, it is yet a case of ‘lex imper-
fecta’ (Vedung, 1998, p. 31), when no consequence is linked to the evaluations,
whether they are positive or negative. In light of the specific nature and scope
of the Holy See’s higher education system, how does AVEPRO intend to ensure
institutional buy-in and compliance with its quality assurance policy?

Through the exploration of metadiscursive markers, this study reveals the
persuasive language used in AVEPRO'’s quality assurance policy, and makes
the argument that, in the absence of coercive authority on ecclesiastical
institutions, the Agency is using persuasion in the texts as a governance tool
to execute its mandate.

Setting the stage: the Holy See’s higher education system

In international law, the Holy See is considered as the jurisdiction of the Pope,
being himself regarded as a juridical personality. The Holy See therefore repre-
sents the governance system of the Roman Catholic Church. It has a territorial
basis, the Vatican, but its scope of activities, including higher education, extends
globally (Barbato, 2013). ecclesiastical higher education institutions have been
set up within this system with the aim of studying and teaching canon law, the-
ology, biblical studies, church history and philosophy, as part of the Church’s
evangelising mission (Congregation for Catholic Education [CCE], 2012, p. 3).
There are currently 792 institutions situated in all parts of the world, and for his-
torical reasons a majority (494) are based in Europe (AVEPRO, 2019a, p. 4). Some
take the form of stand-alone institutions, while others are inserted in larger insti-
tutions, such as a catholic university or a public university. Beyond the large geo-
graphical coverage and consequent cultural diversity, their organisational
structure varies as well, with 289 ecclesiastical faculties and 503 related entities
classified as either affiliated, aggregated, connected to or incorporated into a
faculty. Ecclesiastical higher education institutions grant academic degrees in
the name of the Holy See, and are governed by the Code of Canon Law, the
Apostolic Constitution Veritatis Gaudium and its norms of application.

AVEPRO’s quality evaluation policy

AVEPRO published a revised quality evaluation policy in 2018, shortly after
the promulgation of Veritatis Gaudium. The policy is collected in a set of five
documents:

A. Guidelines: Nature, context, purpose, standards and procedures of quality
evaluation (AVEPRO, 2019d);
B. Guidelines for Self-Evaluation (AVEPRO, 2019b);
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Guidelines for External Evaluation

Guidelines on Strategic Planning (AVEPRO, 2019c¢);

E. The Ecclesiastical Higher Education System in the Global World: The ration-
ale of AVEPRO’s evaluation system (AVEPRO, 2019a).

©

These documents provide guidance to all ecclesiastical institutions to pre-
pare for the mandatory AVEPRO external review. These institutions, however,
are also required to be accredited by the Congregation for Catholic Education
(CCE). While accreditation remains the prerogative of the CCE, AVEPRO is in
charge of quality evaluation and quality improvement of the ecclesiastical insti-
tutions. This shared responsibility adds to the previously mentioned contextual
complexity of AVEPRO’s mandate. The CCE has a potential coercive power by
not accrediting or reaccrediting an institution, and derives its authority and
legitimacy from being part of the Roman Curia, the centralised government of
the Catholic Church (Catholic Church, 1983, cc. 360-61). According to the
Agency, the CCE takes into consideration AVEPRO’s external evaluation reports
in its own accreditation work (AVEPRO, 2019a, p. 59), yet this is a case of a pol-
icy anomaly, or ‘lex imperfecta’, since there is no pass or fail decision following
AVEPRO reviews, nor formal consequences in the case of negative feedback.

A recent report of AVEPRO’s operations by the European Association for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) pointed out the contextual
challenges faced by the Agency, in particular as it relates to its scope of work,
but it also ‘found a culture and operations very much benefitting from a
shared sense of mission and good will' (Vettori et al, 2019, p. 40) and recog-
nised a ‘focus on the promotion of a quality culture that is dialogue oriented’
(Vettori et al, 2019, p. 29). The ENQA report further mentioned that ‘the
approach of the agency to create trust as a foundation for any further activ-
ities is vital, as within the context of the higher education system of the Holy
See AVEPRO very much relies on “soft power” (Vettori et al, 2019, p. 16). This
emphasis on dialogue and trust creates a bridge to the empirical analysis of
the next section. According to Pelclovd and Lu (2018) and Stensaker
(Stensaker, 2018), trust cannot simply be taken and normally derives from the
social environment but it can also be developed and manipulated through
persuasion. Pelclova and Lu's collection of essays on persuasion in public dis-
course highlighted the strong connection between trust and persuasion
(Pelclova & Lu, 2018, p. 232). This will be further explored in the next section,
and its implications on governance.

Modes of public governance and persuasion

Governance and persuasion are connected notions in the academic literature,
yet there is no agreement on the extent of this relationship (Steurer, 2011).
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Governance itself is a fuzzy term and various definitions have been offered
by scholars. For this paper, public governance best refers to using various
means ‘to shape or change the behaviour of people’ (Bell et al., 2010, p.
852). The processes and interactions between governing and governed
actors have traditionally been categorised within three modes of governance:
hierarchy, market and network (Powell, 1990). Hierarchy incorporates a
notion of top-down steering, in the form of ‘command and control’ (Hysing,
2009). Changes in behaviour occur from constraints or threats. Market-based
governance leaves action in the hands of competition and auto-regulation.
Here governed actors are altering their behaviour on the basis of financial
incentives. Network governance is characterised by the involvement of inter-
dependent public and private actors in policy decision-making and imple-
mentation. Behavioural change results in this case from negotiations and
bargaining between these actors (Steurer, 2011).

Bell et al. (2010) put forward the concept of persuasion as a distinctive
element in the governance literature, which they describe as a non-coercive
way to change people’s behaviour, and therefore to govern. The authors
argued that ‘persuasion constitutes a further and distinctive mode of govern-
ance’ (Bell et al., 2010, p. 853). Governance scholars are split as to whether
persuasion should be considered as a mode of social steering on its own or
should rather be seen as an underlying part of existing governance modes
(Steurer, 2011). The debate, however, most certainly confirms the importance
of persuasion when discussing governance and policy-making in today’s
complex, interconnected, and multi-actor world (Gottweis, 2006b, pp. 462-
63, Majone, 1997, p. 269). It is now broadly recognised that ‘acts of persua-
sion are inherent in policy and political processes, just as they are within all
communications’ (Nicoll & Edwards, 2004, p. 45, emphasis added). There are
nevertheless various levels of persuasion and persuasive intent in policy
discourse. This leads this argumentation towards a rhetorical look at the
concept of persuasion and how discourse analysis can help establish the
persuasive nature and degree of policy discourse.

Discourse analysis and persuasion

Discursive approaches to the analysis of public policy were inspired by the
‘linguistic turn’ in social sciences and emerged in Anglo-Saxon public policy
research at the end of the 1980s (Durnova & Zittoun, 2013). Moving away
from the positivist idea that public policies can be analysed ‘as they are’,
rationally and objectively, argumentative policy analysts suggest that
language is both instrumentalised and instrumental in policy-making, and
cannot be interpreted as value-free (Gottweis, 2006b). In this postpositivist
and social constructionist perspective, discourse is recognised as socially and
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culturally situated and it is also creating a social and cultural reality: ‘Discourse,
then, is both shaped by the world as well as shaping the world’ (Paltridge,
2012, p. 7). Discursive approaches place argumentation and rhetoric at the
heart of policy practice and policy analysis. Rhetoric as defined by Aristotle rep-
resents ‘the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of per-
suasion’ (Aristotle & Garner, 2005). He further developed the concept of
persuasion around three persuasive means that may be used in combination
or on their own, depending on the persuader’s intent and context:

e Fthos, a means of convincing the audience by appealing to the per-
suader’s character, authority or credibility;

e [0gos, a technique appealing to the audience’s reason;

e Pathos, a way of appealing to the audience’s emotions.

In spite of the development of communication technologies since Aristotle’s
fourth century, scholarly works looking at persuasive patterns in discourse
are still extensively based on the three pillars of persuasion defined by the
philosopher (Pelclovd & Lu, 2018, p. 8, Jucker, 1997, p. 126). The linguist
Hyland (2018) theorised the connection between Aristotle’s appeals of per-
suasion and metadiscourse. Although there is no universally accepted defin-
ition of the term, metadiscourse is a linguistic feature and its analysis in
discourse ‘focuses our attention on the ways writers project themselves into
their work to signal their communicative intentions’ (Hyland, 1998, p. 437).
Hyland developed a model centred around rhetorical features (interactive
versus interactional dimensions) and related linguistic markers (hedges, frame
markers, transitions, endophoric markers, evidentials, code glosses, boosters,
attitude markers, self-mentions and engagement markers) in order to analyse
the writer-reader relational aspects of a discourse. Hyland argued that these
markers, summarised in Table 1, are used by their authors not only to organ-
ise a text (interactive purpose) but also to position themselves vis-a-vis the
reader (interactional purpose). In that sense, the analysis of metadiscourse
use puts into light ‘how writers and speakers intrude into their unfolding
text to influence their interlocutor’s reception of it’ (Hyland, 2018, p. 3).

Hyland connected specific metadiscourse markers with the three
Aristotelian means of persuasion (Hyland, 2018):

e FEthos can be achieved by using hedges, boosters and attitude markers;

e Logos can be achieved by linking the arguments in a logical manner with
interactive metadiscourse;

e Pathos can be achieved by addressing the reader with interactional meta-
discourse, in particular with the use of engagement markers, attitude
markers and hedges.
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Table 1. An Interpersonal model of metadiscourse (Hyland, 2018, p. 58)

Category Function Examples
Interactive Help to guide the reader through the text Resources
Transitions Express relations between main clauses In addition; but; thus; and
Frame markers Refer to discourse acts, sequences or Finally; to conclude; my purpose is
stages
Endophoric markers Refer to information in other parts of the Noted above; see Fig; in section
text ‘Setting the stage: the Holy See’s
higher education system’
Evidentials Refer to information from other texts According to X; Z states
Code glosses Elaborate proposition meanings Namely; e.g.; such as; in other words
Interactional Involve the reader in the text Resources
Hedges Withhold commitment and open dialogue Might; perhaps; possible; about
Boosters Emphasise certainty or close dialogue In fact; definitely; it is clear that
Attitude markers Express writer's attitude to proposition Unfortunately; | agree; surprisingly
Self mentions Explicit reference to author(s) l; we; my: me; our
Engagement markers  Explicitly build relationship with reader Consider; note; you can see that
— Persuasive ++ Persuasive
—
Interactive metadiscourse Interactional metadiscourse
Ex: According to Catholic doctrine; Ex: All believe in quality;
In fact, the process also needs to be Experience demonstrates that;
supported by; Moreover, the process How can we change for the
is useful for the institution. better?

Figure 1. Adapted from Dafouz-Milne (2003, p. 33).

Analysing a document through this lens can uncover the means of per-
suasion potentially used in a text and the persuasive style chosen by the
author. A higher use of interactional metadiscourse reveals a greater focus
on persuading the audience through credibility or identity (ethos) or emo-
tions (pathos), rather than through rational arguments (logos). Furthermore,
the metadiscourse analysis method is valuable for evaluating the degree of
persuasive intent in a text, given the fact that some markers have a more
explicit persuasive function than others. On that basis, Dafouz-Milne (2003)
has developed a persuasion continuum, depicting the explicitness of persua-
sive intent in discourse. Interactive features are considered less explicitly per-
suasive than interactional ones. Figure 1 illustrates Dafouz-Milne’s continuum
with examples found in the AVEPRO guidelines:

Hyland’s metadiscourse approach has been extensively used for the analysis
of business and academic texts (Hyland, 2017, p. 16, Ho, 2016, p. 6), but less so
in the field of public policy. Ho (2016) intended to close that gap with his meta-
discursive analysis of education policy texts in Hong Kong. Depicting public pol-
icy documents as a distinctive genre, or discourse type, Ho highlighted the
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ethos, pathos and logos dimensions and compared the metadiscourse findings of
the texts with other genres such as academic writing, journalistic texts and busi-
ness communication. The methodological approach adopted for the analysis of
AVEPRO's quality evaluation policy builds on Ho's paper.

Methodology

This study sits within the argumentative policy analysis approach (Gottweis,
2006a). It applies discourse analysis as a theoretical and methodological
framework, with a focus on the use of metadiscourse. Since ‘there is no shared
methodology in argumentative policy research’ (Gottweis, 2006a, p. 467), a
two-dimensional methodological approach was chosen that draws first on
methods from discourse analysis through metadiscourse to disclose persuasive
patterns in the texts. The metadiscourse analysis is strengthened by a supple-
mental read of the policy to identify textual elements with ethos, pathos or
logos dimensions that cannot be revealed through metadiscourse analysis. This
additional layer of analysis is necessary since metadiscourse is not focusing on
what a text talks about or ‘the world outside the text’ (Hyland, 2017, p. 18).
Argumentative policy analysis on the other hand is contextualist and ‘the data
collected in a case study must be understood in terms of the studied phenom-
enon’s own context, history, and sociality’ (Flyvberg, 2001, p. 115).

Dataset and metadiscourse approach

AVEPRO's quality policy is composed of five documents. This analysis did not
use the Guidelines for External Evaluation (document C) since they are tar-
geted towards the external reviewers of the ecclesiastical institutions and
not the institutions themselves. Hyland’s taxonomy of metadiscourse markers
provides a list of search items, mostly words or expressions, that can flag the
use of metadiscourse in a text, and whether it is interactional or interactive
(Hyland, 2018). Measuring the frequency of specific words in a text is, how-
ever, insufficient to evaluate the degree of metadiscourse since, according to
Hyland, metadiscourse is ‘pragmatic’ and every word should be examined in
its sentential context to have any ‘explanatory power’ (Hyland, 2017, p. 19).
For that reason the AntConc concordance and text analysis software
(Anthony, 2022) was used to determine the frequency of metadiscourse
markers and to easily display the words preceding and succeeding these
markers. Each marker was then reviewed in context to confirm whether they
can be classified as metadiscourse, and if so, in which marker classification.
In this way a ‘reflexive’ qualitative approach to metadiscourse was adopted,
rather than an ‘interactive’ or quantitative approach where a researcher
would only take into account the frequency of words without further
contextual investigation (Adel & Mauranen, 2010, pp. 2-4) (Figure 2).
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File Left Context Hit Right Context
EBlE Guidelines f... the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certair questions: « Are the courses planned with definitions of their
FAlE Guidelines f... the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: » Are there clear and uniform rules on admissions,
ERle Guidelines f... the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: » Does the Institution offer a range of resources
4 the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: + Does the Institution have adequate learning environments ar
Elle Guidelines f... the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: » Has the Institution launched a networking policy? (with
[l e Guidelines f... the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: » Has a permanent Quality Committee been set up?
7 the point in question, it may be helpful to ask certain questions: « How important is research within the Institution?  Which
8 the point in question, it may be useful to ask certain questions: + What are the specific characteristics of the Institution? «
9 objectives, and the processes through which to achieve them, are  established in the Strategic Plan, which is of utmost importance
10 [MCMEETEIN/9 ;; Part 1 - SELF-EVALUATION 1. The INTERNAL EVALUATION process As  established  in the first principle of the ESG 2015, the primary
LA Guidelines ... the criteria for evaluation of the ecclesiastical Faculties can be found in the objectives contained in Veritatis Gaudium (Art. 3), substantially
12 [SMEMEBIEE M erent types of activities: EXECUTION phase » organization of meetingsas  established  in the schedule previously agreed 3 organizational activities: upon with
RER C Guidelines f... to the rapid pace of change and degradation; these are evident in large-scale natural disasters as well as social
14 [AGELIORI csses and results, E/6 AVEPRO - Evaluation System Rationale because all believe in quality. This is the meaning of what we
15 [PNGHEEHEIN certified? Are the learning outcomes representative of what the students know and can apply, based on their knowledge, skills and
S A Guidelines ... takes on a new meaning, dimensions in which it is realized and criteria for its evaluation. In particular, the criteria
EY A Guidelines f. it may be helpful to ask certain questions: » Are there clear and uniform rules on i ition and the
18 [HEHEENLEI tion are increasingly focusing their attention on funding Institutions with clear and well-defined priorities. » The field of international higher
EEMD Guidelines ... is required to explain why certain objectives have not been realized, and what lessons should be learned to prevent this
FIMB Guidelines f... such should be no longer than 25 pages (excluding annexes). A clear and concise style of writing is advisable, avoiding the
21 WA Obiectives of the Proarammes of Sty (PS) Do the PS estahlish and doctiment learning outcomes. meanina the knowledae (knowinal. ski

Figure 2. Screenshot of a metadiscourse labelling with AntConc (Image by author).

A manual verification of each marker has proved necessary since some
items identified in Hyland’s list as metadiscourse markers can in reality be
propositional, or informative, rather than interpersonal, or reader-oriented.
The paragraph below provides an example:

Moreover, the process is useful for the Institution as:

e It presents detailed information about the Institution, its mission, functions and
activities, and the collective perceptions of staff and students of their role, not only
in the university but in social and cultural development and, where appropriate, in
the international community. (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 12)

The word ‘appropriate’ would normally be classified as an attitude marker,
signalling the writer's position in relation to the statement. In this case, how-
ever, ‘appropriate’ must be read as ‘where appropriate’ and does not carry
the same value judgment, and should therefore not be categorised as an
attitude marker.

A small number of words to Hyland’'s taxonomy have also been added
since a closer read of the words in their textual context revealed a metadis-
cursive dimension. The word ‘like’ was for instance added to the list of code
glosses since it links to an argument:

Universities must avoid all self-referentiality (like the idea that no-one can judge
them, or that universities are kind of “private gardens” that must remain secret).
(AVEPRO, 20193, p. 5)

Another example showing the importance of manual checks of the markers
is the use of quotes from other sources, such as Veritatis Gaudium. Markers
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from external quotes must be removed from the data since they are not the
writers’ own choice of words, and it therefore inflates the number of items
identified as metadiscourse. However, the use of quotes from the Apostolic
Constitution can be considered as an element of building credibility and
authority, the ethos-type of persuasion. This will be further addressed later in
the analysis but it confirms the importance of a second layer of qualitative
review to best respond to the research question.

Findings

The metadiscourse data displayed in Table 2 reveal 3600 metadiscursive
markers in the four documents taken together, for a total of 26,030 words.
The manual verification drastically reduced the number of markers to 730.
This represents a frequency of use of metadiscourse markers of 28 per 1000
words. In comparison with other genres, this falls between business and
journalism, in line with Ho's findings on the Hong Kong educational policy
reforms (Ho, 2016, p. 9). The next paragraphs will look at the use of some
markers in more detail to reveal the ethos, logos and pathos persuasive
dimensions of the texts.

Logos, or appeal to reason

The data in Table 2 indicates that the proportion of interactive markers linked
to logos, or rational reasoning, is 39.92% after manual review. AVEPRO’s docu-
ments are certainly presented in a way that attempts to logically guide the
ecclesiastical higher education institutions in their evaluation process, with not

Table 2. Metadiscourse analysis of AVEPRO guidelines A-B-D-E
AVEPRO Guidelines A-B-D-E

Metadiscourse marker Before manual review After manual review

Interactional Engagement markers 1326 298
Metadiscourse Hedges 229 67
Boosters 116 18

Attitude markers 63 27

Self-mention 56 28

Total 1790 438

Interactive Transition markers 1401 151
Metadiscourse Endophoric markers 131 87
Shift topic 85 0

Announce goals 66 3

Sequencing 60 14

Code glosses 44 29

Evidentials 12 2

Label stages 1 5

Total 1810 291

Metadiscourse total 3600 729

Total number of words 26,030 26,030

% Metadiscourse 13.83% 2.80%

Frequency of occurrence 1383 28

per 1000 words
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only the use of interactive markers but also definitions of terms and step-by-
step descriptions of the process, as well as the inclusion of templates the insti-
tutions can use to facilitate the review. The Guidelines also include sections
where a problem is posed and a solution is provided, and the use of inter-
active markers supports the rationale:

In short, we are faced with a great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge,
which, also for Ecclesiastical Institutions, implies processes of change towards a
farsighted prospective configuration for ecclesiastical studies. This is another
fundamental reason why all members of academic communities should immerse
themselves, without hesitation, in the culture of quality. (AVEPRO, 2019a, p. 7,
emphasis added)

Not all staff may be equally enthusiastic but, as far as possible, all should be
encouraged to participate. The more the self-evaluation procedures are discussed and
the further colleagues become involved, the more effective efforts to raise awareness
of quality will be. Thus, staff and students will come into direct contact with the
culture of quality and this will gradually lead to the development of a virtuous circle
at all levels of the Institution. The culture of quality will therefore become an integral
part even of routine procedures. (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 13, emphasis added)

Even though the data confirms the use of interactive markers, it is at a
lower level than interactional markers, which can be counterintuitive given
the nature of the texts. Indeed, one could argue that a higher level or even
a predominance of non-metadiscursive content, also called propositional,
could be expected from texts depicted as policy and guidelines, where clear
information and guidance need to be communicated for the readers to act
upon. It could also be expected that this propositional content would be
backed by organisational features to guide interpretation, which can be
achieved by the use of interactive markers. It is here not the case and a simi-
lar contradiction can be found in the academic writing genre. Academic
works are ‘often considered predominantly propositional and impersonal’
(Hyland, 1998, p. 438), yet metadiscursive studies have revealed the persua-
sive intent of academic texts through the use of both interactive and inter-
actional markers (Hyland, 1998, 2017; Vasheghani Farahani, 2020). This is
because the writer wants ‘his or her argument to be both understood and
accepted’ by their peers (Hyland, 2018, p. 108). In a similar way, it can be
deduced that metadiscourse in public policy texts is used with the aim of
having the policy message both understood (through logos) and accepted
(through ethos and pathos).

Pathos, or appeal to emotion

There is a larger range of interactional metadiscourse markers (60.08%)
found in the text, in comparison with interactive markers. This result sug-
gests the following two points. First, using Dafouz-Milne’s persuasion
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continuum (Figure 1), the greater use of interactional metadiscourse indi-
cates that the writers explicitly aimed to persuade the readers. Second, fol-
lowing Hyland’s work, it reveals pathos as the most used means of
persuasion, showing the writer’s intent to demonstrate empathy and sym-
pathy towards the readers and to involve them in the dialogue. Empathy
and reader inclusion are most apparent in the extensive use of ‘you’ and
‘your’ categorised as engagement and self-mention metadiscourse markers.
This is further strengthened by the use of the inclusive ‘we’, ‘our’ and ‘us’
in some parts of the texts. For example:

The Apostolic Constitution encourages reflection on the great changes of our era
and motivates us to deal with the anthropological and environmental crisis that we
are experiencing, with the hope of promoting a change in our developmental
model. (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 4, emphasis added)

The field of international higher education is increasingly competitive in terms of
students, Faculties/facilities, research and funding; this also applies to “our”
ecclesiastical Institutions. (AVEPRO, 2019¢, p. 4, emphasis added)

You are invited to select the elements that you deem appropriate. (AVEPRO, 2019c,
p. 23, emphasis added)

Showing solidarity and affinities through rhetoric has been demonstrated
as a strategy of persuasion (Nicoll & Edwards, 2004, p. 47). The use of ‘we’, in
particular, illustrates how the author aims to build a relationship with the
reader by implying common experiences. Pathos can also be identified in the
way the texts present the quality evaluation process as a chance, rather than
a burden, for the institutions:

Thanks to the process of internal quality evaluation, the Institution has an
opportunity to conduct a critical self-evaluation and review of the work it has
carried out, as well as getting to know the point of view of students and other
users of its various services. (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 12)

Strategic planning and evaluation should not be viewed as mere “bureaucracy”, but
rather as an opportunity for the academic community to create “a university life
open to greater participation, a desire felt by all those in any way involved in
university life” (cit. Foreword (V) to the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana).
(AVEPRO, 2019c, p. 8)

The use of the word ‘opportunity’ in these excerpts helps strengthening
the positive aspects of internal review and strategic planning, which is
part of AVEPRO's evaluation process, and invites the reader to embrace it
for its own benefits. The observed difference of use between interactive
an interactional metadiscourse is similar to Ho's analysis of Hong Kong's
policy documents (Ho, 2016, p. 11), reflecting the need of the author to
persuade by creating an affective appeal or developing a bond with the
readers.
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Ethos or appeal of the writer’s authority and credibility

Ethos represents the third mode of persuasion reflected in the Guidelines,
with the use of hedges, boosters and attitude markers (15.34%). The data
show that hedges have been used more frequently than attitude markers
and boosters. Hedges can signal the writer's uncertainty about facts, and
expressing caution was identified as a credibility-builder by rhetoricians
(Hyland, 2018, p. 81). Hedges can also be used in certain rhetorical situa-
tions as artefacts to open the dialogue with the reader (Hyland, 2018, p.
61). This writer-reader relationship is illustrated multiple times in the
Guidelines for Self-Evaluation, with ‘may’ sentences such as ‘it may be
helpful to ask certain questions’ and ‘The Institution may also provide
additional data to that expressly required, if it deems this of use for spe-
cific purposes’ (AVEPRO, 2019b). This can be interpreted as the Agency’s
will to show respect and flexibility towards the institutions by not being
overly prescriptive. This can reassure institutions that are often not experi-
enced with quality assurance and strategic planning processes (de Wit
et al., 2018, p. xv), or those that are sceptical about their ability to com-
ply. Similarly, all AVEPRO documents insist on the fact that it is the insti-
tution’s responsibility to set up an internal quality process that fits its
own nature and mission. This is particularly evident in the following sen-
tence, with words emphasised in bold by AVEPRO:

It goes without saying that, as the Institutions differ enormously in terms of tradition,
scope, size and form, they are certainly not all expected to do all that is indicated in
this document. (AVEPRO, 2019¢, p. 5, original emphasis)

In this context, hedges have the effect of bringing a sense of respect vis-
a-vis the readers, and involve them in both the discourse and the quality
evaluation process by making them reflect on their own institution. This
instrumental use of hedges builds connection and trust, and at the same
time provides credibility to the policy and consequently to the Agency,
hence the connection with ethos.

The presence of boosters and specific attitude markers also contributes to
ethos and helps establishing an authoritative positioning of the Agency. This
occurs by showing certainty in the argumentation, which in turn restricts the
space for dialogue and opposing views. Authority is apparent in the follow-
ing examples:

This introduction intends to show how strategic planning has emerged as a clear

necessity within universities. (AVEPRO, 2019¢, p. 3, emphasis added)

Experience demonstrates that a high profile Quality Committee should be created.
(AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 11, emphasis added)

The mix of boosters and hedges suggests that the Agency intended to
create a persona with ‘the iron fist in the velvet glove’ (Hyland, 2018, p. 82).
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A supplemental analysis of the texts reveals that the construction of a cred-
ible and authoritative image is also visible in the Guidelines beyond the use
of metadiscourse markers, in three different manners. First, it is achieved by
citing other texts, in particular Veritatis Gaudium. The Apostolic Constitution,
directly issued by the Pope and the highest legislative document in the
Vatican legal system, is mentioned 20 times in the Guidelines. It reminds the
reader that the Agency was directly mandated by the Holy See to evaluate
the ecclesiastical higher education institutions. The Guidelines also include
references from non-religious sources, adding a layer of credibility to the pol-
icy by mentioning best practices in international higher education and qual-
ity assurance, leaving little room for alternative views.

Second, although AVEPRO does not have formal coercive powers, the
threat of consequences is present when the Guidelines mention that:

the Evaluation Report is sent to the authorities: the Congregation for Catholic
Education/CCE, the Grand Chancellor and any other academic authorities (Dean,
Head, Rector), then published on the Agency’'s website. (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 20,
original emphasis)

and

The Congregation reserves the right to take corrective actions, if necessary, in the
light of problems emerging from the External Evaluation Report. (AVEPRO, 2019d,
p. 9)

Such ‘shadow of hierarchy’ and threats of penalties have been recognised by
Héritier and Eckert (2008) as efficient tools to motivate non-governmental
actors to self-regulate.

Last, as has been seen with the use of metadiscourse, the framing of
the dialogic space can be a rhetorical device employed to assert authority.
Earlier in this paper the word ‘appropriate’ was presented as an attitude
marker in the following sentence: ‘The Agency needs to support the eccle-
siastical Institutions in Europe to ensure that they achieve an appropriate
position in the world of higher education’ (AVEPRO, 2019d, p. 7). This rep-
resents a case of rhetorical representation of a certain vision of the world,
and of the role of quality evaluation. The use of ‘appropriate’ implies here
that if ecclesiastic institutions do not follow the Agency’s guidance, then
they will not be well placed in the international higher education stage.
Other instances of framing occur throughout the texts, some being more
explicit than others. In the example below, references are made to chang-
ing external contexts and demands, which imply a need for change at the
institutional level:

The Ecclesiastical Institutions of higher education have an excellent tradition and
history of providing services to the Church and society. However, they risk
becoming static entities, closed and slow in responding to external challenges, and
incapable of considering new priorities. (AVEPRO, 2019¢, p. 3, emphasis added)
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The publication of the last document (E) in the set of AVEPRO’s policy
texts offers a different example of framing. This document was added to the
corpus after the publication of the other four documents, as a result of a
meeting of AVEPRO’s board of directors, with the aim of further specifying
the quality assurance ‘mind frame’ of the Agency (AVEPRO, 2019a, p. 3). The
document is composed of eight sections carrying distinctive persuasive
dimensions. The first three sections show the Agency’s intent to relate to the
readers by referring to their own context (pathos). They also include quotes
from current and former popes and references to the Catholic doctrine,
which can connect to both pathos, by showing understanding of one’s con-
text, and ethos by marking authority based upon superior sources of power.
Section ‘Modes of public governance and persuasion’ ‘Starting from Reality:
Common objections to evaluation to be dealt with’ is explicitly responding
to potential pushback from the readers. It provides a list of doubts that are,
according to AVEPRO, commonly found in internal debates around quality
assurance in ecclesiastical institutions (AVEPRO, 2019a, p. 5), such as ‘Who
has the competence to evaluate us?’ and ‘Evaluation is costly/conflictual/sub-
jective'. Although these objections on quality evaluation can be indeed pre-
sent and widespread (Hunter & Sparnon, 2017, p. 171), selecting and placing
them before explaining the ‘what, why, and how’ of evaluation can be con-
sidered as a way to narrow the frame of the debate. In this manner the
Agency is stating that the doubts are known, recognised and can be over-
come. With sections ‘Discourse analysis and persuasion’, ‘Methodology’,
‘Dataset and metadiscourse approach’, and ‘Findings’, AVEPRO indeed
presents how to address these issues, asserting competence and therefore
authority (ethos). In addition, including a list of doubts that institutions may
have about quality evaluation is a sign of empathy towards them. Section
‘Modes of public governance and persuasion’ hence plays a double function
of appealing to authority (ethos) and emotions (pathos).

Conclusions

Persuasive patterns in AVEPRO’s quality policy have been displayed through
the exploration of metadiscourse and its links to ethos, pathos and logos. The
degree of persuasive intent in the texts is substantial as shown by the higher
use of interactional markers. The metadiscourse analysis found that the poli-
cy’s authors greatly appealed to emotions or pathos, yet a supplemental
layer of analysis of the texts also unearthed a high level of ethos to convince
the readers. While logos or rational argumentation would more naturally be
expected in policy guidelines, these results tend to show how AVEPRO aims
to build a relationship with the readers and persuade them to abide by the
policy in the absence of coercive power.
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This article contributes to the debate about the role of persuasion in gov-
ernance. Although it does not answer the question whether it is a mode of
governance in itself, or rather an instrument of governance through hier-
archy, market and network, it confirms, however, that in a complex system,
governance is not only about technical procedures, nor is it only regulatory
or political, there is a relationship dimension to make it work that comes
from trust and legitimacy, which can be built through persuasion in dis-
course. On the methodology side, this article also affirms metadiscourse as a
relevant analytical tool to study interactions and gain insights into what a
public policy text conveys; it should, therefore, not be limited to the aca-
demic and business genres that are traditionally found in studies using this
method. It is suggested to extend this study by applying metadiscourse ana-
lysis to policies from other quality assurance systems, and observe whether
similar discursive patterns are used in an attempt to achieve the acceptance
of their audience.
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