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A WORD FROM THE EDITORS

A word from the editors 

Luc Weber and Katia Dolgova-Dreyer

Higher education and research are changing radically in Europe today. The outstanding 
feature is undoubtedly the Bologna process (with ministerial meetings in 1999, 2001, 
2003 and 2005 as well as a meeting of four ministers at the Sorbonne in 1998), a 
joint effort by 45 European countries to create a European Higher Education Area, 
facilitating student mobility and turning European diversity into a genuine asset. People 
familiar with the project know that it rests upon 10 pillars, the two best known being 
the division of university studies into three cycles, bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate, 
and the use of a uniform system of credits (European Credit Transfer System – ECTS) 
to measure students’progress. A third pillar is becoming increasingly important at 
present: the focus on the quality of institutions of higher education thanks to the 
generalisation of quality assurance or accreditation. The application of the Council of 
Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention (1997) is also relevant here.

But the upheavals affecting higher education and research in Europe do not stop there 
– far from it. Globalisation and the dazzling progress of science and technology are 
having two decisive effects:

•  an increasingly competitive climate, which primarily affects businesses and 
individuals, but is now impacting on universities too: there is growing competition 
between traditional universities, which themselves face a growing challenge from 
new-style institutions: remote-study and/or transborder universities, private for-
profi t and corporate universities;

•  in the face of fi erce competition from emergent economies, such as those of 
China and India, which are able to produce at very low cost, and also, thanks to 
improved education, break new ground, the developed countries must – if they 
want to preserve their privileged living standards – fully invest in the knowledge 
society. Indeed, this situation already exists in Europe itself, as a result of 
modernisation in central and eastern European countries. The expansion of the 
European Union from 15 member states in early 2004 to 27 today is a clear 
indication of the changes, and of the challenges. This competition represents 
a major challenge for the governance and leadership of institutions of higher 
education, and particularly universities. To meet it, and contribute effectively 
to the knowledge society through their teaching and research, universities must 
be largely autonomous from the state and private sponsors – which implies, 
conversely, that they must be effectively governed and led, and themselves pay 
scrupulous attention to the quality of the services they provide.

In other words, radical change, the Bologna Process and the new competitive climate 
have now made the concept of quality – in the sense of quality assurance or better 
quality culture or quality improvement – which has long been omnipresent in the fi eld 
of research, one of the key themes in the present debate on higher education policy. 
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Its belated arrival on the scene is surprising, since quality has long been regarded as 
a vital concept in all systems for the exchange of goods or services. Market systems 
(essentially private sector) and non-market systems (essentially public sector) both 
function better when the quality of goods, services and production factors is promoted 
by effective penalties and rewards. In the market system, penalties and rewards are 
impersonal, market-determined and essentially refl ected in sales. In the public sector, 
where buying and selling are not generally part of the picture, they are indirect, and 
chiefl y refl ected in political support. Looking at this question in connection with 
higher education is particularly interesting since, although nearly all higher education 
institutions and universities are public institutions, a private sector has been emerging 
in the last fi fteen years or so, chiefl y in the countries of central and eastern Europe.

The co-existence of a public and a private system raises a whole series of questions 
relating to public responsibility and governance, both of the system and of institutions. 
This is why the Council of Europe’s Steering Committee for Higher Education and 
Research (CDESR) organised two fora and published two books discussing and 
summarising the present position on these two issues, that is, a forum on “Public 
responsibility” in autumn 2004 (Weber and Bergan) and another on “Governance” 
in autumn 2005 (Kohler and Huber). This is also why, since quality assurance is 
becoming a key element in public responsibility and governance, it organised a third 
forum on “The legitimacy of quality assurance in higher education”. 

This book is a collection of the most relevant contributions to this forum. It is organised 
in three main parts. The fi rst of these sets the scene by outlining approaches to and 
rationales for quality assurance. 

Luc Weber, as co-editor of this book, gives an overview of the development of 
quality assurance in Europe. He underlines that quality assurance is still a relatively 
recent phenomenon, but that the theory and practice of quality assurance have now 
reached a stage of maturity that is beyond that of adolescence, and that it would have 
been diffi cult to predict had we looked at quality assurance even ten years ago. It 
is, accidentally, a measure of developments in this area that in 1996–97 it proved 
impossible to include binding provisions on quality assurance in the Council of Europe/
UNESCO Recognition Convention because, at the time, there was still disagreement 
between potential signatories on whether a formal system for quality assurance was 
needed. Now, ten years later, the discussion is no longer on whether a quality assurance 
system is needed, but on what this system should be like. We would also argue that a 
party to the convention which did not make reference to the outcomes of its external 
quality assurance when giving an overview of the institutions that make up its higher 
education system would not be fulfi lling its obligations under the convention (Council 
of Europe/UNESCO).

Alberto Amaral follows up this initial article by examining the challenges public 
authorities and institutions face in a situation characterised by an increasing emphasis 
on market mechanisms. His refl ections clearly link to those undertaken at the Council 
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of Europe forum on the public responsibility for higher education and research (Weber 
and Bergan), and Amaral explores the roles, responsibilities and means at the disposal 
of these essentially non-market actors in a market-dominated situation. 

The two following articles in this section look at specifi c aspects of quality assurance. 
From his perspective as the head of a national quality assurance agency, Ossi V. 
Lindqvist explores the role of agencies not only in auditing quality but in fostering 
quality. The important point that quality is not only a question of control but even 
more of policies to foster development was made by all contributors, and it is taken 
up by Jürgen Kohler in the fi nal article of this part of the book, where he looks at 
implications for the governance of institutions as well as of systems. In this way, 
Jürgen Kohler provides a direct link between the forum that led to this book and the 
previous forum on higher education governance (Kohler and Huber).

The second section places the quality assurance debate in the context of the European 
Higher Education Area, of which it has become a centrepiece. At their meeting in 
Bergen in May 2005, European ministers adopted standards and guidelines for quality 
assurance in the European Higher Education Area. In his article, Peter Williams, who 
played a key role in the elaboration of the standards and guidelines, outlines them and 
explores the way in which they may be implemented within each higher education 
system that makes up the Area.

The implementation of the standards and guidelines is further described by two articles 
that look at their effect and implementation in specifi c national contexts. In her article, 
Patricia Georgieva describes the situation of a country – Bulgaria – that has undergone 
an extensive transformation in the course of the past fi fteen years or so. Ireland, which 
is the subject of Fergal Costello’s article, has also undergone profound changes, but in 
a very different way from Bulgaria. In the Irish case, it is also interesting to note that 
the public authorities have entrusted the universities with a decisive role in quality 
assurance. In both cases, as in many other European countries, higher education is 
seen as essential to the future of society, and how best to ensure the quality of higher 
education is therefore no small matter.

In his article, Andrejs Rauhvargers discusses the relationship between quality 
assurance and the recognition of qualifi cations. Quality assurance assesses the overall 
quality of an institution or, in some cases, of a study programme, whereas the purpose 
of recognition is to assess the achievement of an individual. Therefore, recognition 
specialists need to make use of the outcomes of quality assurance, and quality 
assurance specialists need to formulate their conclusions in such a way as to be useful 
to recognition specialists. Quality assurance will greatly facilitate recognition, but 
recognition does not follow automatically from quality assurance. This is an aspect of 
the uses of the outcomes of quality assurance, which is the subject of Norman Sharp’s 
contribution as the fi nal article in this second section.

In the third section, Lewis Purser, who was General Rapporteur of the forum, brings 
the different threads together in a consideration of the legitimacy of quality assurance. 
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In his article, Lewis Purser places special emphasis on the role of public authorities 
and institutions, and his considerations lead naturally to the set of recommendations 
that were adopted by the forum and that are reproduced as the fi nal part of this third 
section.

Much has been written about quality assurance in higher education over the past 
decade or more, and much will undoubtedly be written in the coming decade. We 
hope the present book will be a valuable addition to the quality assurance literature, 
both by the quality of the articles and by the focus of this book on the triangle of public 
responsibility, governance and legitimacy. May this book also contribute to enhance 
an understanding that while quality assurance is essential to the development of the 
European Higher Education Area and to the position of European higher education 
in a global context, mechanisms of audit cannot substitute the most essential factor 
of all: the need for public authorities, institutions and individual students and staff to 
continually strive for the highest possible quality in teaching, learning and research. 
Quality assurance makes no sense except as the corollary to quality development and 
a quality culture.

We cannot end without thanking those who contributed to making the conference and 
this publication possible. The authors and presenters, as will become clear through the 
reading of this book, provided valuable insight, and the variety of their perspectives 
help refl ect the diversity that is a hallmark of Europe as well as the unity that brings 
us together in a European Higher Education Area. The members of the Bureau of the 
Steering Committee for Higher Education and Research not only took the initiative 
to organise this conference but also provided valuable ideas as work on it progressed. 
We would in particular like to thank Radu Damian, Jürgen Kohler and Virgílio Meira 
Soares for their contributions. At the Council of Europe, Sophie Ashmore, Can 
Kaftancı and Mireille Wendling contributed greatly to organising the conference. The 
European University Association, represented by Andrée Sursock, and ENQA – the 
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education – represented by 
Stefanie Hofmann, were invaluable partners in organising the conference and from 
their different perspective were instrumental in making sure that the conference and 
the book covered the different aspects and angles of quality assurance.

Stefanie Hofmann passed away unexpectedly in July 2006, some two months before 
the conference she had put so much effort into organising. 
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Quality assurance in European higher education: 

from adolescence to maturity

Luc Weber 

1. Preamble

On the background of the premises and environment described in the preface of 
this book, the objective of this paper is to contribute to the critical assessment of 
the progress made over the last quarter of a century in quality assurance – used here 
as a generic term – in higher education institutions and particularly in universities. 
The point of view will be that of an academic who has led a research university, 
and who has had the privilege over the last decade to evaluate some 20 universities 
and faculties within different frameworks and according to different methodologies, 
although mainly those of the “Institutional evaluation programme” of the European 
University Association (EUA). 

This contribution shall in a fi rst part (2.) try to indicate why quality assurance is so 
important in higher education today. This question will be considered from a double 
angle: fi rst, from the standpoint of public authorities (2.1) and second, from the 
standpoint of institutions of higher education, in particular research universities (2.2). 
The second part (3.) will try to defi ne how public authorities and institutions can best 
meet this shared responsibility. This will lead us to remind actors of what a university 
really is (3.1), to affi rm that quality assurance is still in an adolescent phase (3.2) and 
to discuss the pros and cons of the most important choices which have to be made 
while searching for the best methodology of quality assurance (3.3). The chapter will 
then conclude (4.) in the light of what has been identifi ed before, by considering the 
types of quality assurance which are most likely to help improve the quality of higher 
education, and so bring it to maturity.

2. Why?

2.1. Public responsibility

The forum organised by the Steering Committee for Higher Education and Research 
(CDESR) in autumn 2004 on Public Responsibility for Higher Education and Research 
(Weber and Bergan, 2005) unequivocally confi rmed the responsibility of the state for 
higher education and research. There are at least two reasons for this:

•  Higher education extensively benefi ts the whole community, including people 
who have not themselves been to university. It is the key element in the knowledge 
society, and an increasingly important factor of economic development. 
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Moreover, it contributes to the social and cultural enrichment, and the cohesion 
and sustainability,1 of nations and the world at large. 

•  Governments must ensure, in accordance with the United Nations Declaration of 
Human Rights, that all those who are capable of benefi ting from higher education 
have access to it (United Nations, 1948, UNESCO, 1998). They must eliminate 
barriers to access which are rooted in discrimination on grounds of gender, skin 
colour, religion, or connected with fi nancial capacity. They must also remedy the 
lack of information on the benefi ts of higher education suffered by groups who 
have previously had no access to it. In other words, they are expected, not only 
to provide higher education, but also to fi nance and produce it partly or wholly.

Governments should pay attention to the quality of higher education and research for 
at least three reasons:

• because they spend large sums on it; 

•  because there is no automatic and effective system of penalties and rewards in 
the public sector;

• because they need to join in the communal effort to establish the European 
Higher Education and Research Area.

These were the considerations which led the ministers of education involved in the 
Bologna Process to insist, at their meetings in Prague (2001), Berlin (2003) and Bergen 
(2005) and in the associated communiqués, on the vital need for quality assurance in 
European universities.

In other words, no one denies that governments are responsible for the quality of the 
institutions of higher education which they supervise. But does that responsibility 
stop there, or extend to other institutions too? A look at the higher education offered 
in various parts of the world makes it clear that government involvement is not a sine 
qua non: nearly everywhere, except – for the moment – in western Europe, there 
is an enormous increase in the number of private, for-profi t institutions, which sell 
their services to students-consumers. In principle, the state puts no money into these 
private institutions – but does this mean that it can ignore what they do and how they 
do it? Opinions and practices differ from country to country, but governments are 
increasingly showing a desire to monitor the quality of these institutions too, chiefl y 
for the purpose of protecting students-consumers. This is consistent with the economic 
wisdom which leads them to monitor and regulate other private activities; their aim is 
to guarantee healthy competition and ensure that the quality of services – not easily 
judged by non-specialists – is at least acceptable.

1. We mean by “sustainable” social system a system which respects and applies a whole series of social 
values, such as democracy, respect for human rights, legal settlement of confl icts, tolerance, and fair 
distribution of revenues and wealth, thus ensuring that the tensions inherent in any social system do not 
augment to a point where the system itself is endangered.
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2.2. The need for quality in institutions of higher education

This reminder of governments’responsibility for quality assurance in higher education 
may suffi ce to justify quality assurance, but it still leaves a great deal unsaid. 
To understand the real issues and select the best methods, it is essential to realise 
that quality assurance is also vital for the institutions themselves. We may cite two 
arguments here:

• The fi rst concerns the autonomy of institutions of higher education. Looking 
at the general history of universities and at the factors which determine their 
individual excellence, we can see that the best are nearly always those which 
enjoy considerable autonomy. It is this which allows them to adopt a proactive or 
entrepreneurial stance and escape a classic vicious circle, in which restrictions 
to autonomy, more upstream supervision, political micro-management and 
the multiform external (usually cyclical) pressures which affect numerous 
universities in continental Europe all combine to sap their dynamism and reduce 
their sense of internal responsibility. Instead of taking the initiative, they respond 
when prodded, which makes government feel that it needs to play a bigger part 
– and this inevitably puts the institutions even more on the defensive. In short, 
restrictions on the autonomy of universities – even those honestly intended for 
their own good – reduce their quality, instead of improving it.

• Most European universities are seriously short of funds, chiefl y because the 
absolute increase in public funding falls a long way short of cushioning the 
fi nancial impact of rising student numbers (in itself, a very positive development). 
This means that even more emphasis must be laid on direction and management 
of universities, the aim being to ensure that they respond as effectively as possible 
to the most pressing needs.

Having said that, we have to decide whether universities are suffi ciently well governed 
and run to justify the autonomy they demand and meet the challenge of under-funding. 
University staff, and particularly academic staff, seem convinced at all events that the 
shared management system – in which they hold a dominant position, even though the 
participation of students and other groups is institutionalised – guarantees optimum quality 
of teaching and research. It is true that lengthy training and the stiff competition they face 
when appointed, and later when seeking research grants and getting papers published in 
leading journals, are serious guarantees of their ability and desire to operate effectively. 
Also relevant is the fact that universities can meet new requirements when appointing 
new staff. Nonetheless, although this very decentralised system allows universities to 
adjust to a constantly changing environment, the question remains: does it ensure that 
they adjust suffi ciently? Here, doubt is allowed. For one thing, there are various factors 
which make adjustment hard, when people are left entirely to their own decisions (Weber, 
2006a and b). For another, existing systems of university governance are rarely conducive 
to strategic decision-making, and the people in charge – even outstanding academics – 
are not always natural leaders or able to exercise genuine leadership. This being so, we 
can safely say that the quality of most institutions is lower than it could or should be. 
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There are two opposing viewpoints on this situation and its effects:

• Governments conclude – not unreasonably – that it is unacceptable, and feel 
obliged to intervene and compel universities to do better.

• Universities need to realise that, with competition increasing and resources 
declining, they stand to gain by taking themselves in hand and improving their 
performance. They also need to realise that failure to do so may prompt government 
to step in and do it for them, using methods which they may regard as inappropriate, 
or even positively harmful. In other words, universities need to develop, in their 
own best interests, a genuine, pervasive culture of quality aiming at improvement. 
Moreover, the more autonomous an institution is of its supervising authority, the 
more it needs a rigorous quality assurance system – and this, we should remember, 
depends on sound governance, leadership and management.

3. How?

The points we have made, and the arguments we have used, in the fi rst part make 
it clear that quality assurance – a generic term – is a necessity. First of all, it is an 
essential task for government, given the importance of higher education for society, 
the climate of confi dence required by the Bologna Process and the need to regulate 
private provision. Secondly, it is directly in the interest of higher education institutions 
themselves, which have everything to gain by using their funds to optimum effect, and 
are usually unable – because of their lack of autonomy and usually poor governance 
– to act in the manner which would benefi t them most. Having clearly shown that 
quality assurance in higher education institutions is necessary, from the standpoint 
of public responsibility and of university governance, we must now consider what we 
can do to ensure that the efforts made along these lines produce real improvements, 
and to minimise their harmful side effects. This is a delicate question and to answer 
it, we need a sound grasp of what an institution of higher education, and particularly 
a university, is. 

3.1. The special character of higher education institutions 

Higher education institutions, and particularly universities, are unique human 
institutions, if only because they are among our oldest, perhaps even the oldest types 
of institution. They are chiefl y special in what they do, and in their ways of doing it. 
Universities in particular:

• are repositories of human knowledge, and have the task of transmitting the most 
useful and/or recent knowledge to their students and, even more, teaching them 
to learn, that is, encouraging them to stay curious and equipping them to keep 
track of future developments in their own fi elds;

• are places where research generates new knowledge and by sharing it, help to 
ensure that it benefi ts society. They also have a near-monopoly on the training of 
young researchers;
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• use their knowledge and methods to benefi t society by subjecting its problems to 
fully independent and scientifi c scrutiny and disseminating human knowledge as 
broadly as possible.

In other words, institutions of higher education and universities have a major 
responsibility to the communities and public organisations which fund their teaching 
and research, the individuals and fi rms which support them directly, and the students 
who follow their courses. Their debt to all these groups is considerable, and they have 
a duty to provide high-quality teaching and do high-quality research, and also serve 
the community.

The special character of higher education institutions can be brought out even more 
clearly by looking at the nature of the services they provide. It hardly needs saying 
that these have little in common with the services provided by other public or semi-
public bodies which are subject to regular assessment, for example public transport 
companies.

On the teaching side, the vast amount of knowledge – even in limited fi elds – obliges 
them to strike a balance between transmitting “factual” or “pre-digested” knowledge, 
training people to learn, and transmitting concepts and methods which go a long way 
beyond factual or vocational knowledge. The knowledge acquired by the time students 
graduate is not easily measured, since the quality of an education is largely determined 
by the individual’s learning capacity, and appears in what he/she does with it in the 
early years of a subsequent career. In other words, if an institution is assessed on the 
knowledge acquired by students at a given point in their studies, the result will partly 
depend also on factors over which it has little control.

Assessment of research faces similar diffi culties. Of course, it seems easy to 
measure the effectiveness of a research project by comparing its results with those 
expected and/or considering the impact of the publications it generates. But how 
do we assess an ambitious project which produces results totally different from 
those expected? Also important is a project’s innovative character – a longer-term 
thing, and so far harder to measure. And how can we assess research done by 
philosophers, literary theorists or mathematicians, who spend months reading and 
thinking, need no extra funding, and fi nally set out their conclusions in sometimes 
very short publications?

3.2. Quality assurance in the adolescent phase

Although the fi rst quality assurance initiatives were taken more than twenty years 
ago, when quality agencies were established in countries like the Netherlands, the 
United Kingdom and France, we have no hesitation in saying that quality assurance in 
higher education is still at the adolescent stage. One proof of this is the broad range of 
terms still applied to specifi c approaches, of which the following, non-exhaustive list 
(Vlasceanu et al., 2004) gives a fair sample: accreditation, quality assessment, quality 
audit, quality assurance, licensing, certifi cation, ranking, classifi cation (Carnegie), 
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benchmarking, quality control, culture of quality, descriptors, “summative” and 
“formative” assessment, quality evaluation, evaluation by students, standardisation, 
total quality management, qualifi cation, recognition, (quality) review, standards, 
ISO standards, and so on. Moreover, the procedures associated with them apply to 
institutions, curricula, sub-divisions (faculties, departments), subject areas, courses, 
research projects – and the list continues.

Taken overall in Europe, this situation can well be termed chaotic, and its effects are 
negative, if not seriously harmful.

• It does not work. In accreditation systems, experience shows that only a very 
small minority of institutions or courses fail to get it, and when the system 
foresees an assessment, it usually has little effect, since its conclusions are not 
followed up by corrective measures. 

• The cost-benefi t ratio is unsatisfactory. Quality assurance is invariably costly, 
particularly when it is based on a self-assessment report by the institution and 
inspection by experts. An institution which takes self-assessment seriously 
commits substantial resources (particularly working time) to it, and outside 
experts are expensive. And if the results of the exercise are useless to the 
institution, or the institution ignores them, the situation becomes completely 
unsatisfactory.

• It encourages institutions to behave strategically and agencies to become 
bureaucratic. Some types of evaluation procedures prompt institutions 
to behave strategically, highlighting their strengths and concealing their 
weaknesses, instead of facing up to the latter and working on them. As for the 
assessing agencies, their determination to be objective may lead them to adopt a 
bureaucratic stance, treating set procedures and predetermined criteria as more 
important than the actual assessment. Moreover, as with accreditation, where 
assessment ultimately sets out to penalise, unequal treatment is a danger, since 
the line between compliance and non-compliance with the criteria is a very thin 
one for institutions which are already at the bottom of the list. The ultimate 
danger is that the results may be arbitrary.

• The spread of quality assurance and certain associated strategies are 
turning quality assurance itself into a business. As methods become more 
ambitious and refi ned, so the number of experts they depend on increases, 
while those experts become less inclined to work for nothing, simply to 
help a sister institution. Quality assurance is in danger of becoming a full-
scale business enterprise, with all the problems of independence which that 
inevitably entails.

As we see it, the fact that quality assurance has so far developed so chaotically refl ects 
a lack of adequate research on its scientifi c and managerial foundations. Essentially, 
we have had a succession of spontaneous and usually political initiatives, launched 
in response to immediate pressures by authorities which do not always grasp the full 
complexity of the task. The result is a tendency to reinvent the wheel, that is, take no 
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account of the experience of others and fail to allow for the very special features of 
institutions of higher education. This airy assumption that “it’s quite simple really” 
explains why we have so many different terms and approaches. No surprise, then, that 
no one is really satisfi ed, and that countries are constantly reviewing their methods. 
But it is a surprise that “scientifi c” institutions can so totally forget to apply scientifi c 
methods to the formulation of quality assurance policies.

3.3. Strategic choices in quality assurance

In devising a national quality assurance system, a country has to choose from among a 
whole range of alternative solutions, and its choice determines the thinking behind the 
approach it adopts. We now mean to identify and discuss the main options.

3.3.1. “Formative” or “summative”?

Without necessarily differing much in their approach, quality assurance procedures 
can have vastly different aims. “Formative” procedures are chiefl y designed to help 
institutions or activities to improve their performance. Here, the purpose of assessment 
is to help them to form a clearer picture of the things they do well, and the things they 
do less well – and take the necessary ameliorative action. This approach embodies 
the spirit which feeds into development of a genuine culture of quality, that is quality 
improvement.

“Summative” procedures lead to a decision which, in its simplest form, says whether 
or not a quality test – whatever its form – has been passed. Accreditation, registration 
or certifi cation are examples.

Some people may think this distinction a minor one, but it leads the institutions 
concerned to adopt wholly different attitudes. An institution seeking accreditation will 
obviously use its best persuasive powers to show how good it is, or how well it satisfi es 
the criteria; it will adopt a strategy of trying to conceal, or at least minimise, weaknesses 
of which it is aware. The situation with formative assessment is diametrically different. 
An institution which takes the exercise seriously, and is conscious of its responsibilities, 
has everything to gain from revealing both its weaknesses and strengths, that is, 
conducting a full-scale SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis, 
while an institution seeking accreditation may well lose out by playing the truth game 
and putting all its cards on the table.

3.3.2. Stated aims or pre-determined standard criteria?

This second choice raises a problem similar to the fi rst one. A procedure based on 
pre-determined standard criteria certainly has the advantage of providing a uniform 
basis of comparison for assessment of institutions, curricula, and so on. At fi rst 
sight, this would seem to make for equal treatment. But to what extent can different 
institutions, curricula or sub-divisions be validly assessed on set criteria? Such 
assessment may be perfectly valid when the criteria are general and widely accepted, 
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for example division of studies into three cycles, or use of the credit system in the 
Bologna process, but it becomes highly dubious when scientifi c content or educational 
method are the issue, since these are, by defi nition, non-standard and changing all the 
time. This is why the alternative approach – basing assessment on aims declared and 
pursued – is often better suited to higher education institutions. Fitness for purpose 
is, in other words, the focus. The apparent loss of rigour is offset by an approach 
which emphasises the institution’s effort at self-criticism and the sound judgment of 
the experts who have to decide whether the things it is doing will allow it to achieve 
its goals. This new paradigm may seem less satisfactory to start with, but is rendered 
necessary by the inherent nature of the services which universities provide. 

3.3.3. Qualitative or quantitative?

Measuring all the relevant criteria and rating quality as a percentage of a maximum, 
perfect score would seem the surest path to objective assessment. Obviously, this kind 
of rigour would be ideal – if it were possible. The problem here is that the realities 
of higher education are not easily reduced to fi gures. Of course, there are many data, 
such as student and graduate numbers, surfaces, funds, books, publications, which 
can indeed be measured, broken down into categories and sub-categories, and used to 
generate a whole series of arithmetical ratios which can then be used to gauge specifi c 
forms of effi ciency and/or facilitate comparisons.

The real situation is more complex, however, and quantifi cation of this kind can give 
a dangerous impression of accuracy. The main problem is that many of the things 
measured (the indicators) are not homogeneous or suffi ciently relevant. For example, 
in measuring staff/student ratios, one would have to make distinctions based on subject 
area, level of study, duration of course, degree obtained and origins of students, and 
so on, and make appropriate distinctions for teaching staff as well. In the same way, 
better results at the end of the fi rst year may be due to a lowering of standards – which 
may bump up the failure rate at the end of the second year. The fact is, using numerical 
data to compare institutions can easily lead to false conclusions.

To measure academic output, we need to consider the quality of publications or their 
impact, both immediate and longer-term. To assess the value of a library, simply 
counting the books is clearly not enough: we need to consider whether they are 
still useful, and whether they are easily accessible. Similarly, to assess the quality 
of a specifi c study course, it is not enough, for example, to look at the percentage 
of graduates who fi nd jobs within six months – we must also consider the quality 
of those jobs, and see what graduates of fi ve years’ standing are doing today. The 
champions of quantitative assessment are obviously aware of these diffi culties and 
are constantly refi ning their measurement procedures. With proper resources, this is 
perfectly possible in certain areas – but becomes very diffi cult once we try to establish 
an arithmetic ratio between two quantities (indicators) and use it to assess academic 
content, for example effectiveness of courses, or include the temporal dimension.
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3.3.4. The institution or an agency?

The fi rst quality assurance procedures were mainly the brainchild of governments, 
which set up quality agencies, usually attached to government departments, or 
simply launched ad hoc assessment schemes. Attention focused chiefl y on individual 
institutions, academic output, curricula or the level in specifi c subject areas, and 
the aim was comparison or accreditation. Assessment was primarily external, and 
institutions themselves played only a minor part in the process. One consequence of 
this, which we have already mentioned, was that institutions bent over backwards to 
make the best impression and took little notice of the fi ndings afterwards – unless, of 
course, they were denied accreditation.

This explains the current trend towards maximum involvement of the people responsible 
for institutions, curricula and so on. The subsidiarity principle – that decisions must 
be taken and implemented on the lowest level where their effectiveness is certain – is 
cited in support of this. Indeed, this was the attitude adopted by the Bologna Process 
ministers, when they declared in their Berlin communiqué (2003) that “consistent 
with the principle of institutional autonomy, the primary responsibility for quality 
assurance in higher education lies with each institution itself ”. The fi rst stage of 
quality assurance should be entrusted to institutions, not only because developing 
a culture of quality is in their interest, but also because they are best equipped for 
the task. In practice, they should themselves assess quality of teaching, curricula, 
teaching and research units (faculties, departments, etc.) and administrative services 
(that is, student affairs, library and computer services, etc.) using the best method in 
each case. Courses should be assessed mainly by students, and curricula, teaching and 
research units, and administrative services be assessed via a three-stage procedure: 
self-assessment report, inspection and report by independent experts, and rigorous 
follow-up action on the conclusions.

Institutions and supervising authorities would be wrong to assume, however, that 
institutions themselves will necessarily make the best job of assessment. For this 
reason, quality assurance procedures carried out by institutions should themselves 
be assessed at regular intervals by national or international agencies, or agencies 
specialising in specifi c subject areas. The procedure itself would be very much the 
same: self-assessment report, inspection and report by experts, and follow-up action 
on the fi ndings.

In systems of this kind, which follow the subsidiarity principle, institutions clearly 
cannot assess themselves; in principle, they should again be assessed by an external 
agency specialised in institutional or programme assessment. It is vital that assessment 
should not stop at internal quality procedures, but should also look at an institution’s 
ability to change, that is, act on a strategic vision and on the conclusions of assessment. 

Taking things to their logical conclusion, it is clear that these agencies must themselves 
be assessed, and probably accredited or approved. This is even more important when 
assessment is a commercial operation; for then the worst and the best may lie close 
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together. If we are serious about a European Higher Education Area, then we must 
also accept a situation in which countries (not just small countries, where setting up 
national agencies is impractical) and institutions are willing to be assessed by foreign 
agencies. At their meeting in Bergen (2005), the ministers opted for a register of 
approved agencies. This question is discussed elsewhere in this book; we shall merely 
say that this is another political initiative which may be hard, if not impossible, to 
implement, and that there is a danger that many countries may not take decisions by 
the register to approve agencies seriously.

Obviously, governments have a duty to ensure that agencies monitor the procedures 
which institutions use to assess their own quality – and also assess institutions overall. 
It is also important that governments, governmental organisations, and associations of 
institutions of higher education and students should conclude a formal agreement on 
assessment and approval of these agencies. 

3.3.5. Other questions

Obviously, there are other questions which need answering when quality assurance 
systems are being planned or adjusted at international, national or institutional level. 
Since space is at a premium and other contributors will be discussing them, we shall 
mention only four of them here. We need to:

• determine whether assessment fi ndings affect institutions fi nancially and, 
if so, how: do they reward quality or help institutions to make the necessary 
improvements? We have actually answered this question earlier: “formative” 
assessment, that is, assessment which has nothing to do with penalties, 
accreditation or funding, is the only kind which provides a basis for objective 
commitment to improvement. Having said that, growing competition also makes 
it essential to match funding to performance;

• guarantee the independence of assessment agencies, which must not be 
answerable to governments or universities, and ensure that the various viewpoints 
get an equal hearing. But is this really possible in a situation where agencies 
– since universities cannot afford to pay them – are funded almost totally by 
governments?

• guarantee the independence of experts. At fi rst sight, fi nding independent experts 
might seem easy, but things may become more complicated once the question 
of payment for the very considerable work involved arises. Also, particularly in 
smaller countries, it may be very diffi cult to fi nd experts who do not in some 
way know – or have even worked with – many of those whose work is being 
assessed. This is a strong argument in favour of bringing in foreign experts in a 
quality assessment exercise, but this is of course costly and may also give rise to 
problems of language;

• decide whether the assessment fi ndings should be published. The aim of 
transparency suggests that they should be, but this inevitably leads experts to 
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phrase their conclusions far more “diplomatically”, particularly when individuals 
are affected.

4. Conclusion – towards maturity

Obviously, the space available in this book does not allow us to cover all aspects of 
establishing a culture of quality at European, national and institutional level. We hope, 
however, that the points we have made on the legitimacy of quality assurance, and on 
the main choices which the very special character of institutions of higher education 
obliges us to make, will contribute to the development of more mature approaches. 
The need for a culture of quality in higher education is undeniable. It is rooted in 
governments’ responsibility for higher education – a responsibility recently given 
a new dimension by the Sorbonne-Bologna process, which depends, among other 
things, on greater mutual trust between institutions of higher education in Europe. 
It is also rooted in the duty which every institution has to do its job as well as it can, 
better, to surpass themselves. This is particularly true of universities, which insist on 
having (and actually have) a large degree of autonomy, and regard that as essential to 
fulfi lment of their task in a radically changing world. We should remember that, unlike 
the market, where penalties and rewards are automatic and effective, the public system 
has to use special instruments to reward good performers and penalise bad.

Twenty-fi ve years of trying, not always successfully, to bring quality assurance into 
higher education and research have given us considerable experience, both positive and 
negative, and this helps us to clarify the picture. In this conclusion, we shall try to draw 
some practical lessons from our discussion of the methodological choices we face when 
planning quality assurance systems at institutional, national and international level.

Let us start by repeating that:

• the procedure should match the exceptional complexity of institutions of higher 
education and the services they provide; 

• it should be more formative than punitive;
• it should be focused on the future, and particularly institutions’ capacity for 

change;
• it should respect the subsidiarity principle;
• it should mobilise institutions and the various groups within them;
• its costs should be in line with the benefi ts it can reasonably be expected to 

provide;
• the experts appointed, either individually or within agencies, should be 

independent;
• the assessments done on one level should be monitored by a body on a higher level;
• stated aims, and not pre-determined standard criteria, should be the basis of 

assessment; 
• appraisal by experts should be preferred to quantitative measurement, while 

recognising that carefully formulated indicators are useful.
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These criteria are considered important for effective quality assurance. They were the 
basis of the approach adopted over ten years ago by the European Rectors’ Conference 
(CRE), which today constitutes the beacon programme of the recently created 
European University Association (EUA) (successor to the CRE and to the European 
Union Rectors’ conferences). The EUA’s institutional evaluations (nearly 200 so 
far in European and some non-European countries) strike a fair balance between 
spontaneous commitment on the part of institutions (self-assessment reports) and 
outside experts’ contributions. However, since institutions themselves commission 
these evaluations, nothing obliges them to act on the fi ndings – which is certainly the 
main weakness of this approach. Things are different when, as has happened a couple 
of times in recent years, governments or government departments ask the EUA to 
assess institutions and their internal quality assurance procedures.

The fact that the standards and guidelines for quality assurance in the European Higher 
Education Area (2005), formulated by the European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (ENQA) with its partners2 as part of the Bologna process and at 
the request of the ministers of education, are infused with the same spirit augurs well 
for the development of a quality assurance strategy which both matches the nature 
of universities and is effective. Moreover, dynamic countries like Ireland organise 
quality assurance on these same principles, giving institutions extensive responsibility 
for regular assessment of their own faculties, departments, as well as services, and 
having their procedures assessed by an outside body, for example the EUA in 2005 
(Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB)3). Finally, we may note that a number of 
European universities have in recent years spontaneously devised internal faculty or 
department evaluation systems, based on self-assessment and inspection by experts.

We may also note the growing practice of assessing (some say accrediting) internal 
quality assessment procedures. However, the danger here is that quality measures 
may be seen as an end in themselves, having no connection with the institution’s 
strategy and implementation of that strategy, that is, its response to the challenge 
of being able to change. The point should also be made that a few institutions fi nd 
benchmarking useful. Assessment of teaching by students (practised systematically 
for a considerable time in some countries, not easily introduced in others) can also 
be very instructive, provided that questionnaires are well designed, and that those in 
charge of the subdivision – usually deans – take action on detected failings. 

Our earlier discussion of the strategic choices involved in selecting an evaluation 
method suggests that accreditation systems may be open to some reservations. They 
may be broadly justifi ed to protect consumers in the case of private institutions, but 
they must be fl exibly applied – particularly to ensure that institutions which fail on one 
criterion, but score well on the others, are not refused accreditation. One interesting use 

2. The European University Association (EUA), the European Association of Institutions in Higher 
Education (EURASHE) and the National Unions of Students in Europe (ESIB). 

3. www.iuqb.ie.
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of accreditation involves recognising institutions which attain a certain quality level, 
for example, the EQUIS (European Quality Improvement System), which applies to 
business schools. This gives institutions a further incentive to improve; nonetheless, it 
should not be substituted for formative assessment. The main reservation here concerns 
countries which subject all teaching programmes to accreditation. Under the subsidiarity 
principle – invoked by the ministers of education in Berlin (2003) – programme 
assessment should be the responsibility of the institutions themselves. More seriously, 
very few programmes are ever refused accreditation, which means that the system costs 
more than its results warrant. Accrediting whole institutions is still more questionable. 
This is probably justifi ed for brand-new institutions, but certainly not for those which 
have been in place for decades, or indeed centuries – provided that outside agencies 
monitor their internal quality procedures and/or assess their capacity for change. This is 
an area where non-discriminatory and intelligent solutions must be found.

Let us hope that this chapter, which is the work of an academic involved in institutional 
evaluation procedures, will convince the sceptics that developing a culture of quality in 
view of improving it is essential, and also convince the perfectionists that institutions 
of higher education are complex, but generally mature entities. This being so, we must 
let them do the job they were meant to do – but not be afraid to subject them to regular 
professional scrutiny, so that they can remedy their failings and shortcomings? 
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