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The Nature and Development of Quality Assurance in Higher Education 

– what is changing and what remains the same 

Richard Lewis 
Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 

It is usually very boring but some times very necessary to start a paper with definitions and this 
is such an occasion. 

The world of quality assurance is bedevilled by inconsistent use of terminology so I would like 
to start by presenting my own choice of definitions together with some justification for that choice. 

Let me start with the key phrase 

Quality Assurance 
Quality assurance is an all-embracing term covering all the policies, processes, and actions 
through which the quality of higher education is maintained and developed.  (Campbell & 
Rozsnyai, 2002, p. 32) 

Quality Assessment 
Quality Assessment covers both the means by which a judgement is made about the quality 
and standards of an institution or a programme and the judgement itself. (Vlãscanu, Grünberg 
and Pârlea, 2004, p. 22) 

Accreditation 
Accreditation is a form of quality assessment where the outcome is a binary (yes/no) decision 
that usually involves the granting of special status to an institution or programme. (CHEA 
2001) 

Those interested in a more detailed discussion of terminology are invited to consult the 
Analytical Quality Glossary that can be accessed via the website of the International Network of 
Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education’s (INQAAHE) website at www.inqaahe.org. 

To an extent any action taken by a university1 teacher to check on the quality of his or her own 
work or steps taken to improve it might be said to be an act of “quality assurance” – indeed the 
same might be said about the actions of students.  So an often unstated assumption is that quality 
assurance is a collective action with more than one person being involved. 

And one final comment on terminology, which is on the word “external” when used in phrases 
such as “external quality assurance” or “external quality assessment.”  This means that the activity 
is predominantly being carried by an individual or a team that are from outside the area which is 

1  I recognise that in many countries much higher education is provided outside the universities but for 
simplicity I will use the term university to include all types of institutions of higher education. 
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being assessed or assured.  In the case of the quality assurance of a programme 2 the externals may 
come from other parts of the institution while in the case of the external assessment of an institution 
the task would be carried out by those from outside the institution.3

I will come back to issues of terminology later but at this stage the point that I really want to 
emphasise is that I will use the term “quality assurance” as the overarching term. 

1. A Brief History of the Birth of External Quality Assurance 

I think it might be helpful if I started with a very brief history of external quality assurance.  

Frans van Vught of the University of Twente traces the origin of the debate about the 
desirability of the imposition of external quality assurance on universities to 13th century Paris.  In 
the early part of the century it was the Chancellor of Notre-Dame Cathedral, acting on behalf of the 
Bishop of Paris, who exercised academic authority over the University of Paris.  The University, as 
did others a few centuries later, resented the exercise of external control and was successful in its 
campaign for academic  autonomy when in 1231 Pope Gregory IX issued a papal bull ending the 
dominance of the Bishop and Chancellor over the university. 

And then nothing very much happened for 600 years. 

1) The UK external examining system 

It was in 1832 with the creation of the University of Durham and the consequent massive, 50%, 
increase in the number of universities in England – from two to three4- that the external examiner 
system was introduced. (Silver 1994)  The external examiners were mostly drawn from the 
University of Oxford and, while their main purpose was to increase the local “examining capacity”, 
they also provided some evidence to the outside world of the acceptability of Durham’s degrees.  
Thus in the 19h century a policy concern was identified which has continued to concern the 
academic community – namely how to achieve comparability of standards across institutions. 

It was, however, the creation of the Victoria University5 in 1880 that gave birth to the system of 
external examiners that has existed to the present day.  The charter of the Victoria University, as did 
the charter of the University of Birmingham and other universities founded after 1880, required that 
examinations be conducted by internal and external examiners with the role of the latter being 
explicitly recognised as providing public assurance that the standards of the new universities were 
comparable with those of their more ancient counterparts.   

2 I am using the term programme to mean programme of studies, that is the set of units or courses or modules 
that have to be taken by a student to gain his or her award. 

3 The use of a few people from outside the programme or institution where the activity is organised by insiders 
and where most of the reviewers are insiders does not of itself make it an external event. 

4 There were already four universities in Scotland, but none in Wales. 
5 The Victoria University had colleges in Manchester, Liverpool and Leeds.  In 1905 the Victoria University 

divided into three components based in each of these cities. 
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The two main traditional roles of external examiners were 

(i) to ensure that degrees awarded in similar subjects are comparable in standard across higher 
education institutions, and 

(ii) to ensure that students are dealt with fairly in the system of assessment and classification. 
(Silver, Stennant and Williams 1995) 

While these roles remain basically unchanged, the ways in which they are discharged has been 
subject to quite substantial change over the last two decades or so because of such things as the 
introduction of continuous assessment and the very large increases in student numbers not matched 
by an increase in the numbers of external examiners. (Lewis 2005) 

Thus, there has, for a considerable period, been an important element of quality assurance in the 
UK system but one that deals with only one aspect of the learning teaching process, that of 
comparability of standards across the system.  This is an important objective and the external 
examiner system when applied properly is an extremely powerful tool.  It is therefore perhaps 
surprising that, as a comprehensive system, its use is confined to the UK and a number of 
Commonwealth countries although it is used to a limited extent in a number of other countries. 

2) Early US accreditation 

In her excellent introduction to the accreditation in the United States  Elaine El-Kahwas (El-
Khawas 2001) explains that the initial purpose of the regional associations, which later developed as 
regional accreditation agencies, was to establish closer links between the administrators of colleges 
and schools and to set standards for adequate preparation for college study.  The growth in student 
numbers, and in the number of schools and higher education institutions, towards the end of the 19th

century meant that informal and personal links between the institutions and the administrators was 
no longer sufficient and it was judged necessary to make the system more formal. 

Accreditation of institutions was first undertaken by the North Central Association in 1905 but 
the institutions that were accredited first were schools not colleges, the first list of accredited 
colleges was not issued until 1913.  The main purpose of the exercise was to enable college 
administrators to evaluate the worthiness of applicants from institutions of which they had no 
personal knowledge whether they were schools or other colleges.  Developments in the 20th century 
were slow to emerge and it was not until 1952 that the New England Association took on an 
accrediting function. 

Meanwhile in the rest of the world very little was happening.  In many countries governments 
did exercise considerable control over publicly funded universities, including the appointment of 
staff but these controls, avoiding as they did any reference to the quality of the educational 
provision or of the educational output, were a long way from being quality assurance systems. 

The ending of the Second World War saw the establishment in Japan and the Philippines of 
accrediting agencies modelled largely on the US agencies but institutional involvement was largely 
on a voluntary basis. 
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3) The growth in external quality assurance agencies over the last 15 years 

The increase in the growth on the number of external quality agencies over the last 15 years can 
be best observed by examining of the membership of the International Network of Quality 
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education. (INQAAHE)  

INQAAHE, or the Network, was established in 1991.  Its core membership are the regional and 
national quality assurance and accreditation agencies, but it also has a number of associate members 
which are organisations with a strong interest in quality assurance in higher education. 

When it was founded INQAAHE had members from only 11 countries which, so far as I am 
aware, represented all the countries that had at that time systems, in some cases partial systems, of 
external quality assurance in higher education.  It now has well over 100 full members from over 60 
countries but there are a number of countries not in membership and it is likely that about 70 
countries either have, or will soon have, a national system of quality assurance in place. 

4) Factors contributing to the growth 

The growth has been worldwide involving countries with different cultures and different stages 
of economic development. 

I believe that the factors contributing to this growth included: 

The recognition in many countries of the need for greater accountability for the use of scarce 
national resources. 
The growth in higher education that has occurred in many countries. 
The increased diversity in HE provision including the establishment of binary systems6, and the 
growth in distance learning. 
In some countries there was a trade off between the reduction of direct governmental control of 
higher educational institutions and the introduction of external quality assurance arrangements. 
The increase in some countries in the number of private, including “for profit”, providers. 
Regional developments, for example in Europe and South America, aimed at creating a higher 
education space which encourages student mobility and the mutual recognition of qualifications. 
The ever increasing internationalisation of higher education including the growth in cross -border 
providers and the need for the mutual recognition of qualifications and higher education credits 

2. The Present State of the Art 

In describing the present state of the art I will rely quite heavily on a survey made of INQAAHE 
members in 2005.  Of the 110 full members listed in the INQAAHE website that were the subjects 
of the project, returns were received from 67 members, see Table 1.  The completed questionnaires 
can be found in the full members section of the INQAAHE website. 

6 A binary system is one in which there are a group of institutions, such as the German Fachhochschule, which 
while they primarily offer programmes of study that are at the higher education level, do not have the title or 
status of universities. 
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Table 1: Number of full members listed and number of questionnaires used in the analysis (by region) 
No of full members 
shown on INQAAHE 
website 

No of 
questionnaires used 
in this analysis 

Percentage
used 

Europe 37 28 76%
Asia and Australasia 31 15 48%
Africa and the Middle East 13 8 62%
North America 17 11 65%
South and Central America and the 
Caribbean

12 5 42%

TOTALS 110 67 61%
Note: While, overall a reasonably high proportion of agencies have completed the forms, Table 1 indicates a 

geographical imbalance in that the percentages vary considerably, in particular note the high response 
rate for Europe, and these variations must be kept into mind when interpreting the results. 

1) Scope of activities 

I believe that the evaluation of the student’s learning experience should be at the heart of quality 
assurance and that this is best undertaken by engaging in programme review or in some cases 
subject or discipline review.  One issue on which agencies differ is whether the essential programme 
(or subject) review should be organised internally by the institution (albeit including, as it should, an 
external element) or externally by the quality assurance agency itself. 

Very broadly the engagements between an external quality assurance body and the institutions 
for which it carries responsibilities can be summarised as follows 

Institutional audit 
Institutional assessment 
Programme assessment together with institutional audit or assessment  
Programme assessment without institutional audit or assessment. 

In terms of the trust reposed on institutions the list is in descending order of trust, institutional 
audit implies the greatest trust and programme assessment without any form of institutional 
engagement the least. 

The difference between institutional audit and institutional assessment can be illustrated by 
comparing extracts from the publications of the UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) and the US 
Higher Education Corporation (HEC), the regional accreditation agency for the North Central 
Region. 

In its publication “Handbook for Institutional Audit: England- 2006” the QAA states that one of 
three objectives of institutional audit is to ensure that the institution has effective means of ensuring 
that the awards and qualifications in HE are of an academic standard at least consistent with those 
referred to in The framework for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland (FHEQ) and are, where relevant, exercising their powers as degree-awarding bodies in a 
proper manner.” (QAA 2006)  
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While in its “Handbook for Accreditation” the HEC describes the role of an accreditor as 
follows 

“An institutional accrediting body evaluates an entire organization and accredits as a whole.  It 
assesses formal educational activities and also evaluates governance and administration, financial 
stability, admissions and student personnel services, resources, student academic achievement, 
organizational effectiveness, and relationships with outside constituencies.” (HEC 2003) 

The QAA focuses on the effectiveness of the institution’s quality assurance processes while the 
HEC actually assesses the salient features of the institution, which suggests that the QAA, and other 
agencies, that follow the audit approach place greater trust in the institution as a whole.  In general it 
appears that the audit approach is favoured in some Commonwealth countries, the UK, Australia 
and New Zealand while assessment is found, for example, in the USA and France. 

It is only a minority of agencies that restrict their activities to institutional audit or assessment.  
The majority of agencies directly concern themselves with both programme and institutional review.  
In such systems the institutional review will be concerned with those aspects which impact on all 
programmes, such as student services, in addition it might involve making a judgement about 
institution’s internal quality assurance procedures which would help the external programme 
reviewers decide on the extent to which they can rely on them. 

Agencies that engage in programme review, but not institutional review, can be divided into two 
groups, those that cover the whole range of disciplines and those that are concerned with only one 
subject or professional area. 

As can be seen in Table 2, 63% of agencies conduct both institutional and programme review 
while 16% only engage in institutional review.  Of the remainder who operate only at the 
programme level six are specialised reviewers that are concerned with one discipline or professional 
area while eight cover all disciplines. 

Table 2: Scope of agency’s activities 
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TOTAL Total
%

Both institutional and programme 20 6 8 3 5 42 63%
Institutional only 2 5 4 11 16%
Programme - general 4 3 1 8 12%
Programme - specific 2 1 3 6 9%
TOTALS 28 15 8 11 5 67
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2) The nature of decisions 

One of the largest barriers to the creation of a common understanding of quality assurance world 
wide is the question of terminology, even for those who believe they are working in the same 
language.  And of all the terminological problems perhaps the greatest is what is meant by 
“accreditation.”

The basic definition of an accrediting decision is that it is a binary, yes/no decision, that is, the 
institution or programme does or does not satisfy minimum standards.  In many, but not all, cases 
there is an automatic consequence of a no decision.  In the United States, for example, a non 
accredited institution is not eligible to receive federal financial support. 

As will be seen in Table 3 the majority of agencies in the INQAAHE survey stated that they do 
make yes/no decisions.  Those that do not will produce reports which, although they will make 
recommendations for improvement, and may commend good practice, do not make an overall 
judgement. 

Table 3: Agencies who accredit – that is make yes/no decisions 

Make yes/no decisions Do not make 
yes/no decisions Total

Europe 18 10 28
Asia and Australasia 11 4 15
Africa and the Middle East 3 4 7
North America 10 1 11
South and Central America and the 
Caribbean

4 1 5

TOTALS 46 20 66
Note.  One Middle East agency did not answer the question. 

3) The “traditional quality assurance” model 

Virtually all the respondents to the INQAAHE survey confirmed, that they follow what has been 
described as the “traditional” method that has the following characteristics 

Sets of regulations and guidelines 
A self evaluation prepared by the institution 
The appointment of a peer group whose review of the institution or programme would start with a   
review of the self evaluation 
Site visits by the peer group. 
The publication of a report or, in some cases, only the decision. 

While, with only a few exceptions, all respondents to the INQAAHE survey stated that they 
used this model but there are important differences in the way in which the model is applied. 

Perhaps the most significant difference is in the freedom institutions have in completing their 
self studies.  In some systems institutions are given considerable freedom in the way in which they 
can tell their story, while in other systems the self study essentially consists of a form consisting 
mainly of closed questions many of which are of a quantitative nature. 
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Another difference is the relationship between the academic reviewers and those whose 
programme or institution is being reviewed.  At one extreme the reviewers act very much as 
inspectors exercising a degree of authority while at the other extreme the reviewers and the 
reviewed act more like equals, without entirely ignoring the fact that it is the reviewers who will 
report their findings.  In general the more inspectorial approach will be used by agencies who 
require the more structured self study reports.  

3. Emerging Trends 

In its early days external quality assurance relied heavily on two main elements 

The intuitive judgement of the academic reviewers based, not on agreed explicit requirements, 
but on their experience 
Relatively crude quantitative input measures such as the ratio of academic staff (faculty) to 
students and the number of books in the library. 

But the approach is changing and amongst the more important emerging trends are  

A switch in emphasise from quality assurance for accountability to quality assurance for 
enhancement 
The change in focus from inputs to outputs 
The move away from the reliance on the intuitive experience of reviewers to an approach based 
on explicit statements of the requirements imposed on institutions and programmes 
Increasing attention to international issues including Cross-border Higher Education (CBHE) 

1) From quality assurance for accountability to quality assurance for enhancement or 
improvement

Accountability is concerned with the institution being able to demonstrate that it is operating at 
or above the basic minimum standard, while quality enhancement is concerned with the continuous 
process of quality improvement. 

In a perfect world all actions taken to demonstrate accountability should also serve to enhance 
quality, but we do not live in such a world, we live in a world which is full of imperfections. 

In the real world there are many systems of quality assurance for accountability which do 
impede quality enhancement if for no other reason that the efforts needed to demonstrate 
accountability divert time and resources from quality enhancement.  The danger is that institutions 
will engage in what has been termed a “compliance culture” when the all the effort is put into 
attempting to obtain a positive accreditation decision, or a good score from the external quality 
assurance body,  rather than actually improve the quality of what is being done. 

The attitude underlying a compliance culture can be expressed in the question 

“Tell us Oh QA agency what you need in evidence that this programme is healthy and we shall 
provide it.”  

Academics, we should remember, are pretty clever, even those who do not teach terribly well.   
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In such a situation institutions are encouraged to hide weaknesses rather than to demonstrate that 
they have identified them and are taking steps to overcome them. 

In general in countries where greater trust is placed on universities the external quality assurance 
system is more likely to emphasise quality enhancement rather than accountability. 

Agencies that publish scores or grades that allow rankings to be made, clearly encourage the 
institutions to obtain the highest score or grade possible.  In a number of Asian countries there 
appears to a stronger desire than in the rest of the world to be told what is the “best” institution or 
programme and it is this part of the world that is in greater danger of encouraging the compliance 
culture.  In fairness I should add that the desire to score is not just to be found in Asia.  It was only 
very recently that in the UK we published marks out of 24 as the outcome of subject evaluation.  
Fortunately, as a result of pressure from the universities that system has now been abandoned and it 
is to be hoped that this part of the British experience will provide a lesson from which other 
countries might learn about what to avoid. 

While the author’s prejudices in favour of a quality enhancement approach have not been hidden 
I readily accept that there are circumstances where the needs for accountability are paramount.  This 
will often be the case when a system of external quality assurance is first introduced in a country 
where some of the existing provision is of unacceptable standard.  It must always be remembered 
that the key task of any quality assurance system is to ensure that the standards of the worst 
programme on offer in a country are at least at a minimum threshold of acceptability. 

2) From inputs to outputs via process 

For many years, before the introduction of external quality assurance the key, or perhaps only, 
indicator of quality was an input measure; the ability of the teaching staff. 

When external quality assurance was first introduced input measures retained their primacy.  To 
the quality of staff were added such factors as the number of books in the library and, in some 
systems, the extent of the sporting facilities made available to students.   

It is perhaps not surprising that in those early days there was a focus on input measures.  Input 
measures have a nice comfortable feel about them; they are “objective” and are relatively easy to 
measure.

But what was often overlooked was that was only rarely that the actual input was actually 
measured, usually some proxy was employed.  The prime example being the quality of the teaching 
staff, in many systems the qualifications of staff were often used unthinkingly as a measure of staff 
quality. 

While the more sophisticated quality assurors were always alert to the point that at the end of the 
day it was output that mattered, this was often forgotten and systems become very formulistic with 
much of the review being concerned with whether the institution met certain targets, which were not 
necessarily explicitly stated. 

There appear to be a number of reasons that encouraged the switch in emphasis from inputs to 
outputs including a greater degree of professionalism on the part of quality assurors.  But a more 
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significant reason might be the increasing diversity of higher education.  Historically, the simple 
input based method was based on the traditional higher education model, properly qualified students 
sitting in class rooms taught by properly qualified staff.  But the world of higher education is much 
more diverse with students studying at a distance or entering the university without traditional entry 
qualifications. 

Before moving on to discuss outputs I should make some mention of process and the argument 
that it is wrong to concentrate only on outcomes because process is also very important.   

There is considerable merit in this argument which I believe stems from the fact that some of the 
“outputs” of a period of higher education, such as intellectual honesty or rigour or the recognition of 
the need for continuing life long learning, cannot be measured directly, but in such cases an 
assessment of the learning experience might provide an acceptable proxy measure.  We may believe 
that some learning processes may be more conducive to the development of these attributes than 
others and hence the programme review should include an assessment of the suitability and 
effectiveness of the actual learning process.   

3) Different types of output measures   

There seem to be two fairly distinct groups of outcome measures; one relating to student 
performance, often referred to as learning outcomes, the other set being indirect measures which 
may be related to institutional performance, often measured by performance indicators. 

Learning outcomes 

The student learning assessment movement has gained considerable strength within the United 
States accreditation community in recent years.  

It might be useful to quote the requirements imposed on accreditors in the United States by the 
Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) one of the two bodies, the other one being the 
Federal Department of Education, which has the responsibility for the recognition of accreditation 
agencies.   

CHEA’s requirements are set out in a document entitled “Statement of Mutual Responsibilities 
for Student Learning Outcomes: Accreditation, Institutions, and Programmes.” 

Accrediting agencies should place upon institutions the following expectation that they should 

Regularly gather and report concrete evidence about what students know and can do as a result   
of their respective courses of study, framed in terms of established learning outcomes and 
supplied at an appropriate level of aggregation (e.g. at the institutional or program level). 
Supplement this evidence with information about other dimensions of effective institutional or 
program performance with respect to student outcomes (e.g. graduation, retention, transfer, job 
placement, or admission to graduate school) that do not constitute direct evidence of student 
learning. 
Prominently feature relevant evidence of student learning outcomes- together with other 
dimensions of effective institutional performance, as appropriate- in demonstrating institutional 
or program effectiveness. (CHEA 2003) 
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Note here that the above statement covers both direct student learning outcomes and the more 
indirect performance indicators. 

Indirect measures - Performance indicators 

The CHEA reference which I quoted earlier referred to the requirement imposed on institutions 
that they should consider other dimensions of performance, that do not constitute direct evidence of 
student learning, such as graduation and employment rates.  These measures are recognised as key 
indicators in a growing number of countries 

But an indicator is only a number if one does not have something to compare it with.  An 
institution can of course compare its current to its past performance through time series analysis but 
it is also very useful to be able to make comparisons with the performance of others.  A quite 
common practice is for institutions to select a group of others institutions which they believe are 
similar to themselves and then compare their performance against that of the “peer group”.  The 
comparison may be confined to publicly available data or the institutions may agree to exchange 
confidential data for their mutual benefit. 

In the UK the Higher Education Funding Councils have for a number of years published a set of 
performance indicators covering, as far as teaching is concerned, access (which mainly measures the 
social mix of the student intake), non-completion rates, efficiency (a measure based on the average 
time it takes a student to graduate), and employment indicators.  The report also has a section on 
research performance.  The tables were first published in 1999 but for the last three editions the 
tables have not been printed but have to be accessed via the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA) website.7

An interesting feature of the publication is the use of adjusted sector benchmarks.  These make 
allowance for various factors which affect the indicators.  The main factors used are the subject mix 
of an institution, and the entry qualifications of its students and the proportions of young (under 21) 
and mature students entering the institution.   

For example, for those who enrolled on full-time first degree courses in 2003/04 

The non-continuation rate for young entrants to courses in medicine and dentistry was 2.0% 
while the rate for young students taking combined studies degrees was 13.5%.  
The overall non-continuation  rate for young students was 7.7% but for mature students 15.6% 
In terms of entry qualifications young students whose tariff points on entry were below 100 
exhibited a non-continuation rate of 13.6%, while the corresponding figure for those whose 
tariffs on entry exceeded 481 was 1.8%. 

I will take, as examples of institutions, the University of Derby and Imperial College, London 
and as the measures the non-continuation rate for entrants to first degree courses in 2003/4, that is 
the percentage of entrants who did not return to the institution or transfer to another institution in 
2004/05. 

7 www.hesa.ac.uk 
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The results were 

On the basis of a raw comparisons of the scores Imperial  performed better than Derby, but if 
account is taken of differences in such things as the entry qualifications of the students and the 
subjects studied then, according to the HESA statisticians Derby may have performed  better than 
Imperial.  While the statistical methods employed may not be perfect the main point to be 
remembered is that the comparison of the raw data that do not take the underlying factors into 
account will not give a realistic picture. 

The use of indirect measures of student learning such as the performance indicators discussed 
above does, of course, depend on the availability of the necessary data and such data is not available 
in many countries.  As discussed earlier it may be possible for institutions sharing similar 
characteristics to agree to exchange information between them so that each institution can compare 
its performance with that of other institutions of the same type. 

4) Explicit statement of requirements 

What sort of yardstick should be used to judge student learning outcomes?  When 20 or 30 years 
ago academics considered applications to approve a bachelors degree in areas such as physics or 
history they had only their experience, and perhaps a bit of prejudice, to guide them.  There were no 
written expectations of what should be requirements of a bachelor’s degree in general let alone the 
expectations placed on the holder of a physics degree. 

The world has changed considerably.  Many countries have established “National Qualification 
Frameworks” setting out the attributes required to be demonstrated in order to receive an award at 
the various levels.  A multi- national initiative, known as the Dublin descriptors, is being developed 
by quality assurance and accreditation agencies from a number of European countries.  The Dublin 
descriptors set out the attributes that should be demonstrated in order to receive an award at one of 
three levels of degrees, bachelors, masters and doctoral.  

In the summer of 2000, a group of universities started a pilot project called "Tuning educational 
structures in Europe".  Subsequently they have asked the European University Association (EUA) to 
help widen the group of participants and they have asked the European Commission for a grant 
under the Socrates programme.  

The project aims at identifying points of reference for generic and subject-specific competences 
of first and second cycle graduates in a series of subject areas: Business Administration, Education 
Sciences, Geology, History, Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry.  Competences are based on 
learning outcomes: what a learner knows or is able to demonstrate after the completion of a learning 
process.  This covers both subject specific competences and generic competences, like 
communication skills and leadership.   

In terms of individual agencies the QAA is probably the most advanced in that it has published 
what it calls “subject benchmarks” for over 40 programme areas.  These subject benchmarks 

Non-continuation rates 
 Actual Benchmark 

University of Derby 10.3% 11.6% 
Imperial College 5.9% 4.3% 
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together with the two UK National Qualification Framework Statements, one for England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland and one for Scotland, may be found on the QAA website8.

There is always the danger that the publication of such statements may encourage rigidity and 
discourage innovation and development.  The QAA seeks to avoid this danger by emphasising that 
it does not require strict adherence to the guidelines but more that the institution has taken them into 
account.  For example, paragraph 41 of the “Handbook for Institutional Review: Wales” states  

When considering the institution's management of quality and standards, the review team draws 
upon a range of external reference points, including the FHEQ (Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications), Subject benchmark statements, the Code of practice and the Credit and 
Qualification Framework for Wales. In so doing, it is not seeking evidence of compliance, but 
rather for evidence that the institution has considered the purpose of the reference points, has 
reflected on its own practices in the relevant areas, and has taken, or is taking, any necessary steps 
to ensure that appropriate changes are being introduced. 

In terms of subject benchmarks the paragraph goes on to state  

In respect of Subject benchmark statements, the (review) team enquires into the way in which the 
statements have been taken into account when establishing and/or reviewing programmes and 
awards, as illustrated through programme specifications.  The Agency views the statements as 
authoritative reference points, but not as definitive regulatory criteria for individual programmes or 
awards. (QAA 2003) 

In practice this means that institutions can depart from the subject benchmarks but they will 
need to supply solid justification for doing so. 

4. Transnational or Cross-Border Higher Education (CBHE) 

Another important trend is the growing importance of Cross-border Higher Education (CBHE) 
or, as it sometimes called Transnational Education. 

One aspect of CBHE is probably almost as old as Higher Education itself, that is the movement 
of students across borders but in the last 30 years or so there has been a substantial increase in other 
forms of CBHE, distance learning and overseas campuses.  I will shortly be referring in more detail 
to the UNESCO/OECD “Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education” 9

(The Guidelines) but at this stage I will quote the Guideline’s definition of CBHE as 

“… cross-border higher education includes higher education that takes place in situations where 
the teacher, student, programme, institution/provider of course materials cross national jurisdictional 
borders.  Cross-border higher education may include higher education by public/private and not-for-
profit/for-profit providers.  It encompasses a wide range of modalities, in a continuum from face-to-
face (taking various forms such as students travelling abroad and campuses abroad) to distance 
learning (using a range of technologies including e-learning).”10

8 www.qaa.ac.uk 
9 The Guidelines maw be accessed at www.unesco.org./hed/guidelines 
10 Page 7, UNESCO Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education, Paris 2006 
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This is a wide definition, but the point I would particular emphasise is the notion of a continuum  
that ranges from wholly face-to- face to 100% e-learning and any sort of combination of the two. 

The growth in CBHE has not in general been matched by developments in the quality assurance 
related to the activity although some countries have introduced suitable arrangements.  In the case 
of exporting countries, the quality assurance agencies in Australia and the UK apply very similar 
procedures to exported and domestic provision while, of the importing countries, The Republic of 
South Africa and China (Hong Kong) are good examples of countries that have introduced 
procedures that ensure the seek to ensure the quality of higher education provided in their countries 
by overseas institutions. 

The introduction to the Guidelines points out that the gaps in the quality assurance of CBHE 
makes students and other stakeholders more vulnerable to low-quality provision and disreputable 
providers, i.e. degree and accreditation mills.  The objectives of the Guidelines are 

“..to propose tools and a synthesis of best practice that can assist Member States in assessing the 
quality and relevance of higher education provided across borders and to protect students and other 
stakeholders in higher education from low-quality higher education provision.”11

The Guidelines are neither binding nor mandatory.  They are seen as being voluntary and as 
helping in the development of national capacity and international co-operation.  They are addressed 
to six groups 

Governments 
Higher education institutions/providers 
Student bodies 
Quality assurance and accreditation bodies 
Academic recognition bodies 
Professional bodies 

I will not go through the Guidelines in detail but will concentrate on those addressed to quality 
assurance and accreditation bodies, not only because quality assurance is the subject of the paper 
but also because they capture the main spirit and intentions of the whole document. 

In summary the guidelines addressed to quality assurance and accreditation bodies are 

Ensure that its arrangements cover CBHE in all its forms 
Sustain and strengthen the existing regional and international networks of quality assurance and 
accreditation agencies and seek to establish them in regions where they do not exist. 
Establish links to strengthen the collaboration between the bodies of the sending and receiving 
country and enhance the mutual understanding of different systems of quality assurance and 
accreditation.
Provide accurate and easily accessible information on the assessment standards, procedures, and 
effects of the quality assurance mechanisms on the funding of students, institutions or 
programmes as well as on the results of the assessments. 

11 Page 3, UNESCO Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education, Paris 2006 
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Apply the principles reflected in current international documents on CBHE such as the 
UNESCO/Council of Europe “Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational 
Education”12

Reach mutual recognition agreements with other bodies on the basis of trust in and understanding 
of each other’s professional practice, develop systems of internal quality assurance and regularly 
undergo external evaluations, making full use of the competencies of stakeholders.  Where 
feasible, consider undertaking experiments in international evaluation or peer review of quality 
assurance and accreditation bodies. 
Consider procedures for the international composition of peer review panels, international 
benchmarking of standards, criteria and assessment procedures and undertake joint assessment 
projects to increase the comparability of the evaluation activities of different quality assurance 
and accreditation bodies. 

In summary, it seems to me that the above might be summarised as; 
Talk together, understand each other and work together. 

5. A Summary of the above 

Quality Assurance is becoming more concerned with 

Reliance on published, generally agreed, statements of expectations rather than the intuitive 
wisdom of academic reviewers 
Enhancement rather than accountability 
The assessment of outcomes including  student learning outcomes (i.e. what students  can do as a 
result of following the programme) and indirect measures such as of employability  
What is happening across national borders 

1) More speculative observations 

I have so far discussed changes in quality assurance, in particular in external quality assurance, 
that are happening and which are observable but I would like to conclude my discussion of change 
with some rather more speculative remarks about likely developments. 

In outline I suggest that as external quality assurance become more solidly established a number 
of things might happen 

The actual systems will become more diverse to reflect that while many of the institutions 
covered by the system are well established and are firmly in the “quality assurance for 
enhancement camp” others will be new and in particular may be involved in non traditional 
forms of higher education. 
There will, in many countries, be a move towards the “institutional audit” approach where the 
focus of the external review of the university will be how it assures itself of the quality of its 
courses.  In turn this will mean that for more attention will be paid to models of internal quality 
assurance. 
Institutions will be allowed to choose their quality assurance body from an approved list (which 
is already the case in Japan) and that the list will include agencies based in overseas countries. 

12 Available at www.cepes.ro/hed/recogn/groups/transnat/code.htm 
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That there will be a move away from the “big bang” site visit every five or six years to one of a 
less intensive but more continuous relationship between the agency and the institution.  (A 
number of US regional accreditation agencies are already experimenting with such an approach) 

2) But What Will Remain the Same? 

Perhaps the most obvious statement, but one still worth making, is that once the principle of the 
acceptance of the need for some system of quality assurance is accepted the principle will be 
retained even though the system may be changed.  Or to put in other words, there will not be a 
return to the secrecy of the lecture theatre and class room. 

The principle that it is the university that is responsible for the quality of its provision will 
continue to prevail but, it is be hoped, that in the future more external quality assurance agencies, or 
perhaps I should say more governments, will actually apply the principle. 

The need for quality assurance for accountability will remain and form the bedrock of any 
system even though much of the activity will be concerned with quality enhancement. 

And the most important element of continuity is what really matters is what is done by students 
and, but perhaps to a lesser extent, their teachers. 
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