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Foreword

In July 1991 the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA)
hosted an invitation conference on Quality Assurance in Higher Education.
Over 100 senior representatives from accreditation bodies and from higher
education attended and spent three days in discussion of quality assurance
issues. Delegates came from Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, France,
Germany, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Kenya, Korea, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, Puerto Rico, Philippines, Singapore, South
Africa, Sweden, Taiwan, the United Kingdom, and the United States of
America. Edited versions of the formal presentations appear in this publication;
together they offer a review of international developments in quality assurance
in higher education.

The conference was opened by His Excellency Sir David Wilson, GCMG,
the Governor of Hong Kong, who spoke of the major expansion of tertiary
education provision in Hong Kong, which involves doubling the number of first
year first degree places between 1990 and 1994. He stressed the importance of
maintaining and wherever possible raising academic standards, and the role of
the HKCAA in meeting this challenge.

Conference participants were welcomed by Dr David Bethel, Chairman of
the HKCAA, and Dr Raymond Ho, Chairman of the Conference Organising
Committee, and also by the Honorable John Chan, the Hong Kong Secretary
for Education and Manpower. All stressed the value of international links. In
the context of world-wide changes in higher education and increasing student
mobility, they emphasized the need to extend knowledge and understanding of
different quality assurance systems.

With this in mind, an International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies
in Higher Education (INQAAHE) was launched during the conference. The
publication of these conference proceedings is intended to disseminate current
ideas and information on quality assurance in higher education, and to facilitate
further exchange of views.



The HKCAA gratefully acknowledges the support of the B Y Lam
Foundation and the Hong Kong Government in making funds available for the
conference and the initial administration of the Network.
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Editor’s Introduction

For a long time, degree level education was the preserve and privilege of a
handful of university institutions, with an élite faculty staff teaching a relatively
narrow range of subjects to a small group of very able students. While higher
education systems remained small, institutions were allowed considerable
freedom to run their own affairs. Academic staff were expected to aim for and
achieve excellence, and comparability of quality between institutions and over
time was assumed.

Since World War II, the higher education systems in many countries have
changed radically. More universities have been founded and new kinds of
tertiary institutions established (polytechnics, liberal arts colleges, colleges of
higher education). Institutions have become larger through expansion or
merger, and the percentage and absolute number of students has increased very
substantially. The composition of the student body has altered significantly as
gender, class, race and age participation has broadened. Degree programmes
have widened to include new subject areas such as business studies, nursing,
education, computing. To meet the needs of this expanding tertiary sector of
education, the ‘community of scholars’ has grown rapidly in size and scope, and
overall costs have escalated.

Such changes are extending educational opportunity and providing the
knowledge and skills required by society. But the extent of changes in scale,
coverage, personnel and cost has inevitably led to concern and debate about
ways of ensuring the quality as well as the quantity of graduates. The public
(often represented by government) is no longer willing to place total confidence
in the ‘ivory tower’ image of tertiary institutions, but expects independent
evidence that higher education is providing good quality and value for money.

There has been a variety of responses to the growing demands for public
accountability, including the establishment of agencies specifically concerned
with quality assurance in higher education, some of which have the power to
accredit (i.e. guarantee the quality of) institutions or programmes. The
international conference on which this book is based provided an opportunity
for senior representatives from such agencies to share their ideas and experience.



The following chapters are edited versions of the papers presented at the
conference, and they explore some of the issues.

The book opens with an overview by Dr Malcolm Frazer, Chief Executive
of the Council for National Academic Awards, an accreditation and degree
awarding agency which has pioneered quality assurance strategies in the UK’s
non-university sector. Its policies and practices involving detailed course-by-
course validation by peers as well as regular institutional reviews, have been
effective and influential. Drawing on his international experience Dr Frazer
reviews the Why? What? and How? of quality assurance in higher education,
but his paper also raises a central difficulty: what does quality in higher
education actually mean? He concludes that a precise definition is illusory, and
proposes instead that a profile of qualities can offer a much more informative and
useful description of institutions and courses. This question of definition is taken
up by other contributors. Dr Vroeijenstijn (Chapter 8), for example, agrees that
quality cannot be defined precisely, concluding that ‘quality is like love…
everybody recognizes it. But when we try to give a definition of it, we are
standing with empty hands.’

Part 2 presents examples of international developments in quality assurance.
Where formal agencies have been established, they may have very considerable
powers and even control over the approval and funding of degree programmes.
Allan Sensicle (Chapter 5) writes about the work of the Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation, established in 1990 to undertake institutional reviews
and detailed course appraisals in the non-university institutions of Hong Kong.
Its recommendations to government are a key factor in course approval. Ashoka
Chandra (Chapter 6) describes the proposal to introduce mandatory
accreditation for Indian higher technical education, alongside the strengthening
of voluntary accreditation for the university sector. In France the Comité
National d’Evaluation, directed by André Staropoli (Chapter 3), is responsible
to the President for the evaluation of higher education. Although it has no formal
sanctions, it has significant moral authority, since government (and industrial)
funding are likely to take account of the Comité’s assessments. Nigeria and
Kenya have introduced strict accreditation controls, South Africa is proposing
to do so, and China operates a centralized system for course approvals (see
Appendix).

These governmental or semi-governmental bodies generally make their
judgments and recommendations on the advice of expert academic peers. Other
quality assurance bodies use similar peer review processes, but are ‘owned’ by
the institutions themselves and independent of government. In the United
States, for example, mass higher education developed earlier than in most other
countries, and the post-secondary institutions collaborated to develop a
voluntary system of accreditation where groups of peers attest to the competence
of an institution to meet its stated mission. Marjorie Peace Lenn (Chapter 11)
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describes this process of institutional accreditation, and Leslie Benmark
(Chapter 12) explains the complementary role of professional (engineering)
accreditation in the US.

The Netherlands is currently moving away from state regulation towards self-
regulation by the institutions. Ton Vroeijenstijn (in Chapter 8) outlines how the
Association of Dutch Universities organizes visiting committees of peers to
provide external quality assessment of a range of academic disciplines across
the universities. Jan Kalkwijk reports on the Ministry of Education’s ‘meta-
evaluation’ of the Association’s work (Chapter 7), and the differing perspectives
and expectations of these two levels of evaluation are revealed.

Universities in Australia and the UK have also collaborated to set up their
own systems of external quality assurance. Both countries are experiencing
major changes in their higher education systems. In Australia universities and
other tertiary institutions have merged to form a ‘unified national system’ with
large self-accrediting universities, and Professor Kwong Lee Dow describes how
the Academic Standards Panels of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee
monitor standards in degree courses in each discipline across the country. In
the UK, where the ‘binary’ system of universities and polytechnics is being
dismantled, an Academic Audit Unit has been established by the Committee of
Vice-Chancellors and Principals. Peter Williams (Chapter 10) describes the
work of the Unit in seeking to provide independent assurance that the university
sector has adequate and effective internal mechanisms for monitoring the quality
of teaching and learning. Neither the UK nor the Australian approach embodies
sanctions. Each is intended to influence quality through critical appraisal by
peers.

Marianne Bauer from the Swedish National Board of Universities and
Colleges (Chapter 9) also argues that the institutions themselves should be
responsible for ensuring that there is adequate quality assurance in higher
education, and that the emphasis should be on formative evaluation rather than
on accountability and control. Drawing on her involvement in an OECD study
of the use of performance indicators, she comments that evaluation systems in
higher education vary with the political culture and institutional system in which
they function; this makes comparison of quality and performance within and
between countries problematic, and yet it is increasingly demanded.

As yet, the German higher education system has no nation-wide quality
assurance agency, and Edgar Frackmann (Chapter 4) examines some of the
parallels (and differences) between higher education and industry in developing
quality assurance and quality control strategies. Although it is felt that
responsibility for quality should remain with the institutions, the implicit, ‘clan-
like’ quality assurance of traditional German universities is under pressure.
Public discussions and initiatives are insisting that internal quality assurance
mechanisms should be made more visible and explicit.
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The importance of international collaboration is underlined by Fritz Dalichow
who reports (in Chapter 13) on the European Commission’s ERASMUS
academic exchange programme, and on the success of the first year of the
European Community Course Credit Transfer System (ECTS). Both schemes
are encouraging increased international mobility of students (and staff), and
depend for their operation on the mutual recognition by institutions of the
quality of courses and qualifications offered elsewhere.

Part 3 of the book focuses on quality assurance in Hong Kong tertiary
institutions. In the non-university institutions, as already indicated, degree
programmes are validated by the Hong Kong Council for Academic
Accreditation. Diana Mak and Austin Reid present a detailed case study of the
Hong Kong Polytechnic, which reflects on the relationship between internal and
external validation. They comment that many academics may see validation as
a personal threat, and suggest that there may be particular cultural difficulties
for Chinese staff in accepting the Western notion of critical peer review. They
strongly endorse the movement in Hong Kong (and elsewhere) towards an
interactive model where validator and validated work in partnership through
rigorous and open academic dialogue.

The developing Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong is also subject to
accreditation by the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation. In
Chapter 15 Raj Dhanarajan and Andrea Hope illustrate how the role of external
advisors and assessors is integrated with the Institute’s systematic internal
procedures for ensuring the quality of courses, teaching materials and tutorial
support.

The universities in Hong Kong are not subject to external validation. But
Professor Leung and Dr Shen (Chapter 16) describe the external examiner
system used in Hong Kong University (and most other Hong Kong institutions)
to monitor exit standards and maintain comparability with course coverage and
quality of outcomes elsewhere. Subject specialists from other (mainly overseas)
universities assess the quality of student achievement in projects, coursework
and examination papers, and confirm or moderate the internal examiners’
judgments as appropriate.

Throughout these accounts and analyses of quality assurance in higher
education systems around the world, the tension between autonomy and
accountability, and between formal accreditation and self-assessment is a
constant refrain. Most contributors agree that explicit external procedures can
prevent complacency and can legitimize internal systems in the eyes of the
public. Some express their reservations about the validity and value of
performance indicators. Others doubt the wisdom of using industrial analogies
and metaphors in explaining and developing quality-related concepts and
practices.
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During the international conference at which these papers were presented,
participants suggested that peer review by subject-specific panels alone—without
reviewing the institutional context—may fail to take account of the broader
purposes of higher education; and, correspondingly, institutional review alone
may not be able to assess the quality of teaching and learning in particular
subjects. A composite approach encompassing regular institutional audit as well
as subject area reviews was favoured.

The need to disseminate information about quality assurance arrangements
and to share experience and expertise is clear. As David Bethel’s conclusion
emphasizes, respect for other systems must be built on knowledge and
understanding of how they function. Dialogue and debate about policies and
practices can stimulate fresh ideas and new approaches. In this spirit, the Hong
Kong Council for Academic Accreditation hopes that the publication of these
papers will contribute to improving and enhancing the quality of higher
education everywhere.

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION 5
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1
Quality Assurance in Higher Education

Malcolm Frazer

This chapter reviews current approaches to quality assurance in higher education. The author
explores why there is concern for quality, what is meant by quality and how quality can be
assured; he draws on the arrangements for dealing with quality in higher education in a variety
of countries, and refers to some key publications. He offers some definitions and explanations
of some of the terminology used in the literature. The final section considers the potential
contribution of an international network of the various types of national agencies concerned
with quality in higher education.

Introduction

The 1990s may become known as ‘the decade of quality’, in the same way that
efficiency was a major theme during the 1980s. In industry, in commerce, in
government circles and now in higher education the word ‘quality’ is on
everyone’s lips: ‘quality control’, ‘quality circles’, ‘total quality management’,
‘quality assurance’, and so on. The maintenance and enhancement of quality,
and attempts to define and measure quality, are now major issues for higher
education in many countries.

Explanations of Some Key Terms

University

For convenience, ‘university’ is used throughout this paper to include all types
of institution (colleges, polytechnics, technical and vocational institutes,
universities, etc.) providing higher education. Many countries (e.g. Germany,
Hong Kong, Netherlands, New Zealand, Republic of South Africa, United
Kingdom) have a non-university sector of higher education. Institutions in these
sectors will nevertheless be described here as universities. It is worth noting that
often the better developed approaches to quality assurance are to be found in
the non-university sectors.



Quality Control

Clearly every enterprise needs to have a system to check whether the raw
materials it uses, the product it makes, or the service it provides reach minimum
pre-defined (threshold) standards, so that the sub-standard can be rejected.
Often this can only be done on a sampling basis. Typically there is a group of
controllers or inspectors, who are independent from the main workforce, and
who have powers to reject sub-standard products or services. Years ago industry
learnt that this form of quality control was not enough. Most employees felt that
the quality of the product or service was not their responsibility, that it did not
matter if a sub-standard product was passed to the controllers, and that
improving quality was not their concern. Industry therefore introduced the
concept of quality assurance. This does not mean that quality control (i.e.
passing or rejecting at pre-defined standards) is not needed. Quality control is
necessary but not sufficient for any enterprise to be successful. The word
‘enterprise’ in this paragraph is to be interpreted as widely as possible. It includes
manufacturing industry, service industry (e.g. banking) and public utilities (e.g.
hospitals and universities). It is worth re-reading this paragraph and substituting
the word ‘university’ for the word ‘enterprise’. Many questions come to mind.
Are the raw materials of the university its students, its teachers and researchers
or its curriculum? Is the service the university provides its teaching, its pastoral
care of students or the learning facilities such as libraries, and computer facilities?
Is the product of the university its graduates and the competences they have
acquired (examination results or employment destinations) or the new
knowledge generated by research? Clearly all these aspects of a university’s
activities contribute to its overall quality; but they are interrelated. No university
could, or should, employ groups of controllers or inspectors to examine each
of these aspects in isolation. The overall quality of a university must be the
concern of everyone who works there. This leads us to quality assurance.

Quality Assurance

As defined here, and by many in industry, quality assurance has four
components. These are that:

1 everyone in the enterprise has a responsibility for maintaining the quality of
the product or service (i.e. the sub-standard rarely reaches the quality
controllers because it has been rejected at source);

2 everyone in the enterprise has a responsibility for enhancing the qual-ity of
the product or service;

3 everyone in the enterprise understands, uses and feels ownership of the
systems which are in place for maintaining and enhancing quality; and
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4 management (and sometimes the customer or client) regularly checks the
validity and viability of the systems for checking quality.

If the word ‘university’ replaces ‘enterprise’ throughout this paragraph, then a
university which takes quality assurance seriously emerges as a self-critical
community of students, teachers, support staff and senior managers each
contributing to and striving for continued improvement. This chapter is mainly
about quality assurance in higher education. This phrase has been overused and
possibly even misused, and so in addition to describing the why, what and how
of quality assurance, an attempt is made in this section to differentiate it from
other aspects of quality in higher education. Readers may also wish to refer to
a recent overview of quality assurance and accountability in higher education
(Loder, 1990).

Quality Audit

A scrutiny by a group external to the university to check that the quality
assurance and quality control processes are appropriate and working properly
has been described as ‘quality audit’. The concept of quality audit has been
developed in the United Kingdom, where in 1990 the Committee of Vice-
Chancellors and Principals established a small Academic Audit Unit using
experienced academics on temporary secondment from universities (see
Chapter 10). Recent proposals from the UK Government (Department of
Education and Science, 1991) include the establishment of a Quality Audit Unit
with a somewhat similar role. Quality audit is neither concerned with a
university’s mission or objectives (inputs) nor with how successfully these
objectives have been attained (outputs), but solely with the processes by which
the university checks on the relations between its inputs and outputs. Sometimes
quality audit is confused with accreditation.

Accreditation

This term has different meanings in various parts of the world. In the North
American sense it can apply either to institutions or to programmes (subject or
professional areas).

Accreditation assures the educational community, the general public, and
other agencies or organizations that an institution or programme (a) has
clearly defined and educationally appropriate objectives, (b) maintains
conditions under which their achievement can reasonably be expected, (c)
is in fact accomplishing them substantially, and (d) can be expected to
continue to do so. (Chernay, 1990)
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It is noteworthy that in this definition of accreditation there is no requirement
to judge whether the objectives (mission, aims) of an institution or programme
are to meet any specified, or threshold standard. (For a description of the
accreditation system in the United States seen through British eyes, see Adelman
and Silver, 1990.) In many other countries, accreditation would imply that at
least a threshold standard was intended and being achieved. For example, in
the United Kingdom professional bodies accredit courses of study (programmes)
meaning that graduates will be granted professional recognition.

The Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) in the United Kingdom
uses accreditation in a different sense. CNAA is an awarding body and has
therefore a responsibility to ensure that its graduates have achieved at least a
threshold standard. In the past it has validated (see below) each course or
programme, but recognizing that real and enduring quality is best assured by
the institutions themselves, CNAA has delegated authority, subject to certain
safeguards, to validate and approve programmes to about forty institutions with
a proven track record of quality assurance. In this sense accreditation means
‘self-validation’ which is different from quality audit (restricted to verifying
processes) on the one hand and from ‘accreditation’ in the United States sense
as described above on the other. (For a full description of the CNAA approach
to accreditation, see Harris, 1990.)

Validation

The process of approving a new programme, or allowing an existing programme
to continue, is described as validation. It is a check that pre-defined, minimum
standards will be (new programme), or are (existing programme) reached. Most
higher education institutions take responsibility for approving their own
programmes and do not involve external agencies or even external individual
peer reviewers. Exceptions are the ‘non-university’ institutions in some countries
(e.g. Hong Kong, Republic of South Africa, United Kingdom).

Peer Review

The involvement of people as active university teachers, as researchers or as
practising professionals to offer advice and to make judgments and/or deci sions
about proposals for new programmes, the continuation or modification of
existing programmes, the quality of research programmes or the quality of
institutions is described as peer review.
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Quality Measurement

For most products or services it is clearly possible to define, nationally or
internationally, a minimum acceptable or threshold standard (e.g. percentage of
vitamin C in orange juice, fuel consumption of a car, the number of trains
arriving within x minutes of the scheduled time). If there is a single parameter
defining the standard, then quality control is simple. Furthermore, if there are
a number of similar products or services, applying the measurement enables
them to be compared and even put in rank order. For example, orange juice
from a number of manufacturers could be put in rank order based on the
percentage of vitamin C, with some perhaps falling below the threshold.
However, there would be little point in comparing, and then placing in rank
order samples of orange juice and mineral water because mineral water is not
purchased for its vitamin C. Furthermore, vitamin C content is not the only
quality parameter for orange juice. Others might be the percentage of sugar, of
other sweeteners, of ‘orange flavouring’, etc., to say nothing of more subjective
factors such as taste. Quality in higher education is like quality in orange juice—
it is multifaceted. Thus it is better to consider a ‘quality profile’ than to give a
single measure for quality. The profile could be in the form of a bar chart of
measurements on several pre-determined characteristics (see Figure 1). There
can be no one measure of quality of a university (or department, programme,
individual teacher), and it is essential to appreciate that it is meaningless to add
the scores of different and unrelated characteristics of a profile. Furthermore, it
is important not to confuse quality and cost or efficiency (see below). Quality
profiles and ‘best buys’ are how consumer associations present the results of
their investigations.

There are confusions about quality measurement in higher education. It is
sometimes assumed that quality measurement involves people external to the
university assigning objective, quantitative scores or performance indicators
which are then norm-referenced (i.e. the measures are relative to other universities
leading to comparisons by placing them in a rank order or in bands, e.g.
excellent, good, normal, poor, bad). Each of the words in italics will be taken in
turn.

Quality measurement does not have to be made by externals. It is very
desirable, as part of a university’s quality assurance activities, that members of
the university make measurements of particular characteristics of quality (e.g.
number of students obtaining course-related employment within six months of
graduating). If a national performance indicator is available for this 
characteristic, then the university can internally see where it stands in
comparison to other universities.

Quality measurement does not have to involve an objective, quantitative score.
To return to the example of orange juice and the characteristic of taste: an orange
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juice manufacturer will assemble a panel of experts and consumers, train them
and then under carefully controlled and ‘fair’ conditions ask them to make
judgments about the taste of different samples. The responses of the panel might
be converted to scores but nevertheless they remain judgments. In respect of
universities the panel might consist of academic peers, students and employers.

Quality measurement does not have to be norm-referenced. For any
characteristic of quality it would be possible to define criteria (standards) to be
met. The university (or department, programme, individual teacher) then either
meets the criteria (i.e. passes) or does not meet the criteria (fails) for the particular
characteristic (see Figure 2).

Level, Standards and Quality

Sometimes these three concepts are confused. A doctorate programme is at a
higher level than one leading to a baccalaureate. This does not mean that 
doctoral programmes are of higher quality than baccalaureate programmes. For
a programme at any particular level it is possible to define standards. Statements
of standards alone do not define quality. Standards can be described, either in
general terms or as specific statements of the knowledge, understanding, skills

Figure 1. A Quality Profile for Characteristics 1–6
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and attitude to be demonstrated by successful graduates. Is a high quality course
one in which the standards are low but most graduates reach them, or conversely
one in which the standards are high but few graduates reach them? Clearly,
there is no simple answer. There would need to be comparisons with the
intentions and outcomes of programmes leading to similar qualifications
nationally and internationally. What is clear is that quality in higher education
is a pervasive, but elusive concept, is multifaceted, requires judgments by people
with experience, and cannot simply be equated with excellence. Whereas
standards refer to the intentions of a programme and the achievements of
graduates who follow it, quality is much broader and includes standards as well
as the processes of teaching and learning, the activities of departments and
institutions and the congruence between the goals of a programme and the
competences of its graduates. (For a comprehensive review of the meanings
assigned to ‘quality in higher education’, see de Weert, 1990.)

Figure 2. A Quality Profile of One Particular Characteristic for Universities A-F

University E fails to meet the pre-defined criteria and so is sub-standard for this characteristic.
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Effectiveness

This is a measure of the match between stated goals and their achievement. It
is always possible to achieve ‘easy’, low standard goals. In other words, qual-ity
in higher education cannot only be a question of achievements (‘outputs’) but
must also involve judgments about the goals (part of ‘inputs’).

Efficiency

This is a measure of the resources used (costs) to achieve stated goals. It is
unfortunate that governments frequently confuse quality in higher education
with efficiency. Low standard goals might well be achieved at low cost.

Why Is There a Concern for Quality?

Accountability

Sometimes the question: ‘why do we need quality assurance in higher
education?’ is answered by the word ‘accountability’. That answer immediately
provokes a second question: ‘accountable to whom?’ There are several answers
to this question because higher education (from whole universities to individual
teachers) is accountable to at least three different groups, depicted in the triangle
in Figure 3.

Accountability to Society

In many countries there is a popular demand, and an economic necessity, for
more higher education with consequential ever increasing costs, and in most
countries society pays for much of this through taxes. Government acts for
society in distributing funds to higher education either directly to the universities
or indirectly through student grants or subsidized loans. Governments have a
responsibility to society to ensure that what they ‘buy’ from higher education
is acceptable and provides value for money. Several governments have
established, or caused to be established, agencies concerned with quality and
efficiency in higher education. However, accountability to society is not only a
matter of return on investment. Universities exist to safeguard and transmit a
cultural heritage. Society needs assurance that universities are not failing in this
duty.

Some universities or departments are of higher quality than others. How
should the available funds be allocated? Should higher levels of funding go to
departments of higher quality (a reward or ‘carrot’ to encourage all  departments
to do better); or to departments with lower quality in order to raise them, at
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least to an acceptable threshold standard? There is no evidence that the former
works, and to use this carrot one has to be certain of the objectivity of identifying
departments of higher quality. As the funds to be distributed are finite, the
danger is that departments assessed as having lower quality are deprived of
funds, possibly driving quality even lower.

Accountability to Clients and to the Subject

The clients of higher education are the students and the employers of graduates.
They desire to have the best possible education available and then to receive
certification that particular levels of knowledge and professional competence
have been achieved. The third corner of the triangle is the subject. The
knowledge, skills and attitudes which comprise each subject must not be
distorted, suppressed or misused. Teachers are accountable to their professional
colleagues that the integrity of their discipline is upheld and that students
develop positive attitudes towards the subject and its use in society.

Clarifying the Purpose

Before undertaking any evaluation of quality in higher education it is essential
to be clear about the purpose. Each of the various agencies concerned with the
quality of higher education can be positioned within the triangle according to
its main purpose. For example, a funding body would be near the apex, whereas
validating and accrediting bodies would be closer to the base. Purposes of
evaluating quality include: (1) contributing to decisions on planning or funding;
(2) validating; (3) granting professional recognition to programmes; (4)
accrediting; and (5) making awards of degrees. Whichever of these it is, the

Figure 3. Accountability in Higher Education
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overriding purpose is always to maintain and enhance qual-ity. Confusion can
arise because of lack of clarity about the object of the evaluation. Is it about
research or teaching? The evaluation of the quality of research is outside the
scope of this chapter and so most of what follows concerns the teaching function.
The evaluation may focus on the whole university; a department; a programme
or course; or an individual teacher. The relation between teaching and learning
is much the same as between selling and buying. Nothing is sold until it is
bought; nothing is taught until it is learnt. In other words, the essential purpose
of universities, departments, programmes, and teachers is to promote learning.
All this is summarized in Figure 4. There are twenty-five cells in the table, where
each cell represents a possible purpose for an evaluation. By far the most
important cell is marked ***, i.e. the purpose of evaluation is the maintenance
and enhancement of the quality of learning.

What Is Meant by Quality?

Each cell in Figure 4 can be expanded so that characteristics of quality and the
criteria for each characteristic are displayed. This is shown in outline form in
Figure 5, where each of the twenty cells in the table could be the subject of a
paper on its own. The two cells marked with an asterisk will be briefly
developed; methods are discussed in the next section.

Some characteristics of a teacher in higher education are listed in descending
order of importance in Figure 6. Figure 7 concerns the characteristics of learning
and shows a list of knowledge, skills and attitudes that teachers hope their
students will achieve.

How Can Quality Be Assured?

Self-evaluation

Real and enduring quality can only come by actions of the universities
themselves. The basis for these actions must be self-evaluation. Inspection and
quality control imposed solely from outside would not work. Self-evaluation —
seeing oneself—is never easy, but without three aids it is virtually impossible.
The first aid is a ‘mirror’, that is external assistance. The work of quality
assurance agencies (accrediting and validating bodies, audit units, inspectors,
etc.) is largely to help those engaged in higher education (whether it be an
individual teacher or the university) to be self-critical and reflective. The second
aid is training (staff development) for the task of self-evaluation. Third, there is
a need for national and international information, such as qualitative and
quantitative performance indicators as well as descriptions of best practice and 

18 MALCOLM FRAZER



Figure 5. Outline Display of Characteristics of Quality and Their Evaluation

innovation in teaching, learning and assessment both general and subject-
specific. Much has been written about the use of performance indicators (Johnes
and Taylor, 1990; Ramsden, 1991; Yorke, 1991). Sometimes comparative
reviews are made covering all the universities in a country for a specific subject
area. One example of such a sectoral review is the Aus-tralian report on physics
(Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, 1990). These three aids have a cost;
however, expenditure on them should not be seen as an optional luxury but as
essential with a high priority. Two reviews, written from the perspectives of
different countries—France (Staropoli, 1987) and Netherlands (Vroeijenstijn,
1989)—emphasize the importance of universities taking responsibility for their
own quality.

External agencies can provide external help for self-evaluation through the
important ingredient of peer review (Acherman, 1990). Peers should not only
come from higher education; those actively engaged in industry, commerce and
the professions must also be involved. Quality assurance agencies also act as
mediators by bringing together the clients (students and employers) and the
university, to ensure that student feedback and views of employers of graduates
make their full contribution to maintaining and enhancing quality. Part of staff
development programmes should be directed towards learning how to seek
views of students and demonstrating that student feedback is valuable in
improving programmes and teaching. Students also need training on how best 

Figure 4. The Purposes of Evaluation of Quality in Higher Education
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Figure 7. Characteristics of Learning

they can contribute to the quality assurance processes. External peers and
internal evaluators all need workshops, conferences, publications, access to
databases, etc. to provide the information on which to make judgments, and
quality assurance agencies can offer this supportive role.

Figure 6. Characteristics of a Teacher
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Aspects of Quality

Quality assurance should be comprehensive and examine inputs, processes and
outputs (Barnett, 1987; Church, 1988). Inputs include factors relating to the
students (qualifications, experience and aspirations), factors relating to the
teaching staff (professional experience, qualifications, staff development on
teaching, etc.), factors relating to the administrative and technical staff, and
factors relating to the physical facilities (workshops, laboratories, classrooms
and in particular the library). Another important aspect to be considered under
the heading of ‘inputs’ is the intentions and planning of the courses. For every
course, the team of teachers should have prepared a document setting out the
context of the course, its aims and objectives, its structure, its content and
teaching methods, and criteria for assessment. Such a document should be
widely available, should be based on a self-critical planning process involving
consultation with peers and clients.

Processes of teaching and learning are essential areas for self-evaluation. An
effective course team will be constantly monitoring how the course is
proceeding, the difficulties and successes of the students, and logistical and
pedagogic problems. Both formal and informal methods should be used.
Cultural and resource problems often prevent observation of teaching; further
efforts should be made to introduce this at all levels, but it is essential for new
entrants to the teaching profession to have support, including observation of
their teaching, from more experienced colleagues. Other ways of monitoring
the process include student feedback and regular self-critical planning and
review meetings by the staff. The student feedback should not only be in the
form of fixed response questions but should include regular interviews and
discussions on an individual and group basis. Students should also be
represented at meetings of the programme team, department, etc.

Outputs include examination results—comparison with national data;
employers’ views of graduates; graduate destinations; graduates’ views after
experiencing employment for some time (one year and five years—an alumni
organization can be of considerable help in this respect); and reports from
external examiners, from inspectors and professional bodies. The idea of
external examiners is restricted to the United Kingdom and countries with
similar higher education systems, and a recent study of the external examiner
system has been published (Economic and Social Research Council, 1989). A
useful source of information about institutional effectiveness and outcomes is
also available (Nichols, 1989).
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Externality

External assistance with self-evaluation cannot be achieved by documents alone.
There should always be a visit by peers as part of the quality assurance process.
The first stage must be a document reporting the self-evaluation. There can then
follow one or more visits. These visits should not only consist of round table
meetings for discussions about the documents between the evaluators and the
course team, but should include opportunities, formal and informal, to meet
teachers, students, employers, and support staff. These meetings are more
successful if they are held where the teaching and learning is done, close to
laboratories, workshops and libraries. The external peers should certainly visit
these facilities and they should feel free to act rather as financial auditors do
when carrying out an audit. That is, they can ask to see papers (minutes of a
course team meeting, reports of examiners, examination questions and statistics,
etc.).

The Stages of Evaluation

There are three stages to any evaluation: the submission of self-evaluation
documents, one or more visits by external evaluators, and the preparation of a
report. Before starting it is very important that the purpose of the evaluation
should be clear to all those involved. Who commissioned the evaluation? Who
is to receive the report? Who will be responsible for taking action based on the
report, and who will oversee this action? It is also important before starting to
agree on the procedures and methods for the evaluation, the costs and the
timetable.

During the visit it is important that the evaluators are open and non-
confrontational. Agreement and understanding of the purpose by all concerned
should achieve this. Small meetings in various settings also help to achieve the
openness which is required. If the interaction between evaluators and evaluated
is confrontational, then it is unlikely that the evaluation will succeed. The
evaluated will ‘close up’ and possibly withhold information, and certainly they
will not easily accept and act on the findings.

After the visit it is important for there to be rapid feedback. It is common to
give informal oral feedback immediately. There should also be review meetings
as soon as possible after the evaluation is over so that both the evaluators and
the evaluated can reflect on the process and learn from it. The evaluated should
always be given an opportunity to check a preliminary report for factual
accuracy.
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Ultimate Sanction

It is for the university to deal with teachers, programmes or departments of
unacceptable quality. If improvements are impossible, then ultimately there
must be dismissal or closure. If the university fails to take action about qual-ity
below a threshold of acceptability, then there must be sanctions from outside.
The nature of the sanctions will depend on the system operating in the particular
country, but it may involve removal of accreditation by an accrediting agency,
removal of approval or recognition of the university by the government,
withdrawal of funding or closure.

National Agencies and the Need for an International
Network

In a number of countries there are well established agencies concerned with
quality in higher education. An attempt to classify them, with examples, is
presented in Figure 8. Higher education is becoming more international and
there is now a much greater mobility of teachers, researchers and students. It is
therefore important that the objectives and functions of these different agencies
should be widely understood. A loose international federation, or network, of

Figure 8. Examples of Agencies Concerned with Quality

*During the conference on which this book is based an International Network for Quality
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) was launched. Details of the
network are available from the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation
(HKCAA), 14 Floor, Ruttonjee House, 11 Duddell Street, Central, Hong Kong. Fax:
845 9910.
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higher education quality agencies should be established.* One of the first tasks
of the network should be to produce an international database of agencies. For
each country, the agency (agencies) might be classified under headings such as:
name, address, year of formation, ownership, brief state-ment of the main
purposes(s) and functions, brief statement of main methods used.

The production of the database would be only one function of the network.
Others might include exchange of personnel; exchange of methods  for, and
best practice in, quality assurance; bilateral or multilateral cooperation
concerning the quality of courses, programmes or institutions operating across
national boundaries; and, perhaps more ambitiously, developing an
international information service on quality assurance in higher education. It
could also be helpful to produce a glossary of terms used in this field. At this
stage involvement in the equivalences of qualifications is probably too difficult
and would distract the network from other tasks. However, it is possible that
the network might be able to help promote international credit transfer schemes.

An initial difficulty may lie in deciding which agencies are entitled to join. In
some countries it is difficult to identify any agency other than the government
itself, in others there is a single agency, but in many there are several, sometimes
there are umbrella organizations ‘accrediting the accreditors’ (e.g. the Council
on Postsecondary Accreditation in the United States).

The establishment of this network could and should assist individual agencies
in reviewing and clarifying their purposes (the Why? and What? questions in
this chapter), and in improving their methods (the How? question). However,
the formation of a network should not detract from the essential theme of this
chapter that quality assurance is ultimately the responsibility of the institutions
themselves; real and enduring quality can only come from actions by the
universities as a result of self-evaluation and peer review.
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2
Academic Standards Panels in Australia

Kwong Lee Dow*

Arising from concerns about apparent variations in standards and criteria for the award of
degrees, the Academic Standards Program of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee was
established in 1987. Panels of academics were formed in physics, history, psychology, economics,
computer science, English and biochemistry, to monitor standards in honours courses across the
universities. Now, in the framework of a unified national system of Australian universities,
the task of some panels has been extended on a trial basis to cover all undergraduate
programmes in each discipline. Drawing on his personal involvement with the programme,
the author evaluates these developments, assesses the strengths and limitations of this approach
to public accountability, and anticipates possible future developments.

Academic standards panels have been functioning in the universities of
Australia for four years. The initial panels formed in physics and history have
completed their visits across the universities, and panels in psychology,
computer science and economics will shortly conclude their visiting
programmes. The most recent panels to be established are in the fields of English
and biochemistry.

The first point to make is that these panels draw their legitimacy and authority
from the institutions themselves. They are not creatures of government or
government agency. The sponsoring body is the Australian Vice-Chancellors’
Committee (AVCC), a body which, as the name implies, is a collective of chief
executives of each of the universities of Australia.

The second point is that while the academic standards panels provide one
significant means of monitoring standards, other complementary methods of
evaluating standards are under investigation. The evaluation of quality of
teaching, for example, by the use of appropriate performance indicators is under
active consideration in Australia. Indeed, it is almost exactly a year  since a
parliamentary body, the Senate Standing Committee on Employment Education
and Training, reported on Priorities for Reform in Higher Education (1990). The
quality of teaching was identified as a priority, and the Committee commented

* In preparing this paper, the author acknowledges the reports of Mrs Bernice Anderson
of the Secretariat of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee.



that: ‘Despite attempts in a number of reports over a period of more than three
decades to focus attention on this problem, change has been very slow in
coming’; it went on to recommend ‘that the promotion of good teaching within
higher education institutions be designated a national priority area and that, in
the context of the development of profiles, institutions be requested to provide
information on policies and programs which they have adopted to achieve this
aim.’ To further this aim, the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee and the
Senate Standing Committee cooperated to hold a symposium on teaching
quality in higher education to identify and publicize institutional practices which
enhance the quality of teaching and learning in Australian universities. In other
words, the academic standards programme of the AVCC is one important,
major means of monitoring standards and quality, but it is only one means. At
the institutional level other means are in place, or are under active development.

Background

The Academic Standards Program was established in response to a report on
academic standards of a committee (chaired by the author) of the AVCC which
met between 1985 and 1987 with terms of reference to:

examine the standards and criteria for the award of honours degrees;

examine the feasibility and benefit of introducing a system of external
examining for honours degrees;

consider means of ensuring comparability of standards in courses both
within and between universities;

develop a code of good practice and the dissemination of effective
procedures for maintaining and monitoring academic quality and
standards.

A specific concern at the time was the criterion of first class honours as a basis
for the provision of Australian Postgraduate Research Awards. The selection
committee for these awards had drawn explicit attention to the differing
standards which seemed to exist in the award of first class honours between
different faculties in the same university, and between the same faculties in
different universities. Our report argued this way:

The class of an honours degree award should signify something similar if
awarded in the same subject field by any of the Australian universities,
and if awarded across different subject fields within a university or
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between universities. This is especially the case for the award of first class
honours. The assumption is central to the award of a high proportion of
the Australian Postgraduate Research Awards and to other awards which
help finance postgraduate study. It is probably an assumption of many
who employ university graduates, including universities themselves.
Generally speaking, it is in the interests of the universities to ensure that,
so far as is possible, this assumption accords with reality.

As we examined the data and talked with academic staff, it became clear that
greater differences exist between subject areas in any one university than within
any one subject area across the Australian universities. We decided therefore
that it was more important to obtain consistency within particular disciplines
across Australian universities than to seek consistency between the different
subject fields. That is, the more important priority would be to get consistent
gradings in physics courses across the country, rather than to convince physicists
and historians that there should be consistency in the gradings between their
disciplines.

We gave extensive consideration to the alternative of introducing a national
system of external examining of honours degrees. While Australia is an inheritor
of British practices in higher education, and the external examiner system is
understood in Australia, we have never instituted a comprehensive practice of
using external examiners in undergraduate courses. This probably can be traced
to the distances between the few universities established in colonial times and
perhaps, curiously enough, to the fact that extensive informal contacts existed
between the professors in those universities. While some newer universities have
used external examiners, the practice is not, and never has been, very
widespread.

We defined the elements and the extent of an external examiner system: all
departments in humanities, science and business faculties offering a four-year
honours course would be visited annually by a departmentally appointed
external examiner who would participate in the final gradings and classification
of work submitted by honours students. Having canvassed this possibility and
estimated its cost, we concluded that the benefits, though real, would be limited
in the extent to which they could offer nationally consistent standards in a
discipline. Also the costs (especially travel) would be high in a country with our
distances, and we concluded that sharing information through peer review could
be achieved more effectively through the establishment of small expert panels
who would visit all relevant institutions and advise, subsequent to the
examination process, on the standards of scripts, theses and projects.

As initially conceived then, an academic standards panel in a discipline would:
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comprise some five to seven persons, respected in their discipline and
drawn from universities across Australia;

over a three-year period, visit each university which had a department in
the field of the panel, for discussion, review and reporting of matters
relating to curriculum, assessment and gradings in honours courses;

review annually the statistics of honours gradings across all relevant
departments, and draw attention to any major discrepancies or other
relevant matters;

review student work after assessments had been completed. They would
not, as do external examiners, participate directly in the actual assessment
of students, but could conduct a post-hoc review as a check on
comparability of gradings. Selected theses, reports and examination papers
and scripts would be available either at the time of a visit or by other
arrangement.

The AVCC accepted this major recommendation, and seven panels have been
established, with the cooperation of all then existing Australian universities.
Over the past four years a large body of persons, as panel members, have
developed a good knowledge of the standards and standing of departments in
their disciplines, and they are able to advise and influence the academic
community.

It is the view of the AVCC Standing Committee on Education and Training
which oversees the programme that this process offers more interaction and
coordination than would the appointment of external examiners independently
by individual universities. Many in the Australian academic world who are
closely familiar with the external examining system in the United Kingdom still
sometimes wonder about this decision. But despite some newer universities
initially making independent use of external examiners, the UK pattern was
never entrenched in Australia; given that fact in the mid-1980s, the preferred
option has been to develop an alternative culture of expert panels who would
visit all relevant university departments, even though less frequently, and on
rather different terms.

The Panels at Work

At the time of writing this paper, there is available:

the completed final report of one panel (physics) which is now a public
document. Twenty-one universities were visited, and the panel has drawn
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a number of conclusions about the state of honours programmes in the
discipline across Australia, the effectiveness of the visiting programme and
processes involved, and recommendations for future action (AVCC,
1990).

annual reports from each of the other panels prepared for the AVCC and
its Standing Committee on Education and Training. These provide a
guide to the panel’s activities, its impressions and conclusions.

a large number of separate reports of visits by particular panels to
individual institutions. Each panel produces a report on each visit, which
is made available to the department concerned for comment before being
finalized. This report, subsequently forwarded to the department from the
vice-chancellor, serves as feedback to the department as a record of the
visit.

reports of discussions held annually between panel chairs, the chair of the
AVCC Standing Committee on Education and Training and the chair of
the initiating committee for the programme.

From this documentation, four impressions might be mentioned:

1 As the physics panel has said publicly, and others have said less formally,
the programme is an innovative approach to the issue of maintaining and
monitoring standards, and its benefits have far exceeded those originally
envisaged. The physics panel

state without equivocation that its visiting program has been
instrumental in achieving greater comparability of standards in
honours physics across the Australian university system….
Departments engage in dialogue amongst themselves about issues
previously ignored. Great value derives also from the spread of
expertise brought to the department by the panel, whose members
represent the combined experience of several other departments, each
grappling with similar objectives and problems…. At a time when
mobility of staff between institutions is somewhat restricted, the
importance of the visiting program in breaking down the intellectual
isolation of individual departments cannot be underestimated.

2 All panels report that they have been well received by departments and that
the degree of cooperation has been excellent. While in some departments
there is a measure of disagreement among staff about the conduct and
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content of the honours programme, this reflects a genuine concern with
quality and standards rather than serious division within the department.

3 All panels are forming comprehensive views about the state of their
discipline at this time in Australia. Two panels, for example, refer to the
proliferation of specialist areas in their discipline and are urging restoration
of some elements of a core curriculum requiring staff to be able to specify
what an honours graduate in that field can be expected to do.

One panel put it this way:

While much of the content of the honours program need notbe core
material the panel did notice a tendency to ‘self indulgence’ in a
number of universities, that is determining the content by what staff
wished to teach rather than in accord with a considered view of what
should be the content of such a program in the discipline.

4 The panels are able to monitor, in a way not earlier feasible, the extent of
variation in the weighting of various components in the honours year. In
each subject, panels report significant variations between the relative weight
of coursework assessed by examination and supervised research assessed
as a thesis or research essay or report. Panels are making recommendations
on the extent to which such variation is legitimate and the extent to which
there should be commonality. In programmes with a substantial research
component, panels are drawing attention to the importance of supervision
processes and to the need for ‘examiners to have a good knowledge of the
input from the supervisor before they mark the thesis’.

Future Directions for the Academic Standards Program

In recommending the establishment of the programme in 1987, the original
report to the AVCC observed: ‘While the initial priority may be with honours
courses, these panels could equally assist in the maintenance of pass degree
standards, and their comparability across universities, and where appropriate
could similarly advise on Masters degrees by coursework.’ Until this year, the
AVCC has consistently directed the academic standards panels to confine their
remit to honours programmes. The AVCC Standing Committee on Education
and Training is of the opinion that, because of the restructuring of Australia’s
higher education, with the collapse of the binary system and the creation of a
unified national system, and because the present major discipline reviews
conducted (and funded) by the Australian government are themselves to be
reviewed, a rigorous evaluation of the nature and scope of the academic
standards program is now timely. While the higher education institutions are
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largely self-accrediting, there are expectations of demonstrable quality control
and accountability.

As earlier indicated, reports from the academic standards panels affirm the
value of the visiting programme as a mechanism for focusing the attention of
departments on their procedures for maintaining and monitoring standards. As
a process of peer review, the programme has the advantages of involvement,
feedback and interaction in a non-threatening environment. Yet, within the full
range of higher education, honours programmes are but a small component. It
is worth considering adapting the programme to form the basis of university-
based self-regulatory accountability covering the range of undergraduate and
postgraduate teaching. This wider framework could be the basis for the future
operation of subject panels.

The most recently established panels, biochemistry and English, are aware
of the changed context, and the panel chairs have been asked to consider the
implications of extending their activities to cover a wider range of undergraduate
and postgraduate education. The two panels have agreed in principle to pilot
this extended coverage and discussion has turned to practical consequences.
Both panels will need an extended time during institutional visits and more time
to discuss and review the information they obtain. For biochemistry, it will be
necessary to consider practical courses as well as lecture content, tutorials,
textbooks, examination format and assessment and reporting generally. For
English, which has the largest enrolment in any discipline in Australia and has
emerged as the central subject now in arts courses and is a subject taught in all
but one of thirty-six Australian universities, each institutional visit would need
to be extended, and a sampling frame of institutions will be needed, as it would
be impossible to encompass the entire range of undergraduate and postgraduate
teaching in every institution in any conceivably desirable time frame. The
sampling frame should acknowledge the legitimate diversity of approaches
which will characterize the expanded university system, and be based on criteria
which can accommodate all disciplines.

A Possible Way Forward

The description of developments to this point is a factual account of what has
happened, and an indication of the extent to which the Australian Vice-
Chancellors’ Committee has endorsed the work of the panels and the
programme. Some issues seem likely to surface and to need resolution if the
programme is to be extended on a more comprehensive basis. These matters
have not yet been resolved, so the following points represent the author’s
personal perspective and predictions rather than agreed policy.
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1 The need to sample. The early panels had completed much of their work before
the creation of the unified national system increased the number of
universities in Australia and considerably extended the responsibilities of
the AVCC. When the visiting of, say, fifteen to eighteen departments
covered the universities, all institutions could be visited by a single team
within a two-year period. Doubling the number of departments would
double the time required, or require two teams, or require a sampling of
institutions. The present preference is to keep the reporting time to two
years, to avoid creating separate visiting teams (extra expense is one, but
not the only, factor) and so sampling will be needed. An attempt will be
made to include the different types of institutions, e.g. the older established
universities in the capital cities, smaller regional universities, former
institutes of technology, former colleges and amalgamated colleges.

2 The availability of panel members. Panel members act in an honorary capacity
and have substantial teaching and research responsibilities in their home
institutions. The task of panel members cannot be made too demanding
and yet retain the commitment and willing service of our best academics.
A realistic expectation is about three interstate visits, each of two or three
days, each covering two or three institutions in an annual cycle. Sampling
will need to take account of this. As broadening may extend the duration
of visits a little, it may be necessary to increase panel size to a small extent,
and to have some flexibility, so that all members no longer necessarily visit
all institutions. It is, however, desirable to hold to one panel only in a
discipline, and to keep the visiting and reporting program to two years.

3 Composition of the panels. So far, panel membership has been restricted to
subject experts drawn from the institutions. From time to time it is suggested
that it would be preferable to broaden the membership. There are several
ways in which this might happen:

i add a discipline specialist from outside the universities from, for
example, a major employer of graduates, or from a research or industrial
or commercial organization;

ii add a nominee of a professional accrediting body;
iii add an education specialist from outside the discipline who may bring

particular expertise in curriculum development, assessment
methodologies and for a comparative perspective across a series of
panels.
It is likely that some broadening of future panels will occur, the
constraints on such developments being less those of principle and more
purely practical considerations such as the availability of such people as
needed, who pays, etc.
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4 The need for administrative support. So far, the programme has run with a single
coordinator in the AVCC secretariat who has coordinated the appointment
of panel members and the visiting programmes of all panels to all
universities, prepared budget estimates, acted as a liaison person between
the panels and the departments being visited, arranging travel and collecting
information, and has prepared draft reports of each visit, of each year’s
work by each panel, and a draft final report of each panel.

Broadening the coverage will increase the amount of documentation to
be handled and the amount of relevant educational literature to be
assembled and put before panel members; and it is likely to enable the
development of a systematic national database of quantifiable information
on course structures, departmental practices, student numbers, grades
obtained, etc. While the administrative costs will increase, more extensive
information will become available.

5 Cost. To date the programme has evolved at modest cost and in a no-frills,
cost effective manner. Costs will increase if the number of panels operating
simultaneously increases, and if the visiting is a little extended (though
sampled). However, relative to other processes such as the major national
Discipline Reviews, this is a highly cost effective process, far cheaper than
each department in each university continuously maintaining an external
examiner.

Conclusion

Provided the panels and the academic standards programme are seen as a major
means, but not the only means, of maintaining consistency, comparability and
some interactive dialogue about standards, it is likely to serve the Australian
system of institutions well in the coming years. It is developing from a base of
experience; it is proving acceptable as a peer review process; and it is, by
comparison with other schemes, quite cost effective. The programme will benefit
from a broader framework and compass, and, in the author’s view, would be
enhanced by widening the panel membership to include in each case one or two
people with perspectives different from staff in the disciplines within the
university sector
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3
The French Comité National d’Evaluation

André Staropoli

Higher education in France is almost entirely publicly funded. The structure and administration
of the system are described here, with particular reference to the universities. In 1985 the
President and Parliament created the Comité National d’Evaluation, responsible for the
evaluation of each higher education institution. Using quantitative indicators and qualitative
peer judgment, the Comité gives public advice on the quality of individual institutions.

Introduction

The institutions, laws, rules and financial structures for higher education are
complex, have national (and sometimes regional) idiosyncrasies, and also share
some common features, enabling comparisons (or at least connections) to be
made. A study of these common features in many countries suggests the
following characteristics of modern higher education systems.

1 The state, whether through central or local government, plays an essential
part in financing higher education, as regards both teaching and research.

2 The basic tasks of a higher education institution are to educate professionals
and impart knowledge. Highly specialized professional instruction and
cultural education are therefore provided, either as initial or further training.

3 Pure and applied research or research services are increasingly being
undertaken by university teams in conjunction with industry.

4 Access to courses is to some extent selective or at least restricted by available
places, so that preparatory education exists in a variety of forms.

5 The ‘democratization’ of higher education, although spread unevenly,
means that an ever-increasing portion of a particular age group receives
higher education.

6 Higher education no longer rests solely with universities, but is available in
new types of institutions, offering a new range of courses.



The French Higher Education System Today

The French higher education system comprises over 1.5 million students out of
a population of approximately 55 million, and has approximately 150,000
teacher-researchers, technicians and administrative staff. Overall expenditure
may be estimated at some 50 thousand million francs. The state provides almost
90 per cent of this, and the consolidated expenditure on higher education
(including financing by students and their families) amounts to almost 2 per cent
of GNP. Expenditure on research and development is estimated at some 2.5 per
cent of GNP, of which 10 per cent is for pure research.

Within the French higher education system, we may distinguish:

1 the seventy-eight universities which are attended by almost a million
students, i.e. a little over 60 per cent of all those undertaking study at post-
secondary level;

2 the University Technology Institutes, attached to the universities, providing
higher education of a technological nature lasting for a two-year period;
they have some 70,000 students, which is approximately 5 per cent of the
total;

3 the advanced technician sections which are responsible to the French
Ministry of Education or other ministries, and train advanced technicians
over a two-year period; they have approximately 160,000 students, i.e.
almost 12 per cent of the total, and are separate from the universities;

4 the ‘grandes écoles’ (mostly engineering colleges or business schools) which,
with their preparatory classes, have approximately 130,000 students, i.e. a
little over 8 per cent of the total; and

5 some public and some private colleges which account for approximately 10
per cent of all students.

This chapter focuses on the universities within the French higher education
system. As in other European countries, they have traditionally carried out both
education and research. In this way they can be distinguished from other post-
secondary educational institutions which tend to place emphasis on teaching.
This distinction is becoming more pronounced, as is the case in the USA, where
Boyer has commented that ‘higher education is a profession arising out of several
cultures’, with research universities, liberal arts colleges and two-year
community colleges (Boyer, 1987).

Whether the French system can accommodate increased numbers of students
through extrapolation of the existing structure is arguable. Indeed, the pressure
for diversification towards pre-vocational education through short educational
courses in establishments other than universities should be noted.
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Four Major Partners

The state, or more precisely the government, is a dominant actor. As guardian of
the public interest, in 1984 it defined the role of public service higher education
as follows:

The public service provided by higher education contributes to developing
research and raising the scientific, cultural and professional standards of
the nation and the individuals composing it; regional and national growth;
and reducing social and cultural inequalities….

The public service tasks in higher education are initial and in-service
training; scientific and technological research together with applying its
results to best advantage; spreading culture and scientific and technical
information; and international cooperation. (Higher Education Act, 1984,
Articles 1 and 4).

The state is also the major financier, but it is no longer the sole source of funds.
The role of all the financial partners must be considered, and their particular
awareness of the ‘cost-benefit’ criterion recognized.

The universities, in the European tradition, are run by the teaching staff, and
the objective of academics (the ‘peers’) is the pursuit of excellence. These actors
play a very significant role.

Finally, the development of higher education, especially since the 1960s, has
brought about a profound change in the relationships between universities and
the rest of society. It is not really a question of the university opening up, since
the latter has always practised forms of openness, but of developing contractual
links with the socio-economic environment. Market demand from users or
‘consumers’—students, their families and future employers—is an increasingly
important factor.

Quality Assurance: Three Levels of Quality Control

Three levels of quality control operate within the French higher education
system: administrative, market and academic.

1 Centralized administrative control Concern for the quality of higher education
within a system of centralized management is reflected in the ongoing
involvement of the French Ministry of Education which has several
departments directly concerned with the appointment and promotion of
teaching (as well as administrative staff), the allocation of finances, and the
authorization (or ‘accreditation’) to award national degrees. The role of
central government in each of these areas is considered below.
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The state finances 90 per cent of the universities’ budget, and the salaries
of teaching and non-teaching staff, who are for the most part civil servants, make
up the largest part of this budget. The establishments receive funding for
personnel which is managed at a national level. Staff recruitment is by
means of competitive examination which seeks to guarantee equality and
consistency of training, and also quality. Staff careers are decided by the
National Council of Universities (CNU), a body approved by the Ministry,
which comprises seventy-four sections made up solely of academics with
pro-fessorial status. To become professors or be recruited to another
university, staff must submit to the CNU a dossier, the main components
of which concern their research activities.

As regards finance, the Ministry grants each institution a subsidy which
is all-encompassing; this takes account of the number of students at the
establishment, its surface area (built on and not built on), the numbers of
hours of classes to be provided, and the differences in approach among the
academic sectors. Some subsidies are allocated directly to programmes,
especially for equipment and research. Most proposals are submitted by
professors on an individual basis (especially when they are heads of research
laboratories); the decision is taken by the Research Director within the
Ministry on the recommendation of scientific advisers, and the university
is then required to allocate these funds directly to the team or programme
concerned.

Establishments are given authorization to award national degrees in the various
academic branches and at the various levels, by committees of professors
reporting directly to the central administration. To gain authorization, an
institution has to put forward a proposal and provide proof of its abilities,
which are inspected and compared by a committee of experts. As part of
this process, the institutional plan which outlines the teaching policy and
clarifies the objectives of the institution is discussed with the central
government administration.

In addition, the academic advisers of the Ministry’s Department of
Research and Doctoral Studies (DRED) give an opinion on the quality of
higher education, taking many indicators into account, in particular the
number of doctoral students and doctorates completed. The central
administration draws up regulations binding the establishments, undertakes
a regular audit of administrative actions, and maintains direct contact with
the various departments of each university establishment.

On the other hand, the central administration does not participate in
choosing the students allowed to enter universities. University entrance is
not selective: any person holding a ‘baccalauréat’ is legally entitled to
admission. This is in contrast to the preparatory classes for the engineering
and business ‘grandes écoles’ which take the best pupils, and is also in
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contrast to the technology institutes and the advanced technician sector
which also select their students. As a result, in the universities selection
becomes an ongoing process, and failure, withdrawal and transfer rates,
particularly during the first two years, are higher than in other higher
education institutions.

2 The universities and the market. All higher education systems have a mixture
of market orientation and public management, and the relative importance
of government, university administration and other agencies varies.
However, universities are becoming increasingly dependent on outside
partners such as local government, business, the students and their families,
and employers. These various partners in their relationships with the
universities can exert control over the quality of the services offered, in
return for their financial support or participation, as outlined below.

Finance from local government is sometimes by means of subsidies for
students for research and study, but is often in return for a service provided,
such as in-service training of personnel. The most traditional relationship
with business is the provision of services or research sub-contracted by a
company to the university. In France the proportion of contracts within the
research budget of major universities has become quite substantial, and is
similar to the American research universities, as 20 per cent of the research
activity of universities comes from contractual financing provided by
business, 10 per cent from local government, 30 per cent from research
organizations, and some 40 per cent from the various ministries.

There are some fears that this might divert universities from carrying out
pure research. Industrial research contracts are certainly different from pure
research contracts; the question of ownership of the research results, and
the secrecy which a company may wish to maintain around the results may
conflict with the prime aim of the university—to disseminate knowledge. It
is clear that the principal criterion of success in the relationship with industry
is to satisfy the company, which must decide whether or not to renew its
financial support. In view of this problem it is important for the university
at least to have additional financing available for doctoral students.

France is also witnessing the development of appraisal of education by
the students themselves. As indicated above, the university sector is not
selective, and it has low fees. Students make their own choices and may be
more or less attracted by the type and quality of provision at a given
university.

As for employers, they express their judgment on the quality of degrees by
the type of graduates they choose to recruit and from which universities.
Increasingly open discussions are being held between the university,
administrative and business communities to determine the requirements of
economic sectors and the qualifications and training which are desired. The
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upgrading of the links with employers is also seen in the increased number
of training courses on offer to students and the number of company
representatives undertaking teaching tasks within universities.

3 The role of the Comité National d’Evaluation. Concerns about the dysfunctions
of centralized administrative control and the shortcomings of quality control
via the market led the French President and Parliament to create the Comité
National d’Evaluation (CNE). In 1985 an act of Parliament established the
CNE as an independent body responsible for the evaluation of each higher
education institution.

The CNE reports directly to the President. It comprises seventeen
members appointed from lists presented by authorities representing the
academic and scientific community, and the main state jurisdictions: the
‘Conseil d’Etat’ and the ‘Cour des Comptes’ as well as the ‘Conseil
Economique et Social’, which is France’s third Parliament. The Committee
has a General Secretariat with permanent staff and extensive autonomy in
managing its own affairs.

The CNE is mandated by Parliament to evaluate each of the higher
education establishments and the value of the public service tasks they
provide—mainly research, initial education, in-service training and the
application to which these are put. The Committee also examines the
governance of each institution. It has no responsibility for managing the
higher education system. It strives to have a regulatory role and encourages
institutions to develop internal assessment procedures and to take
responsibility for their own quality assurance.

The Committee has developed an approach which is partly quantitative,
collecting and examining data and defining precise indicators, but it takes
the view that the qualitative approach, or peer recognition, should remain
paramount. In the assessment of teaching and research it is cognisant of two
issues addressed by OECD studies which are explored briefly below.

The uncertain nature of the quantitative approach. Within the member states of
the OECD, assessment of research tends to follow agreed definitions and
criteria which enable some comparisons to be made at an international level
(OECD, 1987). A quantitative approach has been tried, based on the
definition of indicators, and it is believed that quantitative indicators can
provide some useful data as support for experts’ judgments. However, the
qualitative approach of assessment by peers is regarded as irreplaceable,
whether it is ‘direct’, ‘indirect’ or ‘combined’, to retain OECD terminology.

The criteria of quality within the university community. Qualitative assessment is
employed systematically in the university world for the recruitment and
career progress of teaching staff. This remains the exclusive preserve of the
academic community itself. However, for institutional assessment, the use
of performance indicators is increasingly widespread. For example, in its
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1987 report the OECD quoted the example of the University of Göteborg
which since 1979 has prepared departmental profiles using six research
indicators (the number of research workers per department; the number
and size of contracts; the number of awards made by research councils; the
number and quality of international contacts (visiting professors etc.); the
number of theses; and the use of non-Swedish external assessors). Such data
have been used systematically at Göteborg to help determine departmental
financing, and to identify which departments are in difficulty, enabling
remedial action to be taken.

Le Comité National d’Evaluation: First Conclusions

The CNE is independent: it can make judgments about the actions of the civil
service; it can choose which evaluations to undertake; and it is free to publish
the results of its findings. This is what makes the Committee, in the words of
the President of the Republic, ‘a major innovation in the French system of higher
education’ (President’s installation message, June 1985).

Evaluation has several aspects. For the decision-makers—the politicians —
evaluation generally relates to the need to have available an analysis of the
standing of the institutions, so as to make on-the-spot decisions about levels of
support. More fundamentally, the motive for setting up the CNE was awareness
at the highest level of the deficiencies of the French higher education system, as
it had been established twenty years previously, with a centralized
administration and yet at the same time an acknowledgment of the autonomy
of the institutions. Thus the President’s message explicitly linked evaluation
with incentive and quality, stating that ‘any system of higher education needs
variety and flexibility, not uniformity.’

For the institutions themselves, evaluation, when it is performed by a body that
has no decision-making authority and is independent of the central
administration, satisfies two needs. First, it makes it possible to see the
institution’s policy orientation more clearly, to appreciate its strengths and
weaknesses, and to bring about desirable reforms. In a sense this is the ‘audit’
role of evaluation. Second, it helps in persuading external authorities to take
account of specific problems of the institution, including difficulties with students
or with the academic community as a result of inadequate staffing or resources.
This is the role of the CNE as ‘intercessor’. Finally, for the general public,
evaluation reflects the desire of the students themselves, the families of current
and future students, and the university’s contacts in the wider economic and
social world to discover the worth of the institution as regards its teaching,
research and standing relative to other establishments, field by field, discipline
by discipline. They would especially like to know the value of the qualifications,
which appear to be increasingly under scrutiny and which determine the
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likelihood of finding employment, but they are also concerned with the
institution’s capacity to provide professional training or expert advice.
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4
The German Experience

Edgar Frackmann

This chapter considers some parallel developments in higher education and industry, and
suggests a framework for the analysis of quality assurance mechanisms, The difference between
implicit and explicit quality assurance, between internal and external evaluation, and between
input, process and output criteria is explored. It is suggested that quality assurance at a
traditional German university may be characterized as implicit and clanlike. However, public
pressure and initiatives at the institutional, state and federal level are shifting the emphasis
towards more explicit approaches.

A Framework for the Analysis of Quality Assurance
Mechanisms

Quality assurance is now high on the agenda of higher education as well as
industry. In industry the concern for quality assurance reflects the challenging
need to combine consumer orientation with mass production. Consumers have
become more conscious about product quality and more ‘individualistic’ as
regards product variety, while industry, for the sake of competitiveness and
survival, still has to provide ‘mass’ products at reasonable production costs and
high quality. Higher education only recently entered the era of ‘mass
production’, and thus has to consider whether the quality of its educational
functions is still self-evident, as it seemed to be during its ‘élitist’ era.

Whether in industry or higher education, quality and quality assurance are
rather elusive concepts. The quality of a product or service might be defined as
the ‘congruence of its required with its real characteristics’ (Wornhard, 1991).
An organization produces or delivers services for consumers. The required
characteristics of the products or services (i.e. their quality) first have to be
defined. The task of quality assurance is to incorporate the quality requirements
and ensure that they are met by all the products and services leaving the
organization. Thus quality assurance involves:

identifying what quality is and should be;



monitoring that quality standards are being met (i.e. quality control, which
is only a partial aspect of the broader concept of quality assurance); and

improving quality, in the sense of a permanent adjustment of products
and services to changing consumer requirements and quality standards.

The main emphasis and expected outcomes of quality assurance processes and
mechanisms are on product quality, responsiveness to changing consumer
demand, and, as an accompanying variable, productivity at competitive prices
(Womack, Jones and Roos, 1990).

Ouchi (1979) offers a conceptual framework for analyzing how ‘an
organization can be managed so that it moves towards its objectives’. He
identifies three different control mechanisms focusing ‘on the problems of
achieving cooperation among individuals who hold partially divergent
objectives’, namely:

the market mechanism, in which external forces in a competitive environment
(i.e. the consumers) evaluate the organization’s goal achievement and
product quality;

the bureaucratic mechanism, in which rules are explicitly set and monitored,
either by a system of hierarchical superiors or by functionally separated
‘quality control units’. Monitoring takes place according to pre-defined
‘rules’, which may concern processes to be completed or specific standards
of output; and

the clan mechanism, in which a high internal commitment to the
organization’s goals is the driving force. To become a member of a ‘clan’,
‘profession’ or ‘culture’ requires a process of socialization and selection,
in which not only skills but also the organization’s values are ‘learnt’.

Two additional pairs of mechanisms can broaden Ouchi’s view of organizational
control:

implicit versus explicit control mechanisms. Explicit quality control implies setting
rules a priori with bureaucratic mechanisms to check the real product
against the pre-defined standards; these mechanisms can constrain
flexibility of adjustment to changing consumer requirements. Implicit
control mechanisms are less visible; they do not have separate
organizational control units or evaluation steps, but are incorporated into
the process of production or consumption. Ouchi’s clan and market
mechanisms involve implicit control.
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internal versus external control mechanisms. An organization delivers its products
or services to an external environment, and the quality of its products and
services is monitored externally, either by the consumer market or by a
bureaucracy. But an organization is unlikely to wait and see whether
external ‘sanctions’ endanger its survival; instead, it will try to identify
consumers’ requirements in advance as guidelines for internal quality
definition and quality assurance mechanisms. Regarding the more explicit
control mechanisms, an additional distinction is whether quality assurance
focuses on input and process ‘rules’ concerning the ‘production process’,
or on the output of the organization (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Possible Quality Assurance Mechanisms

These distinctions have been introduced in order to compare recent
developments in higher education with trends perceived in industry. While
quality assurance in higher education seems to be moving from implicit internal
mechanisms to external bureaucracy, we witness in industry a shift from internal
explicit quality control to more implicit methods, often referred to as ‘total
quality management’ (cf. Joiner, 1990).

Womack et al. (1990) investigated the success of the Japanese automobile
industry compared with its American and European competitors. They suggest
that one of the most important factors contributing to Japanese productivity and
product quality seems to originate in the organization of quality control. While
visiting a German high quality (but low productivity!) automobile plant, it was
noted that: ‘At the end of the assembly line was an enormous rework and
rectification area where armies of technicians in white laboratory jackets labored
to bring the finished vehicles up to the company’s fabled quality standard’ (p.
90). By contrast, Japanese automobile companies incorporate implicit quality
control into the production process itself, the main characteristics of this being
to ‘deploy responsibility to the working teams, detect and solve defects
immediately, trace every problem, once discovered, to its ultimate cause.
Problems are thus rather solved in advance, defects are rather prevented than
being detected and remedied superficially at the end of the production line’ (p.
99). This implicit quality assurance is based on an understanding that ‘quality
inspection, no matter how diligent, simply cannot detect all defects that can…’
occur (p. 57).
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Deming (1986) stresses the principles of implicit quality assurance; he does
not recommend pre-defined objectives and standards, which may be followed
thoroughly, but which may in fact impede flexibility, adjustment and
improvement. Instead, the members of an organization or organizational unit
should be involved in the goal-setting, based on a corporate culture and
commitment to quality and permanent quality improvement. Creating this kind
of corporate philosophy or culture is identified as the primary task of
management (leadership). What has been described seems to deserve the term
‘total quality management’ and follows the model of implicit internal quality
assurance rather than the model of explicit quality control.

For higher education, this kind of internal implicit quality assurance is not a
new concept. On the contrary, the system of ‘self-management of academic
standards’ (THES, 1991) seems to be the traditional form of ‘organizational
control mechanisms’ in higher education. Quality has been regarded as falling
within the realm and responsibility of the academic community. Hardy et al.
(1983) describe the functioning of ‘professional control’ (i.e. control by the
profession):

Professors choose books that tend to be well regarded by their colleagues,
they design their courses in ways that reflect their own training, they adopt
teaching methods acceptable in their disciplines (and sometimes even
sanctioned by professional associations…), they research subjects that can
be funded by the granting agencies (which in turn are subject to
professional influence), and they write articles in styles acceptable to the
journals refereed by their peers. (p. 413)

With higher education entering the ‘mass production’ era, public confidence in
the institutions’ self-management capabilities with respect to quality seems to be
somewhat damaged. In industry, the competitive environment and the existence
of a market are the driving forces for consumer orientation and quality
assurance. Public scrutiny is increasing as to whether higher education quality
is controlled sufficiently by its environment without a market or external agency
to exert quality control. The greater the absence of competition and market
forces, the greater the danger of bureaucratic quality control mechanisms.

These analogies between higher education and industry in the analysis of
quality assurance may facilitate understanding of recent developments in
German higher education.

Quality Assurance in German Higher Education

One might distinguish between higher education systems with an inherent
orientation towards equality and equivalence, and systems which ‘accept’
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differentiation and variety (Spee and Bormans, 1991). In equality oriented
higher education systems, the main focus of external control is directed towards
the monitoring of equivalence and the provision of formal and structural
prerequisites that are supposed to guarantee it. Where differences in institutional
performance and quality are accepted, the primary focus of quality assurance is
to inform the public and the customers about these differences.

The German higher education system seems to be a classical example of a
system with equality and equivalence characteristics. The assumption that the
performance and degrees of all institutions are equal, of course, is a question of
trust, confidence and belief: ‘If we don’t know that there is variation and
differentiation, then variation and differentiation do not exist!’ As long as
equality seems to be guaranteed, quality seems not to be a problem. One might
characterize the underlying philosophy quite succinctly: ‘Equality equals
quality.’

Two differences are, however, acknowledged. First, the Federal Republic of
Germany has eleven (after re-unification sixteen) potentially different state
higher education systems. This is a really challenging ‘differentiation’ in view
of the equality pretension of German higher education! Second, German higher
education has two different sectors (which will be maintained as such, unlike
the situation in the UK and Australia): the more vocationally oriented
‘Fachhochschulen’, awarding a ‘lower level’ vocationally oriented degree, and
the research oriented universities, awarding traditional university degrees
(including doctorates).

In the context of the framework suggested above, the question is whether
internal or external forces (such as governments and employers), implicit or
explicit mechanisms play a role in German higher education, and whether input
and process (structural prerequisites) or output criteria are the main focus of
quality scrutiny in such an equality oriented system.

The classical German research university system is characterized by public
confidence in its quality. But this seems to be a confidence in the abilities and
commitment of individuals rather than in the performance of the institutions.
The individual is the individual (eminent) researcher, the core of the German
research university concept. Quality is assured by entry and input standards
and procedures for the appointment of staff, rather than by output assessment.
The ‘profession’ and the government share responsibility for personnel
selection, and this combination of peer and state influence is supposed to
guarantee quality. Thus,

professors are civil servants; they are supposed to serve, and to be
intrinsically motivated;
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although selected by the university, they are appointed by the education
minister of the state. The employer is not the university but the state;

university professors must have a second research dissertation (called
‘habilitation’) as well as a doctorate;

professors at the ‘Fachhochschulen’ have to have a doctorate, which they
cannot earn at the ‘Fachhochschulen’. They thus have to undergo their
‘socialization’ within the university system; with the ‘habilitation’, the
‘venia legendi’ (the right to teach) is formally granted. In other words,
teaching ability is assumed to be self-evident for a good researcher,
according to the Humboldtian tradition of ‘unity of research and teaching’.

Research and researcher evaluation is well established in the German higher
education system. What Hardy et al. (1983) referred to as ‘professional control’
is institutionalized in the allocation of public research money. The ‘Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft’ (German Research Foundation) funds research
projects, programmes and research units; proposals and research units are
evaluated by peers who are elected by scholars of the respective fields (Maier-
Leibnitz, 1989). Similar procedures apply for other research foundations in
Germany.

While research evaluation takes the quality of research and researchers’
performance into account, this is not true for the teaching functions of German
higher education; here the emphasis is on equality of degrees throughout the
country as the centrepiece of ‘quality assurance’ efforts.

In medicine, pharmacy, law, and teacher education, degrees are awarded by
the state and the examinations are state examinations (‘Staatsexamen’). State
examinations for teachers, for example, are held jointly by professors and
representatives from the state school system, and the specifications for the
examinations and the whole teacher education programme are passed as a
governmental regulation by the state education minister. The sixteen states have
a coordinating body (‘Kultusministerkonferenz’, ‘KMK’) which is supposed to
adjust the specifications.

Other disciplines and programmes have degrees awarded by the university,
which is responsible for the examinations and course programmes. The state
minister of higher education, however, has to approve the specifications for the
examinations; the ministry checks individual university proposals against the
general national frameworks for ‘Diplom’ examinations (‘Allgemeine
Bestimmungen für Diplomprüfungsordnungen’) or, if already existing, against
the discipline-specific national frames for ‘Diplom’ examinations (‘Diplom-
Rahmenprüfungsordnungen’). These ‘national frames’ are coordinated and
agreed jointly by the conference of education ministers
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(‘Kultusministerkonferenz’) and by the German rectors’ conference
(‘Hochschulrektorenkonferenz’).

Thus, while the state is responsible for guaranteeing equality, the
responsibility for quality is left totally with the university. The state has the task
of ‘legal monitoring’ (in German, ‘Rechtsaufsicht’); any other monitoring or
evaluation is supposed to take place within the system (‘Fachaufsicht’).

The qualification level for students to enter universities is high. Thirteen years
of school and the high school degree ‘Abitur’ are prerequisites for enrolment.
Universities do not select their students. Selection is left to the school system,
and equality and equivalence of the ‘Abitur’ degrees throughout the country
are guaranteed by state coordination within a national framework.
Traditionally, the institution is not responsible for the students’ educational
progress and achievements; the individual student must take care of his/her own
educational career. It has been quite usual for students to change institution in
the course of their studies (one reason for not holding an individual institution
responsible for a student’s educational progress). It should also be mentioned
that academics cannot be nominated for appointment as professors within their
own university (‘Hausberufungsverbot’). This mobility of both professors and
students is believed to contribute to providing equality and equivalence
throughout the country.

Employers seem to have confidence in the German higher education system
and its implicit quality assurance mechanisms. Many are graduates of the same
system, and would have to mistrust their own qualification if they allow doubts
as to the system’s quality and reliability. Sharing the values and tradition of
German higher education, they seem reluctant to make comparisons between
institutions. They are more interested in the differences between individual
graduates, and trust in their own judgment, and in recruitment and selection
procedures.

In summary, the German higher education system appears to be characterized
by the clan/profession-like ‘organizational control mechanism’, i.e. internal and
implicit mechanisms of quality assurance seem to guarantee organizational
functioning. External assurance mechanisms focus mainly on the assurance of
equality and equivalence throughout the national higher education system.
Explicit evaluation in the form of peer review emphasizes only research and
research performance. Public confidence in the quality of teaching and the
educational functioning of higher education seems to prevail throughout the
country. In addition, for both the education providers and the education
recipients, it is not the institution but rather the individual who is the focus of
scrutiny on quality.
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The Changing Context

One might ask whether this description of the German system reflects the reality
or just the conceptual elements of a system—a ‘closed system’, in which harmony
and confidence seem to prevail, and in which each participant’s behaviour seems
to be well suited to contribute to the system’s overall functioning. What is it that
might ‘stir up’ such a ‘wonderful’ closed system? It seems to be ‘external
pressure’ rather than any ‘self-curing’ mechanism. The key words for this
‘external threat’ are (as everywhere in Europe): ‘internationalization’, ‘Europe
1992’, ‘competitiveness of the national industry and the national higher
education system’.

Willingly or not, Germans have looked beyond their borders, and what they
have discovered has caused some worries. They have found that the duration
of studies in German higher education is too extended compared with other
European countries (an average of seven years for the first degree). Graduates
are often more than 28 years old on leaving university and entering their first
employment; they thus spend the most ‘productive’ and ‘creative’ period of their
lives in education instead of in their occupation. This in turn may damage the
competitiveness of German industry and German economic health. Even worse
in relation to the ‘equality illusion’ inherent in the German higher education
system, differences in the duration of studies in the same discipline between
different institutions have been detected. The result is that, for the first time,
institutions are being held responsible for the educational progress of their
students.

The discussion on duration of studies in Germany parallels what in other
European countries is being handled (perhaps more honestly) as quality
problems of the higher education system. The external pressure which German
higher education increasingly faces, however, seems to originate not only in
international trends and in the visible deficiencies of higher education, but also
in additional changes and developments during the last two decades. Some of
these are outlined below.

Like other European systems, German higher education has developed
from an élite to a mass education system. Between 1977 and 1989 the
number of students enrolled increased by more than 50 per cent (from
913,000 to 1,509,700), representing 21.5 per cent of the 19- to 26-year-old
age group in West Germany in 1989. Of the 19- to 21-year-old-age group,
29.1 per cent enrolled in 1989 in higher education.

The motivation of this increasing proportion of the age group is not simply
for ‘academic studies’; to a greater extent they expect professional and
vocational preparation and orientation (Frackmann, 1990).
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Only a minority of students now change institution during their studies
(according to Leszczensky and Filaretow, 1990, less than one-quarter of
university students and less than 15 per cent of ‘Fachhochschul’ students).
The majority enrol in institutions of the state in which they passed their
high school degree (Lewin and Schacher, 1991). Student mobility thus is
no longer a reliable contribution to ‘equality’ throughout the German
system. The responsibility of the institutions for their students is increasing
as more students receive their whole post-secondary education in only one
institution.

Between the mid-1970s and the mid-1980s the German higher education
system underwent a major ‘study reform’ (‘Studienreform’), which might
be considered a failure, compared with its stated objectives. The idea,
‘imposed’ by law, was to develop nation-wide and discipline-wide ‘model
specifications for examinations and curricula’ (‘Musterstudien und
Prüfungsordnungen’). The main emphasis of these model specifications
was to ensure a more practical orientation (with more emphasis on the
qualifications required by industry and other employers); limit the
standard duration of studies; improve the teaching process; and create
nation-wide equivalence of programmes and examinations.

In the mid-1980s this approach was abandoned, except for the work on
‘frames’ for examinations (mentioned earlier), and the task of ‘permanent
study reform’ has been given back to the institutions. The danger of a
unitary, inflexible and bureaucratic system of national curriculum
planning and of national examinations has been avoided at the price of
increasing public expectation that higher education institutions will be
responsible for study reform and their students’ educational development.

Employers’ expectations as regards higher education seem to be rather
contradictory and elusive (Teichler et al., 1984; Teichler, 1990; Konegen-
Grenier, 1989). On the one hand they expect studies to be oriented
towards practical problems, on the other they do not seem to reward total
adjustment of curricula to the short-term skill requirements of industrial
practice. On the one hand they complain about duration of studies and
the age of graduates, on the other they encourage practical experiences of
the students, extracurricular activities, and studies abroad, which all
contribute to the prolongation of studies. They expect specific knowledge
in the discipline, and yet often select their junior managers on
characteristics such as international approach, language proficiency,
problem-solving capability, communication ability and teamwork. All of
these ‘qualities’ seem to be even more elusive for ‘quality assessment

THE GERMAN EXPERIENCE 55



procedures’ than the more discipline oriented skills and knowledge.
German employers seem to prefer a smooth, continuous, incremental and
informal adjustment of qualification processes and qualification
requirements. They see this being realized through personal contacts
between professors and industry departments, through students writing
theses based on practical problems, and by means of industrial managers
teaching and giving presentations in higher education institutions.

They are unenthusiastic about (bureaucratic) formal adjustment
mechanisms such as the ‘study reform’ approach. German industry
increasingly views the responsibility for curriculum planning and
educational quality within the institutional realm rather than in
government-imposed organizational structures. Their expectations are
directed towards more visibility of institutional self-control rather than
governmental control mechanisms.

External Pressure and Its Consequences for Quality
Assurance

The pressure on German higher education institutions to tackle these problems
is increasing. In other European countries some fairly compre hensive and
clearcut quality assurance measures were implemented by governments or self-
regulating bodies (such as the programme review process in the Netherlands,
the foundation of the Comité National d’Evaluation in France, or the funding
mechanisms of the Universities Funding Council in UK). In Germany the
concern is multi-faceted, is initiated by a variety of public agencies, and in many
cases involves no more than proposals and plans rather than real actions. This
may be due to some of the features of the German higher education system
discussed earlier, i.e. the federal structure of higher education with no centralized
power; the deep rooted tradition of the German research university with its
principles of unity of research and teaching, and academic freedom; and the
traditional attention paid to the individual (researcher or student) in higher
education rather than to the institution.

Three particular manifestations of pressure for change are the concern about
the duration of studies, a new emphasis on teaching and learning, and interest
in information systems. Some of the initiatives in each of these areas are
considered below.

Concern about the Duration of Studies

As indicated earlier, reflection on the duration of studies seems to be the starting
point of a new concern about teaching and learning and their quality in German
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higher education in general. Lists of measures and remedies have been proposed
including one published by the ‘Länder’ (state) ministers of education (KMK,
1989). Their main emphasis is on the universities’ own understanding of what
measures are needed and on which measures should be voluntary rather than
mandatory. If the universities themselves take no action, of course, the ministers
may impose the remedies.

The ministers expect the universities to improve student counselling facilities,
so that students have more information about programmes and labour market
prospects. They propose that comparative data on duration of studies in
different universities should be made public. Examinations should be better
organized so as to become less time consuming. In selecting students for
postgraduate studies and student grants, applicants’ duration of studies should
be evaluated. Finally, teaching and learning resources are to be made more easily
available for students, for example, by extending the university library’s hours
of opening.

The proposal to publish duration of studies for different disciplines and
institutions has been taken up by the Science Council (‘Wissenschaftsrat’, an
advisory ‘buffer body’ consisting of both state and higher education members).
The main purpose of this regular and continuous publication is to inform the
interested public, make institutional performance differences visible, and
promote the institutions’ responsibility for their students. Against the
background of German traditions of equality and individual responsibility, this
effort is very important and remarkable (Wissenschaftsrat, 1990).

The ‘Länder’ ministers can significantly influence the institutions’ educational
activities through their approval (or non-approval) of programmes and the
specifications for examinations, and they are being encouraged to use this
approval process to scrutinize whether these contribute to an unjustifiable
extension of the length of studies (BLK, 1988). One of the ‘Länder’ ministers
(Bayern, 1990) has urged the universities to structure and shape programmes
to give students more orientation as to what to study, and in which order.
Students in this state understood the minister’s recommendation as a deviation
from the German tradition of an ‘individualistic’ rather than a ‘directed’
curriculum (Boys et al., 1988), and as an attack on freedom of higher learning
and the freedom of choice. In immediate protests students expressed their will
not to be exposed to a school-like system of higher education.

Another recommendation from the same education minister was to establish
computerized information systems within the institutions: based on student
records, this should assist departments and professors in caring for individual
students, detecting their problems such as failure in intermediate examinations,
too much time spent in various parts of the study programme, etc.

Two further initiatives go beyond the status of publication and proposal. A
German foundation decided to award money prizes for special efforts in
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reducing the length of studies (Stifterverband, 1990). The prize was divided into
two parts: one to reward graduates who received their degrees in a relatively
short time, and the other to reward model efforts of institutions, departments
or professors for reducing duration of studies or enhancing the quality of
education and educational outcomes. The prizes are being awarded once a year
during a symposium, to make the models visible to other institutions and
individuals.

It is interesting to note that this foundation normally allocates research grants
within the German higher education system, and that it is a foundation endowed
by German industry. While the initial focus of the award was on duration of
studies, it has also contributed to a general awareness of institutions’
responsibility for students’ educational progress and the quality of educational
outcomes.

The higher education minister of Baden-Württemberg is also using financial
incentives to encourage universities to shorten the duration of studies. Results
of the universities’ efforts are evaluated and money from a special purpose fund
is allocated accordingly on an annual basis within the state.

New Emphasis on Teaching and Learning

The focus on duration of studies is part of a broader concern about teaching
and learning in general. The federal minister for education, in his Goals for Higher
Education 1990, devoted some paragraphs to this new emphasis (BMBW, 1990).
He announced projects to be financed for the improvement of teaching. Not for
the first time he suggested that universities should select their students in order
to strengthen their responsibility for them. He encouraged institutions to deliver
reports on teaching and the educational function to the public (most institutions
already publish a regular research report); and institutions are urged to initiate
self-evaluations at departmental and discipline level, based on student surveys.
The federal minister advised his ‘Länder’ colleagues, however, to refrain from
administrative (bureaucratic) measures, but rather to rely on performance
oriented incentives.

One state minister has allocated 12 million DM in higher education to
contribute to a new ‘culture’ of commitment to teaching and learning. An ‘action
programme’ (MWF, 1991) states the goals of efficiency, structure and didactic
dimensions in which the ministry intends to intervene, whereas responsibility
for quality is left to the higher education community. Financial incentives will
be given by funding additional teaching personnel, teaching laboratories,
experiments with new teaching methods (e.g. using information technology and
media), good teaching and additional teaching awards, and grants and prizes
for graduates with short length of studies. It is also recommended that the
universities in granting the ‘venia legendi’ and selecting professors should
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scrutinize more intensively the teaching qualification of applicants. Finally, the
minister has mandated student evaluation of courses and teachers.

At the same time, students, the ‘customers’ of the higher educational services,
are becoming increasingly aware of their ‘rights’, and are developing quite
remarkable approaches. The Students’ Council of the University of Münster
identified the German research allocating agency (‘Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft’, ‘DFG’) as a critical factor in the successful
development of German university research. The DFG is organized as a self-
managed unit of the academic community, distributing public money, with the
main emphasis on incentives and quality assurance in research. The students
now suggest a German Teaching Foundation (‘Deutsche Lehrgemeinschaft’,
‘DLG’), distributing public money similarly to the DFG, but with funds devoted
to the improvement of teaching and educational outcomes and quality.
Innovative teaching, student involvement in curriculum development,
interdisciplinary programmes, educational research and teacher training are
conceived by the DLG initiators as appropriate ‘projects’ to be sponsored.

Students also seem to be well informed about American teacher ratings and
student reaction questionnaires, and have started conducting surveys and
publishing the results in order to ‘test’ and rank their professors. The economics
students of the University of Münster, for example, carried out such a survey
as suggested by the education minister of their state. The criteria underlying the
teacher ratings were clarity of presentation, speech and diction, conception of
the course, the availability of literature, commitment of the teacher, and the role
of written tests.

At the beginning of the 1970s many universities established ‘centres for higher
education didactics’. Unfortunately, they could not develop to their full
potential, because in many cases they did not receive adequate status within the
professorial hierarchy. The Association for Higher Education Didactics (the
professional organization of these centres’ staff) has seized the opportunity to
link the revival of concern for teaching with their original endeavour. Following
a major conference, they published a memorandum (AHD, 1991) in which they
propose a new culture of academic reputation to be earned for commitment to
teaching. University teachers are urged to make explicit the details of their
courses and teaching methods, to keep in touch with alumni to get feedback for
university programmes, and to generate immediate feedback from courses and
lectures. They encourage teachers to use student reaction questionnaires as
teachers’ self-evaluation tools. They suggest that institutions as well as ‘Länder’
education ministers should offer incentive money for good teaching, and grant
sabbaticals not only for research but also for the development of new teaching
methods. The main concern of the association is to promote the image and
reputation of the higher education teacher as compared with the researcher.
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Another testimony to the new concern about teaching and learning is the
emergence of published rankings, one by the influential weekly newspaper, Der
Spiegel (circulation 1.2 million), which reported the results of a survey which
asked students about teaching and learning in selected fields of study (Der Spiegel,
1989). The ‘revolutionary’ approach of the Spiegel ranking in the German
context is its emphasis on differences in educational performances of
universities, and the idea of asking students to give their judgments.

Information Systems

One of the more comprehensive and continuing approaches to tackling
educational deficiencies is the proposal to develop and establish information
systems; their role is to provide regular information to the internal and external
public about the educational functioning of institutions and about improvements
in teaching and learning.

Much of the interest in information system approaches within the institutions
can be traced back to a proposal of the Science Council (Wissenschaftsrat, 1985).
In its recommendation concerning competition in higher education, the Council
urged institutions to deliver a self-description of their resources and performance
as information for the public and potential customers of higher education
services. The Science Council suggested that performance information on
member institutions should be published comparatively by the German rectors’
conference. The rectors’ conference, however, argued that it is supposed to
lobby for all institutions, rather than detect differences among them. However,
to help provide comparability, the rectors developed and published a framework
for the institutions themselves to use in informing the public about their goals,
resources, strengths and performances. It suggested that such institutional
reports should encompass verbal descriptions as well as facts and figures on the
institution as a whole and on its discipline oriented parts (Alewell, 1989). It is
interesting to note that the rectors’ conference recommended that external
performance rankings in Germany (such as the Spiegel ranking) should be
included in these self-descriptions.

The federal minister of education commissioned an investigation on the use
of existing statistical data to give more comparative insight into the educational
performances of the institutions (Block, Hornbostel and Neidhardt, 1990).
Universities have long-established public information channels such as their
annual and research reports, but are now being urged to publish more on their
educational performance and to use such ‘education reports’ as a stimulus for
the improvement of teaching and learning.

Institutional managers and academics recognize that concern for teaching and
learning is on the public agenda. For example, the President of the Technical
University of Berlin has tried to encourage intra-institutional efforts to improve
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the educational functioning of the university. Faced with significant dropout
rates, with duration of studies above the national average, and with a rather low
position in the Spiegel educational ranking, he was the first to publish duration
of studies and age of the graduates in his annual presidential report, and he was
the first to conduct student surveys in order to detect weaknesses in programme
structure, and the teaching and learning environment (Fricke, 1987, 1991). He
also asked the economics department to design and test the feasibility of an
educational information system on access, graduations, dropout rates, duration
of studies and scores, and which could be developed into a student tracking
system, so that teachers and departments could intervene and support students’
educational progress before it is too late (Räbiger and Helberger, 1989).

Similar approaches to educational information systems are underway at the
Free University of Berlin (Konzept, 1990), the University of Hanover and the
University of Stuttgart (Horváth and Müller, 1989).

As mentioned earlier, German industry favours informal liaison between
higher education and industry rather than formal ‘bureaucratic’ mechanisms.
The research institute of German industry has suggested that a database could
facilitate feedback, by making available better information, for example, on
existing forms of cooperation between institutions and industry, on priorities
and major emphasis in departmental curriculum and teaching methods, and on
company offers of cooperation, etc. Another German industry foundation
awarded a prize to a British university, to call attention to a very good model
of internal reporting systems used for university management purposes
(Bertelsmann Foundation, 1990).

Conclusions

One has to acknowledge that the German public is less willing than in the past
to accept internal/implicit quality assurance. What we are witnessing is a whole
range of external pressures on higher education in the form of government
threats to impose ‘bureaucratic’ scrutiny, publication of institutional
performance differences, prizes and special purpose incentive funding, rankings
and changing behaviour and attitudes of employers. Public pressure is directed
towards the institutions to make more explicit, not primarily the quality, but
rather their internal quality assurance mechanisms and efforts to improve
educational quality, as illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. The Main Traits of Quality Assurance Developments in German Higher Education
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Public opinion and the ‘Länder’ governments are still cautious enough not to
impose bureaucratic structures and external scrutiny mechanisms; they still rely
on the German research university tradition of individual commitment and
intrinsic motivation. For their part, German universities do not have
organizational structures (such as a formal powerful role of deans or presidents)
which would easily allow the implementation of internal explicit quality control
mechanisms. The thrust towards a new emphasis on teaching and learning in
German higher education thus almost entirely has to rely on individuals’
initiatives and reactions to public concern.

Perhaps the potential danger and damage of external bureaucratic
interference is taken more seriously in Germany than in other countries. There
still seems to be a broad consensus that the internal/implicit model of quality
assurance is the most suitable one. What is expected from higher education
institutions, however, is that their internal, implicit quality assurance
mechanisms should be made more visible to the public.

Referring again to what in industry is termed ‘total quality management’ and
which appears as a development towards more internal and implicit quality
control mechanisms within the industrial production process, one might
conclude that German higher education may not be totally wrong to keep its
emphasis on implicit internal mechanisms. Four lessons might be learnt of the
German quality assurance experience:

1 The efforts industry makes to improve and maintain the quality of its
products arise from being permanently exposed to the pressure of the
market. German higher education is experiencing external pressure, which
might adequately replace external bureaucratic intervention, but which
does not fully replace the external incentives of competition and market
mechanisms. German higher education perhaps needs more competition
and market-like mechanisms in respect of financing and budgeting.
Competition, which seems to function quite successfully with regard to
research, is almost totally absent from the educational services of German
universities.

2 Higher education goals and the concept of educational quality are rather
elusive; whatever formal quality assurance mechanisms might be
implemented (such as reporting systems, accreditation and approval
mechanisms, formalized peer review procedures, etc.), one never can be
sure whether, after an initial successful and promising phase, they may
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develop into mechanisms which follow formal requirements but have
nothing to do with reality. This might justify the relatively informal
approach to quality assurance in German higher education. What seems to
be more important and effective is to maintain an ongoing thrust towards
quality improvement. It may not be misleading to follow the guiding
principle of the more dynamic companies in industry: ‘Re-organize every
five years!’

3 Stating that internal/implicit models of quality assurance may be the most
suitable ones for German higher education does not imply that German
institutions have already fully developed the potential of ‘total quality
management’ (and this may be true for German industry as well, cf.
Womack et al., 1990).

4 Whatever internationalization and the European single market
development may mean in the future, it has already helped Germany to
open a rather ‘closed’ system of higher education and to pave the way for
the improvement of educational quality in higher education.
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5
The Hong Kong Initiative

Allan Sensicle

This chapter describes the establishment and work of the Hong Kong Council for Academic
Accreditation (HKCAA) against a background of significant investment in a rapidly
expanding tertiary sector. It addresses the implications of a government initiative, the object of
which is to ensure independent advice on the quality of tertiary education. It also sets out the
criteria and procedures employed by the HKCAA to ensure that Hong Kong’s tertiary
education is of a standard and quality comparable with the best internationally. Additionally,
it touches on quality in relation to the expansion of tertiary education, the autonomy of
institutions, the appropriateness of performance indicators and the disadvantages and
advantages of external accreditation.

(Many of the terms used in discussing quality assurance have different meanings from
country to country. To avoid confusion some definitions are offered in Annex 1.)

The Hong Kong Context

Hong Kong is British territory, founded 149 years ago. It is situated at the south-
eastern tip of China. Its total area is just over 1000 sq km and is a maximum of
38 km from north to south and 50 km from west to east. Its population is
approaching 6 million and it is one of the most densely populated areas in the
world. Over 96 per cent of the population is Chinese (Hong Kong Government,
1990).

Hong Kong ranks eleventh in the world’s leading trading economies. The
wealth and energy of its people provide an excellent foundation for investment
in, and expansion of, its education system. Those who live in Hong Kong and
its frequent visitors cannot fail to notice Hong Kong’s progress as a complex
developed society. There is considerable urgency to ensure for its inhabitants
that its strong economy, efficient infrastructure and government are further
strengthened and consolidated in advance of transferring Hong Kong’s
administration to the People’s Republic of China in 1997. Of paramount
importance to such developments is higher education.



Education in Hong Kong

In addition to the pressing need to ensure that the education system of Hong
Kong is comparable with the best internationally, Hong Kong people and the
government have always attached a great importance to education. It is the
largest single budget item currently comprising around 17 per cent of the total.
This amount will increase dramatically during the next decade as government
improves the quality of education and expands tertiary opportunities.

There are nine years of free and compulsory education starting at the age of
6. The minimum school leaving age is 15; however, at age 16+ most pupils take
the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examinations. About a third of 16-year-
olds go on to complete a two-year course which leads to the Advanced Level
Examinations, success in which may provide entry to the institutions of higher
education. At present about 20 per cent of these pupils obtain places on degree
courses but it is planned to increase this to around 55 per cent by 1995.

Education is one of the leading issues in Hong Kong and generates passion
and debate. The people of Hong Kong consider that education is the most
reliable path to a successful career, and almost all parents are ambitious for their
children to have the best education available. Degree level education is most
parents’ goal for their children and this reflects attitudes which give rise to some
of the characteristics of Hong Kong people which may seem remarkable to
visitors from the West. These include singlemindedness, diligence, a tendency
not to question and to learn by rote. Such generalizations need to be considered
cautiously, but they are not without foundation and are important factors when
organizing, developing and implementing education in Hong Kong.

Currently Hong Kong has eight degree awarding bodies:

The City Polytechnic of Hong Kong (6500 full-time equivalent students) was
founded in 1984. It offers degree and sub-degree courses and largely
follows the British polytechnic model.

The Chinese University of Hong Kong (over 8000 students) was founded in
1963 following an amalgamation of several separate colleges that had been
started by refugees from China. It is organized, to some extent, in the
American university tradition.

The Hong Kong Baptist College (over 3000 students) was founded in 1956
and has grown rapidly in size and quality, particularly since the early 1980s
when it first was given government permission to offer degree courses.
All students are on degree programmes. The college is in the American
liberal arts tradition, but courses have a similarity to the British pattern.
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Hong Kong Polytechnic (nearly 14,000 full-time equivalent students) was
founded in 1972 on the pattern of a British polytechnic. It offers degree
and non-degree courses.

Hong Kong University of Science and Technology is still being built and
developed, and admitted its first students in 1991. Many of the staff
recruited have links with the USA and this may influence the nature of
courses it provides.

Lingnan College was established in Hong Kong in 1967. From 1991 it will
begin to offer degree level courses.

The Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong (over 16,000 part-time students)
admitted its first students in 1989. It uses distance learning methods closely
modelled on the UK Open University system. Much of the study material
is from the UK, but some additional material is obtained from Canada,
New Zealand and Australia, and new courses are being developed locally.
Its ‘open’ principle of student admission attracts many mature and non A-
level entrants.

The University of Hong Kong (nearly 8000 students), founded in 1911, offers
a wide range of graduate and undergraduate programmes in the British
university tradition.

In addition to these eight tertiary institutions it is anticipated that the Hong Kong
Academy for Performing Arts will offer degrees in a couple of years’ time.

The Binary System

Many countries throughout the world have a ‘binary system’ of tertiary
education. This means that the system is split into two parts, ‘universities’ and
‘other tertiary institutions’. Depending upon the country and/or social
perception, ‘other institutions’ may be considered either superior or inferior to
the ‘universities’.

Hong Kong has a binary system similar to that in the UK, with universities
and other tertiary institutions (referred to here as ‘polytechnics’ for
convenience). The former are self-accrediting, while the polytechnics are subject
to external accreditation and have developed from a largely sub-degree course
base. Hong Kong’s tertiary system is influenced by the UK, and UK
developments are watched with keen interest. In making comparisons and
considering the future, however, there are some important differences, among
them the following:
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1 unlike the UK, which at present has two funding bodies for tertiary
education, Hong Kong has one funding body for the whole of the tertiary
sector;

2 unlike Hong Kong tertiary institutions, the polytechnics in the UK are not
autonomous degree awarding institutions; and

3 Hong Kong has relatively few institutions, physically quite near but not
necessarily collaborating closely.

There are other differences, such as the relatively short time in which the
polytechnic sector has been in existence in Hong Kong as compared with the
UK. Also, both American and Chinese influences affect, in varying amounts,
the form of education in the tertiary institutions.

Internationally there is a trend away from binary systems in tertiary education
towards unitary systems: such moves can be for economic, administrative,
political, or educational reasons, or a combination of one or more of these. The
Australians have already abolished their binary line, and in 1991 in the UK a
government White Paper proposed a new framework for higher education
(DES, 1991) which will end the binary system, establish unitary funding
councils, give polytechnics degree awarding powers and university title, and
establish a single quality assurance unit to audit the whole tertiary sector.

In recent years the case for limiting the title of ‘university’ to some tertiary
institutions has become weaker. The UK White Paper uses the following
argument for removing the title of ‘polytechnic’:

The title of polytechnic has never been widely understood. The British
academic world realises that the polytechnics are higher education
institutions achieving the same academic standards and giving the same
quality of education as most universities. Many able school leavers and
their parents still tend, however, to regard the title as a reason for making
them a second choice to a university when seeking a place in higher
education. In their international contacts, polytechnics still find that they
have to explain that they are not further education or sixth form or
technical colleges.

This argument can apply equally well to the non-university tertiary institutions
in Hong Kong. It should be noted that, in common with other countries
operating similar binary systems, the professions and the public sector consider
university and polytechnic degrees on a par, for the purpose of appointments.

Expanding the Tertiary Sector

The Hong Kong government has an ambitious tertiary education development
policy (Hong Kong Government, 1989). Expansion of this sector was first

70 ALLAN SENSICLE



announced by the Governor in 1988 and then revised in October 1989 to set a
more ambitious pace of development, with the aim of doubling the number of
first year first degree places to 15,000 by 1994/95. By then, six out of ten sixth
form leavers will be able to study some form of higher education in Hong Kong.
This will be 18 per cent of the age group, compared with around 8 per cent in
1990/91. Among the reasons for such expansion are the demand for a more
highly qualified workforce and the loss of graduates through emigration.

After the 1989 announcement, the territory’s tertiary institutions, which are
heavily funded by government, set out to develop new degree courses, research
plans and departmental expansion. The two polytechnics are being allowed to
increase their proportion of degree work from 40 to 65 per cent of all courses
by 1994/95. (The Baptist College already has 100 per cent degree programmes.)
A third university, the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology,
opened in Autumn 1991, when Lingnan College also had its first intake of degree
students.

Numbers and Quality

In different societies between 5 per cent and 35 per cent of the population receive
degree level education. The variance relates to higher education policy, the
perceived need for graduates and to the available resources. Within the past
thirty years many countries have embarked on programmes of expansion in
tertiary education, as, for example, in the UK following publication of the
‘Robbins Report’ (DES, 1963). In such times of expansion it has been necessary
to address the question of the quality of education and whether it would be
sacrificed for quantity. In general, quality on average is likely to go down, and
the most able students are selected by the institutions at the top of the ‘pecking
order’.

It would theoretically be possible to achieve the expansion in Hong Kong
simply by increasing class sizes in existing courses. This will happen, but the
institutions are additionally responding to the need to introduce new courses.
Such large, rapid and widespread change can be de-stabilizing. Institutions can
lose their direction, and standards can slip; and an accreditation agency can help
by providing external reference points. As a practical expedient, it can use the
same panel for reviews of similar courses at different institutions, and this is a
valuable means of ensuring comparability between institutions.

Quality Assurance and the Role of the HKCAA

During the early 1980s the Hong Kong Polytechnic and the Hong Kong Baptist
College were moving towards a position where they could offer degree courses.
To support them, and to ensure appropriate standards would be applied, the
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Hong Kong government requested an established accreditation organization in
the UK, the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA), to advise on
standards in the institutions and the appropriateness of their offering degree
courses. The CNAA was invited because the organization of tertiary education
in Hong Kong has, in general, been closer to the English model than any other.

In 1983 the CNAA was engaged by Hong Kong’s University and
Polytechnics Grants Committee (UPGC) to advise on the academic quality of
degree courses proposed or offered by the non-university institutions. The
UPGC is appointed by Hong Kong’s Governor. It advises government on the
development, and funding requirements, of higher education in Hong Kong
and administers government grants for the tertiary institutions.

The rapid increase in the development of tertiary education made the
government realize that continued reliance on an overseas organization was no
longer appropriate and that it would be desirable to consider the establishment
of a Hong Kong system. To this end it was decided, in principle, in 1987 that a
Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA) should take over
the work previously undertaken by the CNAA and that there should be a phased
evolution of a Hong Kong system of academic accreditation. In the same year
a Provisional Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation (PHKCAA) was
established to prepare for the HKCAA. In 1989 the PHKCAA submitted its
final progress report to government, which confirmed that the HKCAA should
be set up. An ordinance was drafted and on 8 June 1990 the HKCAA came into
being (see Hong Kong Government, 1987, 1989, 1990).

In developing accreditation in Hong Kong, lessons were learned from the
experience of others. Those setting up the HKCAA investigated accreditation
systems elsewhere. The UK system was well-known through the association
between Hong Kong and the CNAA. The US system was examined carefully
and some features assimilated into the Hong Kong initiative. Quality assurance
systems in Australia, Canada, France, Germany and the Netherlands were also
studied.

The USA

Accreditation in the USA is described in Chapter 11. There are over 100
different accreditation organizations with different philosophies and standards.
They include those concerned with particular subjects and professions, and
those covering groups of institutions by subject, geographical area or academic
level. The agencies range from large influential ones such as the Accreditation
Board for Engineering and Technology (see Chapter 12) to the small and
relatively recently established Accreditation Board for Colleges of Oriental
Medicine and Acupuncture. Such organizations are under one umbrella body,
the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA), which acts as a focus for
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discussion and respectability for them. Other low standard accreditation
organizations exist but do not have COPA recognition.

Although there are significant variations in the US accreditation
organizations, there is one common thread in their activities. Accreditation is
normally approached from the point of view of an external agency evaluating
whether an institution is meeting its own aims and objectives.

The United Kingdom

Accreditation and validation developed in the UK through the establishment in
1966 of the CNAA as a degree awarding body for the non-university tertiary
institutions. At first its procedures were considered by the institutions to be strict
and unpopular external methods of judgment. However, they are now highly
regarded and have evolved towards a ‘partnership’ between the institutions and
the CNAA.

Aspects of CNAA activities have moved nearer to the US approach of an
institution testing itself; and in recent years the remit of the CNAA has brought
it closer to a general accreditation and academic audit role (DES, 1985; CNAA,
1989; DES, 1990).

In 1990 the UK university sector established an Academic Audit Unit, set up
for the purposes of quality assurance in the universities. In 1991 legislation for
a new framework for higher education with unitary funding and quality
assurance arrangements was introduced (see Chapter 10).

Hong Kong

The HKCAA is a quasi-autonomous non-governmental organization (although
independent, it receives the majority of its funds from government and is
financially accountable to it). It provides authoritative advice to the government
on the standards of degree courses in non-university tertiary institutions in Hong
Kong. It carries out this task through academic accreditation, that is, by
validating and revalidating any courses conducted by institutions and by
reviewing the general standards of institutions.

The role of the HKCAA is to:

1 recognize an institution as having the ability to validate or revalidate courses
conducted by it, subject to periodical reviews;

2 establish and maintain relationships with accreditation agencies outside
Hong Kong and to keep under review systems of academic accreditation
world-wide;

3 disseminate information on academic standards and degree courses and
good accreditation methods and practices;
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4 conduct seminars, conferences and other forms of developmental activities,
and to assist in maintaining and monitoring academic standards;

5 advise the government on all matters pertaining to academic accreditation;
and

6 carry out other functions connected with accreditation as may be permitted
or assigned by government.

Some of the basic principles on which the HKCAA operates are as follows:

1 degree awarding institutions in Hong Kong should primarily be responsible
for their own academic standards;

2 academic freedom and autonomy should be a right which carries with it
the responsibility for achieving and maintaining the highest standards and
quality of tertiary education;

3 institutions’ confidence in their own internal methods of quality control
develop best when tested by some external peer review;

4 an accreditation authority must be capable of helping to strengthen the
institutions’ own procedures in order to increase the validity and reliability
of standards; and

5 the external agency should adopt a constructive positive approach, helping
the institutions to develop their own courses, standards and goals.

Three other elements underlie Hong Kong’s accreditation activities, namely the
appointment of experienced professionals to administer the HKCAA, the use
of an international register of specialists for forming review panels, and a
governing Council which includes in its membership people of international
experience and high reputation.

Accreditation Procedures

Some of the procedures, criteria and standards used by the HKCAA for
controlling and maintaining quality in tertiary education are discussed here. (See
Annex 1 for interpretation of terms.)

Course Validation

Course validation is a process carried out within the institution (internally) and
by the HKCAA (externally), whereby a proposal is examined against criteria
related to the standards and aims of the course (HKCAA, 1991). It aims to
establish whether a course is equivalent to degree courses elsewhere and to assist
the institution and the academics concerned (the course team) to develop,
maintain and, if necessary, improve it.

Accreditation agencies and learned societies throughout the world list criteria
for degree courses. The now defunct Australian Council on Tertiary Awards
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(ACTA) produced some useful guidelines in 1986 (ACTA, 1986). In terms of
‘quality’ in engineering education, the UK Engineering Professors Conference
prepared some key questions which are applicable to a number of disciplines
(1988). The CNAA and the HKCAA annual handbooks also provide guidance
and checklists (CNAA, 1989; HKCAA, 1991).

The HKCAA recognizes that both internal and external processes are means
whereby those responsible for a course can ensure it is of the highest possible
standard within the scope of the institution. The institutions themselves carry
out internal course validation, cognisant of the fact that they should establish,
maintain and improve the standards of their courses, as part of their
responsibilities.

Normally, the external validation process is conducted by the HKCAA, using
an expert team of appropriately qualified people from Hong Kong and overseas.
Detailed information on the course is considered by this team against a
framework of principal issues. An important requirement is reassurance that the
proposal has the full support of the appropriate government funding authority.

Following a validation exercise the HKCAA makes recommendations. These
may be that the course should be approved as presented; that the course should
be approved with conditions to be met and/or with advice to be taken into
account; or that the course should not be approved. If the course is approved,
a date for revalidation (typically six years later) is also specified.

Revalidation

Revalidation has the same purpose as and a lot in common with validation but
with the benefit of some years of implementation of the course. It considers
whether standards have been maintained and whether developments have
occurred. It focuses upon an active course, its academic health and its
relationship with the community.

Professional Accreditation

Institutions often seek accreditation for particular courses, from an appropriate
professional body. The initiative for seeking such accreditation rests with the
institution, and the processes and outcome of professional and academic
accreditation can be quite different. The HKCAA policy is to work with
professional bodies on accreditation when the tertiary institution perceives such
joint action to be to its advantage. Such joint action does not necessarily result
in common decisions.
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Institutional Review

An institutional review must be appropriate to the institution and its current
stage of development. Reviews can have varying status; they can be intended
to comment on whether a currently non-degree awarding institution is ready to
take the step to degree awarding status; they may be intended to ascertain
whether an institution is continuing to maintain its standards; or they may be
intended to assess the institution’s readiness to take full responsibility for the
standards of its own courses (institutional accreditation). Finally, a review may
be a periodic event for an institution which has already been accredited (i.e. has
achieved institutional accreditation).

One very important feature of an institutional review is that it is conducted
by the HKCAA on the assumption that the institution is involved in a continual
process of self-review. It provides an opportunity for an institution and an
external peer group to share experiences of institutional practices and
developments.

Further details of institutional reviews administered by the HKCAA are in
Annex 2 and in the HKCAA Handbook (1991). It should be noted that guidance
is in the form of a series of questions which encourages the institution to evaluate
itself.

Institutional Autonomy

Tertiary institutions throughout the world have varying degrees of autonomy.
Some are completely independent, being able to award their own qualifications
and only being accountable in vague terms to the community which they ‘serve’;
others can be subject to varying levels of external control. With increasing
sensitivity about the very high cost to governments and taxpayers, increasing
awareness of the huge investment of a country’s future in ensuring that the most
able young people are developed and educated, there has been a significant
world-wide trend towards accountability in tertiary education.

In the UK, for example, at present there are autonomous tertiary institutions
(universities) and other institutions (polytechnics) which are subject to an
external awarding body’s control. There has been a relaxation in the latter of
tight validation and accreditation methods, moving more towards self-
regulatory systems subject to periodic inspection and testing. The polytechnics,
traditionally lacking autonomy, have become more independent. They are
subject less to external scrutiny and soon will be awarding their own degrees.
Conversely, there has been no external quality control agency for the
universities, which have traditionally depended on external examiners to
monitor the quality of student output, together with internal quality control
mechanisms developed under the Reynolds code (CVCP, 1986). As already
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noted above, they are now subject to an Academic Audit Unit, set up to provide
external quality control, and the 1991 White Paper proposes considerable
strengthening of external auditing.

It is inevitable that tension exists between accountability and autonomy.
However, the HKCAA believes that the system of peer judgment embodied in
the Hong Kong model, with an emphasis on a positive and cooperative
partnership between an accreditation authority and the institutions, can
contribute to the strength and quality of the tertiary education system and the
local institutions.

Performance Indicators

Evaluations of any kind require comparators, and the HKCAA’s guidelines go
into detail about factors which provide such comparability. A fashionable
approach to comparability these days is to use performance indicators as a
technique for measuring quality. However, performance indicators are tools
which are employed to do a task, and should not be confused with the task itself.
There is often a failure to define the purpose of the indicators and a tendency
to accord most importance to those factors which can be measured most easily.

To illustrate the dangers of a preoccupation with performance indicators,
consider an exercise purported to have been carried out by some experts who
undertook an efficiency audit of the French railways, using profitability of its
various components as performance indicators, to quote from a ‘report’:

They found that first and second class carriages, considering their
passenger load and the cost of the tickets, were paying their way. The
same was true to a lesser extent of sleeping cars because of a lesser
occupancy. The dining cars, which were breaking about even, should be
kept because of the convenience to the public.

But they discovered that all trains had at the front (or exceptionally at the
back) a heavy vehicle which carried neither goods nor passengers with
the exception of one or two people, who not only did not pay their fare
but were actually given money by the company. The financial utility of
this vehicle was clearly nil and it was proposed to do away with it.

Comparability is indeed very important and without some way of achieving it,
standards are very difficult to ascertain. The HKCAA does not use a
performance indicator approach but does consider (as the majority of those
involved in any sort of evaluation) some markers which allow for direct
comparability. For example, in course reviews, student-staff ratio can be one
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indicator of whether resources are adequate to maintain appropriate staffing
levels.

The HKCAA encourages institutions to have a good understanding of the
criteria and standards set. Where this is coupled with confidence to respond
within a supportive accreditation mechanism operated by peers, progressive
quality assurance can be implemented. The HKCAA believes this is more
professional, flexible, searching and evolutionary than basing a quality
assurance method on a rigid set of performance indicators.

The External Agency

The advantages and disadvantages of using external accreditation agencies can,
to some extent, relate to the type of external agencies, to whom they are
accountable and their philosophy. The following indicates some general
disadvantages and advantages.

Disadvantages

One major disadvantage of an external accreditation agency is the possible
conflict between it and the institutions undergoing accreditation. Any external
agency, no matter how benevolent and how laudable its aims, can be seen as
authoritarian. Another disadvantage, an inevitable consequence of external
accreditation, is that it places considerable demands on an institution to make
its case, involving a significant amount of preparation of documents and
paperwork. This is time-consuming and costly for the institutions.

Advantages

One advantage is the discipline engendered in institutions evaluating their
standards through the imposition of quality assurance methods to maintain and
control quality. No matter how good the intentions of the institution might be
about the quality and development of itself and its courses, it is easy for it to let
slip the mechanisms and awareness of quality assurance without the formality
of accreditation and the need for external recognition and accountability. A
significant further advantage is the help, support and encouragement which an
external agency can provide towards the development of institutions as strong,
self-critical and coherent academic communities.

An objective of the Hong Kong initiative is to provide a focus for
comparability and equivalence to enable the institutions to look outside
themselves and be aware of good practice and development, in other institutions
at home and overseas. In addition, an external agency can be seen as a resource,
providing a forum for discussion and the exchange of ideas on matters of

78 ALLAN SENSICLE



academic development. It can act as a liaison between other interested parties,
such as professional bodies.

Institutional Accreditation

To respond to validation by an external agency, institutions need to set up
significant internal quality control mechanisms. In so doing, as an institution
develops, it can achieve, for the majority of its courses, an understanding and
acceptance of the methods and procedures of quality assurance. Such
development can enable it to evolve into a ‘self-regulating’ institution. This
should allow it to move away from course-by-course validation towards
institutional accreditation (see Annex 2) whereby it gains responsibility for the
quality assurance of its own courses, subject to periodic institutional and/or
sectoral (i.e. subject area) review by an external agency.

There are advantages of institutional accreditation, one being the requirement
for less paperwork as only an internal submission is prepared. Far more
important, however, is the confidence engendered within the institution as it
becomes more a progressive and coherent self-critical academic community.

A major disadvantage of institutional accreditation can be seen as providing
an opportunity for institutions to become lax in their weakest areas of operation.
However, appropriate periodic institutional and sectoral reviews should, in the
long term, provide the impetus to remedy this disadvantage.

The Future

One special aspect of the Hong Kong initiative is its international approach.
Generally accreditation mechanisms are confined to the institutions and
academics within the country concerned. The dynamic and outward looking
nature of Hong Kong and its strong links with the rest of the world inevitably
involve an international dimension. It is believed that the involvement of
experienced and respected academics from both home and overseas provides
the best input to a rapidly developing and strong tertiary system. In addition,
this international approach is expected to help establish Hong Kong tertiary
education and its quality assurance activities firmly on the world scene.

Annex 1.
Interpretation of Terms

Certain specific terms relating to accreditation have been interpreted for the
purposes of the chapter as follows:
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Academic accreditation means any evaluation, assessment or other activity to
determine whether or not the academic standards of any institution of higher
education are comparable with internationally recognized standards.

A degree course means a programme of study, the successful completion of
which is marked by the conferring of a degree or other equivalent award. In
general, degree courses refer to courses of study taken by a country’s most able
students over a period of years from their late teens to their early 20s. (Typically,
in Hong Kong over three years from 18 to 21.)

Validation is an evaluation of a particular degree course conducted or proposed
to be conducted by an institution of higher education, to determine whether or
not the academic standard of the course is comparable with internationally
recognized standards.

Revalidation is an appraisal of the progress of an existing degree course to
determine whether it continues to be of a standard comparable with
internationally recognized standards.

Institutional review is a review of the academic and general standards of an
institution of higher education (see also Annex 2).

Institutional accreditation is an assessment to determine whether an institution of
higher education is competent to take responsibility for the validation and
revalidation of the degree courses conducted or proposed to be conducted by it.

Annex 2.
Review of Institutions

Institutional Reviews

Purpose and method. An institutional review is the process of evaluating an
institution of higher education to determine whether it can sustain a suitable
academic environment in which the standard of degrees remains comparable
with those recognized internationally. It is based on an institution’s self-
evaluation and the HKCAA’s knowledge of that institution.

An institutional review must be appropriate to the institution and its current
stage of development. The review could be intended to comment on whether a
currently non-degree-awarding institution is ready to take the step to degree-
awarding status. For another institution that already awards degrees, the review
may be intended simply to ascertain whether the institution is continuing to
maintain this standard. Alternatively, the review may be intended to assess the
institution’s readiness to take full responsibility for the standards of its own
courses (institutional accreditation); or it may be an occasional review of an
institution that already has this responsibility.
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Institutional reviews are conducted by the HKCAA on the assumption that
the institution is involved in a continual process of self-review. The external
review then enables the institution’s own assessment of its performance to be
scrutinized exter nally. It also provides an opportunity for an institution and an
external peer group to share their experiences of institutional practices and
developments, and (where relevant) permits the HKCAA to consider the
institution’s progression towards institutional accreditation.

An institutional review is conducted by the HKCAA using a panel of
appropriately qualified academics (from Hong Kong and overseas) and local lay
people. In consultation with the HKCAA, the institution prepares a submission
which is considered by the panel, which then visits the institution. At the
institution, the panel consults the senior staff, and makes whatever other
investigations it deems appropriate.

Principal issues to be considered in an institutional review. The main matters
considered by the HKCAA are:

1 institutional structure: Is the institution an academic community? Are there
opportunities for staff and students to contribute to the formation of
academic policy? Can the priorities among various institutional activities
be successfully determined and action initiated?

2 government and management: What is the committee structure? What are the
committees’ terms of reference and policies? Is the academic board effective
in guiding academic policies? Are the committees and boards properly
accountable? Is the management structure effective? Does the institution
have adequate processes for internal review?

3 course development and design: Are the academic staff able to make a full
contribution to the design and development of courses? Does course
development benefit from the research and consultancy work done by the
staff?

4 the development of new work: Is there adequate management in formation and
employment data? Is there an intelligent and integrated approach to
academic and resource decisions? Is academic planning responsive to the
changes in institutional profile and educational philosophy and vice versa?

5 academic staff: What is the quality of the teaching staff and how is it monitored
and maintained? How do the staff respond to subject and course
developments? What are the expectations of the staff for development? Do
the staff provide a stimulus for student learning?

6 scholarly activity: Does the institutional environment encourage research and
innovation? What is the staff’s record in this respect as indicated by, for
example, level of research grants, publication in international journals,
acquisition of patents, etc.? Does the environment encourage consultancy
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and collaboration with industry in research and development work? What
is the extent of such activity?

7 students: Is the environment suitable for undergraduate teaching? Are the
learning resources and teaching methods appropriate? How are the students
selected for entry to the institution and courses? How are they guided in
relation to their academic programmes? What are the standards of student
counselling, medical care, accommodation, and recreational and other
communal facilities?

8 course evaluation and standards: Is there regular monitoring of courses? Are
validation and revalidation procedures and mechanisms employed? Are
they adequate and are they properly applied? Are appropriate standards
set for courses and are these standards achieved? How is student assessment
carried out? What criteria and methods of assessment are employed?

9 resources: Are the present and planned resources (fiscal, accommodation,
equipment, furniture, books, software, etc.) realistic? Do they match the
future development of the institution? Is resource administration and
management of an appropriate standard? Are there suitable research
facilities?

10 new technology: Does the institution take sufficient account of new
technologies?

11 collaboration: Does the institution actively seek and exploit collaborative
teaching and research with industry and local and overseas institutions?

12 past reviews: Has the institution taken account of advice given or
recommendations made following past reviews?

Based on this general list, the HKCAA draws up a set of guidelines specifically
related to the institution under review and to the terms of reference of the review.

Information required for institutional review exercises. The documentation provided
by the institution is expected to be in the form of:

1 the institution’s self-evaluation;
2 previous institutional review documents, if any, with details of how any

specified conditions have been met;
3 academic development proposals;
4 academic regulations;
5 committee handbooks;
6 lists of selected publications of institution’s staff; and
7 report on academic support facilities.

Outcome of institutional review. An institutional review panel prepares a report on
the institution considered. The report may conclude that the institution:

1 is not yet ready to mount courses at degree level (such an outcome would
normally be accompanied by conditions and/or recommendations on
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appropriate measures that could be taken by the institution to move towards
this goal);

2 is ready to introduce degree level courses;
3 continues to have the ability to sustain a suitable environment to maintain

an appropriate degree standard (but its courses will be validated and
revalidated externally);

4 is ready to be accredited (and take full responsibility to validate and
revalidate its degree courses); or

5 continues to have accredited status (and will be subject only to occasional
institutional review).

The report of the review is presented to the body that invoked the services of
the HKCAA for its decision on the actions to be taken as a result of the review.
The review would also normally be the subject of consideration and action by
the HKCAA and the institution. Such action includes the monitoring by the
HKCAA of the fulfilment of any conditions specified or recommendations
made. The usual period between institutional reviews is five to seven years.

Institutional Accreditation

It is intended that, for any institution, the HKCAA should gradually change its
activities away from monitoring the institution’s individual courses and
standards and towards affirming its ability to maintain its own standards. The
process of accrediting an institution to do this is a cumulative one, involving the
acquisition by the HKCAA of detailed knowledge of that institution over a
period of time through the execution of course validations and revalidations
and institutional reviews. It is likely that this process would culminate in an
institutional review for which the major term of reference would be to ascertain
whether the institution is ready to be so accredited. Clearly, such a review would
involve detailed consideration of the institution's own quality control and
assurance mechanisms.

Any institution that has full responsibility for its own degree courses will be
subject to occasional review, as this enables formal external interaction, and the
sharing of ideas and experiences of practices and developments in tertiary
education.
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6
Towards an Indian Accreditation System

Ashoka Chandra

Accreditation of Indian higher technical education is to be entrusted to a statutory National
Board of Accreditation. This Board’s organizational structure, criteria of accreditation and
procedures are described. Its mandatory quality assurance system will be separate from
‘recognition’, ‘approval’ and the award of degrees. Accreditation in the general higher
education sector will be voluntary, but institutions will be expected to comply. It will be
undertaken by an Assessment and Accreditation Council, a new independent body to be
established by the University Grants Commission.

Background

As a step towards evolving a new national policy on education, the Government
of India brought out in August 1985 a document entitled Challenge of Education:
A Policy Perspective (Ministry of Education, 1985). This presented a review of the
education system, and highlighted its inadequacies and the constraints faced by
it; it also offered the perceptions and suggestions of educational planners,
teachers, students, parents, intellectuals and citizens interested in education on
‘reshaping the education system to enable it to meet the challenges of the future
and also to improve its efficiency and quality’. The document was used to trigger
a nation-wide debate among different educational and user constituencies. The
discussions were carefully recorded and analyzed and the collated views
contributed significantly towards evolving the 1986 National Policy on
Education.

One major issue which emerged was concern for the quality and standards
of higher education, both technical and general. In the early 1980s Indian
technical education had witnessed a mushroom growth of institutions, many of
which were sub-standard, operating purely on profit considerations with little
regard to delivering education according to the prevalent norms and practices.
The Indian Parliament debated the issue and it was felt that the All India Council
for Technical Education (AICTE), a national body which advises on and
supports the development of technical education, should be given statutory
authority in order that it might protect and improve standards.



There was also concern about the highly centralized system of general higher
education which was considered inimical to experimentation, innovation,
motivation and the pursuit of excellence. A report of the University Grants
Commission (UGC) (1987) found that colleges were constrained by the
‘command and control’ style of management of their parent universities, and
were finding it difficult to respond adequately to their environment and to
maintain a sense of enthusiasm and creativity. These colleges followed courses
and systems of instruction and evaluation approved by the universities;
deviation was not permitted. The parent university had considerable control
over their governance, faculty recruitments, admissions and assessments
(Singhal, 1989), leaving the colleges with little autonomy. It was felt that an
alternative style of management should be evolved giving autonomy to the
colleges and greater authority and status to the working academics; this freedom
should be accompanied by a system of accountability, and performance
appraisal of institutions, with standards and norms set at the national or state
level.

The concern to regulate, protect and improve standards in higher technical
education, together with the need to give autonomy to the general higher
education institutions, culminated in the formal recognition of the need for
development of accreditation systems for each of these two sectors of Indian
higher education.

In the field of technical education (which covers engineering technology,
management, town planning and architecture, pharmacy and applied arts), the
1986 National Policy on Education stated:

The All India Council for Technical Education will be vested with
statutory authority for planning, formulation and maintenance of norms
and standards, accreditation, funding of priority areas, monitoring and
evaluation, maintaining parity of certification and awards, and ensuring
the coordinated and integrated development of technical and management
education. Mandatory periodic evaluation will be carried out by a duly
constituted accreditation board. (Ministry of Education, 1986a)

In 1987, Parliament passed the AICTE Act which gave the AICTE powers to:

(i) lay down norms and standards for courses, curricula, physical and
institutional facilities, staff patterns, staff qualifications, quality instructions,
assessment and examinations; and

(ii) set up a National Board of Accreditation (NBA) to periodically conduct
evaluation of technical institutions or programmes on the basis of
guidelines, norms and standards specified by it and to make
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recommendations…regarding recognition or derecognition of the
institution or the programme.

Meanwhile for higher general education, the Program of Action for
implementing the National Policy on Education argued the case for self-
regulation:

Excellence of institutions of higher education is a function of many aspects:
self evaluation and self improvement are important among them. If a
mechanism is set up which will encourage self assessment in institutions
and also assessment and accreditation by an Assessment Council, the
quality of process, participation, achievements etc will be constantly
monitored and improved. (Ministry of Education, 1986b)

It was proposed that the University Grants Commission should establish an
Accreditation and Assessment Council as an independent body to act as a
catalyst for maintaining and raising quality. This Council would evolve its own
criteria and methodology and would be expected to analyze and evaluate
institutions and their performance so as to facilitate self-improvement.

In addition to these two initiatives, mention should be made of other activities
related to accreditation. For example, the government Department of
Electronics, in association with the AICTE, prepared a concept paper (1990) on
the accreditation of computer courses in the private sector. Faced with the
problem of shortage of computer personnel at all levels and recognizing that the
shortfall could not be made up by the government supported approved
institutions, the Department proposed a scheme for encouraging private
institutions to produce computer manpower, with accreditation to ensure that
these training institutions produced people of the requisite quality.

Similar concerns about the quality of available manpower had led several
decades ago to the establishment of a Board of Assessment for examining and
recognizing Indian and overseas educational qualifications, with regard to
eligibility for government employment. The Board of Assessment continues to
perform this important function; whereas its efforts cannot be considered as
accreditation in the sense this term has come to be understood, recognition of
qualifications by the Board often involves a visit to the institution and assessment
of the quality and relevance of the educational programmes.

Industry is also seeing accreditation as an important strategy. Recently, the
Manufacturers’ Association in Information Technology (MAIT), an apex
national body of computer hardware, software, peripherals and training
organizations, initiated a scheme to ‘empanel’ training organizations that meet
a set of minimum norms pertaining to experience, infrastructure and facilities
for training. Empanelled institutions will be allowed the use of MAIT’s
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distinctive logo and will be required to follow a code of ethics both in promotion
and implementation of their operations.

However, it is the two main initiatives to set up accreditation systems for
Indian higher technical and higher general education which are described more
fully below.

Accreditation in Higher Technical Education

As stated earlier, the 1986 National Policy on Education and the AICTE Act of
1987 envisaged mandatory periodical evaluation of higher technical education
by a National Board of Accreditation (NBA) (AICTE, 1990). The concept of
accreditation, the roles, responsibilities and composition of the NBA and its
policies, procedures and criteria have been a matter of considerable discussion
throughout the technical education system. The structures and functioning of
the American Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology and the UK
Council for National Academic Awards have contributed significantly to
thinking on the NBA, although there are of course differences in the planning
and management of technical education in India.

The process of setting up the NBA is not yet complete, nor has actual
accreditation activity started; what is described below should be seen more as
a declaration of intent and a start on the road to establishing a fully operational
accreditation system.

Accreditation has been seen as a process of quality assurance whereby an
approved institution or programme is critically appraised at intervals not
exceeding six years by a group of external peers. The AICTE has developed
highly specific norms for different kinds of programmes and institutions, and
has laid down minimum standards for various courses. The NBA will use these
norms and standards in its accreditation of courses or programmes leading to
the award of a degree or diploma in technical education and offered on a full-
time, part-time, sandwich or correspondence basis.

Accreditation does not seek to replace the system whereby degrees are
awarded by the parent university or by the State Board of Technical Education.
Accreditation is seen as an independent process whereby the quality of an
institution or a programme is assessed and assured by the NBA; it is intended
to assist prospective students, educational institutions, professional societies,
potential employers and government agencies in identifying institutions and
their programmes which, apart from meeting the minimum norms and
standards prescribed by the AICTE, achieve a certain quality as certified by the
NBA. In this sense, accreditation is akin to the grant of a quality mark for the
purpose of guiding and protecting the consumer. Accreditation is also expected
to provide guidance for the improvement of existing institutions and
programmes and for the development of new programmes. In essence,
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accreditation is expected to stimulate the process of bringing about continual
improvement in the system of technical education in the country.

The NBA will also assist the AICTE in reviewing and evolving fresh norms
and standards; and on request, it will assist the Council on matters pertaining
to approval, recognition, inspection or funding. Accreditation is separate from
the process of ‘approval’ or ‘recognition’. The AICTE Act provides that no
institution or programme can be established without the prior approval of the
AICTE on the need and viability of the proposed institution or programme.
Such approval is given by the AICTE after consulting the concerned agencies—
the promoters, the state government and affiliating university—and ascertaining
that favourable conditions exist for the institution/programme to meet the
minimum norms specified by the AICTE. Recognition on the other hand is
given by the AICTE for some specific purpose, for example, recognition of
programmes making graduates eligible for admission to higher programmes of
education, recognition for employment in government or public sector
organizations, recognition to practise a profession, and finally recognition of
institutions as eligible for financial assistance from the AICTE. While these
functions of approval and recognition are separate from accreditation, valuable
information may be generated during accreditation which has a bearing on the
process of recognition or on evolving norms for the purpose of approval.

An important function of the Board will be to provide feedback to educators
and administrators about the need for adjustments and corrections to practices
and procedures in the educational process. One expectation is that the Board
will constantly monitor the efficacy of its own work and evolve new methods
and techniques for evaluating institutions and their programmes. The NBA will
establish policies, procedures and guidelines for accreditation, administer the
accreditation process, take decisions on accreditation and review decisions in
case of appeal. It will also disseminate information on the accreditation process
and advise institutions, universities and the State Boards of Technical Education
on commendable and innovative practices for the promotion of excellence.

A twenty-seven member Board is envisaged, reflecting the various groups
interested in maintaining the standard of technical education. Members will be
appointed for three years. Policy-makers, professional societies, industry,
research and development establishments, educationists, major segments of
technical education and government will all be represented, with very clear
guidelines to ensure that all major constituencies are covered.

The Chairperson of the Board will be nominated by the AICTE and shall be
an outstanding educationist in this field. Other members will be nominated by
the Chairperson from the agreed constituencies, and each shall be a person with
a significant record of professional contribution at national or international level.
The Executive Director of the Board will be a full-time officer and a member of
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the Board, with a three-year appointment which may be extended by another
term.

Sectoral Committees to consider the reports submitted by the visiting teams
will be established, to cover degree and diploma programmes in engineering
and technology; architecture, town planning and applied arts and crafts;
management; and pharmacy. Other discipline areas may be added as necessary.
The Sectoral Committees will comprise experts from educational institutions
and the professions, and will be chaired by eminent educationists nominated by
the Board.

The NBA Secretariat will need enough staff to administer the accreditation
of over 100 institutions and 800 programmes every year. All institutions and
programmes approved by the AICTE from which at least two cohorts of
students have graduated will be evaluated at regular intervals not exceeding six
years. Accreditation of full-time, part-time, sandwich and correspondence
programmes will be undertaken independently and separately. The Board will
communicate its findings and recommendations to the institution concerned and
give reasons for its conclusions; and the Board will publish a list of accredited
institutions and programmes together with a short description of the contents
of programmes for the information of interested groups. Institutions will be
asked to indicate in their publications whether the institution and each of its
programmes are accredited, not accredited or awaiting accreditation by the
Board.

Accreditation will be a three-stage process. The institution will first be asked
to respond to detailed questionnaires, one for the institution as a whole and the
other for each individual programme to be assessed. Information will be sought
on institutional structure, management, finances and facilities, programmes
offered, curriculum content, teaching staff, teaching loads, teaching methods,
student numbers and admission criteria, examination system, timetabling, staff
development and appraisal schemes, student training and placement schemes,
facilities for co-curricular and extracurricular activities, and the mechanisms for
self-assessment of the quality of education in the institution.

The questionnaire will also ask the institution to specify its long- and short-
range goals and to give a self-appraisal on the extent to which these goals are
being achieved along with the major constraints being encountered. The
institution will be asked to indicate how the pattern and philosophy of its
educational effort have changed during the past five years, and to note major
developments or progress achieved, as well as plans for the future.

A separate questionnaire relating to individual programmes will ask about
the objectives of each curriculum and research programme; the availability of
well qualified faculty and trained supporting staff—technical and non-technical;
the adequacy of support services such as laboratory, computer, fabrication and
instrumentation facilities; the requirements for each type of programme in terms
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of credit hours, lectures, tutorial work, laboratories, workshops, etc.; and the
division of the curriculum into foundation courses, core courses, professional
courses related to specialization, project work and required field experience.
Programme information will be requested on the academic profile and
achievement of the faculty, and on strategies for developing a professional
outlook among the students. This includes student participation and
membership in technical and professional societies, exposure to industrial
practices and practitioners, opportunities for developing students’
understanding of the ethical, social and economic factors involved in the practice
of the profession and finally opportunities for faculty-student interaction.

The second step is an on-site visit by a team appointed by the Chair-person
of the Sectoral Committee, comprising a chairperson and two experts for each
programme to be evaluated of which one should be an educationist and the
other from industry, research and development organizations or professional
societies. When the institution is to be evaluated along with the programmes,
an additional member will be nominated specifically to look at aspects relating
to the institution as a whole. The visiting team will verify the written information
supplied by the institution and assess factors that cannot be adequately covered
by questionnaire such as the institutional philosophy, intellectual environment,
opportunity for free enquiry, decision-making process, enthusiasm and
dynamism of the faculty and students, the calibre of staff and student body and
the quality of work performed by them.

A three-day timetable is contemplated. First the team will meet together for
a day to assign specific tasks to each member. On the second day the team will
meet the head of institution and team members will spend time with appropriate
departments and individuals. In the evening the team will meet to review their
findings, exchange notes, discuss weak points and cross-check information.
Should any unusual conditions be discovered in a particular department,
arrangements can be made for further discussions on the following morning.
Recommendations will be drafted during the third day; the entire team will then
have a meeting with the head of the institution to summarize the conclusions,
discuss the strengths and weaknesses observed and check the factual accuracy
of the findings, although the recommendations concerning accreditation will not
be disclosed at this stage. By the evening of the last day the team will have
finalized the report.

The third stage in the process is an oral presentation of the report to the
Sectoral Committee by the Chairperson of the visiting team, leading to specific
recommendations from the Sectoral Committee to the NBA. Final action on
accreditation rests with the Board, which will inform the AICTE and provide
any necessary feedback information regarding the institution and the
programmes. If accreditation is given, it is normally for a period of six years
unless there are special circumstances such as uncertainty of financial resources,
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which might result in a shorter accreditation period. Some programmes or
institutions will not be granted accreditation and the Board may additionally
make recommendations to the AICTE about recognition or de-recognition of
the institution/programme(s) for specific purposes. There is provision for appeal
and review against a Board decision through the appointment of a special NBA
committee which would invite the institution to present its case for review. This
committee may visit the institution, if necessary.

Among the criteria for accreditation one of the more important is the
institution’s commitment to its goals. The institution should not only be able to
specify its goals in very clear and specific terms; it should also be able to convince
the Board that various conditions necessary for the achievement of its goals have
been created and that central administrative systems are operating satisfactorily.
The quality of the administration will be judged by its strategies for fostering a
climate of mutual support and confidence among the various components of the
institution and for creating efficient channels of communication between faculty
and administration. Faculty recruitment policies and practices, linkage with
industry and professional societies, counselling and guidance to students, and
adherence to guidelines for admissions are other aspects to be examined.

Curricular objectives provide another important criterion for accreditation.
It is expected that curricula will lay adequate emphasis on developing
competence in oral and written communication, an attitude of creativity, the
ability to tackle open-ended problems, the competence to examine critically
alternative solutions and the appreciation of such factors as safety
considerations, reliability, ecology, aesthetics, ethics and social impact.

Faculty and student body provide another two important criteria for
evaluation. Strength of faculty has to be adequate to support the full range of
institutional activities such as classroom instruction, supervision of laboratory
work, conduct of examinations and evaluation, research, student counselling,
laboratory development, curriculum planning, development of instructional
resource material, institutional development, consultancy, participation in
continuing education programs and interaction with professional societies,
industry and community. Competence of faculty will be judged on the basis of
academic and professional attainments, and performance appraisal systems will
draw on peer group assessment and student opinion. As far as the student body
is concerned, the standard of admission to programmes, quality performance in
the institution and the post-institutional performance of the alumni will provide
important indicators.

Some of the distinguishing features of accreditation proposed for the higher
technical education system are that it is mandatory, is based on highly specific
norms and standards prescribed by the AICTE, and is backed by legal authority
to seek information and to visit institutions. The NBA operates within the
framework of the AICTE but it is the final decision-making authority on
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accreditation, and is the only body with the legal power to accredit institutions/
programmes in the field of technical education. The cost of accreditation will be
borne by the Board, not by the institutions.

Accreditation in General Higher Education

As already indicated, responsibility for establishing an autonomous
accreditation body for general higher education lies with the UGC, which has
developed proposals for an Accreditation and Assessment Council (UGC,
1987). As with the technical education system, accreditation is seen as a means
of self-regulation by the academic profession, involving a process of self-study
by the institution followed by an on-site evaluation by a team of professional
educators. Accreditation will indicate that, in the judgment of responsible
members of the academic community, the institution’s own goals are soundly
conceived and appropriate, that education plans have been intelligently prepared
and are competently conducted, that the institution is accomplishing the
majority of its goals substantially and that it will continue to do so in the
foreseeable future.

Although the accrediting agency is expected to develop criteria and guidelines
for assessing institutional effectiveness, the Accreditation and Assessment
Council ‘will not enforce any given norms and standards’. Its main function will
be catalytic; it will analyze and evaluate institutions and their performance to
facilitate self-improvement.

The initial impetus for accreditation assessment will come from the UGC
through its selection of a group of about twenty good institutions for initial
candidature. Until such time as twenty such institutions are accredited, there
will be a provisional Accreditation Association made up of candidate
institutions. After twenty institutions are accredited, they will constitute the core
of the Accreditation Council and candidate institutions thereafter will have
observer status. The Council will be an autonomous, self-governing body which
will meet once a year. At this meeting representatives of each institution/
association will elect commissioners who will constitute the Accreditation
Commission, the body which will take final decisions on accreditation. The
Commission will comprise fifteen members serving three-year terms with about
one-third of the positions vacated each year. The Accreditation Commission
will be served by a Secretariat headed by a Director of Evaluation and a small
complement of staff; the Director will be responsible for the codification of the
principles, guidelines and methods of functioning of the accreditation agency.

The criteria for accreditation will include institutional mission and objectives,
systems for evaluation and planning, organization and governance, nature of
programmes and instructional process, faculty, student services, library and
learning resources, physical facilities, financial resources and concern for ethical
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practices. Accreditation will be a voluntary function and the institution seeking
accreditation will be responsible for meeting the costs involved.

Some Distinguishing Features of Accreditation in India

Some significant features of accreditation in India are government involvement,
the extent to which accreditation is mandatory, and the use of quantitative as
well as qualitative criteria.

Government Involvement

Two models of accreditation are emerging, the National Board of Accreditation
in the area of professional education, and the Accreditation and Assessment
Council in the field of general education. Both models differ from the USA
where accreditation is seen as a non-governmental function and where even
indirect involvement or influence of the government (e.g. through linking
government grants with accreditation status) is viewed with concern. In India,
however, government has traditionally been involved in educational action and
reform, so it is not surprising that it has taken a major lead in the promotion
and development of accreditation. Nevertheless, conscious of the need to keep
accreditation decisions separate from government influence, all substantive
action has been deliberately delegated to autonomous national agencies (the
AICTE and the UGC) which in their turn propose setting up the National Board
of Accreditation and the Accreditation and Assessment Council respectively,
each of them independent of the mother agencies. Government will be
represented on the NBA, but the assessment process itself will be confined to
the visiting group of peers. This limited government involvement is appropriate
given the Indian cultural and societal context; indeed, it is expected that the
government will actively promote accreditation in technical education through
legislation and meeting the costs of accreditation, and in general higher
education through linking government support to the accreditation status of
institutions or programmes.

Mandatory Accreditation

Sometimes one of the characteristics associated with accreditation is its voluntary
character. Institutions may be free to decide whether they wish to seek
accreditation and may be able to choose which accreditation agency to use. The
voluntary character also means that accreditation relies on the services of
volunteers. The staff complement of accrediting agencies is generally small, but
thousands of volunteers participate each year in the accreditation process —in
self-studies, on accreditation review teams and on committees, boards and

94 ASHOKA CHANDRA



Councils. Most volunteers receive no compensation for their services except
remuneration for travel expenses; the rest receive token honoraria (Harcleroad,
1963).

In India the accreditation of higher technical education is to be mandatory
rather than voluntary. No approved institution of technical education can
choose to opt out. The AICTE and the NBA have the authority to demand
information from the institutions and the right to visit and inspect; accreditation
of both institutions and programmes is expected. The NBA can also appraise
unapproved institutions if the AICTE requires it to do so. There are no
accreditation agencies to choose from. The NBA alone will provide accreditation
in the field of technical education. Even where other statutory bodies exist such
as the Council of Architecture or the Pharmacy Council with authority for
granting licence to practise the profession, the accreditation of institutions and
programmes remains within the purview of the AICTE and hence the NBA.
The possibility of conflict between the AICTE and other statutory bodies on
this matter has been avoided through formally negotiated ‘memoranda of
understanding’ ratified by the respective statutory bodies. Because of the
mandatory nature of AICTE accreditation, institutions are not required to pay
any fee or costs.

The Indian UGC’s Accreditation Council on the other hand has no legal
authority to collect information. Accreditation is not mandatory, and
theoretically it would be open to institutions not to seek accreditation. The UGC
however will ‘encourage’ accreditation and will exert indirect force by making
central grants conditional on accreditation status after the lapse of a certain initial
period. Costs are to be borne by the member institutions through membership
fees.

Both the mandatory model of technical education and the ‘encouraged’
accreditation model of general education are different from the voluntary
accreditation model of the US. In the context of recent anxieties about standards
(especially in technical education), accreditation in India is seen as a policing
function to shield students, the public and employers from inappropriate
institutions. Since such exploitative possibilities and pressures are greater in
technical education where there is high student demand because of the close
relationship with employment, the AICTE has had to be particularly determined
in its protectionist role. However, with regard to voluntary peer participation,
the Indian practice will be like other accreditation agencies. The AICTE and
the UGC set up hundreds of committees of various kinds every year and
experience little difficulty in getting voluntary participation from the academic
as well as professional community.
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Criteria

The AICTE has laid down detailed quantitative norms, whereas the UGC does
not propose to be so prescriptive. In technical education, where the nature and
practice of the profession largely determine the competences, level of skills, and
their mix—perhaps as part of a licensing requirement—too large a liberty cannot
be taken with educational goals and conditions for their achievement.
Consequently, although the visit guidelines may be qualitative, the professional
accreditation norms of the AICTE tend to be specific and quantitative. These
quantitative norms do have the advantage of being checked unambiguously and
objectively, and assessments are therefore seldom challenged. However, they
also tend to be applied mechanically and uniformly, and it is difficult to apply
quantitative norms in the context of an institution which is engaged in unusual
programs or adopting innovative practices: genuine innovation,
experimentation and autonomy in setting educational goals may suffer in the
process. On the other hand, qualitative norms are liable to be misused or
misinterpreted in the hands of unscrupulous institutions or individuals. It will
be important to avoid mechanical or uniform application of quantitative norms
and to complement these with qualitative guidelines and standards. The AICTE
has also emphasized defin-ing norms and standards not in terms of inputs but
in terms of educational outputs and competences.

Summary

Accreditation is a relatively new development on the Indian educational scene
but one which is being pursued with some vigour both in higher technical
education and in higher general education. The two systems agree on the broad
accreditation concepts. However, they have developed two separate models
somewhat akin to the models of specialized accreditation and institutional
accreditation respectively in the USA. The AICTE has prepared detailed plans
for establishing a National Board of Accreditation which is expected to be
operational very soon. The UGC’s efforts towards an Accreditation and
Assessment Council are also likely to come to fruition shortly. Both the AICTE
and the UGC, which are national statutory agencies with jurisdiction over
technical and general education respectively, were set up under the same
provision of the Indian constitution which gives the central government
responsibility for coordination and maintenance of standards in higher and
technical education. Both agencies see accreditation as a major instrument for
meeting this responsibility and both are embarking on a learning curve as they
establish and operationalize their respective accreditation instruments.
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7
The Netherlands: The Inspectorate

Perspective
Jan Kalkwijk

The Dutch government is becoming less interventionist in its policy for higher education, and
has encouraged the higher education institutions to develop their own quality assurance
mechanisms. As a result, the universities have collaborated to introduce an external assessment
scheme. This involves regular peer review, by visiting committees of experts who evaluate
clusters of related disciplines across the universities. The Inspectorate of Higher Education
scrutinizes the process and output of this quality assurance scheme, and the conclusions of its
first meta-evaluation are reported here. In Chapter 8 Dr Vroeijenstijn offers the universities’
response to some of the points raised by the inspectorate.

Introduction

In the last decade an interesting development with regard to quality assurance
(QA) in higher education (HE) has taken place in the Netherlands. Government
has fundamentally changed its guiding philosophy with regard to HE. After a
long period of direct government interference, the conviction has grown that
there was no proper basis for many such interventions. Therefore, government
has decided to minimize its role and give the institutions maximum responsibility
for their own decisions. The intention is to increase the autonomy of the HE
institutions, provided they can demonstrate that education and research meet
quality requirements. The principles of this governmental policy were explained
in a special paper entitled Higher Education: Autonomy and Quality (Ministry of
Education and Science, 1985). This has been discussed in parliament and
accepted as a basis for legislation (for background information, see Kells and
van Vught, 1988; Maassen and van Vught, 1989).

Prior to the introduction of this new legislation, government and the HE
institutions agreed to set up systems of QA, which take account of the typical
features of the university and polytechnic sectors. The universities gave priority
to comparative quality assessment of academic disciplines across institutions,
using visiting committees of external experts, and resulting in public reports.
Initially, the polytechnics concentrated on setting up individual systems of
internal quality control for whole institutions, with no public reports. However,



in 1989 they decided to adopt procedures similar to the universities. At the time
of writing, the experiences of the polytechnics were not yet available on any
large scale, so attention here is paid primarily to the developments in the
universities.

Agreements between Government and Institutions of HE

In 1986 the Minister of Education and Science (MES) and the HE institutions
reached agreement about the establishment of QA systems for the respective
sectors of education, confirming that:

1 The HE institutions would set up QA systems that include both internal
and periodic external evaluations. The institutions cooperating through
their respective intermediate organizations accept responsibility for
developing a coordinated and public external quality assessment system, in
which all elements of their core tasks, namely teaching, research, and in
some cases public services, have to be evaluated.

2 The institutions of HE, coordinated by their respective organizations,
would present a rolling evaluation scheme, outlining intended evaluation
activities, procedures and criteria, and the way in which the results of
evaluations will be used for future evaluations.

3 The QA system should meet requirements of flexibility and consistency,
the use of independent visiting committees of peers, systematic data
collection, public reporting of the results of evaluation, and the use of
protocols concerning the appointment and working procedures of visiting
committees.

In principle this aims at improvement and accountability in the core tasks of
education, research and public services.

At the same time the agreement confirmed that the MES also has
responsibility for the quality of education, which may necessitate additional
evaluations by government. The MES takes account of the evaluations carried
out under the auspices of the institutions, and in a process of meta-evaluation,
evaluates the carefulness with which the institutions carry out their evaluations
and how the results are used by the management of the institutions. If deemed
necessary, the MES has the power to undertake additional evaluations.

Present Legislation

The meta-evaluation task of government is carried out by the instrument of the
MES, the Inspectorate of Higher Education, as laid down in the respective acts
on scientific (1986) and higher vocational education (1985).
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This is the first time in their existence that the universities have been
confronted with inspection of the quality of their activities. They consider it with
respect but also with reservation, and in general they question the need for such
a strategy. In view of the new government philosophy that there is no need to
interfere strongly with the universities, the personnel capacity of the HE
inspectorate is small.

The situation for the polytechnics is quite different; they have had an
inspectorate for many decades which until recently was very much involved
with these institutions. The new government policy means a big reduction in
this inspectorate’s responsibilities and a considerable re-orientation. As a result
of this different history, and because the polytechnics also include teacher
training institutes, for which the MES has a specific, constitutional responsibility,
the number of inspectors for the polytechnics is still much larger than for the
universities.

Future Legislation

The arrangements described above are included in the Higher Education and
Research Bill (MES, 1990) which is under discussion in the Dutch Parliament.
The Bill contains some clauses dealing specifically with QA in HE, for example:

1 The institution board (i.e. the management board of the educational
institution) takes care of regular quality assessment of the activities of the
institution, as far as possible in cooperation with other institutions.
Independent experts have to be involved, and their findings have to be
made public.

2 The MES supervises (through the inspectorate) the execution of the article
mentioned above. The MES can also carry out additional evaluations (again
through the inspectorate).

These two articles must be considered as a condensation of the earlier
agreements about QA between the MES and the institutions. These agreements
will remain fully applicable after the acceptance of the Bill, but are subject to
modification in the light of experience.

A point of consideration is the power for the MES to intervene. One possibility
has already been mentioned, namely the additional evaluation by the MES if
the regular evaluation by the institutions does not proceed satisfactorily.
Realistically it must be concluded, however, that in countries as small as the
Netherlands the practical possibilities of establishing fresh, independent visiting
committees, for instance, are limited.

The Bill also gives the MES the power to terminate a discipline in an
institution on grounds of quality, when:
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the quality of education or research in a certain discipline (is) considered
unsatisfactory over a number of years; or

the system of quality assurance is not in agreement with the relevant
legislation.

The addition of the clause ‘over a number of years’ is fairly important. It implies
that the institution will have an opportunity to take adequate measures to
improve the situation. Only if the institution fails to bring about this
improvement can the MES terminate financing. Up to now the quality aspect
has never played a part in such decisions, and these articles are meant to put
some pressure on institutions to maintain at least a threshold quality of
education.

In one version of the Bill it was indicated that the findings of visiting
committees would be published in a register to be controlled by the inspectorate.
The idea was to present concise reports on the quality of education and research
so as to be more accessible to the public. In this way these evaluation results
might help the client (i.e. the future student or employer) to make choices based
on the quality of the product. After extensive discussions this was deleted from
the Bill, although the idea has not been abandoned. The possibility of publishing
such findings in a kind of consumers’ guide is currently being examined, with
the content of and control over such a publication yet to be decided.

The QA System for Education Developed by the
Universities

The institutions have to develop internal and external quality assessment, but
have been left free to design their own quality assurance systems on condition
that peers are involved in the external assessment procedures. To some extent
internal quality assessment already had the attention of the institutions, but in
general there was no clear institutional policy. After 1985 a number of
institutions adopted a uniform approach to QA; others continued to leave
development entirely to each department. This has led to a variety of methods
of internal evaluation, although several common features can be noted, for
instance, in the recording of student progress, course and curriculum evaluation,
programme guidance and the like. Coordination between institutions to develop
common systems is rare.

The respective coordinating organizations of the universities and
polytechnics, VSNU and HBO-Raad, have concentrated on developing an
external QA system for education. For research (only applicable to the
universities) the government had already made a start some years earlier (see
below). Education therefore had highest priority. VSNU and HBO-Raad

102 JAN KALKWIJK



followed different paths: the VSNU chose a system in which clusters of related
disciplines had to be evaluated by independent experts (peers); the HBO-Raad
chose to develop a QA system for whole institutions. After a test period the
cluster approach was deemed more satisfactory, leading to a reconsideration,
and the HBO-Raad has now more or less adopted the VSNU approach; the
polytechnics are therefore lagging behind a little, with their first public reports
issued during 1991.

Vroeijenstijn describes the VSNU system in some detail (see Chapter 8; see
also Vroeijenstijn, 1989, 1990). The most significant element is that the whole
range of disciplines taught at the universities is reviewed nation-wide by
independent experts (peer review) every five or six years. Each discipline is
reviewed by the same ‘visiting committee’. Such a visiting committee has about
seven members and includes professional experts from society as well as
academics. Each visit takes up two days, and during that time discussions can
be held with faculty, staff and students. The findings of the visiting committee
are reported in a public document. Members of visiting committees do not get
a salary. The other costs of the visits are carried by the VSNU, which takes care
of all administrative procedures including the secretarial support for the
committees.

To facilitate the work of the visiting committee, the discipline has to prepare
a self-study or self-evaluation. Together with the regular information normally
issued to the students, this is the most important background source for the
visiting committee. The self-study itself is a public document.

The VSNU Guide to External Quality Assessment (1989) sets out its procedures
in detail, and includes directives for departments about aspects to be dealt with
in the self-study. Here the most important points to be considered are the
objectives of the discipline, the linkage with secondary education, the
arrangements for the first year selection phase (Dutch universities are not
allowed to carry out selection on entrance), the doctoral programme, the
efficiency and real duration of study, faculty and staff available, teaching and
laboratory facilities, and the internal quality system. The visiting committee is
expected to analyze critically the self-study with regard to the points mentioned
above, but they are free to discuss other items if they consider this appropriate.
There is no specific format required for the report of the visiting committee.

The process of external evaluation started in 1988 with a confidential trial.
This resulted in a public report, but the individual locations could not be
identified, and the report was discussed with the MES and the inspectorate. The
first official round was in 1989 with reports of the visiting committees published
in 1990, giving the inspectorate the opportunity to fulfil its function of meta-
evaluator.
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For reasons of efficiency it was necessary to cluster related disciplines. To
give some idea of these clusters, the visiting scheme for 1989 is given as an
example (the numbers in brackets refer to the number of separate cases):

geography: social geography (4), physical geography (3), pre- and proto-
history (3), and demography (1);

mathematics and computer science: mathematics (9), computer science (9), and
technical mechanics (1);

languages: comparative linguistic sciences (2), Slavic linguistics and
literature (2), Russian linguistics (1), Semitic linguistics and cultures (10),
Indian and Iranian linguistics and cultures (2), Indonesian linguistics and
cultures (1), Chinese linguistics and culture (1), Japanese and Korean
linguistics and culture (1), African linguistics, and Finoegric linguistics and
literature (1);

industrial design and aerospace engineering: industrial design and aerospace
engineering.

Public reports of these four clusters are available, together with five further
reports from the 1990 phase of visits.

The QA System for Research

The agreement on QA also applies to research (at the universities). The QA
system for research developed quite independently and differently from the one
for teaching, and started somewhat earlier. In 1983–85 the MES initiated a
system of conditional financing of research, with the aim of supporting only
research of sufficient quality. The universities were invited to submit proposals
for research with a minimum. of five full-time equivalent faculty members per
year. After approval by peers, the MES guaranteed financing for a period of five
years, after which the quality of the programme was to be re-assessed leading
to budget reallocations. Under the new non-interventionist philosophy, the
coordination of this assessment has been transferred from government to the
VSNU, that is to the universities themselves who are expected to take adequate
measures if a programme gets a negative judgment.

During 1988–90, 1100 programmes were assessed, of which only 6 per cent
received a negative judgment. For this exercise the VSNU involved the Royal
Academy of Science, the National Council for Agricultural Research and the
Royal Institution of Engineers. The peers who carried out the assessments
remained unknown to the universities.
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A thorough evaluation of this system of conditional financing is not yet
available, nor has the inspectorate carried out its meta-evaluation, but some
conclusions can already be drawn, viz:

1 Scientific production in the form of papers in professional journals and
congress contributions has significantly increased.

2 To some extent it appeared possible to identify research of unacceptable
quality, and the impression is that universities connect serious consequences
to negative judgments, varying from complete termination to modification.
A complete picture, however, is not yet available.

3 The evaluation procedure did not attempt to identify research of excellent
quality. So the results cannot be used as the basis for research policy.

4 The evaluation procedures appeared to be complicated and very time-
consuming. The universities are looking for methods to reduce the external
efforts, for instance by strengthening the role of the internal quality system.

5 The formulation of many relatively small research programmes with
subsequent re-approval after five years appears to have promoted rigidity
in budget allocation.

6 The separate evaluation of teaching and research activities is considered
redundant in view of the specific tasks of the universities, namely teaching
and research. Combination with the external quality assessment system for
education should be considered.

Some of the points touched upon above are treated in a recent VSNU publication
(1990).

Meta-Evaluation

The Inspectorate of Higher Education has to assess the carefulness with which
the entire QA system is set up by the institutions, and proposed a scheme
whereby it considers the reports of the visiting committees (Bresters and
Kalkwijk, 1990). This scheme takes account of the agreement between the MES
and the institutions, described earlier, and has added two other principles:

the QA system should be transparent, which means that the criteria used
to assess the performance of any activity of an institution should be clear;

the system should contain some follow-up, that is, the institutions involved
have to make clear in what way they will react to the findings of the
assessments.

In addition, the inspectorate has formulated terms of reference whereby its
scrutiny of the VSNU external evaluations should review the content of the
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evaluations (curricula and teaching, research, and public services), the
evaluation procedures (the evaluators, sources of information, procedures and
instruments, periodicity of evaluation), and the conclusions and
recommendations of the visiting committees.

For each of these areas, the inspectorate suggests a number of issues which
should be considered by the VSNU teams. For instance, with respect to curricula
and teaching, the following questions apply:

Have the objectives of the educational programme been defined? Are they
relevant and valid with respect to the objectives of the institution, the
labour market, related disciplines on the national and international level?

Is the content of the curriculum in agreement with the objectives
mentioned above?

How is the teaching process assessed? Is it adequate in view of the
objectives and the curriculum?

What is the relation between input and output in terms of numbers of
students and the levels attained by them?

What is the quality of the personnel, of the other facilities such as libraries
and laboratories, of the management, etc.?

For the evaluators it is required that they are independent, have a sound
knowledge of the educational system, are authoritative experts of the disciplines
to be reviewed and have some insight into the labour market for the graduates,
and that one of them should be a foreigner.

These requirements overlap considerably with the VSNU Guide and are used
by the inspectorate as a check on the coverage by VSNU teams. The inspectorate
scheme has been applied to the 1989 reports of the visiting committees, and the
1990 reports are under review. To carry out this evaluation of the evaluations
(the meta-evaluation), all written information in the form of study guides, self-
studies, etc. is made available to the inspectorate, but additional visits to the
institutions are not paid. In this respect the inspectorate tries to maintain its
reticent position. The first meta-evaluation (Inspectorate of Higher Education,
1990) yielded some important conclusions which are discussed below.

Discussion and Conclusions

1 At the request of the MES, the HE institutions have accepted responsibility
for ensuring the quality of education by the introduction of QA systems in
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HE. An essential element is the use of independent professional experts,
who are able to give judgments about the quality of teaching and research.
In particular for the universities this has meant a drastic rupture with the
past when academic quality was taken for granted. The polytechnics were
already accustomed to some kind of supervision by means of an
inspectorate.

2 HE has the ‘ownership’ of the QA systems to be developed. Without any
doubt this has promoted the acceptance of the systems by the institutions
(in particular the universities), which in general fear the interference of the
MES. The latter can be understood, in the light of several retrenchment
operations in HE during the 1980s, even though such actions were not
based on judgments about quality. The issue of ownership by HE is a point
of discussion elsewhere (THES, 1991).

3 The policy of the MES with regard to QA in HE has generally induced a
positive reaction. More and more the conviction is growing that QA is an
important issue. Many institutions have succeeded in formulating a general
policy for internal QA in the sense that their departments are obliged to
obey a minimum set of conditions in this respect. Although detailed insight
is not yet available, institutions seem to be developing a useful evaluation
culture.

4 The mere visit of a body of outside experts evaluating the performance of
an institution often generates an internal debate on the quality of education.
The product of this debate, the self-study or self-evaluation, is sometimes
very honest and critical. The opposite also sometimes holds: in some cases
the self-study resembles a public relations document, which does not help
the task of the visiting committee.

5 Although the schedule of operations of all visiting committees is the same
and editing is in the same hands (VSNU), the way of reporting is rather
different. The VSNU seems reluctant to prescribe a uniform format for
reports, perhaps ignoring the fact that generally the professional experts are
not professional evaluators.

6 For the first time in history (sometimes abundant) information about the
quality of education (and research) in HE has become available. The self-
studies and visiting reports are made public, but this does not mean that
they are easily accessible to the public. Their content is very diverse, but—
more serious—they are so voluminous that extensive distribution is
impossible. The possible introduction of a register containing concise
quality reports for the disciplines examined may offer a solution to this.

7 Most visiting committees have so far failed to formulate their own terms of
reference with respect to the contents of the discipline. Thus the basis of
certain statements is often not clear. It might be argued that this is not
necessary and that it is the privilege of the peers to assume that their opinion
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is authoritative and therefore decisive. On the other hand in this way
academic discussion is avoided in the visiting report, and this is against the
tradition of a university. It does not matter whether or not consensus is
reached in a visiting committee. It is far better to show the discussion than
to ‘forget to present’ it. At least the next visiting committee (operating five
to six years later) needs a starting point. If it is not acquainted with the terms
of reference of the previous committee, its task is significantly hindered.

8 The visiting committees demonstrate a reluctance to give hard critical
statements, and if they do, an unknown multiplier has to be applied. The
question arises whether committee members are too much involved in the
national network of their own discipline in a small country as the
Netherlands. In other words, the members may be formally independent
but in practice their contacts and interests can be so intertwined that some
judgments may be biased.

9 So far the reports of the visiting committees aim primarily at the
improvement function of the QA system. The accountability function is not
yet well developed, and it is difficult for the reader to get a clear view of the
quality of education in a specific discipline at a specific location. This aspect
needs to receive more attention in the future.

10 The existence of separate QA systems for education and research can be
questioned. There are good reasons to merge them, arising from the
relationship between research and education in the universities. For
instance, a condition for good teaching staff is that they also execute good
research; if they do not, a question should be raised about the quality of
education as well. Furthermore, the post-doctoral programmes are research
oriented: to consider their quality without taking account of the quality of
the research involved is meaningless. Finally, the experts on the visiting
committees are also capable of evaluating research quality as they generally
have a research background. On the other hand, the status of teaching at
the universities is often much lower than that for research. Teaching is often
regarded as a chore by university staff, as was recently reported by one
visiting committee. To put sufficient emphasis on teaching, it may be wiser
to maintain separate QA systems for education and research for the time
being. The present policy of the MES is to continue with these in view of
their recent start, although the VSNU is proposing some pilot projects for
joint education and research evaluation (VSNU, 1990).

References

BRESTERS, D.W. and KALKWIJK, J.P.TH. (1990) ‘The Role of the Inspectorate of
Higher Education’, in Peer Review and Performance Indicators (Quality Assessment in British
and Dutch Higher Education), pp. 59–70, Utrecht, Lemma BV.

108 JAN KALKWIJK



INSPECTORATE OF HIGHER EDUCATION (1990) External Quality Assurance in
Scientific Education 1989 (in Dutch).

KELLS, H.R. and VAN VUGHT, F.A. (Eds) (1988) Self-regulation, Self-study and Program
Review in Higher Education, Culemborg, Lemma BV.

MAASSEN, P.A.M. and VAN VUGHT, F.A. (Eds) (1989) Dutch Higher Education in
Transition, Culemborg, Lemma BV.

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND SCIENCE (1985) Higher Education: Autonomy and
Quality, Policy paper to the Second Chamber of Representatives (in Dutch).

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND SCIENCE (1988, modified in 1990) Higher
Education and Research Bill (in Dutch).

THES (1991) ‘The Quality Agenda’ [Editorial] The Times Higher Education Supplement,
January.

VROEIJENSTIJN, A.I. (1989) Autonomy and Assurance of Quality: Two Sides of One Coin,
Proceedings of International Conference on Assessing Quality in Higher Education,
Knoxville, University of Tennessee.

VROEIJENSTIJN, A.I. (1990) Self-regulation Based on Self-Assessment and Peer Review,
Proceedings of Twelfth Annual European AIR Forum.

VSNU (1989) Guide to External Quality Assessment, Utrecht (in Dutch).
VSNU (1990) Research Policy Paper, Utrecht (in Dutch).

THE NETHERLANDS: THE INSPECTORATE PERSPECTIVE 109



110



8
External Quality Assessment, Servant of

Two Masters? The Netherlands University
Perspective
Ton Vroeijenstijn

This chapter considers the differing expectations of external quality assessment (EQA) in the
Netherlands. The system of EQA at the Dutch universities involves peer review by visiting
committees followed by a meta-evaluation by the inspectorate (see Chapter 7). It is suggested
that the government and the inspectorate are expecting too much from the work of external
experts and the reports they publish. Visiting committees cannot serve two masters. Assurance
of quality is more important than the exact measurement of it.

Introduction

Opinions about the way external quality assessment (EQA) in the Netherlands
is developing differ. Since 1988, Dutch universities have become acquainted
with a new phenomenon: committees of external experts visit faculties,
reviewing degree programmes in a discipline. Thus far nineteen committees
have reviewed seventy-seven degree programmes (about 50 per cent of all
degree programmes at Dutch universities), involving 118 faculties. Nine reports
have been published; another four are in preparation.

How is one to judge these developments? For an outsider it is not easy. The
Association of the Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU), which is in charge
of the development, organization and coordination of the EQA system, believes
it is developing satisfactorily (Vroeijenstijn, 1990). But the Ministry of Education
and Science (MES) and the Inspectorate for Higher Education have a good many
question-marks about it (Paardekooper and Spee, 1990; Spee, 1990; Inspectie,
1990; Kalkwijk, 1991). The government seeks a more precise definition of
quality and stresses the need to clarify criteria and standards and to use more
performance indicators. The universities emphasize the role of peers and
dialogue with the faculty.

How can we explain those diverging views? For a sensible answer, we first
have to ask why quality assessment is carried out and to consider the relationship
between autonomy and quality assessment.



Why External Quality Assessment?

The 1960s were the time of equality, the 1980s and 1990s are the era of quality.
Quality stands at the centre of interest in all sectors of society, including
education. All the parties concerned have an interest in quality—government,
employers, students and the universities—but not everyone has the same ideas
about it. We need only to look at the different suffixes used, for example, quality
assessment, quality review, quality control, quality measurement, quality
improvement.

There are different motives for quality assessment. A threshold quality may
be required before a programme or an institution can be accredited. In other
cases the comparative quality of different programmes (for ranking) is sought,
for example, because the government may want to know where to allocate the
money or when reallocation is necessary. Quality assessment can also be used
to discover weak and strong spots and, in doing so, to improve the education
offered.

Government is interested in EQA, because it has a constitutional obligation
to assure the quality of education, and because it is called to account to
Parliament for the money spent on higher education. Government also wants
to find out how far its own aims are being realized, for example, in moving
towards mass higher education, or as regards the role of universities in
technological developments, or in increasing the participation rate for women.

For the government, EQA means collecting as much objective information
as possible with regard to the state-of-the-art of higher education institutions and
their quality, and the minister strives for a set of performance indicators on
which to base decisions. Behind this view of EQA lie three presuppositions,
namely that quality can be defined; that performance indicators have a relation
with quality; and that quality can be quantified and objectified. We will return
to this subject later.

Looking at governmental policy papers, we find they use the terms ‘quality
control’ and ‘quality measurement’. Control and measurement are summative
in nature and convey the idea of punishment or reward. ‘Quality control is
inherently punitive, imposing sanctions for inadequacy, but at the same time it
implies that once a minimum acceptable level has been reached no further effort
for improvement is needed’ (Lynton, 1988).

The government is interested in demonstrating to the public at large and
Parliament in particular that it is in control and makes justifiable decisions with
regard to the allocation of money, termination of programmes, etc. So
government’s problem is how to ‘prove’ that the right decisions are being made
wherever changes in the boundary conditions might affect quality. If those
effects could be measured and compared, such a ‘proof’ comes into view.
Performance indicators are thus regarded as very helpful in assessing the
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outcome of governmental and institutional policies (Vroeijenstijn and
Acherman, 1990).

The universities’ concerns are whether it is possible to offer high quality
education within the conditions set by the government (especially following
some severe budget cuts and a government-imposed maximum length of
programmes of four years), and how to convince the public that the faculties
are providing the best quality possible under the circumstances. The goal is
quality improvement where possible, and the main question is how to ensure
that teaching is adapted to changing boundary conditions. To quote Henry
Minzberg (1983): ‘Change in the professional bureaucracy (like universities)
does not sweep in from new administrators taking office to announce major
reforms, nor from government technostructures intent on bringing the
professionals under their control. Rather, change seeps in by the slow process
of changing the professionals….’ So the question is how to change the attitude
of professionals with regard to their contribution to a particular educational
programme. In other words, to whom will they listen? The obvious answer is
that they are willing to listen to their peers, and the basic answer to programme
improvement is peer review, rather than ‘control’ by administrators, inspectors
or the like.

Figure 1 summarizes the views of government and the universities. Facing
the summative approach of EQA from the government side stands the more
formative approach of the VSNU. Here the starting-point is that EQA especially
aims at quality improvement. This opinion finds support in the literature about
EQA (Cook, 1989; Kells and van Vught, 1988). The most important function
is an analysis of strengths and weaknesses and the formulation of
recommendations for improvement; the most important instrument for this is
the peer review. The universities also emphasize the accountability function of
EQA, and believe that the outcome of EQA should play a role in the process of
self-regulation and internal steering and quality assurance.

Comment on EQA

The discussion of EQA is dominated by the following notions: quality, criteria
and standards, performance indicators and peer review. The MES view is that
quality should be defined plainly, criteria and standards should be formulated
clearly, and that performance indicators should be used more. Each of these
comments is considered below. 

Quality Should Be Defined Plainly

One of the Dutch student unions has commented that a system of EQA can
only start when quality is defined clearly (LSVB, 1990). The inspectorate claims
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that the reports of the visiting committees do not give ‘a clear view of the quality
of education in a specific discipline at a specific location’ (Kalkwijk, 1991). The
Higher Education and Research Plan 90 (Ministerie van O&W, 1989) describes
one of the tasks of the inspectorate as ‘the development and maintenance of a
good system for standardization and measurement of quality’ (Bresters and
Kalkwijk, 1990). Such remarks imply that it is possible to define quality. But
quality is like love. Everybody talks about it and everybody knows about what
(s)he is talking about. Everybody knows and feels when there is love. Everybody
recognizes it. But when we try to give a definition of it, we are standing with
empty hands. In the literature we find several descriptions of the concept of
quality. ‘Quality is determined by the degree to which the previously set
objectives are met’ (de Groot, 1983). Sometimes quality is defined as ‘fitness for
purpose’ (Ball, 1985). Quality is also defined in terms of added value (McClain
et al., 1989). Another often used description is ‘Something has quality when it
meets the expectations of the consumer/user; quality is the satisfaction of the
client.’

Talking about a concrete product we want to buy, for example a computer,
it is easy to define quality: it has to do with what we expect it will do. There
will be no misunderstanding. But talking about education, we have trouble.
Who is the client? Who is the consumer? The government, talking about
quality, looks first to the pass/fail ratio, the dropouts and enrolment time.
Employers, talking about quality, will refer to the knowledge, skills and attitudes
obtained during the period of study: the ‘product’ that is tested is the graduate.
Quality of education has a totally different meaning in the eyes of the students.
For them, quality is connected with the contribution  to individual development
and preparation for a position in society. Education must link up with the
personal interest of the student. But the educational process also has to be
organized in such a way that (s)he can finish the course in the given time.

Figure 1. Views of the Government and Universities on EQA
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We must conclude that quality is a very complex concept (see Figure 2). We
cannot speak of ‘the quality’; we have to speak about qualities. We must make
a distinction between the quality requirements set by the student, the university
discipline, by the labour market/society and by government. But there are not
only different qualities; we must also consider different aspects of quality. So
there is quality of input, process quality and quality of output. Quality
assessment must take account of all these dimensions. It is a waste of time to try
to define quality precisely, and the ultimate supplier (the faculty) must make
allowances for the different wishes and requirements of all its clients. Sometimes
the expectations will run parallel, but they can conflict.

Criteria and Standards Should Be Formulated Clearly

If one looks at what is said about quality, it will be equally obvious that it is
impossible to identify one set of criteria for quality in higher education. The
parties concerned will have their own criteria and norms derived from their own
objectives and/or demands. This means that government will formulate different
criteria than, for example, employers. And the criteria will differ from discipline
to discipline. The expectations of the labour market will play a totally different
role in assessing philosophy or assessing electrical engineering.

The criteria from different partners may actually be in conflict. Government
can put forward as one of its criteria: ‘the program must be organized in such
a way that students can finish the program with a minimum of dropout and in

Figure 2. Aspects of Quality and Stakeholders
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the given time’; or ‘the success ratio of the first year should be 70 per cent.’ But
this criterion may clash with a student criterion that ‘the program should give
enough options and enough time for personal development.’

Criteria can also be mutually conflicting: is it possible to deliver graduates in
four years with the expected academic standards? For example, in engineering,
students, employers and the academic world say that it is not possible to
complete the study in less than five years, but government has set as a criterion
that it must be done in four years.

We can conclude that we have no scale at our disposal to measure the quality
of education and that standards and criteria are a matter of bargaining between
the parties concerned. An absolute value for the academic level or the quality
of graduates does not exist. It is a matter of communis opinio: what is generally
accepted as good quality.

Performance Indicators Should Be More Used in EQA

There already exists much literature on the concept of performance indicators
(Ball and Halwachi, 1987; Cave et al., 1988; Segers et al., 1989; Goedegebuure
et al., 1990; Dochy et al., 1990; Sizer, 1990; Kells, 1990; Spee and Bormans,
1991). There are two opposing parties: government strongly emphasizes their
importance and is optimistic about the possibility of determining the right
indicators. In general, institutions of higher education are very reserved and
sceptical about them.

We can make a distinction between quantitative and qualitative performance
indicators. The former are often simply basic data, concerning numbers of
students, numbers of staff, dropout, student-staff ratio. They tell us nothing
about quality or performance. One faculty has a pass rate of 80 per cent, another
60 per cent: does this say something about the performance of the faculty? The
quality of education? Is the performance of university Y with a pass ratio of 80
per cent superior to the achievement of university X with a ratio of 60 per cent?
Or has university Y lowered its level? Or is university X more selective in the
first year? These performance indicators do not give answers but do raise
questions.

The so-called qualitative performance indicators can be seen as elements to
be taken into account when looking at the quality. In their research report for
the MES, Segers et al. (1989) suggested performance indicators for quality
assessment, which parallel closely the VSNU checklist for the assessment of
faculties (see Annex). Although the term ‘performance indicator’ will not be
found in the Guide to External Program Review (VSNU, 1990), faculties are
expected to describe these aspects in their self-assessment and they are used as
the basis for discussions with the visiting committees.
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It will be clear that these performance indicators can never speak for
themselves, but must be interpreted by experts. Where they seem to be objective,
they are not really performance indicators, but only statistical data or
management information. Ideally, this concept should be set aside, and we
should simply seek agreement on which data can be used for assessment and
which aspects of quality should be inspected.

External Quality Assessment and Institutional Autonomy

The idea of summative EQA fitted like a glove in a centrally steered higher
education system and at a time when government was considered capable of
directing higher education developments by detailed regulations. In 1985 a new
era began with the publication of the MES policy document, Higher Education:
Autonomy and Quality (Ministerie van O&W, 1985). Much has already been
published about the contents and the consequences of this document (see, for
example, van Vught, 1988, 1989). Maassen and van Vught (1989), give the
following analysis:

In [this] policy document the minister presented a new governmental
strategy towards higher education. The new attitude indicates an
important break with the traditional governmental strategy, which was a
strategy of detailed planning and control. In the years before 1985
government tried to steer the higher education system with stringent
regulations and extensive control mechanisms. Government saw itself as
an omnipotent actor who thought to be able to guide the higher education
system according to its own objectives. The new strategy appears to be
an important change. By strengthening the autonomy of the higher
education institutions, government claims to create fruitful conditions for
the enlargement of the adaptive power and flexibility of higher education
institutions to respond to the needs of society. By strengthening the
institutional autonomy government also claims to stimulate the levels of
quality and differentiation of the higher education system. The new
governmental strategy is based on the idea that the increase of institutional
autonomy will result in an improvement of quality of the higher education
system.

The question arises whether this autonomy is real, fake or limited. The
universities were promised autonomy and self-regulation, but at the same time
government has set bounds to this freedom: ‘Certain forms of behaviour by the
institutions cannot be allowed’ (Maassen and van Vught, 1989). Government
has its own goals for higher education and still wishes to steer its development.
Instead of handing responsibility to the universities and stepping back,
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government has an attitude of ‘remote control’. Instead of being autonomous,
the Dutch university is in imminent danger of becoming a puppet on a string.

This ambiguous attitude is also expressed in the approach to EQA. Are the
faculties right, saying that it was a smart move of the Minister of Education and
Science to force the universities to set up a system of EQA, having in that way
a cheap inspectorate? Or is the autonomy real, that is to say self-regulation of
the higher education system instead of state regulation? EQA and autonomy
are two sides of one coin: in return for ‘home rule’, the universities must be
accountable for the quality they deliver. They must show society (Parliament
and government) that they take quality seriously. But it also means that the
government has to trust the universities. In a good dialogue the government can
make explicit its aims for the higher education system. In that case the
universities are not the annexes of the ministry but equal partners, not colonies
but members of the commonwealth.

Daily practice sometimes contradicts the new doctrine which is still not
formalized in legislation. The government (and the Ministry of Education and
Science) wish to be as close as possible to the universities and to keep their finger
on the pulse. It is not easy to loosen the grip and to have confidence that the
universities can cope with more freedom.

EQA at the Dutch Universities

Dutch universities have accepted the challenge of the new philosophy and in
1986 introduced a system of quality assessment for the universities (Stuurgroep
HOAK, 1986; Vroeijenstijn, 1989). By the end of 1991 seventy-seven degree
programmes had been reviewed, which is about half of all degree programmes
in the Netherlands (see Figure 3).

Characteristics

The system of external quality assessment as it takes shape little by little in the
Netherlands has the following characteristics:

it is based on faculty self-assessment and visiting committees of external
experts;

it is discipline (or programme) oriented. For example, the review of
geography includes social geography, physical geography, urban
planning, demography and pre-and protohistory;
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initially it is concentrating on teaching; it is anticipated that in the future
research and service will be included;

it is nation-wide: all faculties with programmes in the field are visited
by the same visiting committee;

it is cyclical: after a cycle of five years it starts again with the first discipline;

it covers the whole university system: in five years all university degree
programmes will be assessed;

it is public: the visiting committee submits a report to the VSNU, who
make the report public.

These characteristics of Dutch EQA meet most of the requirements of Cook
(1989) and Kells (Kells and van Vught, 1988): the system is insti-tution-based,
rather than government-based; external and internal evaluation are
complementary; self-evaluation is the cornerstone of the system; and the
assessment of quality takes as its starting point the goals and objectives
formulated by the faculty. However, the Dutch system differs in two respects:
quality assessment of education and of research is still done separately; and the
results of the studies and the visits are not confidential, because one of its
functions is public accountability.

Figure 3. Disciplines Reviewed in 1988/91
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Functions

For the Dutch universities the aims of quality assessment are:

1 to contribute to quality improvement. Quality assessment first and foremost
aims to discover weaknesses and to enhance and improve quality. In the
first place this is done through critical self-assessment by the faculty or
institution. Peer review is an additional instrument for internal quality
assurance, because problems can be discussed with external experts. Based
on discussion and interviews, the visiting committee formulate
recommendations for improvement.

2 self-regulation based on quality. Up till now, governments often sought to
steer higher education by detailed interference and state regulations. The
new philosophy of greater autonomy, now evident in several countries,
means that the universities themselves ask whether their goals and aims are
realized and whether the process for realization of goals and aims is under
control. This self-regulation should increasingly take the place of state
regulation.

Self-regulation must be based on a good system of quality assessment and
quality assurance. It is in the first place the faculty who have to make
decisions about their ‘mission’ and the possibility of achieving it. The
outcome of self-assessment and the recommendations of peers should be
discussed by the faculty. But the faculty cannot do the job on its own. The
university itself should be involved through negotiation with the faculty
concerned, based on the results of the past quality assessment.

3 accountability to the public. Quality assessment is not only to guarantee
quality but also to provide accountability to society. The committees of
external experts study the self-assessment of the faculty and hold discussions
with staff and students. In their public reports, the committee give their
account of the faculty’s goals, its capacity for realizing them, and of the
system of internal quality assurance.

The Self-assessment

External quality assessment is never an end in itself, but rather an extension of
internal quality control. The hinge linking external and internal quality
assessment is the self-assessment study. This is an internal evaluation carried
out in the faculty prior to the visit by the external specialists. The self-study
report is intended to stimulate internal quality management; to prepare
internally for the visit; and to provide basic information for the visiting
committee.

The layout and content of the self-study report are related to the task of the
visiting committee which is to form an opinion about the programme in terms
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of the content, educational process, organization and management of the
programme, and is graduates. The chapters of the self-study report broadly
correspond with these areas of attention (see Annex for the VSNU detailed
Checklist for the Self-study).

In dealing with the individual points, a description is not enough; there must
also be analysis, and the faculty/discipline’s position on the question must be
stated. This offers an opportunity to go more deeply into strong points and areas
of concern. Finally, after the description and analysis, strategies for dealing with
any shortcomings must be indicated.

From 1988–90 about eighty self-study reports were submitted and about
thirty of these (in mathematics, information technology, geography, industrial
design and aerospace engineering) have been reviewed to see whether they fulfil
expectations. Are they analytical and critical and likely to lead to action by the
faculty? Or are they simply an expression of strategic behaviour and a public
relations document?

The review of these thirty self-studies suggests that only 10 per cent show a
self-assessment approach. The majority are very descriptive; self-reflection is
weak or sometimes missing, and many of the reports create the impression that
they were only written for the visiting committee. Not all self-studies have
clarified the problems the faculty has had to deal with. In general, the faculty
has followed the VSNU checklist and has tried to answer the questions for the
visiting committee, but few have asked the basic questions necessary for a good
self-assessment, namely:

What are our goals, aims and objectives? Are they clearly stated? Are they
useful? Why do we do what we are doing? Does consensus exist on the
interpretation of the goals, aims and objectives?

Is the programme designed in view of the realization of the goals? Is the
programme functioning well? Are there any problems? Do we control the
input, the process and the output?

Are the constraints for realization of the goals satisfactory?

Are the goals realized? How can we collect data systematically? What is
the meaning of those performance indicators? (Kells, 1988; Maassen,
1989).

Although it is possible that a defensive attitude can account for the strong
descriptive character of the early reports, it seems more likely that it is caused
by inexperience with self-assessment.
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The self-study is a very important source of information for the visiting
committee. Most committees said the self-studies were very useful and were a
good starting-point for the interviews, but many complained that quantitative
data frequently used different definitions for the calculation of success ratios.

It is too early to speak of real self-assessment. But realizing a good self-
evaluation is also a process of learning by doing. Comparing the self-studies of
1989 with those of 1990, we already see an improvement. Starting without a
real tradition of self-assessment, we should not expect too much. Rome was not
built in a day.

The Visiting Committee

It is very important that the whole discipline has confidence in the visiting
committee. The faculty deans, meeting in the Disciplinary Board of the VSNU,
nominate outstanding experts using agreed criteria. Each committee has about
seven members to allow for division of the work and to cover for any temporary
absence. In the choice of experts, every effort is made to cover the specializations
within a discipline as fully as possible. This is particularly true if a number of
(sub) disciplines are combined. The experts are drawn from universities,
potential employers and, insofar as they exist, professional organizations. A
balance between those who have retired and those who are still working is
sought. The presence on the committee of someone with knowledge of
educational processes is also important. It is further assumed that there will be
at least one foreign expert on the committee. The secretariat of the visiting
committee is provided by the VSNU office.

The distribution between ‘potential employers’ and the academic world has
presented no problems. Big industries like Philips and Shell are very willing to
take part in the committees. Up to now it has not been difficult to find (Dutch-
speaking) experts from abroad, and the distribution of the foreign experts is as
follows: Belgium (19); USA (5); Germany (4); United Kingdom (5); Austria (1);
Switzerland (1). In four cases a foreign expert was chairman of the committee.
Figure 4 shows the distribution of different categories from 1988 to 1991.

Terms of Reference

The tasks of the visiting committee are:

1 to form an opinion on the basis of information supplied by the faculty and
by means of discussions held on the spot about the standard of education,
the quality of the educational process, organization, and the standard of the
graduates; and

2 to make suggestions on quality improvement.
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The phrase ‘form an opinion’ should not be interpreted as ‘sitting in judgment’
and handing out a sentence in terms of ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Nor is it a matter of
approval of an educational programme; the committee is not directed towards
accreditation or programme recognition. The aim of the visit is rather to discuss
with the faculty the points of strength and of weakness indicated in the self-study.
The committee can, as a group of expert outsiders, hold up a mirror to the
faculty. The fact that the committee does not pass sentence is not to say that it
cannot make critical comments. What is needed is criticism which is fair without
being judgmental.

The starting-point for the committee must be the objectives which the faculty
has set for itself. Here it is impossible to evade the question whether these
objectives are generally accepted as appropriate for a particular programme.
Nor will the scholarship of the educational programme escape attention.
Comparisons with courses abroad also have their place.

As already indicated, the committee bases its work in the first instance on the
self-study of the faculty. The committee makes use of the published prospectus
of courses, and studies examination papers, theses, syllabuses. If there are any,
the committee will look to preceding evaluations in the faculty.

Comment on the EQA System

Dutch universities have chosen external quality assessment aimed at quality
improvement and based on peer review. The experiences thus far show that
faculties are willing to talk with their peers, and to listen to the opinion and
advice of the visiting committee. The interviews are often very open and frank,
and although the committees rarely bring up new items (and no wonder if the
self-evaluation is done well), the outsider view can give a different dimension to
a problem.

By peer review we lose the possibility—if it exists!—of measuring the exact
quality at a certain moment. Ranking is out of order. But the process of peer
review and its outcomes have much influence on quality. The results of the visit
give the faculty a starting-point for improvement. Sometimes the committee is
a catalyst for innovations by breaking a deadlock. Sometimes faculties can take

Figure 4. Origin of Visiting Committee Members, 1988/91

 

THE NETHERLANDS UNIVERSITY PERSPECTIVE 123



direct action, based on the recommendations of the committee, unless
negotiation with the executive body of the university is needed.

Although external quality assessment by the VSNU is developing well, there
are some points which require special attention.

For the time being, the emphasis is on education. In the near future there
must be a connection between assessment of education and research.

It is all very well to assess quality at department level, but what about the
contribution of central services and the institution as a whole? It will be
necessary to complement the departmental reviews with a review of
central services and general management.

The visiting committees concur about the lack of good quantitative
information from the faculties. In the near future a good data system has
to be developed.

It will be necessary to monitor what the faculties do or can do with the
outcome. Is this intensive investment in time worthwhile?

Special attention must be paid to attuning all the quality assessment
activities being carried out by different groups. The faculties are in danger
of being squeezed to death by all the attention for quality.

The Inspectorate and the Meta-Evaluation

The government and institutions of higher education have agreed upon the role
of the inspectorate. The inspectorate laid down its ideas with regard to meta-
evaluation in the report, The Inspectorate of Higher Education and Its Meta-evaluative
Task in the System of Quality Assessment in Higher Education (Inspectie, 1989), stating
that ‘The Inspectorate supervises the system of quality assessment and informs
the Minister on its validity with respect to process and output. The task of the
inspectorate is called meta-evaluation’ (Bresters and Kalkwijk, 1990).
Regrettably, this report has not been discussed with all parties concerned with
EQA.

The inspectorate has described meta-evaluation as the assessment of ‘the
carefulness with which the entire quality assurance system is set up by the
institutions’ (Kalkwijk, 1991). The agreed criteria for meta-evaluation are that
EQA must cover all activities; it must be regular; external experts must be
involved; and reports are public. The inspectorate itself has added that the
system must be transparent and there must be a follow-up (Bresters and
Kalkwijk, 1990).
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In 1990 the inspectorate published its first meta-evaluation of EQA. This was
an analysis of the reports of the visiting committees of 1989 and was based on
a list of ‘hall-marks’, formulated by the inspectorate (Bresters and Kalkwijk,
1990; Kalkwijk, 1991). Although the VSNU published reports are important,
they reveal only a small amount of what happens during the process of external
quality assessment. A meta-evaluation should perhaps be asking:

Are the goals and aims of EQA formulated clearly?

Is the EQA process appropriate for realizing those aims?

Do the products meet the formulated requirements?

The inspectorate’s list of ‘hall-marks’ (which also has not been discussed with
the universities) overlaps with the VSNU checklist (VSNU, 1990); but this
checklist is intended for quality assessment rather than for the assessment of the
EQA system, and it does not really contain the right points for a meta-evaluation.
Goals and aims of a faculty are properly the object of assessment by a visiting
committee, and the conclusion in a VSNU report that ‘the committee has paid
attention to the goals and aims’ should suffice. However, in commenting on the
report of the geography visiting committee, the inspectorate is critical because
the discussion that led to the committee’s judgment is not included. Yet chartered
accountants do not need to explain why they approve the books of a firm.
Experts are hired for their expertise, and it does not make sense to publish all
the discussions which take place during the course of a visit.

The inspectorate’s meta-evaluation appears to be based on aims for EQA,
which have not been made explicit or on which no agreement has been
established. It seems to be using the framework of a summative, governmental-
based view of EQA, suggesting that society needs an independent organization
that can provide unbiased information about the higher education system
(Bresters and Kalkwijk, 1990). In this light it is clear why the inspectorate
recommends more detailed and more informative reports.

In Chapter 7 Dr Kalkwijk has summarized some other comments from the
inspectorate’s meta-evaluation, and these are addressed below.

1 The reports of the committees are not uniform. The inspectorate suggests that this
is because ‘the VSNU seems reluctant to prescribe a uniform format for
reports.’ This is not quite true: a format is suggested, but every discipline
has its own problems, and every committee has its own interpretation of
the task. Internal consistency of a report is important, and the VSNU sees
to it that all committees deal with the most important issues. EQA is not a
bureaucratic process, but a formative exercise; it should not be necessary
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to compare the results of the assessment of electrical engineering with the
results for philosophy.

2 The reports are not easily accessible for the public. The reports are specifically
written for the faculties, for the people concerned, not for the public in
general. Students, employers and the public in general have access to the
contents of the reports and media accounts of them, but are not the main
audience.

3 So far, the committees have failed to formulate their own terms of reference. The terms
of reference are fixed and laid down in the VSNU Guide, and since 1990
the committees also have to describe their frame of reference. There is an
extensive discussion in the preliminary meeting of every visiting committee,
for example, as to the minimum requirements of, say, the biology
curriculum. But there is no attempt to formulate an ‘ideal curriculum’ and
to test all the programmes against this ideal.

4 The committees dislike giving hard critical statements. It is true that the committees
of 1989 were very cautious with hard critical statements, but the faculties
concerned knew exactly what was intended. The prudence was, in the first
instance, caused by uncertainty about the attitude of the government.
Would the minister really stay back? Now that it is clear that there will be
no direct interference, the reports are becoming more and more
plainspoken.

5 The experts are not independent. It has been suggested that members of the
visiting committee may be too much a part of the national network since
the discipline is very much involved in their nomination. However, this
approach is purposely chosen, because faculties must have confidence in
the committee. They can hardly deny the judgments and recommendations
of people who have been appointed as experts by the faculties themselves.
They will accept the results and act on the recommendations more readily
when they come from accepted peers rather than from experts ‘parachuted’
in from outside. It may be necessary to have experts with no connections
at all for summative assessment, especially when decisions must be made
about allocation of funds or closing down a department, but not when the
assessment is formative, when it is important to have people to whom
faculties are willing to listen. The 1989 and 1990 reports offer sufficient
evidence that the experts are not defenders of the faculty or discipline, but
are independent critics. There are many remarks and comments which
support the policy of the minister rather than the policy of the faculty.

6 Accountability must be improved: it is impossible to get a clear view of the quality of
education in a specific discipline at a specific location. The question arises as to who
needs this insight in a specific discipline at a specific place in the framework
of the promised autonomy and self-regulation. The students? The
employers? The reports give interesting information for ‘consumers’ (the
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students) about the state-of-the-art in the discipline at a specific place, but
they are not intended as a Michelin Guide. The comment of a committee that
‘faculty X is very careful with student counselling; faculty Y leaves the
students to their fate’ cannot be translated into a quality judgment. The
student must decide whether (s)he wants to be given a hand or wants to be
left alone.

This criticism of the VSNU reports may be made with another task of
the inspectorate in mind: ‘to be informed about the state of affairs in higher
education’ (Bresters and Kalkwijk, 1990). But a visiting committee is not
an instrument for the inspectorate. The reports of the committees are one
of the many sources of information which the inspectorate can use.

Concluding Remarks

The Dutch universities find themselves in an interregnum: the new philosophy
of autonomy and more self-regulation is not yet converted into legis lation.
Universities are planning, acting and thinking in the spirit of the new philosophy,
in advance of the new law. Yet they are confronted with a government which
still appears to want to regulate them. When the government really takes the
policy-document Higher Education: Autonomy and Quality seriously, and withdraws
from direct interference, there will be the following consequences:

1 In the new philosophy, the constitutional obligation for quality assurance
is delegated to the universities. They will be responsible for assuring the
maintenance and improvement of quality by a continuous, structured
system of EQA, based on self-assessment and peer review. The role of the
inspectorate is to inspect the EQA system as implemented by the
universities, looking with an outsider’s critical eye at the system to prevent
it from in-breeding, dilution or degeneration. To do this, the frame of
reference for the meta-evaluation has to be changed and must be discussed
with the parties concerned.

2 The minister must make clear what type of information he needs for
accountability to Parliament. This should be provided by universities in
their annual reports on education, research and finance.

3 The minister must decide what type of indicators can be used to evaluate
if the goals and aims for higher education are being realized. Then he and
the universities must agree on the necessary information.

4 Sources of information for students and employers, including the reports
of the visiting committees, need to be ‘unlocked’ and made accessible.

The developments of EQA in the Netherlands suggest that it does work to
enhance quality. Faculties are jolted, cobwebs are blown away. Education stands
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in the spotlight again. We must be very careful, however, not to over-tax the
EQA system with summative as well as formative functions, remembering that:

a visiting committee is not a cheap inspectorate;

a visiting committee is not a supplier of information for the minister,
student or employer;

a visiting committee is the mirror and sounding-board for the faculty;

a visiting committee cannot serve two or more masters; With one, the job
is already heavy enough.

Annex:
Checklist for the Self-Study (VSNU, 1990)

Chapter 1. The place in the organization

— the discipline oriented approach of external quality assessment does not
always correspond to the way in which the unit to be visited fits, in
organizational terms, into the university organization; it is therefore desirable
to begin the self-study with a chapter describing the specific organizational
structure and the position of the faculty/ discipline within the university
structure; the departments involved in designing the programme should also
be listed;

— which committees are involved in the discipline? What are their tasks and
how are they made up?

Chapter 2. The students

— the size of the student intake;
— the characteristics of the student intake (sex, age, geographic origin, previous

education/professional experience);
— the prevention of and problems with deficiencies; problems with previous

education;
— activities related to information and recruitment;
— intake trends in recent years; significant shifts in the intake;
— success rates of the propaedeutic and the degree phase.

Chapter 3. Brief description of the programmes

General
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— have objectives been formulated?
— has the required level of ability and knowledge among graduates been laid

down?
— do the objectives differ according to the programmes?
— to what extent do the objectives differ from those of similar programmes at

other universities?
— to what extent are the objectives achieved?
— are the objectives still appropriate in changed circumstances?
— are there plans to modify the objectives?
— are there plans to profile the programme or strengthen its current profile?

The propaedeutic course

— what is the general structure of the propaedeutic stage? Which subjects are
taught? What are the relative proportions of the subjects?

— are there requirements in terms of a mutual relationship between the subjects?
— does this propaedeutic stage differ from that of other institutions?
— which subjects play a role in the orientational and selective function of the

propaedeutic stage? What is the assessment of the orientational, selective and
referral function?

— is the propaedeutic stage satisfactory in the light of the follow-on courses?
— what were the grounds for choosing this structure for the propaedeutic stage?
— have there been structural changes to the course in recent years?

The degree phase

— how is the degree phase organized? What is the relation between joint courses
and main subjects?

— which main subjects are available?
— how, in general, are the various main subjects organized? what are the core

components of the programme and what are the optional components?
— what is the extent of the fixed programme? What is the variation in optional

elements?
— the profiling of the various main subjects vis-à-vis other institutions; what led

to the decision to profile a particular main subject? Does the profile meet the
expectations?

— are there problem areas in the main subjects?
— organization of practical work, projects and master thesis.

Other courses offered

— postgraduate courses (vocational and teacher training);
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— so-called short courses;
— service and contract courses;
— research assistantships;
— how many students go on to postgraduate study? Does the standard of

postgraduates meet expectations?
— experience with service and contract course.

Part-time programmes

— are part-time courses also offered in the programme?
— if so, how does the part-time programme differ in terms of material and

structure?

Chapter 4. The educational process

— what forms of teaching are used in the acquisition and transfer of knowledge
(scope of lectures, organization of seminars, tutorials, practical work, etc.)?

— how is the computer used in the courses?
— in terms of educational theory and didactics, is the programme designed in

such a way that it can be completed in the allotted time without too much
difficulty?

— are there specific problem areas, for example, the transition from a structured
propaedeutic stage (or basic course) to the degree phase (or graduation
phase), student traineeships, writing a master thesis, final paper?

— how are students assessed? a) in what way (multiple choice, open questions);
b) when (sessionals, finals)?

Chapter 5. Programme organization and programme management

Educational policy

— how is the educational policy formulated? Which committees are involved?
— is the policy relating to the discipline linked to the institutional policy?

Connection with development plans?

Personnel policy

— what is the policy in respect of the ratio of teaching to research? How large
is the teaching load?

— what is the policy in respect of deploying staff in the propaedeutic course and
the main subjects?
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— what is the policy in respect of staff deployment in seminars, supervision of
master thesis, practical work and/or work experience?

— are there factors which make it difficult to pursue a good personnel policy?

Internal quality management

— how is attention given to internal quality management? Is there systematic
evaluation? Which evaluation system is used?

— how is educational innovation handled? How is education support
organized? Is there cooperation with the Center for Research and
Development in University Education (RWO Center)?

— how is attention given to the professionalization of the staff (management
courses, educational/didactic training)?

Study progress, study supervision and study counselling

— have the study hours involved in the propaedeutic course and/or the degree
phase been measured in recent years? If so, what were the findings?

— have the results led to changes in programme design and/or study
supervision?

— is the study progress recorded? Do these records lead to the early recognition
of problems and to remedial and/or preventive actions aimed at the individual
student or programme design?

— has there been an investigation into the reasons for exceeding the term of
enrolment? If so, what were the findings? What were the resultant measures?

— how is study counselling organized and what is its effect?
— how is study supervision organized and what is its effect?
— programme information a) for prospective students, b) during the

programme and c) as preparation for entering a profession?

Facilities

— educational facilities (lecture halls, areas for practical work, etc.);
— the situation in respect of laboratories;
— the situation in respect of libraries;
— the situation in respect of computer equipment;
— the size of the budget for facilities.

Interaction between central and faculty level
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— how is the interaction organized between the faculty/discipline and the
Executive Board of the university in respect of education and, in particular,
of promoting quality?

— how does the faculty’s educational policy relate to the institution’s
educational policy?

— does the faculty profit from facilities provided by the central level for
promoting quality?

Chapter 6. The graduates

— do prospective employers set standards which the graduate must meet? Can
the future profession be clearly defined? Have these definitions changed over
the years?

— where do the graduates end up?
— what is the unemployment rate among graduates?
— are there contacts with alumni?
— how do the alumni regard the programme?
— are contacts with prospective employers structural or incidental?
— what is the policy for gearing the programme as much as possible to the

labour market?
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9
Evaluation Criteria and Evaluation

Systems: Reflections on Developments in
Sweden and Some Other OECD Countries

Marianne Bauer

Dr Bauer argues that evaluation systems in higher education vary with the political culture
and the institutional system in which they junction. Furthermore, variation in evaluation criteria
within and between countries makes comparative evaluation problematic, and yet it is
increasingly demanded. She draws on OECD studies of performance indicators and evaluation
systems, and describes quality assurance approaches in the Swedish higher education system.
She concludes that the emphasis should be on development and improvement rather than on
accountability and control, and that industrial analogies of quality assurance may not be
appropriate for higher education systems.

When studying evaluation systems for higher education in different countries,
one is struck by their great variety. One might perhaps expect higher education,
with its long tradition of international contact, to have arrived at a fairly uniform
system of quality control, just as the evaluation of research, with its peer reviews
in connection with the filling of appointments, project applications and
publication, forms part of an international pattern.

In France, the Netherlands and the UK, for example, each of which devoted
great efforts during the 1980s to developing national systems for the evaluation
of higher education (and research), markedly different approaches have been
employed. In Northern Europe such closely related countries as Denmark,
Finland and Sweden are in the process of building up quite varying approaches
to the follow-up and evaluation of higher education activities. An evaluation
system, no matter how well-developed, cannot be bodily transferred from one
country to another.

In a recent study where eleven OECD countries (nine European plus
Australia and Ontario, Canada) report on the development and use of
performance indicators in their evaluation system (Kells, 1990), the lists of
indicators proposed or used in these countries present a fair number of
similarities. This, however, is because indicators tend to focus more on
quantifiable behaviour than on essential qualitative dimensions. On the other
hand, there are great differences in the intended uses of these performance
indicators, due to differences between the evaluation systems.



Perhaps the greatest value of the eleven descriptions in this OECD study lies
in the very fact that together they reveal a whole spectrum of evaluation systems
which vary according to the political culture, national traditions and educational
systems in which they function. These variations in evaluative approach relate
among other things to whether the systems of higher education are unitary,
binary or even more differentiated, to their being more or less academic or
vocational, and to their being entirely governmental or a mixture of
governmental, quasi-governmental and private institutions. The variation in
higher education system in turn depends on national traditions and basic
education policy.

Subsequently, and as part of the same OECD project, a sub-study of five
countries was undertaken to investigate such connections more closely and also
to analyze the role of performance indicators in government-institutional
relations (Spee and Bormans, 1991). Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the
Netherlands and the UK were included in this analysis. For each country, a
brief description was given of the political culture, the main features of the higher
education system, higher education policy and funding of higher education,
quality assessment and the development of performance indicators.

Two types of political culture were identified. In one, ‘the systems are based
on equality of treatment of institutions with funding based on their needs so as
to ensure equality of opportunity for students and equivalence of quality of
study programmes and courses, by taking account of regional and special
institutional factors…[these] are moving from a centralized to a devolved system
of institutional management within a system of national planning…implying the
need for comparable quality assurance systems’ (p. 31). This group includes
Sweden and Norway.

The other type of political culture emphasizes the desire ‘to stimulate variety
of provision, based on diversity of institution, selectivity of funding, devolved
institutional management, and implying comparative quality judgements’ (p.
31). This group includes the Netherlands and the UK. In Denmark the system
seems to be under transition from the first to the second culture.

Important concepts like ‘equivalence’ and ‘variety’ thus influence higher
education policy. Among other things the report notes that ‘countries which
place emphasis on equivalence of courses and programmes and equality of
opportunity will stress internal quality procedures. When countries shift their
attention towards diversity and variety, more attention is paid to differentiated
allocation of resources and comparative quality ratings’ (p. 17).

In the positive perspective of a growing international exchange of students,
teachers and graduates, there is a growing demand from universities and colleges
for quality assessment, and a growing need for opportunities of international
comparison. This can lead to greater homogeneity of evaluation systems, and
during work on the OECD study we were able to observe a movement away
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from extremes. In Sweden, at one end of the continuum in the study, changes
have occurred recently in the interest taken in quality assessment and selective
funding; while in the UK the incipient transition from élite to mass higher
education seems to be prompting a greater interest in quality and resources in
all tertiary education, and not only at élite institutions, so that market forces
cannot be allowed to operate entirely without restriction. Similarly, the initially
very different approaches in the Netherlands and the UK appear to be moving
towards a more similar view of the use, respectively, of performance indicators
and peer review.

Fears have been expressed of increasing uniformity of higher education
systems resulting from the heavy growth of international exchanges. I have not
heard anyone advocate this. If anything, pluralism and flexibility are the
buzzwords. But there are perhaps strong forces operating in that direction
nonetheless, a kind of international academic drift in which all institutions strive
for similar goals. If so, steering instruments such as systems of evaluation and
funding will have to be fashioned with great care.

Differences among national evaluation systems, then, are justified if we are
not aiming to develop all higher education in the direction of international
uniformity. Evaluation systems not only can but should differ. But perhaps one
can imagine some array of internationally valid criteria of high quality in
education, applicable whatever the type of evaluation system used.

In this context the Swedish National Board of Universities and Colleges has
commissioned an initial attempt at directly comparing Swedish study
programmes in business administration and economics with their counterparts
at a Finnish, a French, a Dutch, an English and two German higher education
institutions. On the basis of descriptions of the education systems of the five
countries and equivalent descriptions of the eleven study programmes, the latter
have been assessed by a committee of experts from six European countries.

The report (European Foundation for Management Development, 1991)
begins by saying that there is no best school in absolute terms, i.e. that there are
no universal criteria of high quality. The quality of a programme hinges on its
capacity for understanding the needs of its environment and catering for those
needs from its available resources. Every country’s education system, then, must
offer educational opportunities which, taken together, meet the nation’s
requirements. The ability of the education system to accomplish its task depends
partly on variations among different higher education establishments and partly
on the characteristics of each individual establishment. Instead of trying to place
the study programmes in rank order by some conceivable set of criteria, the
reviewers try, by bringing out and analyzing certain characteristics of the
Swedish study programmes, to show how the Swedish system, compared with
other European education systems and schools, responds to present and future
needs.
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Goals and criteria, however, vary not only with types of education policy,
education systems and higher education institutions, but also among national,
institutional and departmental levels. To relate the inputs and performance of
an individual higher education establishment to its role in the national education
system, one needs a distinct description of goals which can counteract
homogenization and academic drift, and guarantee fair evaluation. Thus goals
need to be developed at both national and institutional levels and differences
elucidated, so that meaningful criteria can be discussed for various levels and
types of institution.

Although goals and criteria are closely interconnected, there seem to be ever
so many goals but few criteria! This is because goals are located in the future
and are often expressed in positive and rather vague terms, whereas criteria are
concerned with present performance, are associated with critical appraisal and
require concrete formulation. Universities and colleges, therefore, find it
relatively easy to accept general goal formulations but react vehemently when
these are translated into universal criteria for their own activities.

This is also connected with the positivist epistemology which characterized a
number of earlier evaluation models and in some places appears to be returning
(Henkel, 1991). This epistemology tells us that the goals defined at top level
have to be broken down and operationalized stage by stage at each subordinate
level and finally linked to quantitative indicators which, in turn, can be
aggregated and accumulated in concise tables and fed back to the top level again.
The objection to this model—apart from its inadequate view of knowledge—is
that it neglects all goals but those of the central level and is therefore an
insufficient basis for the development of criteria at subordinate levels.

This justifiable criticism of the formulation of goals and criteria should lead
not only to opposition from the higher education community but also to that
community itself giving an account of the qualities of its activities, based on a
more qualified view of knowledge. Universities and colleges, therefore, must
themselves define their goals and, in connection with them, propose criteria of
goal achievement for different levels. In bottom-heavy organizations like those
of higher education, indicators and criteria have to be built up from underneath.

To shed more light on the relationship between evaluation systems,
evaluation criteria and forms of information, an example from Sweden follows.
By way of background, it is important to know that Sweden is a country with
a long historical tradition of powerful centralized steering and belief in rational
planning. In higher education as in other fields centrally framed rules and
regulations have been looked on as instruments of justice and equality, cardinal
values of Swedish society. The government and Parliament have now decided
to convert management of the whole of the public sector from management by
directives and instructions to management by objectives and results. This
change will make feedback of results and quality control a good deal more
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important than before and will require procedures for systematic follow-up and
evaluation.

The higher education evaluation system now being built up in Sweden rests
on the following basic principles:

it must primarily be aimed at promoting quality and in the second instance
at the improvement of accounting and control;

responsibility for follow-up, evaluation and quality assurance being
systematically conducted rests with the higher education system itself,
each level from departments to the National Board of Universities and
Colleges having its part to play;

horizontal interaction, i.e. between units at the same level—from individual
teachers to departments and institutions—is encouraged, and in the long
run could develop into a network of exchange for quality assurance and
development;

it must be information-efficient, i.e. follow-up and evaluation must
comprise the minimum amount of information necessary, not the most
information possible;

follow-up will be based on the annual collection and compilation of basic
statistical data, so that developments can be followed both at national level
and for various universities and colleges or different faculty areas, thereby
serving as a signalling system which can indicate areas of activity in need
of analysis and evaluation;

on the other hand, evaluations, i.e. studies in greater depth which can
provide explanations for the state of a study programme or a research
field and, accordingly, a basis for suitable measures for improvement, will
not be uniformly conducted for the entire higher education system but
will be applied at different levels as necessary. This flexibility is
recommended because the main purpose is the promotion of quality, and
it is important that timing, method and procedure are geared to the highly
variable activities of higher education rather than to accounting
regulations;

every university and college is to supply the government, at three-yearly
intervals, with an in-depth analysis of results which will form the basis of
its funding requests for the coming three-year period. This analysis will
among other things contain the results of the evaluations and other quality
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audits which the unit has carried out. A similar analysis of results will be
performed at national level by the National Board.

The type of information required by government on how centrally defined goals
are fulfilled affects the actual evaluation activities undertaken by higher
education establishments. For example, in Sweden the question is how
government and Parliament are to verify that higher education in Sweden is
maintaining good quality. At least four levels of information are conceivable:

graded quality by means of quantitative indicators (ranking);

minimum quality guaranteed by pre-defined criteria;

reporting only of the forms of local quality control (assurance);

no information; full confidence in local quality control.

These four levels of information reflect different views of both the knowledge
to be transmitted and the allocation of responsibilities within the higher
education system. Moreover, they exert a great deal of influence on the types
of criteria which will be demanded and on the way in which universities and
colleges will go about their evaluation.

The lowest level—no information, full confidence that universities and colleges
will not neglect their quality—sounds nice but can mean that people at top
decision-making level only pay attention to quantitative results, rather than to
the quality of study programmes. There is also the risk that some higher
education units may not maintain an acceptable quality. The second level
implies a kind of meta-control in that all higher education units are to give an
account of the forms of quality control they have established and confirm that
these are operating.

At the third level of information an explicit account is demanded of qualitative
criteria, but only in order to make sure that no study programme falls below
the minimum acceptable standard. At the fourth level, finally, quantifiable
quality indicators are required which will make it possible to put performance
or units in rank order, with all the risks of misleading or misinterpretive results
which the quantification of elusive qualitative aspects can entail.

The type of information best corresponding to emphasis on the higher
education units’ own goal descriptions within the framework of their roles and
tasks in the national education system is the requirement that they should give
an account of their own quality control and quality assurance procedures and
of the adequacy of the same. Steering of this kind is based on a two-way contract
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between the higher education establishment and government which articulates
the shared but differing responsibilities of the parties for the focus and quality
of activities.

Sweden is mainly concentrating on levels two and three; the institutions,
which are primarily responsible for the quality of education, will report on the
workings of their quality control and assurance, while comparative studies of
all study programmes will be undertaken at national level with a view to
guaranteeing an acceptable level of quality at all institutions.

This makes far heavier demands on each higher education institution’s
awareness of its purposes and performance, which in turn will stimulate the
development of relevant and accepted criteria. In other words, the entire
evaluation system will become quality-promoting and development-oriented, instead
of focusing on accounting and control. This is the main purpose of evaluation
systems for higher education.

We have borrowed many of our evaluation concepts from industry, like
‘quality control’—meaning control of the final product—and, as in the title of this
book, ‘quality assurance’—meaning continuous scrutiny during the whole
process. It is time now not to rely entirely on these industrial metaphors with
their many unintended implications; we should develop our own concepts for
higher education, starting with the most important characteristic of education,
the fact that our material is living and thinking students who act and react, a
fact that demands more dynamic evaluation and development procedures than
routine quality control and prescribed assurance procedures can bring about.

Sweden is striving to build up a quality-driving evaluation system—meaning a more
dynamic system, where students and staff are in the centre of a system that does
not simply pass on information from the basic units to the government, and in
which horizontal exchange is often more important than vertical.

Thus the sole criterion of good quality in higher education which universities
and colleges in all countries could have in common is the establishment of
properly working systems of quality assurance, with development and
evaluation adapted to varying traditions, education systems and policies.

In my view we should not go to the trouble of trying to develop either
international systems of evaluation or common quality criteria or indicators,
which are liable to lead to greater uniformity and less abundance in our study
programmes. On the other hand there is every reason to continue the
interchange of experience on different procedures for strengthening the
responsibilities of our universities and colleges and their capacity for developing
quality in the highest education which our nations can offer—an education
having a crucial bearing on the society which can be created for the future.
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10
The UK Academic Audit Unit

Peter Williams

The Academic Audit Unit (AAU) provides external and independent assurance that UK
universities have adequate and effective mechanisms and structures for monitoring, maintaining
and improving the quality of their teaching. As its first Director, the author describes the
origins, scope, and method of the Unit which was established by the Committee of Vice-
Chancellors and Principals of the United Kingdom (CVCP) in 1990. He continues with an
account of the Unit’s first eight months’ work, to the completion, in May 1991, of a series of
five pilot audits, and ends with some comments on proposals for future quality assurance
arrangements in British higher education.

Background

British universities, by virtue of the Royal Charters or private acts of parliament
by which they were established, are responsible for the degrees they award and
for their own academic standards. Other institutions of higher education in the
United Kingdom, such as the polytechnics and colleges of higher education, at
present have no degree awarding powers: the qualifications they offer are
validated and awarded either by the Council for National Academic Awards
(CNAA) or by the universities. This particular distinction of the binary line in
the UK is soon to end (see below), but its present existence is of some importance
in an understanding of the background to quality assurance issues in the British
universities.

Until the mid-1980s little formal attention was given to the quality of the
programmes of studies offered by the universities. A general assumption of their
excellence prevailed, and favourable comparisons were made with international
standards. This view was reinforced at home, for example, by the fact that the
charter under which CNAA operates enjoins it to ensure that the standards of
its awards are comparable with those of the universities. Within the universities
themselves, the assurance of quality, other than in research, has for a long time
relied principally on the external examiner system, with its claim of ensuring
comparability of academic standards, within disciplinary boundaries, between
institutions.



Beyond that, a high degree of self-confidence (if not complacency) within the
universities, legitimized in their eyes by the selective student entry system and
impressive graduate success rate, militated against any significant internal or
external scrutiny of the quality of the teaching function. Difficult questions were
dismissed by reference to academic freedom and autonomy, and by an insistence
that none but the expert practitioner was in a position to pass judgment on
academic matters. Few outside the system were bold enough to dispute this in
public.

Against this background, the changes in the regulation of public life in the
United Kingdom, which followed the general election of 1979, posed a particular
challenge and potential threat to the universities. All areas of publicly funded
activity became subject to scrutiny and disciplines which they had not
experienced before. Many of these had previously been the preserve of private
enterprise and made use of the values and methods of the marketplace.
Accountability and value-for-money became the watchwords of Whitehall; the
vocabulary of the management consultant and the management techniques of
industry were increasingly referred to in its corridors. Explicit references to
quality and standards—though rarely defined— became more common.

The cultural changes in public life, for which the new government acted as a
catalyst, have been lasting and profound. The university world first felt them
in 1979 and again in 1981 when public financing of higher education was
severely reduced. This was followed by a series of criticisms from a variety of
quarters which portrayed the universities as unaccountable, unresponsive, non-
relevant, badly managed, and generally ill-fitted to meet the needs of the new
entrepreneurial world. The universities were not alone in receiving this
treatment: in the early 1980s most ‘establishment’ citadels— finance, education,
the health service, the law, local government, the civil service (only the
accountants seem to have been spared)—found themselves similarly in the dock.
Whatever the validity of the criticisms, traditional university administrations
were frequently ill-equipped to handle the new demands which were being made
of them, requiring, as was the case, sharper financial management, a more
streamlined decision-making process, and more conscious—and consciously
articulated—academic strategies. On occasion, the very justification of the
universities seemed to be at stake.

The universities responded to these assaults individually and on a system-
wide basis. The CVCP, which is an independent association of the heads of UK
universities, established a series of thematically based efficiency studies jointly
with the University Grants Committee (the Jarratt Report), which largely
vindicated current practice, but which advocated rapid development in the
universities towards a more managerially oriented style of administration. It also
set up, in 1983, an Academic Standards Group, under the chairmanship of
Professor Philip Reynolds, then Vice-Chancellor of the University of Lancaster
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(the Reynolds Committee), to look at the whole question of academic standards.
There were various reasons for doing this, not least the fear that unless the
universities themselves could be seen to be monitoring their own standards,
then another body would be given the job of doing so. In the UK context this
would probably have meant HMI (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate), which has long
had powers of inspection of non-university higher education institutions. But
there was also a strong belief in some quarters that universities’ staff ought to
be more concerned about the quality of their work and the courses they offer,
and that this concern should be an integral part of the professional obligations
of the academic staff employed to provide those courses. The Reynolds
Committee report, which appeared in 1986, covered a wide range of topics
relating to quality and academic standards, and included three formal codes of
practice (on external examiners, postgraduate training and research, and
research degree examination appeals), as well as two papers on external and
internal involvement in the maintenance and monitoring of academic standards,
which offered universities yardsticks for self-comparison. This report can fairly
be said to have started the widespread effective discussion about quality and
standards in British universities.

The Reynolds Committee completed its work in 1986 and was followed by
a further enquiry in 1988 by CVCP into the extent to which universities had
implemented the recommendations of good practice contained in the earlier
report. This revealed that most universities had adopted most of the
recommendations, but left doubts in many minds as to the extent to which
superficial compliance might be masking a less than wholehearted commitment
to the assurance and monitoring of quality and standards. Rumbles of
dissatisfaction (if not disbelief) continued to come from the Department of
Education and Science. The Academic Standards Group was re-established by
the CVCP in the autumn of 1988, under the chairmanship of Professor Stewart
Sutherland, then Principal of King’s College London, and produced in 1989 a
further report on the implementation of the codes of practice. In the same year
the Educational Reform Act of 1988 came into effect, with its establishment of
the Universities Funding Council (UFC). That body, which was not so firmly
rooted in the university world as had been its predecessor, the University Grants
Committee (UGC), made it clear that if the universities did not begin to take
action on the monitoring and improvement of quality and standards, it would
be forced to do so itself. The Academic Standards Group subsequently
recommended the creation of an Academic Audit Unit (AAU), to be ‘owned’
by the universities themselves, through CVCP, whose task would be to monitor
the quality assurance mechanisms in place in the universities. CVCP accepted
the recommendation, and steps were taken early in 1990 to set up a board of
management, define the Unit’s role, and decide its terms of reference and general
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method of working. The University of Birmingham was chosen as its location,
and the Unit started work on 1 October 1990.

Scope

In deciding exactly what the Unit was to do and how it should do it, CVCP
looked at a variety of models, such as the HMI inspection, and the CNAA’s
validation and accreditation activities. It chose not to adopt either of these styles
of assessment, preferring to look to financial audit for a pattern which could be
adapted for the purposes of academic quality assurance. So the Unit neither
inspects courses or teaching, nor does it validate courses or accredit institutions.
(The terms ‘inspection’, ‘validation’ and ‘accreditation’ are here given their
commonly used British meanings.) Rather, it monitors and comments on the
structures and mechanisms by which the institutions themselves assure the
quality of the educational programmes they offer, in fulfilment of their formal
responsibility to set and maintain their own academic standards. The Academic
Audit Unit’s full terms of reference are:

1 to consider and review the universities’ mechanisms for monitoring and
promoting the academic standards which are necessary for achieving their
stated aims and objectives;

2 to comment on the extent to which procedures in place in individual
universities reflect best practice in maintaining quality and are applied in
practice;

3 to identify and commend to universities good practice in regard to the
maintenance of academic standards at national level;

4 to keep under review nationally the role of the external examiner system;
5 to report to the CVCP via the Management Board.

The Unit’s work is concerned only with programmes of study, not research,
although postgraduate education (including doctoral and masters’ research
programmes) does fall within its scope. In deciding its working method, the
Management Board focused the Unit’s investigations, in the first instance, on
four areas where quality assurance mechanisms are particularly important, and
where universities might be expected, if they were discharging their
responsibilities effectively, already to have systems in place. The Board drew
up the following checklist, which the Unit now uses (in a more detailed form),
to monitor universities’ quality assurance mechanisms and structures. It does
this by examining and commenting on the adequacy of:

1 universities’ mechanisms for quality assurance in provision and design of
courses and degree programmes: i.e. their systems for:

central planning of monitoring of courses and teaching;
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scrutinizing new courses or degree programmes (or revision of them);

monitoring course design in relation to student intake and non-
traditional entrance; and

monitoring validation by the university of courses in associated
institutions.

2 universities’ mechanisms for quality assurance in teaching and
communication methods: i.e. their arrangements for:

monitoring existing courses and degree programmes including data
collection, such as student numbers, dropout rates, classified degree
results, etc.;

monitoring postgraduate training and research, including appeals
procedures at postgraduate research degree level;

seeking external examiners’ views;

monitoring and informing students of their progress and examination
performance, including appeals procedures; and

promoting innovative practice in universities such as use of interactive
video and expert systems.

3 universities’ mechanisms for quality assurance in relation to academic staff:
i.e. their provision for:

assessing and monitoring academic staff; and

provision for staff development.
4 universities’ mechanisms for quality assurance in taking account of:

external examiners’ reports;

students’ views on courses; and

views of external bodies—professional accrediting bodies and
employers, etc.

The checklist originated largely from the recommendations in the Reynolds
report and subsequent Academic Standards Group reports, as well as other
CVCP codes of practice.
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Definitions

So far in this paper the words ‘quality’, ‘quality assurance’ and ‘academic
standards’ have been used without definition. As all who work in the field will
acknowledge, these words represent concepts which, while universally
acknowledged as being important, defy simple definition, and lend themselves
to the sort of abstract speculation which is not particularly helpful if one is trying
to introduce measures designed to improve quality or standards. If one cannot
say what improvement means in this context, because one cannot define quality
or standards, then one is in danger of spluttering into silence. Pirsig, in his Zen
and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, which has much of interest to say about
quality and standards, expresses the problem well:

Quality…you know what it is, yet you don’t know what it is. But that’s
self-contradictory. But some things are better than others, that is, they have
more quality. But when you try to say what the quality is, apart from the
things that have it, it all goes poof! There’s nothing to talk about. But if
you can’t say what Quality is, how do you know what it is, or how do
you know that it even exists? If no one knows what it is, then for all
practical purposes, it doesn’t exist at all. But for all practical purposes it
really does exist. What else are the grades based on? Why else would
people pay fortunes for some things and throw others in the trash pile?
Obviously some things are better than others…but what’s the ‘betterness’?
…So round and round you go, spinning mental wheels, and nowhere
finding any place to get traction. What the hell is Quality? What is it?
(Pirsig, 1974)

For its part, the AAU does not attempt to define either quality or standards in
terms of a single, externally acknowledged, level of achievement or activity. The
variety of types of universities and the differences which exist among them in
terms of what they see themselves as being and doing, would render such a
single ‘gold standard’ approach entirely inappropriate. In undertaking its audits,
the Unit seeks to discover the extent to which the universities’ quality assurance
systems are appropriate for the purposes they are designed and used for, and
that they work effectively. It is for the universities themselves to say what they
mean by quality and standards, and to show how they are achieved. This may
not seem an unreasonable or unusual requirement, but the notion of a
university, in its capacity as a qualification-awarding institution, addressing
formally, systematically and rigorously, the question of what are its institutional
standards and what is its institutional view of the quality of its teaching is, in
most respects, comparatively new.
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It may be, as has sometimes been suggested, that good quality assurance
systems do not guarantee good teaching or learning, and that these, conversely,
can well exist without the hindrance of elaborate quality assurance systems. But
good teaching and learning are more likely to flourish when matters of quality
are seen publicly to be an important concern to an institution. If good quality
teaching is formally acknowledged and outstanding quality rewarded (as is
already the case in relation to research achievements), they will be seen to be
worth the devotion of time and effort. A fully professional approach to their
teaching responsibilities by university teachers (which is not as fully evolved as
it might be at present) may then develop. When high quality teaching is found
in an environment of institutional indifference, it is much more likely to be a
patchy and spasmodic occurrence, the preserve of the few, and without much
hope of dominating the prevailing local pedagogic culture. The AAU is
committed to promoting the spread of just such a fully professional approach
to their teaching by university academic staffs. Institutional awareness of the
need for effective formal quality assurance mechanisms, which the existence of
the Unit is accelerating, is a significant development in this direction.

Method

The Unit’s first two terms of reference require it to consider and review the
universities’ mechanisms for monitoring and promoting the academic standards
which are necessary for the achievement of their stated aims and objectives; and
to comment on the extent to which procedures in place in individual universities
reflect best practice in maintaining quality and are applied in practice. To do
this it has developed a tripartite auditing process which involves the scrutiny of
briefing documentation supplied by the university under review; a visit by a
team of ‘auditors’ to examine the effectiveness of the quality assurance systems
in situ; and the writing of a report. To assist the auditors, a guide to the audit
process has been written, entitled Notes for the Guidance of Auditors (AAU, 1991),
which not only outlines the basic concepts of the Unit’s work, but also includes
an extensive list of questions which audit team members are encouraged to use
as triggers for their enquiries. It is an aide-memoire which indicates the possible
range and scope of the audit. The Notes, although not formally published, are
available on request from the Unit, and have already acquired the status of a
guide to being audited, which nearly all universities have now asked for. This
use of the Notes was foreseen and is welcomed by the Unit.

The Briefing Documents

The precise nature of the briefing material which universities submit is not
prescribed by the Unit, but they are advised that the purpose of the documents
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is to ensure that the auditing team gets a clear view of the quality assurance
systems in operation. An illustrative list suggests three sorts of documents as
being likely to provide the team with the necessary information: formal
publications (prospectuses, calendars, annual reports and the like); codes of
practice, regulations, and internally circulated handbooks; and examples of the
quality assurance mechanisms in action, such as external examiners’ reports and
follow-up papers, new course approval documents, relevant committee minutes,
etc. In addition, the university is asked to supply a brief overview account of its
systems and how they work. Theoretically, the production of the briefing
material should not be onerous: a well-developed quality assurance system will
already have produced for its own purposes a full range of documents describing
the mechanisms and structures, and the papers showing them in action should
be readily accessible. The ease with which a university can put together its
briefing papers and the number of documents which need to be specially written
for the audit are, in themselves, interesting informal indicators of the stage of
development of its quality assurance systems.

On receiving the briefing material, the auditors, normally three to a team,
have about three weeks to read and assimilate it. A briefing meeting is then held,
at which a member of the Unit’s directorate is present to offer guidance. At this
meeting the auditors discuss the systems described, in order to ensure that they
all share the same understandings, and decide on the programme for the audit
visit. Typically the visit lasts three days, and consists of interview discussions
with senior management members, representatives of the main quality assurance
committees, and various groups of staff and students. As the primary purpose
of the visit is to provide an opportunity for the audit team to test the mechanisms
and structures described in the briefing papers, the programme for the visit needs
to include meetings with those who have responsibility for administering the
procedures, as well as those who are on the receiving end of them. Of necessity,
a sampling system has to be employed. To examine some parts of the system
in depth, the audit teams try to ensure that part of their visit is devoted to the
pursuit of ‘audit trails’, extensive investigations of three or four particular
examples, which the team selects, of the procedures described in the briefing
papers. At the pre-visit briefing meeting appropriate trails are identified, as is
any additional documentation which the team feels it needs for a full
appreciation of the picture. Universities are typically given a month to provide
the extra material and to arrange the visit programme.

The Visit

The visit itself is an intense and concentrated endeavour. During three days the
audit team will talk to probably more than a hundred people in some twenty or
so sessions, ranging from the Vice-Chancellor to first-year students. Each session
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will have a different purpose, but all will be informed by the team’s need not
only to satisfy itself that it understands what is supposed to happen, and the
extent to which it actually does so, but also the extent to which the mechanisms
and structures in place are adequate and appropriate to meet the quality
assurance needs of the institution in terms of its own stated aims and objectives.

A typical audit visit will involve meetings with the Vice-Chancellor, Pro-Vice-
Chancellor, members of teaching or academic standards committees, staff
development committees, the staff development officer, representative groups
of recently appointed academic staff, non-professorial members of Senate, deans,
course organizers, heads of department, student representatives, postgraduates,
and overseas and mature students. The audit trails which are followed may be
thematic in character, examining in depth, for example, a particular new course
approval, course evaluation, departmental review, or staff development activity,
or following a representative number of external examiners’ reports through
the system. Alternatively, a team may choose two or three departments at
random, and ask to follow a number of quality assurance processes and
procedures within them. This small-sample testing method has its critics: it is
said by some that large assertions and generalizations should not be made on
the basis of small samples. But the essence of this kind of auditing, as of the
financial audit, is the use of random sampling to determine whether there are
any shortcomings in the operation of systems. If shortcomings are detected, it
follows that the system is not watertight; that remains true whether or not the
malfunction is occasional or frequent. Well-ordered quality control systems
design quality in, so as to forestall the possibility of malfunction; and quality
assurance systems should be able to spot any defects in the quality control
process. The sampling method is valuable as one means of piercing the
‘corporate façade’, the impressive shop window which all institutions will offer
in a natural desire to present the best possible impression to the Unit and the
world. Apparently naïve questions are also proving to be an effective means of
discovering how things really stand.

Following completion of the visit, the audit team prepares a draft report. How
this is done depends upon the members themselves: some prefer to draft in
committee; others seek a volunteer to write a first version, which is then subject
to review and amendment by the other members; while a third method would
see a section of the report being written by each member. The draft is submitted
to the directorate, which edits it to ensure consistency with the general pattern
of audits. The finished draft is then sent to the Vice-Chancellor of the university,
who is invited only to correct errors of fact, or to indicate where particular
comments or judgments may have resulted from a fundamental misconception
of the facts of the matter. In the light of the Vice-Chancellor’s comments, a final
version is prepared and sent to the university.
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The Audit Report

The audit report is intended to provide a full, accurate and fair account of an
institution’s quality assurance structures and mechanisms. In doing so, it draws
attention to any examples of particularly good practice which the audit team
has encountered, and which might be commended to others, as well as any
evidence of defective or inadequate systems. To ensure consistency among the
reports of different institutions by different audit teams, all reports have a
broadly similar format, viz.:

brief background information about the institution, its type, size, academic
and environmental characteristics;

a description of the audit procedures used;

an account of the institution’s formally stated aims, objectives, mission,
purposes, etc., together with any specific strategic policies which have a
bearing on its attitudes to matters of quality or academic standards;

a summary of the formal procedures adopted by the institution in each of
the areas listed in the outline checklist, together with an account of their
effectiveness as perceived by the audit team. This may include a note on
the extent to which they conform to, or vary from, the recommendations
in the CVCP’s relevant codes of practice. The section may also include a
comment on any special circumstances affecting the institution, such as
resource availability, stage of development and implementation of quality
assurance programmes, institutional ethos, etc.;

a view on the extent to which the institution’s academic activity is
underpinned by an active, effective and pervasive commitment to fulfilling
its stated aims and objectives in matters of academic quality and standards;

a list of practices worthy of commendation;

a list of suggestions for improvement of quality assurance structures and
mechanisms, for consideration by the institution.

No attempt is made in the reports to grade universities, or to use terms which
might facilitate the creation of a quality assurance ‘pecking order’. Each report
addresses the university’s systems on their own terms, and is written with the
university in mind as its primary audience. That is not to say that the possibility
of the report having outside readers is ignored: every effort is taken to ensure
that adequate contextual information is included, and that explanations of
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mechanisms and structures are written in a clear way which does not require
prior knowledge of the institution.

At present there are no plans for a formal follow-up programme of universities
after a set period to see what action has been taken on the Unit’s
recommendations. The current expectation is that all institutions will be re-
audited on a triennial basis, but if a university wishes the Unit to see what
progress has been made in the intervening period, it may invite an informal visit.
In such cases it is likely that one of the audit team or a member of the directorate
will go to the university to discuss the changes, but it is not envisaged that any
formal supplementary report will result.

Access to Universities and Publication of Reports

One of the distinctive features of the AAU’s method of working, which was
thought to be necessary to ensure general acceptance of the Unit by the
universities, is that it has no right of entry to any institution. Audits are
undertaken by invitation only. That is not to say that there is any university
which intends to exempt itself from audit: already a schedule of visits has been
agreed with every institution. Nor to invite the Unit would arouse intense
speculation as to the reason, and would undoubtedly create a great deal of
doubtful publicity.

A similar convention governs the publication of the reports. The AAU does
not itself publish its audit reports, as these belong to the individual universities.
The Unit does, however, retain the copyright, so as to dissuade institutions from
seeking to quote selectively from their reports. It is for each university to decide
what publicity it gives to its report, although there is little doubt that all will, in
due course, see the light of day. Not only is it virtually impossible to keep secret
the contents of a document which will need to be considered widely within an
institution, but there will also be external requests (e.g. from the UFC and the
press) for copies. The probable course of action in most cases will be for the
report to find its way into the public domain, accompanied by a commentary
prepared by the university. The conventions on both access to universities and
publication of reports are likely to be changed as the result of proposed
legislation on quality assurance by both major political parties (see below).

Logistics

The AAU is a small, cost-effective organization, which is consciously adopting
a low overhead, high value approach to its work. The directorate consists at
present of three full-time staff, the Director, Deputy Director and Administrative
Secretary. The first two groups of auditors are all senior serving academics from
British universities, selected from an extensive list of nominations submitted by
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vice-chancellors. They number twenty-three at present, all seconded on the basis
of one-fifth of their time for two years, and are paid a modest daily fee for their
work. They have been chosen on the basis of proven experience in quality
assurance-related activities, geographical distribution (one of the ways of
disseminating information about the Unit’s work is by selecting the auditors
from as many institutions as possible), and subject spread (although, as the audit
activity is centred on institutions rather than disciplines, this is of secondary
relevance).

The auditors undertake a three-part induction programme, lasting some six
days in all. The first part introduces the ideas of quality assurance, quality
control, audit inspection and validation, relates them to the Unit’s work, and
offers comparative experiences and perceptions in the form of contributions
from representatives of CNAA, HMI and university administrations. There are
also discussions about the Unit’s own objectives and methods. The second part
of the induction programme considers in detail the audit process, using actual
briefing materials and simulated interviews. Report construction is also
addressed. The final part of the programme, which takes place after the auditor’s
first ‘live’ experience of an audit visit, consists of a debriefing session, with an
opportunity to talk about the experience with a view to improving personal
performance and the process as a whole. Regular ‘reunion’ meetings are also
planned, to allow the auditors to meet as a full group and to receive new ideas
or information about the Unit and its work. The induction programme has been
devised and implemented with the help and close cooperation of the
Universities’ Staff Development and Training Unit (USDTU), another CVCP
enterprise, based in Sheffield. Auditors can expect to have visited eight to ten
institutions during the course of their period of secondment.

The universities fund the AAU through earmarked subscriptions to CVCP,
and are charged pro rata according to their student numbers. The budget for
1991–92 is around £450,000, although this does not include the cost to each
institution of its being audited (or, of course, of setting up and maintaining
quality assurance systems). The Unit is managed by a Board comprising eight
vice-chancellors, four independent members from the non-university world, and
the Secretary of CVCP. A consultative committee, with membership from a
large range of interested organizations (e.g. CNAA, HMI, UFC, National Union
of Students, Association of University Teachers, Committee of Directors of
Polytechnics, USDTU, and the Enterprise in Higher Education project),
provides help and advice to the Unit and the Management Board. The
Chairman of both the Board and the Consultative Committee is Professor
Stewart Sutherland, Vice-Chancellor of the University of London.
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The Pilot Audits

In the course of the discussions which led to the establishment of the AAU, it
was agreed that there should be a short series of experimental ‘pilot’ audits, prior
to the start of the main exercise. The object of these would be to test the method
which had been devised, and to identify any unforeseen difficulties which might
come to light in practice. The pilot audits would also allow some variations in
approach to be tried. Five willing volunteer institutions were identified,
representing a variety of types and traditions (the Universities of Aberdeen, East
Anglia, Loughborough, and Southampton and the University College of Wales,
Aberystwyth); the procedures described earlier were followed closely, and the
visits ran remarkably smoothly. The audit teams expressed confidence after the
visits that three days had been long enough to get a proper appreciation of the
structures and mechanisms in place, to discover whether these were operating
effectively, and to determine where there were significant shortcomings either
in practice or in the system itself.

The draft reports which the directorate received from the teams differed
markedly in form and quality, as was to be expected. In the absence of any
model examples to follow, teams had to decide for themselves the extent to
which they should write narratives of their visits or more schematized accounts;
whether to couch criticisms in a tentative, coded style, or to adopt a more
vigorous and overt approach; and how much weight to place on the evidence
of particular individuals or interest groups. In coordinating these drafts, the
directorate needed to ensure that there was a proper degree of consistency of
form among the reports, while not extinguishing the individuality of approach
of the teams. In the end, only such editorial work was undertaken on each draft
as proved necessary for it to conform in broad terms with the basic report
format. In two cases this involved substantial re-ordering of the draft, and in
one of these a significant amount of rewriting. By the time the drafts were
submitted to the relevant vice-chancellors, the directorate was satisfied that they
represented a fair account of the five institutions’ quality assurance systems and
their effectiveness in operation.

The responses of the institutions on receipt of their draft reports provided the
most interesting aspect of the pilot audit procedure. Two institutions offered no
more than straightforward corrections of errors of fact, as they had been invited
to do. A third added a comment on the tone of the report, couched in
constructive and supportive terms. A fourth expressed, informally, severe
misgivings about its draft, based again on an evident dislike of the tone adopted,
which it considered to be condescending, as well as a belief that the auditors
had made naïve errors of judgment as a result of taking too much notice of the
views of representatives of a disaffected minority of the academic staff, whom
it had happened to encounter on its visit. A fifth institution protested in even
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more robust terms about its draft report: it claimed that there were large
numbers of factual errors in the text and complained about generalizations based
on limited evidence, the superficiality of the method, and the insupportability
of the (not inconsiderable) range of criticisms made by the audit team.

The number of factual errors in the reports, given the complexity of
universities and the variety of their administrative arrangements, was actually
very small. For the most part they consisted of errors of nomenclature or minor
local usage lapses of little consequence. The criticisms of tone were more
substantial and readily addressed: after weighing the relative merits of different
approaches, it was agreed to move to a generally less vigorous and categorical
style of description and recommendation. In so doing, the pattern for future
reports was set, and the adoption of slightly more veiled language, in which
nuance assumes more significance, determined upon. Claims of errors of
judgment were more difficult to agree, the audit teams standing firmly by their
views. It is possible that some of these criticisms were made in an attempt to
repair the corporate façade which the auditors had effectively pierced, or because
the report could not be used as a management lever in quite the way which had
been expected. Whatever the reason, one or two institutions may not have
received the report they had been expecting.

The final reports took all the comments into account. Some differed
substantially in detail and tone from their draft form, but the findings and
recommendations remained largely unaltered. The Management Board, in
reviewing the pilot audit series, expressed its general satisfaction with the
outcome, while proposing some changes to the report format to ensure a more
uniform style and coverage of the checklist’s main points. Some small procedural
changes were also recommended.

The pilot series was a success. It achieved its main object of testing and
proving the validity of the audit method and of revealing ways of making it
more effective. Lessons were learnt, particularly in relation to the design of the
visit programme, methods of interview and the content and form of the report.
It also provided the first auditors with an initial opportunity to learn their art
and to mark the path for others to follow.

Having successfully tested the audit process, the Unit has drawn up a schedule
which will involve all UK universities being audited by June 1993. It is probable,
whatever the outcome of the political initiatives at present being considered, that
this round will be completed, and that it will produce a full set of audit reports
which will provide a map of the quality assurance scene not hitherto available.

Dissemination of Good Practice

The AAU’s third term of reference requires it to ‘identify and commend to
universities good practice in regard to the maintenance of academic standards
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at national level.’ The primary method of doing this will be through the
Director’s Annual Report to the Management Board, which will include
descriptions of some of the most interesting and potentially valuable quality
assurance procedures and practices which have been encountered during the
course of the year’s auditing. The report will also comment on matters of system-
wide importance, such as the development of modular courses, or the extension
of the role of external examiners, or the cost of quality. The hope is that the
annual report will become a useful reference tool for all those seeking to improve
their own institutions’ quality assurance.

The Present Scene

It is too early for the Academic Audit Unit to claim many achievements for itself,
other than its establishment and the successful development of the pilot stage
of its work. Nevertheless, its mere existence, and the knowledge that all
universities are to be scrutinized by it, have already had a remarkable effect. It
is no exaggeration to say that the question of quality has burst onto the university
scene in a way which few would have predicted five years ago. Few institutions
are now without their academic standards or teaching committees; most are
reviewing their procedures in the light of the Notes for the Guidance of Auditors and
CVCP codes of practice; responsibilities are being apportioned; students are
being asked for their views. Although it would be gratifying to believe that this
activity reflects a pervasive, if sudden, conversion to a deep-rooted commitment
to teaching quality, it is more likely that the real motivating force behind it is
the expectation that questions of quality will begin to inform the funding
decisions made by the UFC and its successor bodies. This is already the case
in the ‘public sector’, where the Polytechnic and Colleges Funding Council
(PCFC) has used HMI’s judgments on course quality as a factor in its grant
distribution processes. The extent to which all these animated endeavours are
directed towards, and will lead to, an enhanced experience of higher education
for students, however, it is not yet clear. But consideration of matters related to
quality and standards is unlikely to diminish in public importance; the main
question now at issue is whether the forthcoming political initiatives in the area
will enhance or diminish the beneficial effect of these developments.

The Future of Quality Assurance

In November 1991, following publication of a White Paper (DES, 1991), the
British Government presented a Bill to Parliament on higher and further
education in England and Wales, which will bring about widespread structural
changes in the system. A similar Bill is to be introduced in respect of Scotland.
The main effects of the legislation will be the abolition of the binary line and

THE UK ACADEMIC AUDIT UNIT 159



the establishment of geographical, rather than sectoral, funding boundaries.
There will in future be no distinction between universities and polytechnics,
which will be able to designate themselves as universities if they so wish. Three
new higher education funding councils will distribute money in England,
Scotland and Wales. All polytechnics will be granted degree awarding powers,
and the CNAA will be wound up.

So far as quality assurance is concerned, there will be a three-level system.
Quality control systems will continue to be operated within and by each
institution. A new term, ‘quality audit’, has been introduced to describe the work
of a new ‘quality audit unit’, whose mode of operation will mirror closely that
of the AAU, and which might well develop out of it, but whose scope will be
extended to cover all higher education institutions across the whole of the United
Kingdom. The quality audit unit will be essentially owned and operated by the
institutions, although its terms of reference will require publication of reports
and a greater involvement of outside interests in its management. The Bill gives
the Secretary of State reserve powers to instruct the funding councils to establish
their own quality audit function, presumably in the event of his being dissatisfied
with the institutions’ own unit. The third level of quality assurance is to, consist
of ‘quality assessment committees’ attached to and owned by the funding
councils, operating by means of ‘quality assessment units’ consisting of a
combination of ex-HMIs, ad hoc groups of serving academics, and
representatives from outside the higher education world. These units are to be
given the task of inspecting the quality of what is actually provided in individual
institutions, with a view to their judgments (in the words of the White Paper)
‘informing the funding decisions of the new Funding Councils’. Their opinions
will be taken in conjunction with ‘quantifiable outcomes’, i.e. ‘performance
indicators and calculations of value added’, to reward (presumably) some
institutions at the expense of others. The assessment units are to provide
‘external judgments on the basis of direct observation of what is provided. This
includes the quality of teaching and learning, its management and organisation,
accommodation and equipment.’ A quality assessment scheme, which will
examine the standard of teaching and learning provision within grouped
disciplines, is at present (November 1991) under development by a working
party consisting of representatives of the UFC, PCFC, HMI, the Scottish
Education Department, universities and polytechnics. Their intention is to
develop a credible methodology, recruit and train staff, undertake eight pilot
studies in the fields of engineering and science (for England and Wales) and
engineering and business studies (for Scotland) and then to complete a
comprehensive inspection of all provision in those fields in all higher education
institutions in Great Britain by the end of 1992. This programme is to be
followed by similar sequences of inspections covering all other disciplines.
Whether such an ambitious programme can be completed in other than a very
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superficial manner, given the very tight schedule, remains to be seen. If it cannot,
bearing in mind that the reports of the assessment units are to inform competitive
funding decisions, then the validity of the quality assessment exercise is certain
to be seriously challenged.

In their proposals concerning quality assurance, both the White Paper and
the subsequent Bill leave many fundamental questions unaddressed. For
example, not only are there no working definitions of what the Government or
DES understands by quality or standards, but the intention—explicitly stated in
the White Paper—that the quality assessment units will provide relative and
comparative quality judgments on courses, for use by prospective students and
employers, seems to imply an annual update on the quality of the 25,000 or so
higher education courses currently on offer in the UK. It is doubtful whether
that aim could ever be achieved without very considerable resources being
devoted to it. The Government has brought forward its original timetable for
the higher education legislation by including it in a Bill which contains equally
radical proposals for further education; the intention now is that the combined
Act should become law before the general election, which is due by May 1992.
Whether the Government succeeds in its aim may depend upon the resolution
of contentious questions concerning the further education elements of the Bill.

Earlier in 1991 the Labour Party published a consultative document on its
own intentions for quality assurance in higher education. This envisaged the
establishment of an Academic Standards Council with responsibility for quality
assurance across the whole of higher education. It left vague how it would
operate, although it envisaged a membership comprising representatives of a
very wide variety of interests. There was to be a strong inspectorial element,
and the Council was to have reserve powers to close courses or even institutions.
This document was followed, in mid-July 1991, by a policy statement which
showed a number of significant changes from the earlier draft. As it now stands,
the Labour Party’s policy proposes the creation of a Higher Education Standards
Council, independent of any controlling interest, but with representatives of the
major participants in higher education. The Council would ‘bring together many
of the functions of CVCP quality assurance unit, the CNAA, and the section of
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate dealing with higher education.’ Its overall
responsibility would be to ‘monitor quality in higher education, and to advise
institutions, the funding council, the public and the government accordingly.’
The detailed terms of reference bear a surprising resemblance to those of the
AAU. Its work would involve monitoring, reviewing and advising on:

institutions’ quality assurance mechanisms;

the external examiner system;
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the development of credit accumulation and transfer schemes;

student evaluation of courses, spreading the best practice already
operating in a number of institutions;

staff appraisal and career development, including practical help with
teaching techniques.

There is little direct reference to inspection of individual courses. The Council
would, however, be granted powers to close, in extremis, courses or even
institutions, although these are envisaged as being necessary only to ensure their
rare use. The Labour Party’s proposals also include a statement of intent to
amend any legislation already passed by an outgoing Conservative
Government. The assurance of quality in Scottish higher education would rest
with a new Scottish Parliament. There is no mention in the document of Wales
or Northern Ireland which, presumably, would be subject to the provisions of
the main proposals.

If implemented, either of these two sets of proposals would represent a
fundamental change in the nature of university autonomy in the United
Kingdom.

The Future of Quality

The future of quality in the universities will now depend on the result of the
next general election. Whichever party wins, British higher education would
appear to be faced with an increasingly invasive and demanding quality
assurance policy, although this will be less of a shock to the former polytechnics,
which have experienced something similar through the HMI and CNAA
inspection and validation systems. Under the Conservative plans, funding will
be linked to quality. It seems inevitable that, in consequence, a compliance
culture will develop, the aim of which will be to meet, or appear to meet, the
criteria and standards laid down by the assessment units, irrespective of whether
those are appropriate or desirable in the context of specific institutions. That the
resulting quality of provision will be as high as before is not clear: if standards
are to be common to the whole spectrum of higher education institutions, they
may well end up as lowest common denominator threshold standards. Some
institutions, pressed financially, and wishing to increase their student numbers
significantly, may consciously decide to level their quality down, while still
staying above the threshold. Paradoxically, under the politicians’ externally
controlled quality assurance models, there may well be little incentive or
opportunity actually to improve quality.
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In the face of the Government’s belt and braces approach, what is the future
for the Academic Audit Unit and its methods? The White Paper seems to have
accepted its worth and the Government to have embedded it in its strategy. As
its reports are more widely circulated, the quality of the auditors’ work is being
increasingly remarked. Whether or not the CVCP Unit will emerge as the
Quality Audit Unit for higher education as a whole will depend on a variety of
factors, some of which are related to the ways in which the representative bodies
of the present two sectors of higher education come to terms with each other
and ultimately coalesce. But whatever happens, the opportunity which the Unit
is already offering universities, by acting as a stimulus for them to define and
defend their own standards and quality, in promoting self-reflection and self-
criticism, and (hopefully) in encouraging a much needed development of a sense
of professionalism in university teachers (as opposed to researchers), much not
be put at risk.
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11
The US Accreditation System

Marjorie Peace Lenn

Accreditation in the United States is a communal process of assessing educational quality and
promoting improvement in post-secondary education. Approximately 100 non-governmental
institutional and professional bodies accredit institutions or programmes using agreed
standards, in-depth self-studies, and site visits by a team of peers. The value of accreditation
for students, funding agencies, professions and employers and for the institutions themselves is
reviewed. The meaning of accredited status, and the role of the American Council on
Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA) in ‘accrediting the accreditors’ are explained.

Unlike most countries, the United States has no ministry of education to
authorize the offering of education programmes, set educational standards and
establish regulations for enforcing standards. The United States constitution
reserves to the states and local governments the primary responsibility for
education, including higher education. In interpreting and exercising that
responsibility, however, the states often differ radically, and the unevenness and
lack of uniformity of educational standards and practices that can result led in
the late nineteenth century to the beginnings of a system of regulation called
accreditation.

This accreditation is based on peer review and is essentially a non-
governmental, voluntary, and self-regulatory approach to quality assessment
and enhancement which clearly reflects the divergent, semi-autonomous
character of American higher education. Academic institutions in many other
countries look to an external, often governmental, entity for evaluation.
Accreditation in the US, on the other hand, operates on a communal concept —
an internalized activity which is a direct creation of the academic and
professional educational communities. Quality is not decided by the external
‘they’, but by the internal ‘we’.

Thus American accrediting bodies are voluntary, non-governmental
associations of institutions involved as a community in fulfilling two
fundamental purposes: quality assessment—evaluating an institution or
programme to determine whether it meets or exceeds stated criteria of quality;
and quality enhancement—assisting an institution or programme in continuing
to improve itself. Funding for the evaluation process comes from the accredited



institutions, programmes and professional associations, and there is no
dependency on governmental funding. Recognition for accrediting bodies
derives from the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA), a primary
function of which is periodically to review the standards set and processes used
by the various institutional and specialized accrediting bodies.

Types of Accreditation

The meaning of accredited status depends on the type of accreditation involved.
Institutional accreditation is granted by regional and national accrediting bodies
which collectively serve most of the institutions, currently about 6000, chartered
or licensed in the United States and its possessions. The evaluation focuses on
the institution as a whole, giving attention not only to the overall educational
programme but to such areas as effective management, student personnel
services, financial and physical resources, and administrative strength. The
standards expected relate to the achievement of the institutional mission and
objectives as determined by the academic community. Degree programmes,
however specialized, must rest upon a base of liberal or general studies as a
requirement for all or most students. The institutional accrediting bodies
recognized by COPA include nine regional and six national organizations which
accredit total operating units only.

The criteria of an institutional accrediting body are broad, as is demanded
by the focus on the whole institution and by the presence in the United States
of post-secondary institutions of widely different purposes and scopes. Such
criteria also provide encouragement to institutions to try innovative curricula
and procedures, and to adopt them when they prove successful.

Specialized accrediting bodies accredit programmes or single-purpose
institutions that prepare professionals, technicians, or members of special
occupations. Specialized accreditation usually applies to fields in which there is a
recognized first professional degree and where health, welfare, safety, and
professional competence are matters of academic, professional, and public
concern. Each specialized accrediting body has its own distinctive definitions of
eligibility, criteria or standards for accreditation, and operating procedures.
These have been developed through the cooperation of educators and
practitioners and with other interested parties such as educational institutions,
employers, and public agencies. What is sought are reasonable conditions for
achieving the objectives of satisfactory quality. (See Chapter 12 for an account
of engineering accreditation in the US which is undertaken by the Accreditation
Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET), a major specialized
accreditation agency.)

The crucial dimension of quality in specialized accreditation is the adequacy
of the educational programme as it relates to professional expectations and
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requirements for entry and practice in the field, including certification and
licensure. During the review process, among other duties, a site-visit team may
review the relationship of the programme to the larger unit and the adequacy
of the organization and resources of the institution for programme maintenance
and development. At the present time COPA recognizes approximately forty
specialized accrediting bodies in such fields as business, engineering, teaching,
law, and medicine. These include some which serve as umbrella agencies for an
additional thirty review committees, bringing the grand total of institutional and
specialized accrediting bodies to approximately 100.

The Accreditation Process

The accrediting process has evolved from quantitative to qualitative measures,
from the early days of simple checklists to an increasing emphasis on measuring
the outcomes of educational experiences. A common pattern used by both
institutional and specialized accrediting bodies includes (1) a rigorous and candid
self-study by the institution or programme, examining and evaluating objectives,
activities, and achievements; (2) an on-site visit by a team of peers who provide
expert evaluation and offer suggestions for improvement; and (3) a subsequent
review and decision by a central governing commission or board.

The process begins with the institutional or programmatic self-study, a
comprehensive effort to measure progress according to previously accepted
objectives against the standards of the accrediting body. The self-study considers
the interests of the constituencies—students, faculty, administrators, alumni,
trustees, and the community—and results in a written report.

This report serves as the basis for evaluation by a site-visit team from the
accrediting body. The site-visit team normally consists of professional educators,
specialists selected according to the nature of the institution or programme, and
members representing specific public interests. The visiting team assesses the
institution or programme in the light of its objectives and provides judgments
based on its own expertise and its external perspective on the degree to which
standards are met. The team prepares an evaluation report which is reviewed
by the institution or programme for factual accuracy.

Subsequently, the original self-study, the team report, and the institutional or
programme response are forwarded to the accrediting body’s governing board
as the basis for a decision about the accreditation status of the institution or
programme. Negative decisions may be appealed according to established
procedures of the accrediting body.

Generally, institutions are reviewed every five or ten years, but accredit ing
bodies reserve the right to review member institutions or programmes at any
time. They also reserve the right to review any substantive change such as an
expansion from undergraduate to graduate programmes or an expansion of off-
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campus offerings. Such changes may require prior approval or review upon
implementation. In this way, accrediting bodies hold their member institutions
and programmes continually responsible to their education peers, to the
constituents they serve, and to the public.

Values and Uses of Accreditation

Accreditation is used by several constituencies in a variety of ways. It is used
by institutions and programmes primarily as a stimulus for self-evaluation and
self-directed improvement. It provides an assurance of the relevance of
preparation for effective contemporary practice, and it facilitates inter-
institutional cooperation in diverse ways including the admission of students to
graduate programmes and the transfer of credit.

The reputation of an institution or programme is enhanced because of public
regard for accreditation. For the public, accreditation provides an assurance of
acceptable quality as determined through external evaluation, a commitment to
quality enhancement by the institution or programme, and some guarantee of
conformity to general expectations in post-secondary education. It also assures
improved professional services to the public since accredited programmes are
expected to modify their requirements to reflect changes in knowledge and
practice generally accepted in the field.

Accreditation serves the professions by providing a means for the
participation of practitioners in setting the requirements for preparation to enter
the professions. It contributes to the unity of the professions by bringing together
practitioners, educators, and students in an activity directed at improving
professional preparation and professional practice.

Accreditation is used by the federal and state governments too. It is one means
by which an institution can establish eligibility for participation in federally
funded programmes and for student financial aid. There is a decreased need for
state intervention in the operation of educational institutions because through
accreditation the institutions are providing privately for the maintenance and
enhancement of educational quality. In many states accreditation serves as a
vehicle for consumer protection, where the authorization of institutions to
operate and grant degrees is dependent upon the institution’s achieving and
maintaining accredited status. In a number of professions, completion of an
accredited programme is a prerequisite for state licensure and entry to
professional practice.

Businesses and industries look to accreditation for quality assurance when
financing educational programmes for employees, contributing to scholarship
programmes, supporting foundations or awarding grants to individual students
or institutions. Accreditation is also usually relied upon by private foundations
as a highly desirable indicator of institutional and programme quality.
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At an international level, institutional accreditation is an important marker
for the many American programmes currently operating abroad; specialized
accreditation is only recently considering such overseas activity.

Accredited Status

What does it mean to say that an institution has been awarded accredited status?
In general, it means that the characteristics of the total institution have been
considered and that the total pattern the institution provides of strengths and
weaknesses has been weighed. The institution has been found to:

1 have educationally appropriate objectives as defined over time by the
American higher education community;

2 have the financial, human and physical resources necessary to achieve these
objectives;

3 have demonstrated that it is in fact achieving these objectives now; and
4 have provided sufficient evidence to support the belief that it will continue

to achieve its objectives over a reasonable future.

Critical to understanding US institutional accreditation and its uses domestically
and abroad is knowing what its status can and cannot do. A summary point-
counterpoint follows:

Accreditation can attest to the general quality of an educational institution when
reviewed as a whole. Institutional accrediting standards apply to such critical
matters as mission, governance, academic programme, faculty, student services,
financial resources, library and buildings.

Accreditation cannot attest to the quality of individual programmes or courses
within an institution. In the case of professional programmes, students are
advised to choose among those which have specialized accreditation. In some
professions, having attended an accredited programme is imperative for
licensure (e.g. medicine, law).

Accreditation can assure the student that the educational activities of an
accredited institution have undergone external evaluation and are found to be
in conformity with expectations of quality in US higher education as reflected
in the institutional accrediting standards mentioned above.

Accreditation cannot guarantee that a student will either be admitted or will
graduate from an institution, nor can it guarantee the quality of individual
graduates. Admissions is the prerogative of the institution and graduation is the
responsibility of the individual student.

Accreditation can help a student transfer academic credits from one US
institution to another and can help in the admission of a student to an advanced
degree programme, provided the performance of the student has been

THE US ACCREDITATION SYSTEM 169



satisfactory and the credits to be transferred are appropriate to the receiving
institution.

Accreditation cannot guarantee the transfer of academic credits from one US
institution to another or the admission of students to advanced degrees, because,
again, admission requirements are the prerogative of each institution or
programme.

Accreditation can benefit US institutions and programmes by providing a
stimulus for self-evaluation and improvement.

Accreditation cannot provide a ranking of US institutions or programmes, often
requested by international audiences. The academic reputation of institutions
and the stature and success of programmes in the professions is information
generally understood within a discipline or profession but is not information
officially published.

Accreditation can attest to the educational quality of an institution or programme
for a reasonable period into the future. (Most accrediting periods range between
five and ten years with interim evaluations as needed.)

Accreditation cannot have indefinite duration. If the institution or programme
changes in any substantive way, the accrediting body re-evaluates its status.

Accreditation can enable an institution to become eligible for certain programmes
of governmental funding. An institution must be accredited before it can apply
for governmental funding for such endeavours as research. Also, students who
apply to and attend accredited institutions are eligible for governmental student
loans. Private foundations also rely on the accredited status of an institution to
allocate their funds.

Accreditation cannot gain access for foreign nationals to US governmental
student loans.

Caveat Emptor

It is possible in the United States to start your own institution and your own
accrediting body without external validation. Some of these institutions, often
called ‘diploma mills’, come from states which do not have an authorization
agency for post-secondary education (the initial step taken by institutions prior
to seeking accreditation). These diploma mills dot the globe, feeding off the
unwary in credential-crazed environments. In addition, at least one state has
offered an alternative to accreditation for those institutions unable to receive
accreditation. These ‘state approved’ institutions have also appeared around the
globe falsely claiming that state approval and accreditation are equivalent in
status in the American post-secondary community.
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Accreditation and the Federal Government

The federal government has provided financial support to students and
educational institutions through a wide variety of programmes aimed at
improving the welfare of society. With this financing has come a legitimate
federal interest in determining which institutions and programmes are
educationally sound. Because there is an effective non-governmental process for
making such determinations, and because the federal government is restricted
in its jurisdiction over education, a relationship has been established between
accreditation and the determination of eligibility for federal funds.

Through accreditation the US Department of Education is provided with
reasonable assurance of the quality and integrity of institutions and
programmes, and the Secretary for Education publishes a list of accrediting
bodies which are recognized as reliable authorities of educational quality. In
carrying out this recognition function, the Department of Education establishes
criteria and periodically reviews institutional and specialized accrediting bodies
to ensure that they are in fact functioning as appropriate indicators of quality.
Thus the federal government provides for an appropriate use of accreditation
while also adhering to the principle of separation of governmental from non-
governmental functions.

The Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA)

COPA also grants recognition to the accrediting agencies and is the national
non-governmental organization that works to foster and facilitate the role of
accrediting bodies in promoting the quality and diversity of American post-
secondary education. The accrediting bodies, while established and supported
by their membership, are intended to serve the broader interests of society as
well. To promote these ends, COPA recognizes, coordinates, and periodically
reviews the work of its member accrediting bodies, and it evaluates the
appropriateness of existing or proposed accrediting bodies and their activities.
It is thus an integral part of the self-regulatory process of American accreditation.
COPA’s membership includes institutional accrediting bodies, specialized
accrediting bodies, and the major higher education organizations all of which
endorse COPA as the lead organization for establishing policies and practices
in post-secondary accreditation.

COPA ‘accredits the accreditors’ through the granting of recognition to those
bodies which meet its criteria on organizational structure and scope, public
responsibility, evaluative practices and procedures, educational philosophy and
related procedures. To be recognized, an accrediting body must be a non-
governmental agency, and must require as an integral part of its evaluative
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process a self-analysis of the programme or institution, and an on-site review by
a visiting team.

COPA conducts its business and offers professional development sessions on
issues in accreditation at least twice a year. These meetings are open, and the
international accrediting community is often found among the participants.
Current issues include the accreditation of distance education and international
links, the assessment of educational outcomes, and the further development of
the communal process of peer review in evaluating the educational quality of
American higher education.

In the late twentieth century the self-regulatory accrediting process of
American higher education celebrates a 100-year history. During this period
major changes have occurred relative to both the standards and process of
accreditation. It is expected that this dynamic characteristic will continue into
the future in evaluating educational quality throughout American higher
education.
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12
Engineering Accreditation in the United

States
Leslie Benmark

Chapter 11 offered an overview of institutional and specialized accreditation in the United
States. Here quality assurance in engineering education is described as an example of the latter.
The Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) monitors, evaluates and
certifies the quality of engineering and engineering technology education. ABET’s accreditation
role, policy guidelines, procedures and criteria are outlined. With increasing global mobility,
the importance of establishing the equivalence of engineering programmes is emphasized, and
international developments in the mutual recognition of engineering credentials are also
reviewed.

Introduction

How do we assure that the graduates of engineering, engineering technology
and engineering-related (engineering spectrum) programmes receive the best
education possible? One proven method in the United States is through
accreditation of engineering programmes by the Accreditation Board for
Engineering and Technology (ABET).

The Role of ABET

ABET (formed in 1932 as the Engineers’ Council for Professional Development,
ECPD) is a federation of engineering and engineering-related societies (currently
twenty-seven societies). It is recognized by the Department of Education and
the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA) as the sole agency in the
United States responsible for the accreditation of educational programmes
leading to degrees in engineering, engineering technology and engineering-
related areas. 

The accreditation is carried out by three ABET Commissions: the
Engineering Accreditation Commission (EAC), the Technology Accreditation
Commission (TAC) and the Related Accreditation Commission (RAC). These
Commissions are made up of representatives of the participating bodies which



constitute ABET in proportion to the number of programmes for which each is
responsible (see Figure 1).

ABET provides leadership for the promotion and advancement of
engineering spectrum education, and seeks to further public welfare through the
development of better educated and qualified engineers, engineering
technologists, engineering technicians and others engaged in engineering or
engineering-related work.

ABET initiates, sponsors and co-sponsors educational forums, conferences,
seminars and studies, and represents the engineering profession in education
areas where appropriate. It provides technical assistance about accreditation to
agencies having engineering-related regulatory authority, and it identifies
engineering spectrum programmes which meet minimum accreditation
requirements to potential employers, government agencies, state examining
boards, parents, potential students and the public at large.

Through the efforts of over 2000 volunteers—educators, knowledgeable
practitioners and practising professionals from all engineering disciplines —

Figure 1. Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology
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ABET is primarily responsible for monitoring, evaluating and certifying the
quality of engineering education in colleges and universities in the United States.
It also provides guidance for the improvement of existing programmes and the
development of new ones.

ABET recognizes the value of experimentation in education and seeks to
foster an environment conducive to innovation so that the curriculum will better
prepare undergraduates for careers in the next century. Recently, it established
an Award for Educational Innovation to recognize creative programmes in
engineering education. This emphasizes ABET’s interest in improving the
quality of engineering and engineering technology education: the awards seek
to recognize new approaches to meeting educational needs through non-
traditional ways of resolving the problems that face education. It is hoped that
they will help to dispel the commonly held belief that ABET is a barrier to
educational innovation. Each year the members of the three ABET
Commissions nominate for this award new and different programmes observed
during accreditation reviews that represent excellence in programme quality.
The awards are presented at the ABET Annual Meeting.

ABET and Quality Assurance

Firms using Total Quality Management (TQM) principles design quality into
their product rather than inspect it in. Quality improvement relies on defect
prevention: ‘Do it right the first time.’ Applying TQM principles to the engineering
education process is a challenge. First, we must ascertain who are the customers
of engineering education (employers, students, society, etc.). Next, we must
determine how to obtain feedback from customers on the important
characteristics for engineering graduates and use this feedback to improve the
quality of engineering education. Finally, we must identify critical points within
the educational process where monitoring will assure the quality of the education
of engineering graduates.

ABET has established a Quality Assurance in Engineering Education
Committee to investigate these important engineering and engineering
technology education issues. The goal is to have an impact on and change
engineering spectrum educational programmes nationally, and also the way
ABET conducts the accreditation of these programmes. This suggests, perhaps,
a developing role for ABET in helping institutions establish internal quality
assurance processes for their engineering programmes.

Accreditation Guidelines

ABET policy is to accredit engineering and engineering technology programmes
rather than institutions, departments or degrees, for it is well recognized that
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programmes of quite different quality may sometimes be found at the same
Institution must request accreditation for a particular programme(s) in
engineering, engineering technology or engineering-related field.  institution.
Institutions are expected to submit programmes for accreditation review without
persuasion or pressure.

ABET encourages educational programmes with an interdisciplinary focus
that prepare students to take advantage of as many different career opportunities
as possible. It encourages innovation and strives to avoid rigid requirements as
a basis for accreditation, in order to prevent standardization and ossification.
Considerable latitude is allowed in the choice and arrangement of curriculum
subject matter as long as the minimum criteria are met.

Programmes are accredited for a specific period, usually three or six years. A
general review of all engineering spectrum programmes at an institution is
carried out at intervals not exceeding six years. (Figure 2 sets out the
accreditation guidelines.)

Figure 2. Accreditation Guidelines
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The Accreditation Process

After an institution requests an accreditation review for some or all of its
engineering programmes, it prepares self-evaluation materials and submits these
to ABET. An evaluation team is assembled for each institution consisting of a
team leader and a programme evaluator for each programme being reviewed.

Team members are selected from lists of qualified evaluators furnished by
the professional societies assigned curricular responsibility for specific
engineering programmes. Ideally the evaluation team should have an equal mix
of academics and practising professionals from industry, private practice and
government.

A thorough review of the self-evaluation materials is undertaken by each of
the team members. This is followed by an extensive on-campus visit by the full
team, to evaluate each engineering programme, and the institution and
engineering unit as a whole. This involves discussions with faculty, staff and
students, review of course materials and student work, consideration of financial
and resource matters, examination of engineering and related area facilities,
observation of working conditions, evaluation of libraries, computer systems
and other facilities, and interviews with the institution’s central administration.

After the on-campus evaluation, a preliminary report of findings is prepared
and reviewed at several levels within ABET to ensure consistency among all
programmes. The institution has the opportunity to review the preliminary
findings and submit information to correct errors of fact (referred to as the ‘due
process’ step). Comments from the institution are studied and appropriate
modifications are made to the preliminary report. The modified report and
recommendations for accreditation action for all programmes are submitted for
decision to the full Commission. After considerable deliberation at this meeting,
the final report with accreditation action for each programme is sent to the
institution.

There are six major areas that are examined during an accreditation review
of engineering programmes: curriculum, faculty, administration, student body,
institutional facilities and institutional commitment. Each of these areas is
considered below, bearing in mind the general engineering criteria which must
be met by all engineering programmes and specific engineering criteria for each
engineering discipline. (Figure 3 summarizes the accreditation process.)

Curriculum

A significant measure of engineering education is the degree to which it has
prepared the graduate to pursue a productive engineering career that is
characterized by continued professional growth. The overall curriculum must
provide an integrated experience, developing the ability to apply pertinent
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knowledge to the identification and solution of practical problems in the
designated area of engineering specialization.

While ABET favours a flexible approach to the design of curricular content,
it also recognizes the need for specific coverage in each curricular area.
Therefore, it is required that the curriculum content of each engineering
programme includes the equivalent of at least three years of study in
mathematics, basic sciences, engineering sciences, engineering design and the
humanities and social sciences. Courses must include at least: 

* one year of an appropriate combination of mathematics and basic sciences: studies
in mathematics must emphasize mathematical concepts and principles rather
than merely computation. The objective of the studies in basic sciences is to
acquire fundamental knowledge about nature and its phenomena, including
quantitative expression.

* one year of engineering sciences: the engineering sciences have their roots in
mathematics and basic sciences but carry knowledge further toward creative

Figure 3. ABET Program Accreditation Process
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application. These studies provide a bridge between mathematics/basic
sciences and engineering practice.

* one-half year of engineering design: the engineering design component of a
curriculum must include at least some of the following features: development
of student creativity, use of open-ended problems, development and use of
design methodology, formulation of design problem statements and
specifications, consideration of alternative solutions, feasibility
considerations and detailed system descriptions. Further, it is essential to
include a variety of realistic constraint factors such as safety, reliability,
aesthetics, ethics and social impact. Some portion of this requirement must
be satisfied by at least one course which is primarily design, preferably at the
senior level, and draws upon previous coursework in the relevant discipline.

one-half year of humanities and social sciences: studies in the humanities and
social sciences serve not only to meet the objectives of the engineering
profession for a broad education but also the institution’s educational
objectives. Studies in this area must provide both breadth and depth and not
be limited to a selection of unrelated introductory courses.

Faculty

The heart of any educational programme is the faculty. Faculty must be large
enough to cover, by experience and interest, all of the curricular areas of the
discipline and to provide technical interaction and stimulation. Teaching loads
must be compatible with the existing climate at the institution for research and
professional development.

Administration

The attitude and policy of engineering administration towards teaching,
research and scholarly production, and the quality of leadership at all levels of
administration are critical to the success of each engineering programme. A
capable faculty can perform its functions best in an atmosphere of good relations
with the administration. Good communications between faculty members and
administrators and a mutual concern with policies that affect the faculty are
required.

Student Body

An important consideration in the evaluation of an engineering programme is
the quality and performance of the students and graduates. When students are
carefully selected at the time of admission and/or by appropriate retention
standards, the level and pace of instruction can be high. Student performance
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is assessed through examining samples of homework problems, laboratory
reports and design experiences.

Institutional Facilities

An engineering programme must be supported by adequate physical facilities
including office and classroom space, laboratories and workshop facilities
suitable for the scope of the programme’s activities. The libraries in support of
the engineering unit must be both technical and non-technical and include
books, journals and other reference material for collateral reading in connection
with the instructional and research programmes and professional work.
Computing facilities available to the engineering faculty and students must be
adequate to encourage the use of computers as a part of the institution’s
engineering educational experience. Laboratory facilities must reflect the
requirements of each educational programme.

Institutional Commitment

The organizational structure of the institution should demonstrate a
commitment, both financially and philosophically, to the engineering
programme. ABET is specifically interested in the general status of the
engineering unit, its programmes within the institution and the overall
administration as it relates to the engineering unit and achievement of its
educational objectives.

Accreditation Coverage

Over 1400 programmes in engineering at approximately 400 institutions in the
United States are currently accredited by ABET. The largest number of
accredited engineering programmes is in the electrical and bioengineering area,
followed in size by civil, mechanical, chemical and industrial engineering
programmes (see Figure 4).

Over 750 engineering technology programmes at approximately 225
institutions in the United States are currently accredited by ABET.
Approximately 60 per cent of these are associate programmes, and the largest
number is in the electrical engineering technology area. Mechanical and civil
engineering technology programmes follow in magnitude (see Figure 5).

International Developments

With the increased global mobility of engineers, there is a need to understand
educational credentials of engineers from other countries. In the light of this,
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ABET’s commitment to quality engineering education goes beyond engineering
accreditation in the United States to a role in international credentialling. This
commitment is reflected in the ABET Vision Statement: ‘ABET  will help
identify substantially equivalent educational programs from other countries and
will assist agencies in other countries in the development of accreditation
processes and systems.’

For over twenty-five years ABET has had a long standing agreement with
the Canadian Council of Professional Engineers whereby each group recognizes
the engineering education credentials of graduates of accredited engineering
programmes of the other. Recently, the Washington Accord extended this
agreement with the aim of including Australia, New Zealand, the United
Kingdom and Ireland. A Secretariat, initially to be located at ABET

Figure 4. Engineering Programmes, November 1990
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headquarters, will serve as the central point for communications among the
participants of this Accord.

In 1989 ABET entered into an agreement with the Fédération Européenne
d’Associations Nationales d’Ingénieurs (FEANI) whose membership  includes
the leading European engineering registration bodies and a large portion of the
engineering community in Europe. The FEANI Accord is based on the
equivalency of education represented by attainment of FEANI Eur.Ing. Class I
designation. Eur.Ing. Class I is granted to individuals who have graduated from
a recognized engineering programme and are registered professional engineers
in their country and who have obtained the highest degree of membership under
their country’s registration criteria. The FEANI agreement allows American

Figure 5. Engineering Technology Programmes, October 1990
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engineers who are graduates from ABET accredited programmes and have
successfully completed the Engineering Fundamentals examination of the
National Council of Examiners for Engineering and Surveying (NCEES) the
same ‘rights and privileges’ and professional courtesies as graduates from any
of the FEANI Eur.Ing. Class I educational programmes.

To further understanding of the substantial equivalence of engineering
education, the ABET Board of Directors has approved ABET’s membership of
the United States Council for International Engineering Practice (USCIEP).
USCIEP is seeking to obtain a better global understanding of the requirements
for the professional practice of engineering—in terms of education, experience
and examination—to facilitate international mobility of engineers without undue
constraints.

There are active discussions with leaders in the field of engineering education
and the engineering profession in Mexico. A self-study process similar to that
used in the United States was begun a few years ago. Now exploration is
underway to determine how a comprehensive accreditation process can be
implemented.

There is ongoing liaison with many other engineering organizations around
the world such as the Union Panamericana de Asociaciones de Ingenieros
(UPADI) and the World Federation of Engineering Organizations (WFEO).

ABET publishes annually a list of accredited programmes in the United States
so that those which meet minimum criteria can be identified to the public,
prospective students, educational institutions, professional societies, potential
employers, governmental agencies and state boards of examiners. ABET will
now supplement this with a list of engineering programmes offered outside the
United States which have been determined to be substantially equivalent. This
list will:

identify programmes which meet minimum standards;

provide information about engineering education systems and
accreditation processes, policies, procedures and criteria; and

encourage quality enhancements to engineering education.

A preamble will describe the basis for substantial equivalence and the purpose
and benefits being served by the list.

For the time being the list will be published in the ABET Accreditation Annual
and will include programmes from Canada, Ireland, Australia and New
Zealand. Efforts are currently underway to understand better the substantial
equivalence of engineering programmes of the United Kingdom. As the number
of programmes determined to be substantially equivalent increases and this list
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becomes unwieldy, then a separate publication will be used to share information
about international programmes which meet minimum standards.

Since the professional practice of engineering is very much dependent on the
output quality of the engineering education system, questions about mutual
recognition naturally arise. International engineering practice will benefit from
these developing methods of assessing the equivalence of various engineering
education delivery and accreditation systems. ABET is keen to contribute
constructively to this debate.
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13
Mutual Recognition and Transfer of

Credits: Developments in Europe
Fritz Dalichow*

This chapter considers different approaches to promoting academic recognition between
institutions and across national borders. It describes the European Credit Transfer System
(ECTS) which is part of the European Community’s ERASMUS Programme. ECTS is in
the second year of a six-year pilot phase and covers eighty-six university departments or consortia
in five subject areas. The promising evaluation results of the first year are noted. The extent
of interest from outside Europe suggests good prospects for future international cooperation on
the recognition of academic credit.

Introduction

When the European Community (EC) began its work on higher education
cooperation in 1976, it saw clearly that one of the main barriers to student
mobility between the member states was academic recognition. This has been
the main focus of the EC’s higher education policy, especially for the large-scale
European Community Action Scheme for the Mobility of University Students
(ERASMUS), which came into existence in 1987.

International student mobility is dramatically increasing as the twentieth
century comes to an end. In the European Community the ERASMUS
programme has given considerable impetus to this and is aiming at intra-EC
student exchange of 10 per cent, which would mean well over 150,000 students
per year. In 1988/89, 15,000 students were involved; by 1991/92, the figure was
almost 60,000. 

*Fritz Dalichow is assistant director of the ERASMUS Bureau in Brussels responsible
for academic recognition and credit transfer matters. The views expressed here are those
of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official position of the ERASMUS Bureau
or the Commission of the European Communities.



How Can Academic Recognition Be Improved?

Normally, academic recognition occurs following individual evaluation after a
study period in another institution, a posteriori. Unfortunately, this difficult and
time-consuming evaluation of credentials on an individual basis fairly often leads
to disappointment—partial or even non-recognition. With increasing mobility
and organized student exchange, there is a growing need to ensure a priori
academic recognition. How can this objective be reached?

The ERASMUS programme emphasizes four approaches:

1 the individual approach, where evaluators of academic credentials may be
funded for study visits to improve their knowledge of foreign credentials.
Since 1977 the European Community has assisted staff of universities and
other organizations to make individual visits to improve their knowledge
of academic recognition in other EC member states.

2 the administrative approach, where a central agency gathers information and
offers advice on academic recognition. In 1984 the EC Network of National
Academic Recognition Information Centres (NARICs) was created, which
was later integrated into the ERASMUS programme.

3 inter-university or inter-departmental cooperation, as exemplified by the European
Interuniversity Cooperation Programmes (ICPs) established by the
ERASMUS programme. Here institutions or departments of EC member
states enter into specific agreements, for instance to exchange third year
students and provide for recognition of the first and second year of the
home university at the host university and vice versa.

4 the inter-university or inter-departmental super approach, where a network for a
priori recognition is formed. This is the basis of the European Credit
Transfer System (ECTS) of the EC Commission, which is described in
detail below.

From the Inter-university or Inter-departmental
Approach to the Super Approach

One of the reasons for the success of the ERASMUS programme is that student
mobility is only valid where there are academic recognition arrangements within
the Interuniversity Cooperation Programme (ICP). These recognition
arrangements are relatively easily established. An ICP normally unites similar
departments in a limited number of institutions, and student mobility is generally
restricted to a specific fixed period of time at a stage of the study course which
is appropriate to student exchange. Recognition is feasible for one semester or
one year at the host institution, and the major part of the study course is still
completely governed by the home institutions.
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The success of these ICP arrangements led ERASMUS to consider going
much further—towards establishing a scheme involving different departments
in a large number of institutions in all EC member states, where student mobility
can take place at virtually any time during the study course, in which the
students decide when to go, where, for how long, and where academic
recognition is guaranteed a priori. The result was a decision to develop a
European Community Course Credit Transfer System (ECTS). But before
describing the ECTS pilot scheme, the meaning of academic credit and academic
credit transfer should be clarified.

Academic Credit

The notion of academic credit was developed in the United States higher
education system in the late nineteenth century. A typical four-year course for
a bachelor’s degree in the US requires 128 credits (thirty-two credits per year
or sixteen credits per semester). One credit is given for a one-hour lecture
together with two hours of preparation and study assignments per week per
semester (or three laboratory hours per week per semester). Thus to accumulate
sixteen credit points during a semester, the student’s weekly timetable might
consist of twelve hours of lectures (and accompanying study) (=twelve credits)
and twelve hours of laboratory exercises (=four credits). A description of all
courses taught and their credit value is published by the colleges and universities
in their catalogues or calendars and is therefore known to all students and all
other institutions. Each American student receives a ‘transcript of records’ which
is a form indicating the student’s consecutive performance—the courses
followed, grades achieved and credits obtained.

Academic Credit Transfer

In a narrow sense, academic credit transfer is the transfer of specific credit points
from one institution to another. The student asks for recognition of the credits
gained in the first institution. The receiving institution examines the transcript
of records and makes a decision based on the quality of the first institution and
the comparability of the programmes involved. In other words, each one
involves an individual recognition procedure.

The US higher education institutions have a well developed credit system,
and many students do negotiate transfer of credits between institutions, but
contrary to popular belief, there is no American credit transfer system. In
contrast to individually negotiated credit transfer, a credit transfer system means
the general a priori recognition by higher education institutions of courses, study
periods and examinations which have been completed elsewhere. Such
recognition can be based on national and international agreements between
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individual institutions themselves. It may also be the subject of multilateral,
bilateral and unilateral arrangements at state level. The ERASMUS programme
of the EC is pioneering a major initiative towards an international credit transfer
system.

A Credit Transfer System for the European Community

In 1985 an ad hoc committee ‘On a People’s Europe’ strongly recommended
‘introducing a European system of academic credits transferable throughout the
Community. This system would be implemented by means of bilateral
agreements or on a voluntary basis by universities and higher education
establishments which, by arrangements with one another, would determine the
procedures for academic recognition of such credits.’ These recommendations
were approved by the European Council of June 1985 in Milan. Six months
later the Commission reacted with the proposal for the ECTS scheme within
the ERASMUS programme.

ECTS has borrowed a number of tools from the American credit system,
including:

the credit itself: participating institutions are required to give sixty credits to
a full study year’s academic programme and subdivide it appropriately to
the courses given in the academic year;

the institutional calender or catalogue: which gives exact information on the
higher education institution, its rules and regulations and courses
(including an outline of content and the number of credits for each course);

the transcript of records: which in a very systematic way gives an overview
of the courses the student has taken and the results and credits earned.

Going beyond the experience of the USA to develop a broad credit transfer
system, it was decided to base ECTS on the principle of ‘mutual trust and
confidence’. The hypothesis was that higher education institutions are very
different within the EC, but that their quality is far more comparable than the
quality of institutions in similarly large geographical areas in other parts of the
world. As a result, professors at EC higher education institutions should be
willing to trust the course content and the academic judgment of their colleagues.
It was therefore proposed to the EC higher education world that institutions
should agree to automatic a priori recognition of credit.

More practically expressed, the central objective of the pilot scheme is to
develop credit transfer as an effective currency of academic recognition. ECTS
aims to provide universities admitting students from another Community
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country with a quick and objective means of assessing incoming students’
previous academic performance. In this way, they may be inserted at appropriate
levels into host institution courses, even where there is no specific programme
for student exchange with the foreign universities concerned.

The Development of ECTS

In 1987 and 1988 an ECTS brochure outlining a set of common rules was
developed, discussed and agreed. This outline paper was sent to all EC higher
education institutions in their respective languages in summer 1988, and they
were invited to apply for participation. Late in 1988 eighty-one higher education
institutions and three consortia were selected for participation, in the five subject
areas business administration, chemistry, history, mechanical engineering and
medicine. These institutions or consortia are all receiving a grant from the EC
Commission to help implement the system, and their experiences with ECTS
are being carefully monitored. These institutions form the ‘Inner Circle’ of the
Pilot Scheme. The Commission tries to keep the many other institutions which
have expressed interest in the scheme regularly informed about its development.
These institutions are ‘Outer Circle’ participants. They receive no direct
ERASMUS funding, and their experiences with ECTS are not being
systematically evaluated by the Commission, but will be taken into account
where this seems appropriate.

An ECTS student may go to an ECTS Inner Circle partner institution, study
there and return to graduate at the home institution, graduate at the host
institution or even go on to study in another institution of the same subject area
group. Provided that the student participating in the ECTS pilot scheme
complies with the legal, institutional and specific ECTS requirements of the
home and host institution, she or he will receive full credit for all academic work
carried out at these institutions. A certain number of ERASMUS student
mobility grants are available.

More than 550 students participated in 1989/90 which was the first
operational year of a six-year pilot phase. In 1990/91 more than 800 students
were selected for participation, which is a controlled growth of almost 50 per
cent.

First Results

The majority of the 553 students who participated in 1989/90 spent a full
academic year at their respective host institution. Most of these students
successfully completed their planned programme of study, gaining full credit
from the host institution. Most of the students who returned to their home
institutions received full credit transfer for this successfully completed ECTS
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programme. In three of the subject area groups there were students who gained
awards at the ECTS partner institutions through the transfer of credits already
achieved at their home institutions and the ECTS study period at the host
institution. These awards ranged from diplomas to master’s degrees. Some
students stayed on at the ECTS partner institutions to complete their studies
and a small number of students moved on to a third ECTS institution.

The pilot scheme has had a good start. With a few exceptions, the
organizational arrangements have functioned appropriately. Students
participating in ECTS received correct information on the study courses at the
host institution, appropriate preparation for the study period at the host
institution, and accommodation and necessary help from the host institution.
Home institutions’ credits were mostly completely recognized by the host
institutions. Most students studied successfully at the host institution and many
of the students received all the academic credits they had planned. For the most
part, credit transfer back from the host to the home institution worked equally
well.

International Reactions to ECTS

From its very beginning ECTS has generated enormous interest within and
outside the European Community. In 1988 some 500 departments from all EC
member states applied for participation of which only eighty-four could be
selected. Hundreds of other departments decided to participate in the Outer
Circle of the scheme, which is open to any subject area at any time. These Outer
Circle activities are not eligible for direct financial support, but a number of
departments have applied for and obtained ERASMUS grants for
Interuniversity Cooperation Programmes. An international Outer Circle credit
transfer consortium (Trans European Exchange and Credit Transfer (TEXT)
Consortium), came into existence by private initiative and now links some forty
EC higher education institutions.

Whole subject areas (e.g. sports science) are now thinking about organizing
their study abroad according to ECTS rules. Some EC states have been trying
to build on ECTS rules to organize total bilateral higher education cooperation.
Additional institutions (including two from the new Länder of Germany) have
recently been allowed to join in the five existing subject areas. This extension
of the ECTS Inner Circle together with activities of the ECTS Outer Circle
suggests a promising future for credit transfer within the EC.

There is also enormous interest in ECTS outside the EC. Many universities
of the member states of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) have been
requesting access. During 1991 negotiations to include them in the ERASMUS
programme were successfully concluded, and a number of these institutions will
probably soon be allowed to participate in ECTS. During 1992/93 there will be
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a West European ECTS Inner Circle of twelve EC plus seven EFTA member
states. ECTS Outer Circle activities will also be possible among nineteen West
European states.

Central and Eastern European universities are disappointed that credit
transfer is not part of the recently established EC TEMPUS Programme and
are checking what ECTS Outer Circle cooperation possibilities they have. A
number of them are considering joining the TEXT consortium. In the medium
and long term Central and East European universities hope to develop
partnerships with West European universities to participate in credit transfer
cooperation.

Last but not least, individual American universities and also the US
Department of Education are interested in cooperating with the ECTS scheme.
American universities have a good deal of experience in international higher
education cooperation. Globally, the most popular programme is still the ‘junior
year abroad’. This enables students, who have completed two years of higher
education at their US home institution, to move to a partner institution abroad
for a third study year under close supervision of the home institution, and then
return to complete their final year at the home institution. This is more or less
a home study year abroad with full home credit and no real credit transfer
programme. Less frequent than the ‘junior year abroad’ are true bilateral or
multilateral institutional exchange programmes; these are similar to the
ERASMUS Interuniversity Cooperation Programmes with limited numbers of
carefully pre-selected partner institutions. This mostly brings full credit transfer,
because courses, which perfectly fit into the home institution’s programme have
been predetermined, and are per se se transferable.

On a limited scale there are open-minded American institutions who trust
their students and their overseas partner institutions rather more than this. They
are convinced that their international partners are doing an equally good job in
educating students, and they give more choice to their students as to when they
want to go abroad and what courses they select. The equivalence concept of
these institutions approaches the idea of mutual trust and confidence which is
the leading modern EC principle both for professional and for academic
recognition. It is exactly this kind of American institution which requests
participation in the ECTS Pilot Scheme.

Within the US Department of Education some leading officials are fascinated
by the daring concept of ECTS, where the student decides at what stage she or
he goes to which of the many partner institutions in any of the twelve EC
member states, in which of the nine official languages she or he studies and for
how long, and which courses of the partner institution she or he chooses, and
where full a priori academic recognition/credit transfer is guaranteed in any
direction.
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If and when the EC and the American partners can come to an agreement on
cooperation in real credit transfer, the structural differences of their higher
education systems and the wide variety and the diverse levels of American
higher education institutions are among the factors which will need careful
consideration. However, it should be possible for willing partners to find
solutions. If successful, this has the potential to open an important new page of
higher education cooperation, and will be a significant development in
international recognition and transfer of academic credit.
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14
The Experience of Validation at Hong

Kong Polytechnic
Diana Mak and Austin Reid

This case study of Hong Kong Polytechnic describes the introduction of systematic course
validation in a British type education system with staff who are predominantly Chinese. The
authors offer an insider perspective, as they are both observers and participants. They examine
how staff resistance was addressed, and the changes in the validation process as staff experience
and confidence developed. The ways in which internal and external validation processes may
hinder and support each other are reviewed. It is suggested that an interactive model, involving
open academic dialogue between validators and validated, is appropriate for both internal
and external validation.

The Hong Kong Polytechnic grew out of the Hong Kong Technical College,
and began to award degrees in 1983. It now has 26,000 full-time and part-time
students, and by 1994/95 will have 60 per cent of its work at degree level. This
increase in scale and scope of degree courses has involved the polytechnic in
extensive internal and external validation processes.

The polytechnic has always had to obtain planning approval from the
government funding body before introducing a new course. However, the idea
of academic validation of a course was a novelty. Initially it was seen purely as
an external process; any preliminary internal procedures were solely to prepare
for the real event.

The arrival of a new Director in 1985 led to the quality of courses being given
a high priority. During 1985 and 1986 a comprehensive system of course
validation, re-validation and annual course review covering all courses was
introduced. The validation process followed what House (1978) describes as
the accreditation model where there is presumed consensus on criteria and
procedures, with a methodology of self-study and panel review. The concept of
validation was only vaguely handled. The first guide book devoted most of its
coverage to procedures, operational guidelines and format of submission
documents, reflecting the perception of validation as a task and an achievement
concept leading to a judgment of the courses under examination.

This is understandable in a society that carried no tradition in validation. As
seen by management, the motivation was to have some control over the courses
to ensure ‘the maintenance of appropriate academic standards’ (quality control)



and ‘to use the course validation process to inform its resource decisions’ (value
for money). Thus the polytechnic was to be seen to be accountable to the public
as employer and as taxpayer.

The Implementation Hurdles

Initially validation was the experience of a limited few. The majority watched
with dismay. During the mid-1980s a vocational and narrow perspective of
education focusing on the application of skills still prevailed at the polytechnic.
The departments were left very much to themselves, enjoying ‘autonomy’ or,
rather, non-interference from the central polytechnic administration apart from
fiscal support and the occasional administrative intervention. Consequently, the
departments had nurtured the ethos that as centres of higher education, they
should control their own destiny.

‘My course has been running for ten years, it is running well, it is popular,
all the graduates are snapped up by employers, why all this analysis? I
know it is running well.’

‘One can understand (though difficult to accept) that our proposed degree
courses require CNAA scrutiny, but it baffles me why the approach is
extended to non-degree level courses.’

‘It is unnecessary and self-inflicted work.’

Thus the need to establish some system of monitoring, internally and/or
externally, bewildered the staff. The concept of validation was a novelty; the
submission of degrees for internal then external scrutiny was certainly not a
vision shared.

The new director, apart from introducing validation, also led the
implementation of an institutional review which involved basic structural,
programmatic, procedural and staffing changes. The breadth, scope and speed
of such changes left the Hong Kong Polytechnic staff confused and further
dismayed. In retrospect, however, validation may have fulfilled an unexpected
function in absorbing much of the stress and strain sparked off by these other
major changes.

The Validation Concept and Model

By 1988, the concept of validation was defined in a Course Leaders’ Handbook as
follows:
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Validation…an umbrella term to include the processes of initial validation,
revalidation and review, and of the decision of approval. To be more
precise, initial validation is the process whereby a judgement is reached
on whether a new course meets the appropriate requirements for the
award in question, this is basically an appraisal of intent; revalidation is a
similar process on an existing course with the difference that evidence of
the performance as well as of intent is available; review is the process
whereby the progress of an existing course is appraised and any plans for
change are considered; approval is the formal outcome of the validation
process permitting the course to operate (or not to operate in the case of
non-approval).

The definition falls in well with Alexander and Gent’s (1983) observation that
three main elements are commonly found in the definitions on validation: ‘…
firstly a judgement as to the adequacy of an educational proposal; secondly, a
decision to sanction the translation of proposal into action…and thirdly the
innovation and application of authority to legitimate both judgement and
decision.’ Its nature was further spelt out in the Handbook which stated that
‘critical appraisal (of the course) is the central importance of the review process.’
This process was described as

(i) formal, making explicit the information and the values used in arriving at
a judgement;

(ii) open and public, as the Polytechnic believes that educators have to be
accountable for the decisions they make in planning and implementing a
course; and

(iii) recognising the collective responsibility and participation of the course
committee as a group.

The 1988 Handbook also articulates more clearly the purposes of validation, and
declares that the major aspects of a course to be considered in validation are its
aims, contents, teaching and learning strategies, assessment arrangements, staff
quality, facilities and resources, and management. Ongoing course evaluation
and follow-up action were stressed, and validation was very much seen as a
process ‘of change and renewal’.

Responses to the Introduction of Validation

The introduction of a comprehensive system of validation provoked reactions
from staff, some favourable, others negative.
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Chinese Cultural Tradition

‘It is not in the Chinese tradition to require a teacher to justify himself or
his work.’

‘Is this just an administrative game imposed by the British to justify their
existence?’

‘Although struggle sessions and self-criticism have been practised for some
years in China, they are not part of true Chinese tradition.’

Staff reactions were complicated by the distinct sub-cultures exhibited by the
local Chinese and the expatriate staff. The majority of the staff in the polytechnic
are Chinese. Most of them have been exposed to Western cultures and have
apparently adopted Western ways of life. Many have undertaken further studies
in the ‘Western’ university system, but their value base and consequently their
views and their ways of handling issues should not be taken for granted as being
similar to those of their colleagues from the West. Studies have argued the
persistence of the deep structure of the Chinese culture that lies beneath the
manifestation of their behaviour (Sun, 1983).
The philosophies professed by the validation exercise—public accountability,
open communication and self-criticism—are contrary to the views and values of
traditional Chinese culture. As this, in varying extent, affects the way the local
Chinese perceive validation, this is discussed briefly here.

Western culture generally views ‘change’ positively, assuming that this will
bring improvement. Chinese culture basically values stability as it signifies
harmony. ‘Change’ is often associated with ‘confusion’ (‘Tung-luen’ )
something to be frowned on. Thus, in the Hong Kong way of life, it is common
belief that ‘harmony in the family generates prosperity’ ( ) in
business, harmonious relationship between employer and employees produces
wealth ( ); when ruling a country, the ruler aims at harmony and
stability ), and, consequently, stability gives rise to prosperity

.
Tolerance (‘ren’ ) of irregularities is revered as a virtue. This is derived from

the Chinese view that man’s existence is defined by his relationship with another
man; thus, unlike the West, man is seen neither as a discrete individual with his
own rights nor as responsible for his own actions. Man acts in accordance with
what is expected of him, and to ‘win the hearts of other men’ (‘de ren sin’              )
is something worth striving for. Hence, avoidance of being critical of others,
tolerance of difference of opinion to maintain harmony and stability within a
group relationship results.
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The Chinese are much affected by Confucian philosophy. The often quoted
five role-sets, namely, emperor-servant, father-son, husband-wife, brother-
brother, friend-friend, still have much impact to guide the behaviour of the
Chinese today. This provides the guidelines to how one should behave in each
of the above role-sets, including paying respect to one’s elders and complying
with the wishes of one’s seniors. Thus the structure of interpersonal relationships
provides the basic frame of reference for Chinese behaviour.

In Chinese culture one man’s relationship with another is sustained through
‘heart-to-heart’ exchange. Thus cordial ‘personal relationship’ (‘ren-tsing’ )
becomes a priority in the maintenance of relationship with another person.
Consequently, it is not surprising that affections and emotions intervene in
decision-making, and giving ‘face’ to the other party is quite legitimate. Such a
phenomenon often poses a dilemma for the Chinese professional exposed to a
Western style of training when he/she tries to be ‘objective’ in drawing reasoned
conclusions and making informed decisions. It follows that mutual harmony is
valued.

‘Why should we criticize our colleagues, let CNAA do it and so we rest in
harmony one with another.’ This was a response by members of staff asked to
serve on validation panels. As validation was originally envisaged as preparation
for a next stage, this was an entirely understandable approach.

In the Hong Kong situation such culture is further complicated by the
exposure to Western culture—the two are not always compatible. In times of
conflict a pragmatic approach is often the adopted solution. Such an approach is
much supported by the unique local culture which stresses efficiency and quick,
short-term returns.

The above has depicted Chinese staff exhibiting tolerance and passive
compliance, with non-critical and pragmatic problem-solving attitudes.
However, this should not be taken as representative of every individual.
Scattered within the Chinese staff community were individuals who seemed to
have adopted a critical and assertive approach to issues. They tend to be those
staff who have resolved for themselves some of the dilemmas of Eastern and
Western values. They have internalized some of the Western values and are
more accepting of the beliefs and values that validation represents.

This latter group, in step with the change, would accept the challenge in
validation while recognizing and acknowledging their basic cultural roots to be
Chinese. For the others, one manageable aim was to look for a working
agreement and re-orient thinking to reframe the problem so as to improve
realistically on course provision.

A phenomenon which must not pass unnoticed was the relationship between
the two groups. ‘Racial discrimination’ would be an exaggeration and an
overstatement: a sensitive and sensible co-existence of the two groups is probably the
appropriate description. In the context described, it was only sensible to
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maintain such co-existence and to avoid confrontation which might tip the
balance.

Academic Autonomy

‘I am the teacher of this subject, no one else has the right to tell me how
it should be taught.’

‘This is what academic freedom is about.’

Validation enquired into areas of academic staff activity which previously had
not been under scrutiny. Understandably, some staff reacted by using the
concept of academic autonomy as a shield against the intervention.
The most persuasive counterargument has been that the validation system is a
peer review exercise of mutual benefit: that the challenge to the course team’s
values and practice can stimulate them to improve their course; and their
acquired experience can later serve to challenge and stimulate colleagues in other
departments in return.

The Amount of Work

The comprehensive scope of validation relating to course aims and how they
are to be realized through course components, subjects, teaching methodology
and assessment, demanded a lot of effort and time from the course committee.
Frequently, it did not come through as a rewarding exercise. The course
committees’ submissions, usually thickly documented, were critically
commented on by validation panels.

Frequently, follow-up work would lead to further frustrations, particularly so
when course committees felt that their preparatory efforts had not been duly
recognized. When the course was approved for implementation or continuation,
neither the validation panel nor the course committee was ever really sure if
subsequent changes would really lead to better results. Even if clear targets of
change were identified for action (e.g. the poor teaching/ learning environment
of the outlying centres), improvements seemed so slow that one wondered if
validation could really bring forth fruit.

In the area of allocation of staff time, expertise and leadership, the validation
exercise was so demanding that it competed keenly with other (more satisfying
and rewarding) important functions such as research and staff development,
and was often held in abeyance unless course committees were pressed for action.

The extent of the documentation required was daunting, especially for staff
unused to the formal expression of aims and philosophies, of teaching strategies,

200 DIANA MAK AND AUSTIN REID



of carefully articulated syllabuses. The reaction against the required intellectual
discipline of thinking through the academic design and structure of the course
vented itself in frustration at the extent of the documentation.

Validation as a Threat

In addition to its dubious existence, the very nature of the validation exercise
posed a threat to the staff. The philosophies it professed (public accountability,
open communication, self-criticism) and the issues it addressed demanded of the
staff a new attitude and approach to course monitoring for which they had not
been prepared.

The confrontational aspect of the exercise in which one party proposed a
thesis and defended it against questioning was seen as foreign, unnecessary and
very anxiety-provoking. It was but natural that the validation panel meetings
were viewed with anxiety and dislike.

Coping with Resistance

Thus the validation exercise was launched in an atmosphere of major change,
frustration and low trust. The philosophies of the exercise, an outgrowth of
Western ideologies, found only some sympathetic supporters among the staff.
Others followed with passive compliance. For the exercise to have an impact on
course improvement, validation had to be seen as a change agent with its own
dynamics, operating in an environment with constraints. The interaction
between these systems and sub-systems in the organization needed to be
analyzed, and the way in which the whole issue had evolved within the
organization had also to be considered. Resistance of the staff towards validation
was a natural response. Understanding the sources of resistance was important
to facilitate decisions for future action. Such sources roughly fell into the
following categories.

1 resistance mainly due to lack of understanding. Hence improved
communication through guidance sessions, training, information
dissemination would help.

2 resistance mainly due to validation being a threat to self-interest (e.g. the
approval or disappproval of a course being equated with the threat to a
department’s status, ‘face’ or power). Negotiations based on persuasion
might lead to mutually acceptable agreements.

3 resistance mainly due to different ideological convictions (i.e. that validation not
be used for course monitoring). In such instances compromises were hard
to come by. In most cases acceptance and understanding was one possible
compromise and establishing a working relationship was another.
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4 resistance arising from scepticism coloured by racial issues such as ‘this is a
game that the British employ to justify their existence.’ Again this posed the
case of a ‘no-win’ situation. The use of power could easily be interpreted
as an instrument of oppression! Hence, such situations were left quietly
untouched.

A reliable assessment of sources of resistance from staff was difficult. Resistance
due to opposing ideological and political convictions was often screened behind
or disguised under that of self-interest and lack of understanding. As indicators
for action, the latter two points were always kept in mind while the former two
were addressed.

The Hidden Reality

There is a danger that the validation process may itself hide the reality. Escher’s
lithograph of the ‘Three Worlds’ illustrates three simultaneous views of reality.
On the surface of the pond some dried leaves can be observed drifting in the
slight wind. Somewhat distorted by the rippled surface of the water, the
reflection of some large and sturdy trees can be seen; these form a second world.
The third world can be glimpsed with much greater difficulty in the form of a
large fish in the deep and dark waters of the pond. Similarly, there may be three
alternative views of reality (or are some of them illusory?) in the validation of
a course.

The first reality is the course proposal, into which so many months of hard
work have gone to get it through hurdles. There it is, the laundered, trimmed,
bound, sacrosanct, approved volume, the culmination of so much work.

The second reality which we can see, if we look past the sacred volume, are
the procedures which have brought about the course document. These include
the careful and painstaking frequent monitoring of the course operation by the
staff closely associated with it. They include the regular, albeit infrequent, formal
evaluation of the course operation by the staff, maybe including staff from other
departments, students, employers and the validation panel. These form our
second view of reality, our second world.

The third world is the most difficult to see. Administrators, accrediting agency
staff and principals may never see it and even doubt its reality. It is the world
where a member of staff teaches and a student learns. It is where that most
precious commodity of all, education, is nourished.

All these three worlds exist interrelated, and cannot be isolated. When a
validating panel looks at the first world of the document, it must pay attention
to the world of evaluation, responsibility and accountability which has produced
the course review document. The validators who are in the throes of living in
that second world must also not forget the reality of that third world, and must
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be conscious of the links between that world of student learning and the world
of validation.

The Multi-Dimensional Response

Based on these understandings, the polytechnic devised a plan of action
involving different levels and sectors of the institution. Sole reliance on
persuading individuals to change their attitude was not favoured.

The first move was to change the relationship between the validators and the
validated. Closer interaction between the panel and the course team was fostered
by informing the course leader of the membership of the panel at an early stage,
by encouraging the panel chairman and course leader to meet, and prior to any
meeting with the panel by informing the course team of the major issues to be
discussed. The next step was to discourage the confrontational style of
interaction and to encourage the development of a more facilitating atmosphere,
congenial to open discussion. Here the style and skill of the chairman were
important.

At the policy level, validation received stronger support. Internally, the
polytechnic Director was seen to endorse the process. Externally, the Hong
Kong Council for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA) was established as a local
body responsible for validation. The fact that some of the polytechnic’s own
policy positions (e.g. on the aims of validation) were adopted by the HKCAA
helped to legitimize the system within the polytechnic.

The validation operation was systematized and clarified, and all the
procedures were clearly set down in writing in the Course Leaders’ Handbook
distributed to all staff. Criteria were elaborated as far as possible given the nature
of the process, and topics which needed to be addressed by staff in the design,
operation and analysis of courses were listed. This eased the anxiety of those
whose resistance sprang from lack of understanding. Moreover an appeal
system was introduced to ensure fair treatment and to protect the rights of the
validated.

Frequent workshops stressing staff participation were held. The sharing of
anxieties and exercises on validation procedures lowered staff fear and increased
their understanding and commitment to the process. This, together with greater
familiarity with the process, institutionalized validation.

The importance of course management, course leadership and the care of a
course was enhanced by giving a specific allocation of staff for course
management purposes (although the overall staff establishment within the
polytechnic did not change significantly).

Specific support was given by the polytechnic to the funding of educational
research and development projects. Successful proposals ranged from funding
week-long workshops and the development of multi-media learning packages,
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to research into the learning patterns of students. The intention here was to
support curriculum development and course implementation, as a parallel to
the validation system which identified what needed to be done.

As the process of validation became institutionalized, the membership of
internal panels was deliberately constructed to include staff experienced in
course development as well as staff who were newly appointed course leaders.
The chairmanship was also spread so that about fifteen persons, including
Chinese and expatriates, were involved, and they met occasionally to review
their experience.

At the same time Chinese became accepted as a language of validation. The
re-validation, including the formal documentation but excluding the validation
report, of a course could take place in Chinese. This indicated the ability of the
process to be localized, at least in language.

Care was taken not to establish the idea of validation as a process in its own
right but rather as an effective way for improving the educational work of the
institution. Mindful of the reactions of the staff, an interactive model which
stressed increased communication between the panel and the course team was
explored (see below).

As well as specific responses to the problems raised by validation, the
institution as a whole started to address the issue of quality in a more broad
ranging fashion. One of the strengths of a course-based validation system,
whether internal or external, is that it focuses on the course as a basic functional
unit for analysis to which the other aspects of the institution contribute. This is
healthy as this is what the students experience during their higher education
experience; and facilitating students’ learning is what the institution is primarily
about.

However, an overconcentration on course-based validation may lead to
neglect of other perspectives which are crucial to the quality of work of an
institution and to the courses it offers, but which are not directly related to
individual courses. These issues often arise from individual course validations
but need to be addressed within an institution on a more systematic and broader
basis. Thus the institution, in addition to its course validation activities, sought
to establish a view on the nature of the education provided to its students,
student and staff quality, academic and intellectual ethos, and physical
environment.
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From Internal Validation to Its External Counterpart

Observed Features of Validation

In the polytechnic’s experience of the internal and external process, two
interesting phenomena were observed. The first was ‘tribal affiliation’, when panel
members were drawn from the same subject, discipline and professional
background as the course team. This was often the case in the external validation
system, where there was a common language, a common context and a common
understanding between panel and course team, and an emphasis on those
aspects which they shared, i.e. the subject matter. The interaction could become
cosy, especially in disciplines which felt that they were somewhat out of the
mainstream, with both the panel and the course team facing an external common
threat which drew them together in mutual support.

However, for internal validation, the panel members were likely to be drawn
from different subject, disciplinary and professional backgrounds. The panel
was likely to ask ‘ignorant’ or ‘obvious’ questions on the conventions, paradigms
and presuppositions of that discipline, and might have different and possibly
higher expectations of staff development and student performance than were
traditionally characteristic of that discipline. There tended to be an emphasis on
general educational aspects of institutional matters (e.g. staff development
strategies), on organizational aspects, regulations and assessment, rather than
on subject matter. The lack of a common heritage could lead to a less congenial
discussion, less sharing and a sharper exchange.

A second interesting phenomenon was ‘sibling rivalry’. Some course team
members were anxious about the appointment of local members from closely
related departments within the same institution or drawn from their
counterparts from sister institutions. Critical comments might be suspected as
attempts to denigrate a competitor for resources or status. Another was that
good ideas might be borrowed without the courtesy of acknowledgment
especially by institutions whose courses are not subjected to scrutiny.

Thus members drawn from too near home could give rise to rivalry, to the
detriment of a useful academic interchange. On the other hand, they could have
greater inside knowledge about the underlying issues which gave rise to the
characteristics exhibited in the course. For example, they might be better able
to identify problems of management and resource allocation, yet they might be
less able to address those issues since they themselves might be part of the system.

Characteristics of Validation

The primary characteristic of an external validation system is that it is an
intermittent activity carried out by persons without day-to-day responsibility for
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the course. This allows it to make disinterested decisions, uninfluenced by the
institutions’s internal political and managerial system. It also allows it to make
decisions uninformed by the institution’s internal system.

An internal validation is set within the context of the institution itself. The
strength of this is that decisions and deliberations of the internal validation can
be focused to make the most effective intervention possible. The weakness is
that it is likely to operate within the constraints of the existing system without
challenging that system and without an independent perspective.

The relationship between the two systems at the polytechnic necessarily
developed over time. Initially the internal system was a process of ‘vetting’ a
proposal before forwarding it in its polished form to the external. Thus quite a
lot of stress was placed on the documentation of the submission. But as
validation developed, the role of the internal validation became a preparation
of the course team for the external event, testing its proposal and its philosophies
(not just ‘vetting’ the documentation) against the polytechnic’s own standards.

Mutually Supportive Processes?

An external course-based validation system can support an institution’s own
system of quality assurance in the following ways.

1 Through its existence, the presence of an external course-based validation
system does act as a sanction and reinforcer of the internal processes.

2 Where the external validation panel identifies issues which need to be
addressed, but then leaves it to the internal system to carry out the
monitoring of conditions and recommendations, it is most supportive. This
is a particularly constructive approach in that it reinforces the authority of
the internal system and ensures that the internal system itself is active in
pursuing the improvement of the course.

3 An external panel in the present pattern has stronger subject expertise than
does an internal panel and because of that can suggest remedies as well as
identify weaknesses.

But the external system can also undermine the institution’s internal quality
assurance system.

1 The very existence of an external system which repeats the internal
processes calls into question the need for an internal system.

2 Where the external validation system holds values different from those of
the institution, questions arise. For example, if the institution emphasizes
general education or the need for all students to be aware of the social
context of Hong Kong, the subject panel can undermine that emphasis, even
by its attitude. If standards expected by the external panel are lower than
demanded by the institution of its own courses, or if the external panel is
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less penetrating, thorough or stimulating than the internal panel, the
question arises—is the external necessary?

3 Course-based validation panels can concentrate on the subject of the course,
giving less emphasis to those issues which to the institution are of greater
underlying importance such as staff development, or the institutional
support for research.

How then are we to ensure that the relationship between the two processes
supports quality assurance?

Merging of the Two Systems

One way is to work toward a gradual merger of the two systems. Three stages
are illustrated in Figure 1. This describes the merging of external with internal
course validation as it is expected to develop in Hong Kong. 

An Interactive Model of Validation Explored

Barnett (1983) suggests that it is the duty of validation to generate a systematic
and critical reflection on the curriculum as a whole. He advocates that a frank
and open dialogue between the two parties should be sought, undominated by
any member. In this way both parties participate as equals, questioning each

Figure 1. The Merging of the Internal-External Validation System
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other, examining one another’s assumptions and values, critically discussing
different aspects of the course, and valuing this experience as ‘genuine peer
review’. Having considered suggestions, improvements will be made and the
course team assumes responsibility to monitor the development, feeling that it
‘owns’ the course.

The validators are not ‘guardians’, there is no need to guard, for they are
not imposing their authority: they are essentially asking critical questions.
If they provide a counter set of claims, values, these, in turn, are submitted
to the forum for debate…it is potentially subject to scrutiny. Validation is
thus essentially an interactive process. (Barnett, 1983, p. 158)

When staff appreciate the intrinsic values of validation, the structure, the form,
the standard and the judgment will no longer be the main concerns of the
participants. Their foremost interest will be excitement in the exploration and
exchange on issues of common concern, and they are as partners search ing for
ways to improve the course. In such a discourse the ownership of the course
has been transferred; the responsibility belongs truly to the course team that
takes care of the course. This genuine interaction can be termed ‘an interactive
model of validation’, where validation is a peer discussion between equals.

Conclusion

The Hong Kong Polytechnic’s experience of validation, both internal and
external, gives rise to our view that the two most significant issues in the exercise
of course validation are the concept and function of validation, and the
relationship between the validated and the validators.

Concept and Function

For validation to improve the quality of the education offered to students, it
must be organically related to the operation of the course and be supportive of
its development; it needs to be a process intrinsic to the nature of the education,
a development process owned by the course team and not just a control measure
externally imposed.

This idea is often referred to, borrowing a concept from industry, as quality
assurance, distinguishing it from quality control. Quality control is where the
quality of a product is assessed at the output. A quality assurance system assures
the quality of the product by ensuring that all the persons involved in the
enterprise learn to collaborate and accept personal responsibility for the quality
of the product (the students’ education in our case); where the concept of quality
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affects every activity in the enterprise. This, as compared to quality control, is
a more normative and developmental approach.

Relationships

A consequence of the move in validation from control to assurance and from a
management dictated activity to a lecturer participation activity is that the
relationship between the validated and the validators must approximate more
closely to the ideal of a peer relationship.

Where course teams are inexperienced in the analysis of an educational
process, and in pedagogical enquiry, it may be inevitable that a panel, whether
internal or external, will have much greater experience, competence, and self-
confidence than the course team offering the course. This can lead to expertise,
both subject-based and educational, being seen to be vested in the membership
of the validating panel and to that panel feeling it necessary to exercise the
authority appropriate to their expertise and to tell the course team what to do.

However, as staff become more competent in educational issues relating to
curriculum design and the teaching of students in higher education; and as they
become more familiar with the intrinsic concepts of validation, they become
more able to take increasing responsibility for their own courses and for their
operation. This is an ongoing process.

If the function of higher education is emancipatory, i.e. if it is to provide a broad
education for students as citizens, if it is to allow them to overcome constraints,
and to formulate alternatives, then the function of validation which provides for
a self-analysis of higher education must be to liberalize the experience of the
staff: it must be emancipatory for the staff as well.

How can validation achieve this? Does it mean that the institution or the
accrediting agency loses all authority, does it delegate it all to the staff offer-ing
the course? Rather the way forward is through rigorous, critical, open academic
dialogue, between the staff offering the course and the panel, whether set up by
the institution or outside agency, to validate the course; but for the dialogue to
be effective, each side must be prepared to change its own philosophy in the
light of reasoned discourse.
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15
Quality Assurance at the Open Learning

Institute
Gajaraj Dhanarajan and Andrea Hope

Part I of this chapter considers the particular characteristics of distance education, where the
students and modes of delivery are very different from those in conventional higher education
institutions. It sets out some of the criteria for measuring the quality of distance and open
education, including its materials, exit standards, cost, and contribution to scholarship. Part II
describes quality assurance procedures at the Open Learning Institute (OLI) of Hong Kong.
External peer advisory groups, external assessors and external examiners provide regular
monitoring. Elaborate internal validation and review structures, detailed monitoring of tutorial
support, careful development and evaluation of course materials, and systematic feedback from
students are all part of the OLI’s efforts to achieve a high quality product at a price its customers
can afford.

PART I:
QUALITY ASSURANCE IN DISTANCE AND OPEN

LEARNING

Introduction

The practice of education by distance and open learning methods continues to
develop rapidly world-wide. It has been estimated recently that some 600 or so
institutions offer one form or another of open and distance learning (Dhanarajan
and Brahmawong, 1990), and of these a third are located in Asia. In Hong Kong
alone there are around twenty-three providers (Castro, 1990), and in 1984 it
was estimated that at least ten million adults participated in this educational
innovation world-wide (Daniel, 1984). These students perhaps share one major
characteristic in that they are usually not the educational élite of their respective
societies, and do not necessarily have a common background of social status
and education.

The emergence of this global phenomenon, basically in response to the
numbers and the circumstances of the students to be served, seems to have
developed in tandem with the development of good communication
technologies. Some authors have ascribed the great attention of the public to



distance education to its use of high tech media from radio and audio to
television and interactive video (Granger, 1986). Not as visible, but equally
important for the success of distance education, has been the effort made by
distance educators to improve the effectiveness of their courses and programmes
—in inculcating skills, competences and adding value to students’ education.
Distance and open education practices can contribute to these quality concerns
—both to increase their own effectiveness and to serve as a model for
conventional programmes.

Whether one considers quality in education in its conventional or distance
form, there is a wide range of issues to be considered. Attention focuses not only
on the ‘quality of the educational process—how well students learn, but also on
the coherence and purpose of education—what does it mean to be educated and
why is it important within any culture?’ (Granger, 1986). Concern about a
decline in the quality of higher education across the globe has been related to
phenomena such as increase in attrition rates, institutions becoming excessively
vocational, irrelevant or fragmented curricula and non-achievement of
programme objectives by learners. In its response to this state of affairs, a 1984
report by the National Institute of Education (USA) recommended that ‘student
involvement is the key to learning, that learning is most effectively conducted as
a joint enterprise, and that higher learning pays its greatest dividends when it
serves to inform intelligent action in our society and economy’ (Mortimer, 1984,
as cited by Granger, 1988).

Student involvement was subsequently defined as the amount of time, energy
and effort students devote to the learning process and the intensity of their
engagement in the learning process. The direction suggested emphasizes a focus
on students and their needs—both as students and as members of society—
primarily because the majority of students no longer fit easily into the
conventional categories which higher education has traditionally served.
Distance education by definition and practice serves the unconventional
student; its pedagogy therefore by design has to be student-centred. Materials
containing knowledge are designed for independent study. The design in turn
is expected to take into account the experience and knowledge students bring
to learning; finally, knowledge itself is referenced to the context of the socio-
cultural environment of the learner.

This student-centred approach to education inevitably leads to a rethinking
of the role of faculty in the process. The traditional expectation of learning
environments where the flow of knowledge is one way from teacher to student
shifts in distance education. The intervention of (instructionally) well designed
materials moves the teaching and learning activity from active teacher/passive
learner to active learner/supportive tutor situation. Faculty role in this
environment becomes secondary to the learning process. It is supportive at one
end, i.e. tuition, laboratory and feedback, and managerial at the other, i.e.
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timetabling, training and monitoring tutors, scheduling practical work and
supervising material development. Faculty does not provide instruction;
students learn by active engagement with the course materials. It is in this
student-centred, active learner situation that quality assurance is practised in
open and distance learning.

Characteristics of Distance Education

Descriptions of distance education abound. Some that cover the field
comprehensively include Kaye and Rumble (1981), Holmberg (1987),
Mugridge and Kaufman (1986), Dhanarajan and Brahmawong (1990). Of the
many characteristics that have an impact on the products and services provided
by distance educators the following three are pertinent.

Nature of Learners

The obvious starting-point is the unconventionality of the learners. They are
mostly part-time learners, older, generally possess fewer previous academic
qualifications, and bring into learning experiential knowledge. In the OLI the
typical student is male, between 25 and 30 years old, is in employment, and has
the equivalent of one or two O-levels in terms of academic qualification. The
learning environment we create has to address these characteristics if we truly
believe in carrying out our mission.

Modes of Delivery

Clear differences in pedagogy and modes of delivery of instruction exist between
distance and conventional forms of education. To begin with, in distance
education systems, teachers and learners do not interact with each other as in
campus classrooms. Second, it is difficult to ascribe a typical pedagogical
approach followed by all distance educators. Some use only radio, others
television, yet others electronic bulletin boards, while many use only print. Some
systems use a mixture of media such as the Open University of UK and the
OLI of Hongkong. What media are used for teaching depend on economics,
facilities, ease of availability to institutions and learners and the purpose for
which the media are employed. Organizations delivering distance education
must make decisions on the medium or media used in their teaching functions
within limits of practicality and purpose. In doing so, they must take account of
the need for:

1 exposition which can be written (print, computer aided learning/ computer
aided instruction), spoken (radio, audio cassette, tutorials), and visual
(video, television);
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2 self-learning, where the students must make knowledge presented to them
their own by using it, working with it regularly and submitting formative
and summative tests for assessment and feedback;

3 counselling for academic or social purposes to help the learner overcome
temporary difficulties.

Student Motivation

Student motivation to pursue self-learning varies from culture to culture. The
strategy adopted by the providers of open and distance learning to meet with
student goals is an important criterion by which their performance is measured.
In an investigation into why students chose to study at the Open Learning
Institute of Hong Kong some 60 per cent of non-arts students and about 24 per
cent of arts students indicated upward career mobility as a main reason (Kember
et al., 1990). This was not much different from a finding of McIntosh and Calder
(1975) of British Open University students. On the other hand, North American
studies by Egert (1975) of would-be adult distance learning students of the State
University of Nebraska and the University of Mid-America seemed to indicate
career-related agenda as a low priority, and reasons such as ‘to improve self
image’, to ‘simply learn’, to ‘attain specific skills’ as higher needs. The design of
curriculum and systems has to accommodate these wishes of clients which are
subsequently subject to quality evaluations.

Assuring and Measuring Quality

The criteria used to measure the quality of distance education are by necessity
multi-dimensional. Some of these are common to traditional systems (e.g. learner
outcomes); others are specific to open learning. The following is a list of features
most distance educators consider in assuring the quality of their activity.

Access

Supporters of open and distance learning will claim that their educational
mission is to provide access and equality of opportunity for learning especially
to individuals and groups who have been denied these before. However, as
Gooler (1979) points out, success in providing access is not a sufficient condition
for arguing greater opportunity—‘equality of opportunity is a matter of
outcomes, not merely resource availability’; in other words, providing access is
a starting-point, and equality of opportunity can only be achieved if the people
provided with such opportunities are helped towards achieving their own goals.
There is very little evidence in the literature to indicate whether such objectives
have been achieved or even if these criteria are measurable.
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Courses and Programmes

Distance educators invest a significant proportion of their resources and energy
in ensuring that the quality of the products they offer for delivery is of a
comparable standard to those of other systems. There are criteria available to
measure the achievement of these quality intentions. The following four are
crucial:

1 logic of products: the structure and content of courses, the level, sequence,
relevance, currency, and sensitivity to social concerns are matters of
academic importance. It is in this area that academic judgments relating to
standards are made; it is also the area where knowledge and skills are
conveyed.

2 development of products: the development process used to create the
learning materials can reasonably be expected to mirror the concern for
quality. Instructional design and product development procedures show
quality control checkpoints in the system.

3 face value of products: this is concerned with the technical quality of the
learning materials that are created for the individual learner whether they
are print, audio, video, or computer aided learning packages. In some cases
precise parameters can be applied to measure quality and in others
judgments are made on ‘feel’ and ‘impressions’. Badly packaged learning
materials can have a negative impact on students.

4 delivery of products: the ability of the system to deliver the products to the
intended learners is a measure of its success or failure. The question of
delivery is an important consideration for any distance teaching institute
whose clients are a heterogeneous mix. New technologies offer great
opportunities to teach and learn only if staff and students accept their use.

Learner Outcomes

The measurement of learner outcomes or exit standards is another criterion
applied by evaluators of quality in education. Distance education teaching in
most environments provides clear statements of intentions for learners.
Assessment strategies of courses are devised and applied to maximize goal
achievements by learners and at the same time to provide security for the system.
It is also important to determine the achievement of goals which learners set for
themselves. Adult learners exercise their frustration with their feet and drop out
of programmes that do not meet their personal objectives. The attrition rate can
often signal dangers in the academic health of distance and open learning
systems.
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Economics

The cost efficiency and effectiveness of the system is an overriding concern of
all distance educators. These factors have a major impact on the modus operandi
of course development and delivery. Any measurement of quality of a distance
education system will have to take costs and benefits into consideration.

Scholarship

Another important quality criterion for a distance learning institution is the
contribution it makes towards knowledge about adult learning, the use of new
technologies in delivering education and the impact of mass higher education
on society. Studies relating to a better understanding of the problems, issues and
practices in the field of educational opportunities and delivery should be a part
of the scholarly pursuits of a distance and open learning institution (Gooler,
1979).

PART II:
THE OLI MODEL

This case study reviews some of the procedures for assuring and measuring the
quality of distance learning programmes at the Hong Kong Open Learning
Institute.

Introduction

The Open Learning Institute was established in Hong Kong in early 1989. While
its mode of delivery and entry requirements may differ radically, the objective
of the OLI is to provide education of directly comparable academic quality to
the other tertiary institutions in Hong Kong. Before any courses were offered
to students, the UK Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) visited
Hong Kong to advise the Institute on its suitability to conduct work at degree
level and the academic quality of the proposed degree programmes. In
particular, the CNAA team examined the overall processes and arrangements
for safeguarding academic standards.

The CNAA report strongly emphasized the need for the OLI to be seen at
the outset to offer high quality education. Its recommendations were
unequivocal. To ensure high academic standards OLI must:

1 take full responsibility for its own academic standards;
2 develop a system of internal quality assurance;
3 seek advice from appropriate discipline-based external peer groups on

course selection, development and adaptation;
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4 subject the revised courses and programmes to external peer group
validation;

5 seek a further external audit in approximately twelve months’ time.

Part I of this chapter has described the philosophy of quality assurance in open
and distance learning. Part II indicates the steps taken by the OLI in its first two
years to implement a fully integrated total quality management system. The
model chosen integrates the contribution of external peers with the internal
quality control procedures of the Institute at every stage, as described below.

The Contribution of External Peers

Advisory Peer Groups

From the outset each degree programme has an advisory peer group of up to
nine people working in Hong Kong in related areas, drawn from the other
tertiary institutions and from commerce or industry as appropriate. Working
with the Institute academics, the aims of the programme are discussed and a set
of courses to meet these aims is agreed. Where an existing course is identified
for possible inclusion, the group advises on its suitability and any necessary
adaptations for the Hong Kong context. Where no existing course is available,
the group assists in preparing a syllabus so that a special course can be written.
Once a programme has started, the advisory group continues to advise on course
improvements and review.

External Assessors

If an existing course has not already had an external assessor, or where there
are significant adaptations, and when a new course is being written, the OLI
appoints a person of high standing in the appropriate discipline to review the
proposed final version. This review assesses the course’s structure, balance,
relevance, content level, and pedagogy. The external assessor’s report must be
approved by the Academic Board before the course can be offered to students.

External Examiners

Experts from outside the OLI, usually from other institutions of higher
education, are appointed as external examiners. Their task is to ensure the
examinations are fairly set and marked. From their experience of degree level
courses elsewhere they are able to judge if the quality of student performance
(‘the exit standard’) is comparable to that in other institutions.

QUALITY ASSURANCE AT THE OPEN LEARNING INSTITUTE 217



Programme Approval

In addition to this scrutiny of individual courses, the introduction and review
of all degree programmes is subject to the overall approval of the OLI
Programme Review and Validation Committee which includes three external
peers with the power to co-opt additional specialists as required.

The Internal Committee Structure

The OLI Committee structure seeks to integrate external advice and assessment
with its internal quality control mechanisms while preserving the integrity of
each. The goal is to ensure that the production and delivery of courses and
programmes, as well as the assessment and examination of all students are
carried out in a controlled and uniform manner.

There are currently over 16,000 part-time students registered with the
Institute on eighteen courses across the three Schools of Arts and Social Sciences,
Business and Administration, and Science and Technology. It is expected to
reach ‘steady state’ at approximately 30,000 students by 1993 when courses at
all levels permitting students to graduate with the degree of BA, BSc, BBA,
BSocSc and BGS (Bachelor of General Studies) will be offered. The achievement
of uniform high quality across this breadth of provision to such a volume of
students requires stringent control mechanisms.

Each proposed degree programme has a Programme Team working with the
associated Advisory Peer Group (see above). Each individual course has a
Course Review Committee of the academics involved in the course together
with a representative from the Education Technology Centre. School
Committees comprising all academics in each School consider the proposals for
courses and programmes. Award Committees for each course recommend the
award of results to students, and a Course Results Group at Directorate level
maintains an overview of the award process on behalf of Academic Board.

Quality Tuition

As already indicated, one of the major differences between establishments of
open and distance learning and conventional tertiary institutions is the role of
faculty vis-à-vis the learner.

The Role of the Tutor

On registration to a course, each student is allocated to a suitably qualified and
experienced part-time tutor. The tutor’s role is to deliver both distance and face-
to-face teaching to a group of thirty students. Tutors give written comments on
compulsory marked assignments submitted by the students, and hold tutorials,
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attendance at which is optional for the students. Tutors in Hong Kong, like the
students in these pioneering days for the Institute, sometimes have rather
traditional ideas about appropriate delivery modes for higher education which
may diverge from what was earlier described as the active engagement of the
independent learner with the learning materials. Both distance teaching and
learning are skills to be acquired, and the quality control mechanism of tutor
monitoring and feedback is vital for the successful delivery of each presentation
of each course.

The Role of the Course Coordinator

Course coordinators, high quality academic staff appointed to manage the
delivery and development of a particular course or suite of courses, are
responsible for monitoring tutor performance in both the marking of tutor
marked assignments (TMAs) in conjunction with the external examiner
appointed for each course, and in the delivery of face-to-face tutorials,
dayschools or ‘surgeries’.

The Role of the Education Technology Centre

The initial training and updating of tutors in both the philosophy and practices
of open learning is crucial to the pursuit of quality; uniformity of approach is
assured by the involvement of the Education Technology Centre, which
provides tutor training material (including a distance learning package) for all
new tutors.

The Quality Product

Imported Courses

Where courses have been bought in ‘off the shelf’ from other established
providers and require only minor adaptations for delivery in Hong Kong, the
quality of the material is guaranteed in advance. In its initial phase the OLI
based its operations predominantly on the importation of externally produced
course materials. This continues to be the case for courses in the School of
Science and Technology, where the major source of courses is, and will remain,
the UK Open University.

Courses Developed ‘In-house’

In the School of Business and Administration and increasingly in the School of
Arts and Social Sciences the overriding need to deliver courses totally relevant
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to the Hong Kong context (some of them to be delivered in Chinese) has dictated
that more and more courses should be developed by or on behalf of the OLI.
This development has put new pressures on the Institute to ensure the highest
standards possible at the course design, development and production phases.

The Importance of Image

In the open learning context the face value of the products, and the use of design
aspects of packaging to create the appropriate image of a high quality institution
are very important. In this context the medium really is the message. ‘By their
works shall ye know them’ seems particularly appropriate. The courses are in
the public domain and must look good as well as being good.

Quality Course Development

Academic control mechanisms on the quality and appropriateness of the content
are married with instructional design concerns, and the Education Technology
Centre plays an important role here. A course developer is contracted initially
to produce a blueprint of the course which is widely circulated and commented
on throughout the Institute. If that is satisfactory, the developer is retained to
produce the course in stages, each of which is closely monitored and critiqued
to ensure that the finished product is of sufficiently high quality to be published
under the OLI logo.

Course Evaluation

Course evaluation is a formal OLI requirement. This is a joint enterprise
between course coordinators, who are responsible for collecting tutor evaluation
material, and the Education Technology Centre, which designs and administers
evaluation surveys sent to students, and ensures that the results are widely
circulated. The Academic Board receives a report on each course no later than
two months after the end of each presentation.

The Price of Quality

The tensions created in producing a high quality product at a price the customers
can afford are huge, but the OLI is determined to continue to put quality first.
To quote from the OLI mission statement published recently:

The Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong dedicates itself to providing
degree, non-degree, and postgraduate courses leading to awards and
qualifications through a system of open access and distance education;
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thereby making higher education available to all those aspiring to it,
regardless of previous qualification, gender, or race.

The Institute through its Council and staff, in common with and through
association with other institutions of higher education in the territory,
commits itself to excellence in teaching, scholarship and public service.

The Institute is further committed to achieving a balance of income and
expenditure, in time, within the financial context of Hong Kong and to
attaining this without sacrificing the level and quality of courses and
support for its students. (OLI, 1991)

Quality Outcomes

Learner Outcomes

As noted earlier, dissatisfied students vote with their feet, and the local media
have paid much attention since 1989 to ‘dropout rates’ in OLI. The students
register for courses, not programmes, and are at liberty to rest for a semester or
more before resuming study when work or domestic circumstances permit. But
the OLI tends to be judged against the Hong Kong norm for conventional
tertiary institutions, where with high entry requirements and a fixed two, three
or four year programme, dropout and failure are relatively rare.

OLI examination statistics in the first three semesters reveal that while 72 per
cent of examinees obtained a pass result, only 42 per cent of registered students
presented themselves for examination. Work, health and familyrelated
difficulties account for a relatively small proportion of those who defer or
withdraw. For many, problems caused by attempting to study at undergraduate
level through the medium of English, which is usually a second or even third
language, are a major hidden cause of student dropout. Any open access system
expects a high attrition rate at the end of the first course/year, and the pattern
in OLI is no exception. However, whereas only 45 per cent of the initial intake
(October 1989) enrolled on a course in the next semester (April 1990), 83 per
cent of that group then proceeded to take a course in October 1990 and 75 per
cent of those registered again in April 1991.

Increased resources and effort have been invested in improving counselling
services to continuing students and new applicants. These include face-to-face
sessions, a comprehensive computerized information line telephone service to
supplement Registry hotlines, and presentation of a video about the OLI via the
TV network.
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Institute Outcomes

A second institutional review was conducted by the Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation during 1990, and reported that the OLI had made
impressive and substantial progress towards the establishment of a suitable
academic environment for the conduct of degree level studies.
Recommendations made by the visiting panel on how to maintain and further
improve quality are being addressed, and the Institute is now moving towards
the accreditation of its individual degree programmes.

Conclusions

Distance and open education, like their conventional counterparts all over the
world, have three responsibilities. These are, in the words of Bacchetti and
Weiner (1991) who recently commented on accreditation in a diverse society:

Responsibility to individual students: the instruction we deliver is
expected to help students understand fundamental areas of knowledge
and to use this knowledge to be responsible citizens in a democratic and
caring society.

Responsibility to society: we live in an interdependent world. Our societies
expect us (colleges and universities) to deliver talented men and women
to meet its needs. This is not only an economic necessity but also a
democratic imperative.

Responsibility to support curiosity, creativity and culture: our universities
and colleges are expected to support and nurture the creation of new
knowledge. They are also expected to enhance our powers of creativity.

In setting up its quality assurance mechanisms, the OLI is aiming at the ideal so
many espouse.
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16
External Examining at Hong Kong

University
Leung Wai-sun and Shen Chun-ming

The use of external examiners to monitor the exit standard of degrees is a common practice in
the United Kingdom. This chapter describes the external examiner system of Hong Kong
University based on the UK model but modified to meet the special needs of Hong Kong. Some
background information about the examiners is provided and their role explained. Some
possible future changes to the system are considered.

Introduction

Quality assurance in many higher education institutions includes an external
examiner system for quality control of student outcomes, and as a way of
ensuring comparability with exit standards elsewhere. Hong Kong University
uses external examiners for all its degree courses. Its system is modelled on
United Kingdom practice and is similar to that at the Chinese University and
the non-university degree awarding institutions in Hong Kong.

Hong Kong Characteristics

There are three major reasons for having external examiners in Hong Kong.
First, Hong Kong degrees in the university sector do not have to be approved
by an accreditation agency. In this situation the external examiner system
provides some guarantee of standards for universities overseas when Hong
Kong graduates apply to study higher degrees there. Second, through an
external examiner system the academic standard of a Hong Kong qualification
can acquire international recognition and reputation. Third, mutual visits
between academic staff in Hong Kong and their counterparts elsewhere are
limited by the relatively isolated location of Hong Kong; regular contact with
external examiners enables Hong Kong not only to maintain the standard of its
degree examinations but also to keep abreast of higher education developments.

Hong Kong University appoints its external examiners from reputable
overseas universities, and in this respect Hong Kong differs from the United
Kingdom where they are mostly from other British universities. Furthermore, 



Table 2. External Examiners’ Countries

Note: Numbers include visiting and non-visiting.

external examiners to British universities usually make annual visits lasting
for a couple of days. In Hong Kong, by contrast, an overseas examiner normally
visits once every three years (except for clinical disciplines) and the visit lasts
for about one week. This lower frequency of visits is dictated by the need to
keep travelling expenditure down, while the longer duration makes it possible
for the external examiners to perform functions beyond just checking the
standard of the examination results.

Facts and Figures

Some recent data on examiners currently working with Hong Kong University
provide information about their numbers, country of origin and frequency of
visits. Table 1 shows that they are almost all based overseas. Examiners for
bachelor’s degrees must visit the territory at least once every three years;
master's and postgraduate diploma awards have non-visiting examiners. Table 2
shows that the majority of examiners are from the UK, although an increasing
number come from other English-speaking countries and the Asian-Pacific
region.

Tables 3 and 4 respectively indicate that most examiners are appointed for
three years, and mostly visit Hong Kong once in that three years. Visits every
two years are rare and for specific purposes only; in medicine, dentistry and

Table 1. Types of External Examiners
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architecture, the examiners visit every year. Table 5 shows the spread of external
examiners in the nine faculties in the University.

 



Table 4. Frequency of Visits

Table 5. Distribution of External Examiners in Faculties

Note: Numbers include visiting and non-university.

Duties

The duties of external examiners vary from discipline to discipline. Their advice
is sought on the curriculum of a degree course and for a science-based discipline
also on laboratory equipment and experiments. Examination papers are sent to
them for their scrutiny and approval. During a year when they do not visit the
University, selected examination scripts and dissertation reports with borderline
marks are sent to them for assessment and moderation. Those who visit the
University annually usually take part in examining the students. Those who
come only once every three years may conduct oral examinations and
interviews with selected students on their visits. In addition, they attend
examiners’ meetings, staff meetings and student meetings. Many will be able to
see students at work on their graduation projects in the laboratories, and they
will frequently advise academic departments on general aspects of the course.
Most external examiners pay particular attention to the input from students. In
their reports to the University they are expected to comment on the standard
of the examinations and make suggestions on how to improve the degree course
as necessary.

Table 3. Duration of Examinership
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Professional Degrees

Related to the external examiner system is the accreditation of professional
degrees by relevant bodies in the United Kingdom. For instance, Hong Kong
engineering degrees are accredited by the engineering institutions in the United
Kingdom once every five years, and medical degrees are accredited by the
British General Medical Council once every six to seven years. This
accreditation process involves a visit by a team of British professional experts
and is very thorough. External moderation is one of the requirements of the
accreditation team. In other words, Hong Kong degrees are not accredited by
the British professional bodies unless they are scrutinized by external examiners.

Some Strengths and Weaknesses

Draft examination papers have to be approved by the external examiners and
the recommended results, sample examination scripts and dissertation reports
are sent to them for comment before they can be finalized. The timetabling
constraints are considerable for reviewing the papers and scripts. Another
problem is a growing tendency to place more weight on the continuous
assessment of coursework, as it is more difficult for external examiners to play
a monitoring role in this aspect. Finally, an external examiner, in a non-visiting
year, may have difficulty in resolving problematic cases without the benefit of
talking to the students or examiners involved. More frequent visits would
obviously be an improvement, but the financial implications are considerable.

Apart from participating in the assessment process, external examiners
normally also comment on curriculum structure, course content and assessment
arrangements. Their comments are especially valuable for newly established
courses, and some staff believe they should have a greater advisory role in
relation to course development and planning.

By and large, the external examiner system has served Hong Kong University
well. It has helped to maintain the standard of degrees in the university and,
more importantly, to gain international recognition for the degrees. On the debit
side it does constitute a financial burden, although some twenty-seven air tickets
annually to and from different parts of the world is still a relatively low price to
pay for the return from the system.

Sceptics say that external examiners are no more than members of an old
boys’ club. While it cannot be denied that the system can be abused, the rule
preventing consecutive appointments of the same examiners goes some way
towards preventing this.
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Conclusion

Although there is need for and merit in an external examiner system which relies
heavily on the service of overseas external examiners in Hong Kong, we must
now look to the future when (1) Hong Kong has its own accreditation authority
for most of its degrees, (2) local professional bodies accredit the professional
degrees, and (3) each of the nine local higher educational institutions has had
sufficient experience in running degree courses. We envisage that there will still
be a need for an external examiner system but that many of the overseas external
examiners will be replaced by local academics from Hong Kong itself. That will
be the day when higher education in Hong Kong has truly come of age.
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17
Conclusion

David Bethel

In these closing remarks, Dr Bethel reflects on the growing consensus about the need for quality
assurance in higher education, and notes that external appraisal by peers is increasingly
favoured. He stresses the need for and value of continued international exchange of ideas and
information on quality assurance issues.

Most industrialized countries world-wide recognize that to sustain and to
develop the economy and to assure social stability, an ever-increasing pool of
skilled people is required. The skills needed are changing more rapidly than
ever before; in addition, the knowledge base of many academic disciplines,
particularly in science and technology, is constantly expanding. These two
factors put education in general, and higher education in particular, under great
pressure.

This strain is exacerbated by the escalating costs of higher education due to
the unprecedented increase in student places and the huge costs of sophisticated
equipment and library provision. These costs are inescapable. Teaching,
research and scholarship are interlinked. The system must produce the future
teachers of higher education, leaders of industry and commerce, and sustain
fundamental and applied research along with other activities if the skills needed
by society now and in the future are to be met.

The management of institutions must be both effective and efficient— efficient
in the use of human and material resources, and effective in providing the best
framework in which the teaching staff, the support staff, and the students can
operate to their full potential. Satisfying all these needs has become much more
complex with changes in teaching method, curricular reform and the need for
continuous staff development.

As the main providers and funders of higher education, governments face
escalating education budgets (often in competition with other priorities) and
need assurance that public money is well spent. The question of ‘value for
money’ is both asked of and by government. How can the institutions best be
helped to meet these new challenges? How can governments be persuaded that
the taxpayers’ money is being well spent? How can the public be assured of the
quality of higher education? The diversity of higher education systems, which



is to be valued, makes comparisons difficult. There is no one way for delivering
quality higher education, and any evaluation must be handled with sensitivity.

A number of contributors to this symposium stress the link between
institutional freedom and accountability. As Allan Sensicle comments, one of
the operating principles of the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation
is that academic autonomy is a right which carries with it the responsibility for
maintaining high standards of tertiary education. Professor Chandra notes that
in India a highly centralized system has tended to dampen experimentation and
innovation, but he adds that ‘giving greater autonomy to the colleges…and the
working academics…[must] be accompanied by a system of accountability.’

Professor Staropoli questions whether the traditional systems of quality
assurance are adequate to allow for an increase of students by simple
extrapolation; in other words, can the move towards mass higher education best
be provided by the present arrangements? Are other modes required, and can
the development of these be left to the institutions themselves? What kind of
‘steer’ is needed?

Many papers emphasize the need for some kind of external input into the
evaluation of courses, teaching and research. As Malcolm Frazer suggests, this
provides a mirror for the institution to see itself with a clear image. The process
is one of self-improvement assisted by peers. Again there is no one way to
arrange such evaluation if diversity is to be retained and quality encouraged.
But peer review, the evaluation by informed, experienced persons, is strongly
advocated: the cooperation of the institutions will not be readily available if the
reviews are conducted by bureaucrats.

In her case study of internal and external validation procedures Ms Diana
Mak describes how traditional Chinese sensitivities to criticism caused acute
tensions when validation was first introduced to the Hong Kong Polytechnic,
and ‘the majority watched with dismay’. But it is fair to say that the same
reactions to validation/accreditation procedures have been experienced in all
countries. It takes time to develop any kind of quality assurance culture in
institutions. Validation bodies of all kinds need to recognize this factor if their
work is to be helpful to the institutions.

The two papers from the Netherlands clearly illustrate the tensions between
state regulation and self-regulation. Perhaps what has become termed the
‘ownership’ of the method used is a key factor, one emphasized by Peter
Williams of the UK (Universities) Academic Audit Unit. Professor Kwong Lee
Dow takes up this theme in describing the Australian arrangements for course
comparisons in all institutions, involving academic standards panels which are
definitely not ‘creatures of government’. But even this ‘ownership’ of the quality
assurance system, whether by the institutions jointly or by an external body
with members mainly drawn from the institutions, should not become
standardized internationally.

234 DAVID BETHEL



Several countries mention the use of ‘sectoral surveys’, that is, looking at the
same subject in all institutions to assess the health of the subject nation-wide.
Gaps and gross overlap in provision can be identified, and one outcome can be
that institutions are encouraged to develop the subject in particular ways which
can result in centres of excellence.

Dr Marianne Bauer reminds us of the dangers of embarking on international
comparisons, yet acknowledges that increased student mobility demands more
internationally available information on systems, institutions and courses. Dr
Dalichow’s account of the European Commission’s initiatives confirms that very
many more students are crossing international boundaries to complete their
higher education, and that such international collaboration must be based on
mutual confidence in the academic standards of different higher education
systems.

The papers and discussions at the international conference on which this book
is based agree on the need to address formally and openly the question of quality
assurance in higher education. There is an emerging consensus that effective
mechanisms for this will depend on the history, traditions and culture of the
country, state or territory concerned, and that whatever mode of quality
assurance is adopted, an external element is needed to achieve a clear, objective
and authoritative outcome.

There is no intention to develop an international system of quality assurance
and little confidence in common criteria or performance indicators. But in the
words of Dr Bauer, ‘there is every reason to continue the interchange of
experience on different procedures for strengthening the responsibilities of our
universities and colleges.’ The formation of an international association of
agencies responsible for quality assurance will help take these discussions
forward.
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Appendix:
Abstracts of Additional Papers

Six additional papers were presented at the Conference. Copies of the full papers are available
from the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation or from the indi-vidual authors.

Professor Cha Chuan-sin of Wuhan University, PRC, sketched the system
for approving degree courses in China. The State Council appoints an Academic
Degree Committee (ADC) of senior academics and administrators. The ADC
has specialist sub-groups which examine the curriculum structure, number and
level of staff, and research activities to determine which disciplines in which
institutions have the right to confer degrees.

Dr Eric Bitzer, deputy director of the Unit for Research into Higher
Education at the Orange Free State University of South Africa, spoke about the
proposal to introduce a system of accreditation for academic programmes and
departments in universities, based on self-evaluation and peer review. He
stressed that the fundamental goal of accreditation is twofold, namely to confirm
publicly that the quality of work in an institution is acceptable, and to assist each
institution to enhance the quality of its activities.

Dr Stephen Akangbou of the National Universities Commission in Nigeria
described the arrangements for accreditation of undergraduate programmes at
the thirty-one Nigerian universities. All courses are assessed against minimum
academic standards, determined and published by the Commission for thirteen
discipline areas. Assessment is based on self-study forms and a panel visit to the
institution. 837 academic degree programmes were visited between March 1990
and May 1991; 20 per cent gained full accreditation but 70 per cent were granted
only interim accreditation. These satisfied the academic content requirements,
but had inadequate staff and/or facilities as a result of Nigeria’s economic
difficulties.

Dr Frederick Owako represented the Kenyan Commission for Higher
Education which was established in 1985 to ensure that quality was maintained
during a period of rapid expansion of higher education. One of the functions of
the Commission is the accreditation and inspection of all the private universities;
some of these were operating before the establishment of the Commission, with
unknown and in some cases comparatively low standards. Public universities



traditionally have autonomy, but with the recent major expansion of student
numbers there is concern about the strength of their quality assurance measures.
By harmonizing the Universities Act of 1985 with the Acts of individual
universities, it is hoped to bring them within the ambit of accreditation by the
Commission.

Ms Hilary Mar of the Education Technology Unit at Hong Kong
Polytechnic spoke about course materials development in distance/open
learning as an aspect of quality assurance. The separation of teacher and learner
in distance education helps to focus more attention on how the learner learns.
At the polytechnic distance learning courses for part-time students are offered
as one of several modes of delivery. Mainstream staff participate in the design,
development, production, implementation, user evaluation and revision of
materials, and their involvement in this development process can enhance the
general quality of their teaching.

Dr Diana Green spoke about feedback from students as an aspect of course
monitoring and evaluation. The Student Satisfaction Project at Birmingham
Polytechnic in the UK started in 1988 and focuses on students as consumers.
The project is testing ways of measuring student satisfaction with the quality of
their educational experience. A group feedback strategy and a polytechnic-wide
questionnaire have been identified as useful methodologies. The goal is to enable
senior management to enhance the quality of educational provision.

238 APPENDIX



Notes on Contributors

Dr Marianne Bauer taught psychology at two Swedish universities before
her appointment as Deputy Director of the Swedish National Board of
Universities and Colleges. She is currently leading a project to develop an
evaluation system for Swedish universities and colleges, and is a member of
the OECD group on performance indicators.
Dr Leslie Benmark is an industrial and information (computer) engineer
and also a qualified lawyer. She is President of the Accreditation Board for
Engineering and Technology (ABET) in the US, the first woman to hold this
position. She has been involved in national and international evaluations of
industrial and computer engineering programmes.
Dr David Bethel is a member of Hong Kong’s University and Polytechnic
Grants Committee and founder Chairman of the Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation. He was Director of Leicester Polytechnic, UK for
over fifteen years, and he has wide experience of higher education systems
in Europe and elsewhere.
Professor Ashoka Chandra, a physicist, is currently Head of the Institute
of Applied Manpower Research in India. As Technical Educational Adviser
to the Indian government, he played a key role in formulating the 1986
National Policy on Education, and thereafter in establishing the All India
Council for Technical Education and preparing for a National Board of
Accreditation (NBA).
Alma Craft is a Registrar at the Hong Kong Council for Academic
Accreditation. A sociologist, she has worked in higher education in England,
Australia and Hong Kong. In the UK she was a member of the Schools
Council Research and Evaluation Team, then a Professional Officer with the
National Curriculum Council.
Dr Fritz Dalichow has studied in Germany, France, Ireland and Canada. In
1985 he became Secretary of the National Academic Recognition Information
Centres (NARICs) in Brussels, and is now Assistant Director of the European



Community ERASMUS Bureau responsible for academic recognition and
credit transfer.
Dr Gajaraj Dhanarajan, originally a forest biologist, has been involved for
the past fifteen years in setting up distance education systems in South and
South-East Asia. In 1989 he came to the newly established Open Learning
Institute in Hong Kong, and has recently been appointed to the Directorship
of the Institute.
Dr Edgar Frackmann is a Head of Department at Hochschul-Informations-
System (HIS), which is a publicly funded central research and service
institution for German higher education. His work and publications focus on
information systems development, higher education policy and management,
and evaluation and performance indicators in higher education.
Dr Malcolm Frazer has had more than thirty years’ experience in higher
education. In 1986 he became Chief Executive of the UK Council for National
Academic Awards (CNAA), which is the degree awarding body and quality
assurance (accrediting) agency for the polytechnics and colleges in the UK.
He is a member of the Hong Kong Council for Academic Accreditation.
Ms Andrea Hope is Registrar at the Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong,
working there on secondment from the UK Open University. She is a linguist
by background and has worked as an administrator in higher education in
Britain since 1979. She came to Hong Kong in 1990.
Dr Jan Kalkwijk was a professor of hydraulic engineering at the Delft
University of Technology, the Netherlands, until 1988 when he was
appointed to the Inspectorate of Higher Education. The Inspectorate reports
to the Minister of Education and Science with regard to education and
research at Dutch universities. versities.
Professor Kwong Lee Dow is Dean of Education at Melbourne University,
Australia. From 1985 to 1986 he chaired a committee which recommended
the establishment of Academic Standards Panels. He is a member of the
Higher Education Council which advises government on quality assurance
measures in Australian higher education.
Dr Marjorie Peace Lenn is Vice-President of the American Council on
Postsecondary Education (COPA), and is also a member of the Hong Kong
Council for Academic Accreditation. Her active career in higher education
has included a division headship at the University of Massachusetts, and
books, articles and international conference presentations on accreditation.
Professor Leung Wai-Sun is Dean of Engineering and Head of the Electrical
and Electronic Engineering Department at the University of Hong Kong.
Ms Diana Mak Ping See has postgraduate qualifications in both social work
and education, specializing in evaluation. She has worked as Planning and

240 NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS



Evaluation Officer at the Hong Kong Council of Social Service and then as
Head of the Department of Social Work at Hong Kong Polytechnic, where
she has been closely involved in quality assurance procedures.
Dr Austin Reid is Associate Director (Academic) at Hong Kong Polytechnic.
He has extensive experience of external validation as a Registrar with the UK
Council for National Academic Awards and as a member of the Hong Kong
Council for Academic Accreditation. Since 1986 he has been responsible for
internal validation of all courses at the Polytechnic.
Allan Sensicle is the Executive Director of the Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation (HKCAA). He was formerly Education Director of
the UK Institution of Electrical Engineers, and Chief Executive of a UK trade
association. He has worked in universities, polytechnics and with the UK
Overseas Development Administration.
Dr Shen Chun Ming is a lecturer in the Department of Electrical Engineering
at the University of Hong Kong, and is responsible for examination matters
in his department.
Professor André Staropoli is the General Secretary of the Comité National
d’Evaluation in France. He has worked for the Prime Minister’s Office and
as Director for Research and Higher Education within the Ministry of
Agriculture, in addition to a period as executive vice-president of a bank.
Dr Ton Vroeijenstijn was involved from 1973 to 1985 in research and
development in Dutch universities, and in the European Association for
Research and Development in Higher Education. He is now senior policy
adviser of the Association of Dutch Universities (VSNU), with particular
reference to external quality assessment.
Peter Williams is the first Director of the new UK Academic Audit Unit. A
graduate in English, he has been an administrator at the Universities of Surrey
and Leicester. From 1984 to 1990 he was Deputy Secretary of the British
Academy, with responsibility for a national scheme of postgraduate
studentships in the humanities.

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 241



242



Index

AAU
see Academic Audit Unit

ABET
see Accreditation Board for
Engineering and Technology

academic accreditation
see also quality assurance
in China, 1, 235
definition of, 79
in France, 1, 37–46
in Hong Kong, 1, 65–84
in India, 1, 84–97, 233
as institutional, 165
in Kenya, 1, 237
as mandatory, 92, 94–3
in Nigeria, 1, 235
and ‘ownership’, 233
and quantitative norms, 96
and self-regulation, 11, 93
in South Africa, 1, 235
in United Kingdom, 1, 11, 72
in United States of America, 1–3, 11,
71–1, 163–8

Academic Audit Unit (AAU) [UK], 3, 10,
72, 76, 144–60, 233
and access to universities, 155
achievements of, 156–5
and administrative support, 155–2
and audit report, 153–51
and audit visits, 152–9
and auditing process, 151–51
and checklist for monitoring quality
assurance, 147–5
and documentation, 151–8
establishment of, 146–4
funding of, 156

induction programme for, 156
management of, 156
methods employed by, 151–51
nature of, 155–2
and pilot audits, 156–4
and quality assurance, 147–60
reactions to, 157–4
and reports, 154, 155
scope of activities of, 147–5
terms of reference of, 147, 158–5

academic credit, 186
academic credit transfer, 186–4
academic exchange programmes, 4, 184–8
academic recognition

see also academic credit transfer
internationality, 4, 184–8

academic standards definitions of, 150
Academic Standards Council [proposed,

UK], 161
academic standards panels [Australia], 3,

27–37, 233
achievements of, 31–4
administrative support for, 36–7
aims of, 30–2, 34–5
costs of, 37
future directions for, 34–5
membership of, 36
and sampling, 35–6
tasks of, 30–2, 34–5

accountability, 4
in higher education, vii–1, 15–16, 75–
5, 112, 233

accreditation
see also academic accreditation
definitions of, 10–11

243



Accreditation and Assessment Council
[India], 86, 93, 94, 95, 96

Accreditation Association [India], 93
Accreditation Board for Colleges of

Oriental Medicine and Acupuncture
[USA], 71–1

Accreditation Board for Engineering and
Technology (ABET) [USA], 71, 87,
165, 172–79
Accreditation Annual of, 183
accreditation guidelines of, 174–2
and accreditation process, 177–6
and administration, 179
and Award for Education Innovation,
174
Commissions of, 173–1
and curriculum, 177–4
and equivalence of programmes, 181–9
and faculty, 179
and institutional commitment, 180
and institutional facilities, 180
and international developments, 181–9
programmes covered by, 180
and quality assurance, 174
Quality Assurance in Engineering
Education Committee of, 174
role of, 172–71
and self-evaluation, 177
and students, 180
Vision Statement of, 180

Accreditation Commission [India], 93
AICTE

see All India Council for Technical
Education

AICTE Act (1987) [India], 85–5, 87, 88
Akangbou, Stephen, 235
All India Council for Technical Education

(AICTE), 84–5, 87–92, 94–4
and accreditation in higher technical
education, 87–92, 94–4
powers of, 85–5, 94–3

Association for Higher Education
Didactics [Germany], 59

Association of the Universities in the
Netherlands
see VSNU

Australia

academic standards in honours
programmes in, 29–5
academic standards panels in, 3, 27–
37, 233
quality evaluation in higher education
in, 3, 27–37
rejection of external examiner system
in, 30–2
sectoral review in, 18, 27–37

Australian Council on Tertiary A Awards
(ACTA), 74

Australian Postgraduate Research
Awards, 29

Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee
(AVCC) [Australia]
Academic Standards Panels of, 3, 27–
37, 233
Standing Committee on Education
and Training of, 31, 33, 34

autonomy
in higher education, 4, 75–5, 78, 97–
108, 116–16, 155–2, 199–6, 233

AVCC
see Australian Vice-Chancellors’
Committee

Baden-Württemberg higher education in,
57

Bauer, Marianne, 3, 135–9, 234
Benmark, Leslie, 3, 172–80
Bethel, David, 5, 231–31
binary system

abolition in Australia of, 70
in Hong Kong, 68–8
proposed abolition in United
Kingdom of, 70, 144, 159

biochemistry
academic standards in, 35

Birmingham Polytechnic, 237
Bitzer, Eric, 235
Board of Assessment [India], 86

Canadian Council of Professional
Engineers, 181

Cha, Chuan-sin, 235
Challenge of Education:

A Policy Perspective [India], 84

244 INDEX



Chandra, Ashoka, 1, 84–97, 233
Checklist for the Self-study [Netherlands], 120,

127–8
China [People’s Republic of of]

course approvals in, 1, 235
Chinese culture

values in, 196–5
and Western culture, 198–5, 233

Chinese University of Hong Kong, 67, 223
City Polytechnic of Hong Kong, 67
CNAA

see Council for National Academic
Awards

CNE
see Comité National d’Evaluation

Comité National d’Evaluation (CNE)
[France], 1, 37–46, 56
achievements of, 45–6
and criteria of quality, 44–5
and quantitative approaches, 44
role of, 44

Committee of Vice-Chancellors and
Principals [UK], 145–3, 154, 156, 159,
160, 162
Academic Audit Unit of, 3, 10, 72, 76,
144–60, 233
Academic Standards Group of, 146

Confucian philosophy, 198
Conservative Party [UK]

and quality assurance in higher
education, 159–7

COPA
see Council on Postsecondary
Accreditation

Council of Architecture [India], 95
Council for National Academic Awards

(CNAA) [UK], 1, 11, 71, 72, 74, 87, 144,
147, 156, 159, 160, 162, 215–13
and advice to Hong Kong institutions,
71, 215–13

Council on Postsecondary Accreditation
(COPA) [USA], 24, 72, 165, 170–8, 172

course evaluation
and student feedback, 237

Course Leaders’ Handbook [Hong Kong
Polytechnic], 195–3, 203

course validation
see also quality assurance;

validation
concept of, 208
as emancipatory, 209
as external, 73–3, 204–2
function of, 208
interactive model of, 207–4
as internal, 73–3, 204–2
and quality assurance, 206–3
and relationships between validated
and validators, 208–5
and revalidation, 74

Dalichow, Fritz, 3–4, 184–8, 234
degree course

definition of, 79
Denmark

performance indicators in, 137
Department of Education [USA], 170, 172,

191
Department of Education and Science

(DES) [UK], 146, 161
Department of Electronics [India], 86
Department of Research and Doctoral

Studies [France], 41
Der Spiegel, 59, 60
DES

see Department of Education and
Science [UK]

Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, 52, 58
Deutsche Lehrgemeinschaft, 58
Dhanarajan, Raj and Hope, Andrea, 4,

210–19
distance education

see also open learning
access to, 213–11
characteristics of, 212–10
course materials for, 237
courses in, 214
developments in, 210–8
economics of, 215
and learner outcomes, 214–12
modes of delivery in, 212–10
and nature of learners, 212
programmes offered in, 214
quality assurance in, 210–12
responsibilities of, 221–19
and scholarship, 215

INDEX 245



student-centred approach in, 211–9
and student motivation, 213

EC
see European Community

education
see also distance education;
higher education
in Hong Kong, 67–9

Educational Reform Act [UK, 1988], 146
effectiveness

definition of, 15
efficiency

definition of, 15
engineering education

accreditation of programmes in, 3,
165, 172–79
curriculum in, 178–5
equivalence of programmes in, 181–79
and international agreements, 180–9
and total quality management, 174
and Washington Accord, 181–8

Engineering Professors Conference [UK],
74

Engineers’ Council for Professional
Development (ECPD) [USA], 172

English
academic standards in, 35

EQA
see external quality assessment

ERASMUS [European Community
Action Scheme for the Mobility of
University Students]
programme, 4, 184–8
and approaches to recognition, 185
and international credit transfer
system, 187–8
and pilot scheme, 188–6, 191

Escher, 202
European Community (EC), 4, 184–8, 234

see also European Credit Transfer
System
academic credit transfer system in,
187–8
and academic recognition, 184–8

Action Scheme for the Mobility of
University Students, see ERASMUS
programme
higher education programme of, 184–8

European Council, 187
European Credit Transfer System

(ECTS), 4, 185–8
development of, 188
extensions of, 190–7
and pilot scheme, 188–6, 191
reactions to, 190–8
United States of America and, 191–8

European Free Trade Association
(EFTA), 190

external agencies
see also external examiners;
external quality assessment
and accreditation, 21–2, 72, 77–7, 233
advantages of use of, 77
disadvantages of use of, 77

external examiners, 4, 21, 30–2, 145, 217,
223–5

external quality assessment
see also external agencies;
quality assessment
criteria for, 114–14
criticisms of, 125–5
and definitions of quality, 113–13
and foreign experts, 122, 123
and institutional autonomy, 116–16
in Netherlands, 101–2, 106–6, 109–31
achievements of, 123–2
characteristics of, 117–17
functions of, 118
and self-assessment, 119–20
and self-study reports, 119–20
and visiting committees, 122, 123

and performance indicators, 115–15
and standards, 114–14

FEANI
see Fédération Europénne
d’Associations Nationales
d’Ingénieurs

FEANI Accord, 182

246 INDEX



Fédération Europénne d’Associations
Nationales d’Ingénieurs (FEANI), 182–
9

Frackmann, Edgar, 3, 46–64
France

academic accreditation in, 1, 37–46;
see also Comité National d’Evaluation
higher education system in, 1, 37–46
and centralization, 40–3
evaluation of, 135
finance for, 40, 41, 42
and market forces, 42–4
quality assurance in, 40–6
quality control in, 18, 40–6, 56
state and, 40–3

universities in, 39–6
Frazer, Malcolm, 1, 7–25, 233
Free University of Berlin, 60

General Medical Council [UK], 228
Germany

higher education in, 3, 51–62
and duration of studies, 53–4, 56–7
external pressures on, 54–62
and Fachhochschulen in, 51–2
industry and, 60
information on, 59–60
and international developments, 53–
5, 62
quality assurance in, 3, 51–62
and research oriented universities,
51–2
self-evaluation in, 52
students and quality in, 58–9
teaching and learning in, 57–9
and university rankings, 59, 60

Goals for Higher Education 1990 [Germany],
57–8

Green, Diana, 237
Guide to External Program Review

[Netherlands], 116
Guide to External Quality Assessment

[Netherlands], 102, 106, 125

Handbook [of HKCAA], 74, 75
HBO-Raad [Netherlands], 102

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) [UK],
146, 147, 156, 159, 160, 162

higher education
academic accreditation in, see academic
accreditation
accountability in, vii–1, 15–16, 75–5,
112, 233
in Australia, 3, 27–37, 233
autonomy in, 4, 75–5, 78, 97–108, 116–
16, 155–2, 199–6, 233
in Baden-Württemberg, 57
changes in, vii
criteria for evaluation of, 139–7
course validation in, see course
validation
differentiation in, 50
equality and equivalence in, 50–1
evaluation in, 139–9
in France, 1, 37–46
in Germany, 3, 51–62
goals in, 139
in Hong Kong, 1, 4, 65–84, 193–229
in India, 1, 87–96
and industry, 3, 4, 49–50, 61–2
and international comparisons, 234
in Netherlands, 3, 97–108, 109–31,
135, 233
in Northern Ireland, 162
and political culture, 137
pressures on, 231
professional control in, 50, 52
quality assurance in, vii–5, 7–25, 37–
46, 46–62, 78, 87–96
quality profiles in, 12
and quality-promoting evaluation, 143
in Scotland, 162
self-assessment in, 4
self-management in, 50
and self-regulation, 11, 78, 93, 233
in Sweden, 3, 139–9
in United Kingdom, 1, 3, 144–60
in United States of America, 1–3, 11,
71–1, 163–8, 172–79
in Wales, 162

Higher Education:
Autonomy and Quality [Netherlands], 97,
116, 127

INDEX 247



Higher Education and Research Bill
[Netherlands, 1990], 100

Higher Education and Research Plan 90
[Netherlands], 113

Higher Education Standards Council
[proposed, UK], 161

higher education systems
see also higher education
characteristics of, 37–39

HKCAA
see Hong Kong Council for Academic
Accreditation

HMI
see Her Majesty’s Inspectorate

Hochschulrektorenkonferenz, 52
Hong Kong

see also entries for particular institutions
academic accreditation in, 1, 65–84;
see also Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation
binary system in, 68–8
degree awarding bodies in, 67–7
education in, 67–9
higher education in, 1, 4, 65–84, 193–
229
context of, 65
expansion of, 70–9
quality assurance in, 1, 4, 65–84, 193–
229

international dimension of
accreditation in, 78
role of HKCAA in, see Hong Kong
Council for Academic Accreditation

Hong Kong Academy for Performing
Arts, 68

Hong Kong Baptist College, 67, 71–71
Hong Kong Certificate of Education

Examinations, 67
Hong Kong Council for Academic

Accreditation (HKCAA), 1, 4, 5, 71–84,
203, 221, 233
accreditation procedures of, 73–7
and course validation, 73–3
establishment of, 71
and institutional accreditation, 71–78,
83
and institutional autonomy, 75–5
and institutional review, 75, 78, 79–83

and performance indicators, 76–6
principles of operation of, 73
and professional accreditation, 74–4
role of, 72–2
and revalidation, 74

Hong Kong Polytechnic, 4, 68, 71–71,
193–209, 233
academic autonomy at, 199–6
Chinese cultural tradition and course
validation at, 196–5
course materials development at, 237
course validation at, 4, 193–209
concept of, 195–3
resistance to, 195–7
and workload, 200

degree courses at, 71–71, 193–209
Hong Kong Technical College, 193
Hong Kong University, 68

academic accreditation at, 227–4
context of, 223–2
external examining at, 4, 223–5
advantages of, 228
disadvantages of, 228

Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology, 68, 71

honours degrees standards in, 29–5
Hope, Andrea

see Dhanarajan and Hope

India
academic accreditation in, 1, 84–97,
233
and computer courses, 86
criteria for, 92, 93, 95–4
and government involvement, 94
and higher education, 1, 87–96
and higher technical education in, 87–
92, 94–4
industry and, 86–6
as mandatory, 92, 94–3
models of, 94, 95, 96

higher education in, 1, 84–97
and academic accreditation, 1, 84–97,
233
quality assurance in, 84–97
quality assurance in technical, 87–92

self-regulation in, 86, 94–4

248 INDEX



National Board of Accreditation in, 87–
92, 94, 95, 96
qualifications and employment in, 86

industry
and higher education, 143
quality assurance in, 3, 9–10, 46–50,
61–2
quality control in, 9

Inspectorate of Higher Education
[Netherlands], 100, 105–4, 109, 124–4

institutional accreditation
see also academic accreditation;
institutional review

definition of, 79, 83
and external agencies, 77–7
in Hong Kong, 71–78, 83
in United States of America, 165

institutional autonomy
see autonomy

institutional review
see also academic accreditation;
institutional accreditation

definition of, 79
in Hong Kong, 75, 78, 79–83
information required for, 82
method of, 79–9
outcome of, 82
principal issues in, 81–82
purpose of, 79–9
report on, 82–1

International Network for Quality
Assurance Agencies in Higher
Education (INQAAHE), v, 23–4

Interuniversity Cooperation Programmes
(ICPs), 185, 190, 191

Japan
quality control in automobile industry
in, 49

Jarratt Report [UK], 145

Kalkwijk, Jan, 3, 97–108
Kenya

academic accreditation in, 1, 237
Kultusministerkonferenz, 52

Labour Party [UK]
and quality assurance in higher
education, 161–8

learning
characteristics of, 19

Lee Dow, Kwong, 3, 27–37, 233
Lenn, Marjorie Peace, 1, 163–8
Leung, Wai-sun and Shen, Chun-ming, 4,

223–5
levels

definition of, 13–14
in higher education, 13–14
and quality, 13–14

Lingnan College [Hong Kong], 68, 71

MAIT
see Manufacturers’ Association in
Information Technology

Mak, Diana and Reid, Austin, 4, 193–209,
233

Manufacturers’ Association in
Information Technology (MAIT)
[India], 86–6

Mar, Hilary, 237
MES

see Minister of Education and Science
[Netherlands]

meta-evaluation
in higher education [Netherlands],
100, 105–4, 124–4

Mexico
engineering education in, 183

Minister of Education and Science (MES)
[Netherlands], 99–108, 109, 116, 117

Ministry of Education [France], 40–2
Ministry of Education [Netherlands], 3

National Board of Accreditation (NBA)
[India], 87–92, 94, 95, 96
and accreditation criteria, 92
and accreditation process, 89–92
functions of, 87–7, 89–92, 95
membership of, 88–8
and Sectoral Committees, 89, 91

National Board of Universities and
Colleges [Sweden], 138, 140

INDEX 249



National Council for Agricultural
Research [Netherlands], 103

National Council of Examiners for
Engineering and Surveying (NCEES)
[USA], 182

National Council of Universities [France],
41

National Institute of Education [USA], 211
National Policy on Education [India,

1986], 84, 85–5, 87
Netherlands

Association of the Universities in, see
VSNU
higher education in, 3, 97–108, 109–
31, 135, 233
criteria for evaluation of, 106
government and, 97–101, 109–14,
116–16, 124, 126–5
quality assessment of, 3, 97–108, 109–
31, 135, 233
and institutional autonomy, 97–108,
116–16
and meta-evaluation, 100, 105–4,
124–4
and self-evaluation, 97–108, 118,
119–19, 126–5

Inspectorate of Higher Education in,
97–108
peer review in, 99–108, 109–31, 138
performance indicators in, 111, 112,
137
public acccountability in, 118, 119
quality assessment in aims of, 119
as external, 3, 18, 56, 101–2, 106–6,
109–31
functions of, 119
as internal, 101–2, 106–6, 118, 119–
20
problems of, 125–5

quality assurance in higher education
in, 3, 97–108, 109–31, 135, 233
quality assurance of research in, 103–
3, 108
universities in, 99–108, 109–31

Network of National Academic
Recognition Information Centres
(NARICs), 185

Nigeria

academic accreditation in, 1, 235
Northern Ireland

higher education in, 162
Norway

performance indicators in, 137
Notes for the Guidance of Auditors [UK], 151,

159

OECD [Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development], 3, 44,
45
and performance indicators, 135–4

open learning
see also distance education
and course materials development, 237
developments in, 210–8
quality assurance in, 210–10
responsibilities of, 221–19
student-centred approach in, 211–9

Open Learning Institute [Hong Kong], 68
course development at, 219
course evaluation at, 220
and course quality, 219–17
establishment of, 215
and external assessors, 216–14
and external examiners, 217
external peers and, 216–14
and institute outcomes, 221
internal committee structure at, 217–15
and learner outcomes, 220–18
modes of delivery at, 212
nature of learners at, 212
objectives of, 215–13
quality assurance at, 4, 215–19
quality management system at, 216–19
role of course coordinators at, 218
role of Education Technology Centre
at, 218
role of tutors at, 218
student motivation at, 213
tuition at, 218–16

Open University [UK], 68
course material from, 219
modes of delivery at, 212
student motivation at, 213

organizations
control of, 47–9

250 INDEX



management of, 47–9
Owako, Frederick, 237

peer review, 1, 3, 4, 18, 24, 27–37, 53, 99–
108, 208, 216–14, 233
definition of, 11–12, 163

performance indicators, 3, 4, 18, 27–29,
44–5, 76–6, 111, 112, 115–15, 135–4,
138, 160, 234

Pharmacy Council [India], 95
Philips [company], 122
physics

academic standards panel in, 31, 33
Pirsig, R.A., 150
Polytechnic and College Funding Council

(PCFC) [UK], 159, 160
Priorities for Reform in Higher Education, 29
Provisional Hong Kong Council for

Academic Accreditation (PHKCAA), 71
see also Hong Kong Council for
Academic Accreditation

quality
see also quality assessment;
quality assurance;
quality control;
quality evaluation;
quality management
aspects of, 19–1
characteristics of, 18
definitions of, 1, 46, 113–13, 148–6
in higher education, 1, 13–14
and levels and standards, 13–14
meanings of, 17, 18, 19
profile, 1, 12, 13, 14
in teaching, 27–29

quality assessment
see also quality assurance;
quality control;
quality evaluation
checklist for, 127–8
criteria for, 114–14
external, see external quality
assessment
and funding, 159–6
purposes of, 111–11
and quantitative norms, 111, 115–15

quality assurance
see also quality assessment;
quality control;
quality evaluation
and accountability, 15–16
in Australian higher education, 3, 27–
37
in British higher education, 144–60
checklist for, 147–5
context of, 234
and course validation, 206–3, 208
definitions of, 9–10, 46–50, 150
in distance education, 210–10
in Dutch higher education, 3, 97–108,
109–31, 233
in engineering education, 3, 165, 172–
80
as explicit, 47–50, 61–2
and external examiners, 223–5
in French higher education, 1, 37–46
in German higher education, 46–64
in higher education, vii–5, 7–25, 37–
46, 46–62, 78, 87–96
in Hong Kong higher education, 1, 4,
65–84, 193–229
as implicit, 47–50, 61–2
in Indian higher education, 1, 87–96
in industry, 9–10, 46–50, 143
and inputs, 19–1
international developments in, 1, 27–
192
means of, 17–23
in non-university sectors, 9
in open learning, 210–10
at Open Learning Institute [Hong
Kong], 4, 210–19
and outputs, 21
and ‘ownership’, 233
and processes, 21
and quantitative approaches, 44
reasons for, 15–17
and self-evaluation, 17–19
students and, 18–19, 21, 58–9
in Swedish higher education, 135–9
in United Kingdom higher education,
1, 3, 144–60
in United States higher education, 1–3,
163–8, 172–80

INDEX 251



in universities, 10
quality audit, 160

definition of, 10
Quality Audit Unit [proposed, UK], 10 162
quality control

see also quality assessment, quality
assurance;
quality evaluation
definition of, 9
and external validation, 78, 111
in French higher education, 40–6
in industry, 9, 143, 208
in universities, 9

quality evaluation
see also quality assessment, quality
assurance;
quality control
agencies and, 23–4
and confrontation, 22
and externality, 21–2
feed back from, 22
and international cooperation, 23–4
purposes of, 16–17, 18, 22
and sanctions, 22
stages of, 22

quality management, 50, 61, 62, 174
definition of, 12–13
and external assessors, 12–13
as norm-referenced, 12, 13
and quantitative scores, 12, 13

quality measurement, 111

Reid, Austin
see Mak and Reid

revalidation
see also course validation definition of,
79

Reynolds, Philip, 146
Reynolds code, 76
Reynolds Committee, 146

report by, 146
‘Robbins Report’ [UK], 71
Royal Academy of Science [Netherlands],

103
Royal Institution of Engineers

[Netherlands], 103

Scotland
see also United Kingdom
higher education in, 162

Scottish Education Department, 160
Secretary for Education [USA], 170
sectoral reviews, 18, 27–37, 78, 89, 91, 234
self-evaluation, 17–19, 21, 22, 24, 177
self-regulation, 11, 78, 93, 233
Senate Standing Committee on

Employment Education and Training
[Australia], 29

Sensicle, Allan, 1, 65–84, 233
Shell [company], 122
Shen, Chun-ming

see Leung and Shen
South Africa

academic accreditation in, 1, 235
specialized accreditation

see also academic accreditation in
United States of America, 165–3, 172–
80

standards
definition of, 13–14
and levels and quality, 13–14

Staropoli, André, 1, 37–46, 233
State Board of Technical Education

[India], 87
State University of Nebraska

student motivation at, 213
Student Satisfaction Project, 237
students

and course evaluation, 237
and international mobility, 184–8, 234
and quality assurance in higher
education, 18–19, 21, 58–9

Sutherland, Stewart, 146
Sweden

higher education in, 3, 139–9
evaluation of, 140–9
quality assessment of, 3, 135–9

and international comparisons of
higher education, 138
performance indicators in, 137

Swedish National Board of Universities
and Colleges, 3

teachers

252 INDEX



characteristics of, 19
teaching

quality in, 27–29
Technical University of Berlin, 60
TEMPUS Programme, 191
total quality management

see quality management
Trans European Exchange and Credit

Transfer (TEXT) Consortium, 190, 191

Union Panamericana de Asociaciones de
Ingenieros (UPADI), 183

United Kingdom Kingdom
academic accreditation in, 1, 11, 72
autonomy of universities in, 144–2
changes in public life in, 145
external examiners in, 21
higher education in, 1, 3, 144–60
evaluation of, 135
quality assessment of, 138
quality assurance of, 1, 3, 144–60;
see also Academic Audit Unit;
Council for National Academic
Awards

performance indicators in, 137, 138
Universities Funding Council in, 56

United States Council for International
Engineering Practice (USCIEP), 183

United States of America
academic accreditation in, 1–3, 11, 71–
1, 163–8
government and, 170
meaning of, 168–6
process of, 166–4
and self-studies, 166
types of, 165–3
uses of, 167–5
value of, 167–5

academic credit system in, 186
accredited status in, 168–6
Council on Postsecondary
Accreditation in, 24, 72, 165, 170–8,
172
engineering accreditation in, 3, 165,
172–79
and European Credit Transfer
System, 191–8

higher education in, 1–3, 11, 71–1,
163–8, 172–79
quality assessment of, 1–3, 11, 71–1,
163–8, 172–183
quality enhancement of, 165

peer review in, 163
universities

see also higher education;
and entries for particular universities
versities
and accountability, 15–16
quality assurance in, 9–10
quality audit in, 10
quality control in, 9

Universities Funding Council (UFC),
[UK], 56, 146, 155, 159, 160

Universities’ Staff Development and
Training Unit (USDTU) [UK], 156

university
definition of, 7–9

University of Aberdeen, 157
University of Birmingham, 147
University College of Wales, 157
University of East Anglia, 157
University of Göteborg, 45
University Grants Commission (UGC)

[India], 85, 86, 93, 94, 95, 96
University Grants Committee (UGC)

[UK], 145, 146
University of Hanover, 60
University of Loughborough, 157
University of Mid-America

student motivation at, 213
University of Münster

Students’ Council of, 58
University and Polytechnics Grants

Committee (UGPC) [Hong Kong], 71
University of Southampton, 157
University of Stuttgart, 60

validation
see also course validation;
quality assurance
definition of, 11, 79, 195–3
external, 233
internal, 233
in non-university institutions, 11

INDEX 253



purposes of, 196
Vroeijenstijn, Ton, 1, 3, 102, 109–31
VSNU [Association of the Universities in

the Netherlands], 3, 102, 103, 105–4,
107, 108, 112, 115–15, 120, 122, 123–4,
127–8

Wales
see also United Kingdom
higher education in, 162

Washington Accord, 181–8
White Paper [UK, 1991], 70, 76, 159, 160–

7
Williams, Peter, 3, 144–60, 233
Wissenschaftsrat, 56, 59
World Federation of Engineering

Organizations (WFEO), 183

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, 150

254 INDEX


	Book Cover
	Title
	Contents
	Foreword
	Editor's Introduction
	Quality Assurance in Higher Education
	Academic Standards Panels in Australia
	The French Comite National d'Evaluation
	The German Experience
	The Hong Kong Initiative
	Towards an Indian Accreditation System
	The Netherlands: The Inspectorate Perspective
	External Quality Assessment, Servant of Two Masters? The Netherlands University Perspective
	Evaluation Criteria and Evaluation Systems: Reflections on Developments in Sweden and Some Other OECD Countries
	The UK Academic Audit Unit
	The US Accreditation System
	Engineering Accreditation in the United States
	Mutual Recognition and Transfer of Credits: Developments in Europe
	The Experience of Validation at Hong Kong Polytechnic
	Quality Assurance at the Open Learning Institute
	External Examining at Hong Kong University
	Conclusion
	Appendix:Abstracts of Additional Papers
	Notes on Contributors
	Index

