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Lecture Material 
The move toward standardisation: Quality and accountability


in European and American Higher Education

Quality and Standards in Higher Education: Industry as Archetype

Defining Quality
In industrial terms, quality is synonymous with statistical process control used to predict and eradicate defects in manufacturing.  Quality can be defined as an essential measurable aspect of a product or service and is achieved when expectations or requirements are met.  Furthermore, quality is a characteristic or attribute defined by the customer, not the supplier (Beckford, 1998).

Quality can also be defined by its four major characteristics: 

· Quality is defined by the customer

· Quality is prevention

· Management is responsible for quality 

· Quality can be improved

A Brief Tour through Industrial Quality in the US
Prior to the latter half of the twentieth century, producers decided what was made, when, how much, and how well. Caveat emptor - let the buyer beware! 

American products were also well known throughout the world as being of poor quality and reliability.  

In the 1960s the Consumer Bill of Rights was created which altered the landscape of American business by shifting power from the producer to the consumer.  The consumer could now hold corporations more accountable for product quality.  

Most corporations believed in static acceptability criteria, post-production inspection and testing, and rework; a certain number of defects in manufacturing or errors in service, though costly, are acceptable.
Management theory was also undergoing a transformation at this time.  Scientific management and “Fordism” (for example) were giving way to Lean Production and Flexible Manufacturing (Jaffee, 2001).  Crosby (1976, p. 25) defines management as being “responsible for establishing the purpose of an operation, determining measurable objectives, and taking actions necessary to accomplish those objectives”. 

Industrial mangers in the 1980’s and 1990’s began attempts at inspiring employees to personally commit to the products they make and be attentive to the people who use them.  This meant that quality could always be assessed (externally, as well as internally), and therefore could always be improved.  

System-building: The Connection Between Industry and Education

Quality in higher education has a similar history to quality in business: 

· After World War Two, enrolments at US institutions of higher education increased dramatically inspired by programs like the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (GI Bill) which subsidized tuition and fees for veterans.

· Institutional competition was limited and federal funds were readily available to help offset rising tuition costs (Freed and Klugman, 1997).  This reduced market competition and thus rapid expansion of US colleges and universities continued unabated.   

· In the 1980s and 1990s, new competition from the professional and for-profit sector, increased public demand for measurable productivity, compounded by a drastic reduction in federal funds, led colleges and universities to increase tuition (Freed and Klugman, 1997) to levels beyond what the average American could reasonably pay (Lewis and Smith, 1994).

· Much like the early- to mid- stages of the US Industrial Revolution, this expansion in service and the dramatic rise in price negatively affected product quality.

· Unfortunately, higher education accountability systems followed a traditional resource orientation that measured product quality in terms of internal factors, not the changing external environment of education or customer desires.

Unlike industry, the enterprise of higher education was and is still not amenable to the external assessment of internal quality, the standardisation of outcomes, or change.  Concrete definitions of quality in the context of higher education are not universally accepted by those who feel that the academic enterprise is wholly different from industry, with “end-products” too discrete for quantitative measurement. 

Some Definitions of Quality for Higher Education

For our purposes, let us look at five industrial definitions of quality (Garvin, 1988) and interpret them for higher education (Seymour, 1992):
· Transcendent quality.  
A result of the producer's (the educator's) expert training and professional standing. The quality of education is a result of the reputation and expertise of the teacher, and the close proximity of such an expert to his or her customers.  This is often the view of quality championed by higher education and attacked by external accountability agencies.
· Manufacturing-based quality.  
The product conforms to specifications and is fit to be used in a manner for which it was designed. In this case, the college or university is the manufacturer and as such, it decides what to produce, when, and how well.  Allowing a producer to make the critical decisions about product design (degree offerings, curriculum, course content, etc.) negates the external environment and disregards the consumers wants and needs.
· Product-based quality.  
This type of quality is "a definitive state that reflects the presence or absence of a specific ingredient" (Seymour, 1992, p. 26). In the case of higher education, the definitive state is increased student learning, produced by the curriculum and faculty. In theory, product quality is assessable in higher education.  However, disagreements on what is to be assessed and how remain.
· Value-based quality.  
Acceptable performance at an acceptable price. The consumer determines value when the product performs at or above expectation compared to its cost. American as well as European consumers pay close attention to some value rankings that are published by the popular media. 
· User-based quality.  
Similar to the first tenet of quality in business, the quality of higher education is defined by the customer's needs, wants, desires, and preferences. The producer of the good or provider of the service ultimately delivers that which satisfies as many people as is possible.  This definition of quality is also contentious in higher education as labelling students as customers (thus empowering them in the same fashion) is understandably troublesome to many within academia.  

Standardisation as Quality Assurance in US and European Higher Education

In contrast to the US, European higher education is more standards driven.  A national ministry of education performs a variety of functions not the least of which is oversight.  Through validating courses, programs, and degrees (often performed by the ‘national university’), a centralised educational authority also establishes and ensures a base level of national quality.  

For an illustration of the complexity of a European national system of education, see http://www.mb-a.biz/schools_and_education/government.html
From a US perspective, the European model of higher education is already highly standardised (within each country).  One of the benefits of standardisation would appear to be the control of quality.  But like all systems of higher education throughout the world, there is a debate among outsiders as to the value and efficacy of post compulsory education in any form.  A downside to the highly bureaucratised European model is that it is especially idiosyncratic and slow to adapt to macro environmental trends and customer (student) desires.

An interesting turn of events has arisen in both the US and Europe:

· The US Department of Education (http://www.ed.gov/index.jsp) in consort with various external organizations is declaring the free market model of the US ‘system’ of higher education to be one of the perpetrators of declining educational quality.  The move is on to standardise certain aspects of higher education in order to reign in quality and accountability.

· A report entitled: A test of leadership: Charting the future of US higher education identifies access, cost and affordability, financial aid, learning, transparency and accountability, and innovation as areas in need of some measure of standardisation.

· Some see the report as an attempt by the US Department of Education to exert more directive control over education (like a ministry).

· In Europe, the Joint Declaration of the European Ministers of Education (or the Bologna Declaration) is calling for what appears to be a more market driven approach to higher education.

· The six goals of the declaration all focus on the mobility of students and transferability of credentials between the nations of Europe.  That is to say the adoption of common degree cycles and credits, for example, will empower students (customers) and the market to regulate European higher education quality.

· This leads one to posit that the efficacy of the highly bureaucratised system of higher education in Europe has been called into question and the solution, it would seem, is to move toward a more market driven system.

Task

Recall the lesson starter.  Does standardisation necessarily increase quality?  Is there a difference between promoting high standards of excellence and standardisation?  Where does assessing student outcomes fit in?
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