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My Understanding of ‘Benchmark’ and 
Quality Assurance in HE

� Benchmark-1: a standard / reference model
� Benchmarking-2: learning from ‘good practices’

for own improvement
� 1: absolute standards
� 2: relative standards, from subjective starting 

point
� Can ‘industrial quality assurance models’ be a 

benchmark-1 for higher education, and/or 
do they help benchmarking-2 in higher education 
institutions?
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Use and limitation of Standard Quality 
Assurance Models

� Is higher education special?
� Answer: Yes, to some extent

� What are main consequences for quality 
assurance inside higher education 
institutions? 
� Answer: 

� Industrial models are interesting; they may aid 
quality improvement, 

� But they are not 100% applicable and they are 
not absolute standards
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What Makes Higher Education Special?

� Standard models are designed for 
organisations with standard processes to 
make standard products 

� Three main issues:
� Professional production technology
� Unclear who is the customer/client
� Transformation argument

� Note: Higher education institutions are multi-product 
firms, but I focus on education function, not on 
research
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Limitations on Using Standard Models
(1) Professional Production Process

� We don’t know very well how learning is produced 
(‘opaque’ technology), 

� And it is different for different students (learning 
styles)

� But from producer’s side it is a professional 
‘production technology’

� Embodied in the teachers, not (so much) in 
standardised machines, processes

� Not 100% true:
� Massification
� Standardised modules e.g. in distance education, 

online courses
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Limitations on Using Standard Models
(2) Unclear Who is Customer

� Difference: who benefits – who pays
� Who pays: mostly government

� With increasing contributions from students
� Students may get sponsors: parents / employers
� Only source in private higher education in some 

countries

� Students become more ‘consumerist’ when fees 
rise? (UK, NL)

� See also post-experience higher education: executives 
are more demanding than young students

� Conversely: No fees, no interest in quality?
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Limitations on Using Standard Models 
(2) Unclear Who is Customer

� Who benefits:
� Micro (module): student
� Meso (programme): 

� graduate (same person as student, but in different 
perspective)

� Employer

� Macro (HE system): regional / national society and 
economy

� Who represents common interest? Regional or national 
governments, but they have two hats, 
also being major employers of graduates
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Limitations on Using Standard Models
(3) Transformation Argument

� Higher education aims to change students, 
including their utility functions

� Quality assurance models assume fixed
preferences 

� Transformation argument applies at least up to 
undergraduate education 

� Not to post-experience short courses

� What about Masters’, Ph.D. education?

� Can teachers decide what is best for students?
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Main Characteristics of Industrial QA 
Models (1) TQM

� Broad movement, rather than one model
� Simple, common-sense principle: 

PDCA-cycle = open system approach
� Both were developed in the 1950s

� Helped make turnaround to student learning as 
focus (‘customer orientation’)

� ‘delight the customer’: same as traditional 
‘excellence’?

� Short-term vs. long-term!
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Main Characteristics of Industrial QA 
Models (1) TQM

� Highlight in ‘soft’ TQM 
� Involvement
� Continuous quality improvement

� Highlight in ‘hard’ TQM 
� Statistical process control + tools
� Legitimacy problem: professors design tools, they 

do not use them
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PlanPlan
What are you trying to do?

DoDo
How are you doing it?

CheckCheck
How do you know 

it works?

ActAct
How do you change 

to improve?
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Cause and Effect Diagram
(‘Fishbone’)

Student 
Learning



� ��������	
��������
���������������	�����������

Main Characteristics of Industrial QA 
Models (2) EFQM

� Highlight: map of all functions in an organization
� What are we doing?
� What needs improvement?
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© EFQM. The EFQM Excellence Model is a registered trademark of the European Foundation for Quality Management. 

EFQM Map
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Conditions Process Results
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Main Characteristics of Industrial QA 
Models (3) ISO9000-series

� ISO 9000 – Fundamentals and Vocabulary
� ISO 9001 – Requirements
� ISO 9004 – Guidelines for improvement

� Highlight: description of processes 
� Standardisation through compliance to 

descriptions
� Standardisation avoids errors of neglect 
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Focus on Certification …
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… and its paraphernalia

Copied from various websites, 2007
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… and its paraphernalia

Pictures Don F. Westerheijden, 2006-2007



Example of ISO9001: a Faculty of 
Economics, Central Europe

� The only faculty in the university where there was:
� Certified ISO9001 for all processes associated with 

teaching & learning
� Involvement of staff
� Attention for students’ needs and learning

� What causes what?
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Satisfaction

ISO Quality Satisfaction

Quality care
ISO
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Main Characteristics of Industrial QA 
Models (4) ServQual

� Service Quality
� Instrument: RATER
� Highlight: Empathy

� Do your staff provide caring, individualised attention 
to customers, is it easy to access staff, services and 
information? 

� Is your communication with customers clear, 
appropriate and timely? 

� Do you provide services that are appropriate to the 
individual needs of the customer? 

� Do your staff demonstrate they understand the 
customer's needs and situation?
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Standard Models: Are they Complete 
for HE?
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Discussion (1)  Learning and QA

� Learning process remains ‘opaque’, and only 
partly dependent on teaching 

� All quality assurance models can help map, 
protocol etc. processes around teaching & 
learning

� But not the ‘creative moment’ of teaching, let 
alone learning

� Standard models may be most applicable to 
‘standard’ services within higher education 
institutions, e.g. student counselling, library, IT-
services
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Discussion (2) External QA

� Professional discourse, i.e. peer review, may get 
closest to the core of the work in higher education 

� This may be in the spirit of ‘soft’ TQM
� ‘Peer review’ in QA practice in higher education is 

often hampered from being a free, intercollegial, 
discourse

� Standards and indicators are needed for public 
accountability

� Accreditation decisions throw large shadows: 
interviewees and interviewers are aware of potential 
serious consequences of what they are saying
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Discussion (3) Does QA Help Quality? 

� QA Does not produce quality

� Higher education has become too ‘massified’ for 
informal quality assurance 

� Broader ‘use’ of higher education graduates
� Educating a larger proportion of the population

� First-generation students (less cultural capital)
� More diverse student body
� Universities are large organisations

� Tougher accountability demands on whole public sector: 
transparency or lack of trust?
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Discussion (3) Does QA Help Quality? 

� Quality assurance ‘is here to stay’
� Cause and effect question:

� QA model � quality of learning
or

� Interest in student learning � QA

� External QA mostly is not conducive to 
excellence: too control-oriented

� Much internal QA follows external QA
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Conclusion: Quality Assurance and 
Benchmarking

� Industrial QA models are not absolute standards
� ‘Traditional’ HE quality assurance is not perfect 

either
� If we do it all...

� Industrial QA models may be interesting practices 
in some respects for some processes / services in 
higher education institutions and can thus assist 
quality improvement


