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Reclaiming Quality in Higher Education: A Human Factor Approach

Ming Cheng

Abstract

Interest in quality is well established within higher education. This paper will critically review
the most commonly used definitions of quality: fitness for purpose and value for money. It
will point out that these two definitions are important but they ignore the emancipatory power
of higher education and the development needs of academics and students. This paper will
propose a new understanding of quality as a virtue of professional practice, which can be used
as a useful force for individual academics and students to increase their commitment to
learning and teaching. A new model of quality evaluation will be outlined as a supportive
mechanism to enhance academics’ professionalism and to increase students’ capability to
learn.
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Introduction


http://www.tandfonline.com/eprint/iQwIKumMa6pIedCiKFUu/full

Quality is a key word in higher education. There are different interpretations of quality and its
evaluation methods. The most commonly cited definitions are proposed by Harvey and Green
(1993) and quality is interpreted as exception, perfection, fitness for purpose, value for money
and transformation. These conceptions offer different analytical frameworks to consider the
meaning of quality in higher education (Lomas, 2002). This paper will critically analyse the
two most widely used definitions of quality: fitness for purpose and value for money. It will
then propose a new understanding of quality as a virtue of professional practice, which define
quality in terms of its value for promoting stakeholders’ intrinsic excellence and motivation in
wanting to learn and to teach in a professional way. In other words, quality can be achieved
through enhancing academics’ professionalism and students’ capability to learn. At the end of
this paper, a new model of quality evaluation will be outlined to develop such a virtue of

professional learning in the higher education sector.

Fitness for purpose

Fitness for purpose has become the most widely adopted approach to evaluate quality in
higher education (Woodhouse, 1996; Wicks & Roethlein, 2009). Its origins can be dated back
to the Total Quality Management philosophy in industry (Harvey & Williams, 2010). It
emphasises the establishment of national and institutional structures for evaluating quality
(Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004), and it takes on the practice of assuring structural,
organisational and managerial processes within institutions (Westerheijden et al., 2007).

Quiality as fitness for purpose, in this sense, can be understood as systems and process control.



Fitness for purpose aims for management by objectives. It allows institutions to define their
purposes in their mission and objectives; and quality is demonstrated by achieving these.
However, it can be difficult to assess the objectives with either a qualitative or quantitative
measure, as the objectives may not be stated clearly or implied easily. Furthermore, the focus
on institutional missions does not evaluate the quality of the educational process and its
outcomes but strengthens external influences on the performance of the institution (Dill,
2001). This ignores that there is a fundamental difference between the actual practice of
teaching and learning and the current ways in which institutions are evaluated for their

performance (Haggis, 2009).

An analysis of the purpose

Purpose is a key component in the definition of quality as fitness for purpose but there is no
agreement on what purpose and for whose purpose. One view is that the purpose is to meet
the needs of students and employers as customers. This is evidenced in the 2003 White Paper
The Future of Higher Education (DfES, 2003) and the 2016 White Paper Teaching
Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice (BIS, 2016) that makes quality become a
means for customer satisfaction and to achieve better value for money and employment
prospects for students. This user-based definition makes quality individual and subjective, as
the expectations of customers can vary. It contradicts the current practice of quality
evaluation, which checks institutional performance instead of individual student’s learning

experience.



Another view is that purpose is often associated with the government’s political ambitions of
changing the way institutions work in a more competitive and economical way. It aims for
short-term benefit, and has created concerns in the higher education sector, including
compliance to pre-determined indicators without considering the diversity of learning and
teaching (Skolnik, 2010), the gap between academics’ and students’ understandings of quality
(Cheng, 2012), and the emerging consumer culture that focuses on meeting students’ needs
instead of teaching students how to learn (Molesworth et al., 2009).

The pragmatic approach of fitness for purpose does not consider the people-building purpose
of higher education. It ignores the inspirational philosophy developed in industry that quality
is more than management and is people-oriented (Crosby, 1979). This philosophy means that
people need to be empowered, professionalised and given the opportunity to tackle the
problems they recognise and have the skills to solve them (Hutchins, 1992). The
overemphasis on quality for management purposes causes insecurity and distrust among
academics who are the most precious resource in the higher education sector. According to
Deming’s theory of management, fear results in loss (Drummond, 1992). This means that fear
will force individual institutions and academics to concentrate upon satisfying rules of quality
evaluation, treating it as a box-ticking exercise, at the expense of making a real contribution
to the improvement of learning and teaching.

Cheng’s (2009) research on the quality audit culture in England suggested that there is a
tension between academics’ notion of professionalism and the requirements of quality

assurance and that academics feel that quality assurance is detached from their individual



academic work. This implies that if the quality imperative is based on pressure from the
market and from the Government, it will not be recognised as an inner need for improvement

by academics.

Value for money

The notion of value for money is another popular view of quality in higher education, and it
was first presented by the 1984 Audit Commission (Watty, 2003). It associates quality with
expense and economic exchange, and originally means that customers are willing to pay for
better quality, and what pleases a customer most is superior quality for the same money or
less money (Drummond, 1992).

The notion of accountability is central to the definition of quality as value for money. It is
closely related to the ‘neoliberal ideology’ that education should contribute to a country’s
industrial development and that the relationship between students and their institutions or
teachers becomes defined in economic terms (Saunders, 2010, 2011). This is because
neoliberalism redefines individuals as consumers who use a cost-benefit analysis to make all
of their decisions (Giroux, 2005; Saunders & Ramirez, 2016). However, there is a concern
that a neoliberal university is strongly associated with an economic rather than a cultural
imperative, which makes its internationalisation degenerate into instrumentalism (Harris,

2008).

The customer orientation



Quality as value for money is closely related to a notion of student as customer. One
observation is that tuition fees have shifted student expectation of, and attitudes towards,
higher education, although some European countries, for example, Germany, have not taken
up the fee systems. Students perceive themselves as customers purchasing a product (George,
2007; Tomlinson, 2016). This suggests the application of free-market logic to the relationship
between students and the institution or academics. The change of students’ attitudes and
expectation of higher education has manifested in increased focus on grades, the priority of
financial outcomes over educational outcomes (Clayson & Haley, 2005), the emphasis on
customer service (Titus, 2008), and the provision of training for students’ employability
(Sharrock, 2000; Lusk & Fearful, 2014).

There are debates on the notion of student as customer. One view is that the concept of
customer-defined quality is problematic (Eagle & Brennan, 2007; Houston, 2008), as this
conception will lead to a passive approach to education (Saunders, 2011). This is because
improvement can only be achieved through increasing students’ effort in learning. Another
view is that students do not fit the traditional model of customers in that customers are free to
purchase products that they want, whereas students’ freedom of choice is limited. They need
to satisfy the university entry criteria before they can ‘purchase’ an educational ‘product’
(George, 2007). Students cannot simply purchase their degrees, because they need to pass
designated examinations in order to obtain their degrees (Delucchi & Korgen, 2002; George,
2007). Furthermore, there is conflict in the perceived role of academics as subject experts and

their perceived role of providing a purchased product to a student, as students lack the



experience to understand the subject fields that they choose to study (Redding, 2005). This
differs from the customer-related truism that ‘the customers know what they want’ (Winston,
1999; Biesta, 2015).

This customer model also compartmentalises the educational experience as a product, as
opposed to a process (McMillan & Cheney, 1996). This could lead to a gap between how
academics and students expect and understand quality. For example, Cheng (2011) revealed
that academics tend to associate quality with students’ learning experience but students are
pragmatic and relate quality to academic teaching practice and its impact on their learning
outcomes. This gap implies that if educational experience is treated as a product, it may
encourage the view that students need ‘spoon-feeding’ from academics, as they have paid for
the education. Academics, therefore, need to clarify that students should take an active role in
the learning process.

Williams (2012) provided an historical analysis of the notion of consumerism and pointed out
that it is fundamentally disconnected from intellectual engagement. Cheng et al. (2016) held
similar concerns that the demand to produce satisfied consumers may force lecturers to avoid
making intellectual challenges of their students and instead teach to provide entertainment.
This indicates that the notion of students as customers downplays students’ responsibility in
learning, and it does not consider the continuous improvement purpose of higher education.
This would result in unresolved tension between the purpose of control and the purpose of

improvement in learning (Brown, 2014).



It is worth noting that students could have multifaceted understandings of quality. For
example, Jungblut et al.’s (2015) study revealed that students not only perceive themselves as
customers but also prefer perspectives that they are in the centre of the quality process, though
not necessarily only as active participants. These perspectives suggest that there is a need for
higher education institutions to manage student expectations and to put appropriate

mechanisms in place to handle this consumerist culture (Jones, 2010).

Quiality as a virtue of professional practice

Clearly, both notions of fitness for purpose and value for money relate quality to the input and
accountability from academics and higher education institutions. They emphasise institutional
performance and judgement by external quality agencies, and performance is related to an
institution’s proficiency in having quality mechanisms in place. This approach reflects a
‘passive’ view of quality, ignoring that learning is an individual activity and that students’
commitment in learning is as important as the input from academics and the university.

Based on the findings of five completed research projects, this article argues that relating
quality mainly to management purposes ignores the development needs of academics and
students. These five projects explored the conceptions of quality, and the practice of quality
evaluation and its impact on the work of academics and student learning experience, from the
perspectives of over 200 academics and students in the United Kingdom (UK). These

academics and students were from different subject areas in four universities. One of the



universities is world-renowned, another two universities are research intensive, and the fourth
university is a post-1992 university, which is teaching intensive.

This paper reclaims the idea of quality from a purely managerialist approach. It interprets
quality as a virtue of professional practice, which can be achieved through developing
students’ capability to learn, rebuilding trust in academic professionalism and improving
quality evaluation systems to increase academics’ and students’ commitment to teaching and
learning. Virtue here refers to a persisting excellence in being for the good (Adams 2006). In
other words, virtues are forms of love to teaching and learning, not simply of compliance to
pre-determined standards and criteria.

Quality as a virtue of professional practice involves stakeholders’ self-motivation to do well in
their job, and to enjoy the state of being an academic or a student. This involves a perspective
in what matters most to key stakeholders of higher education and what kind of students and
academics to become in the process of teaching and learning.

To say that quality is a virtue of professional practice is to insist that quality is one of the
things that enable stakeholders to value higher education and to actively engage with that to
make learning enjoyable. It is reflective in the sense that it enables academics and students to
know what they want to achieve, what they have achieved, how they achieved that, and
whether there is any scope to do better. Developing quality as a virtue of professional practice
encourages a culture for stakeholders to self-evaluate their teaching/learning practices and to

improve upon that.



Quality as a virtue of professional practice depends largely on the value of what academics
and students work for and what they want to achieve from university education. It is
beneficial to those who pursue it, as Socrates, Plato and the Stoics held that the nature of
virtue makes its possessor a happy or flourishing person. In higher education, quality as a
virtue of professional practice will make academics and students develop their confidence and
self-knowledge of who they are, what they aim to achieve, and how they should act towards
this. The sections below will illustrate how quality as a virtue of professional practice can be
achieved through developing students’ capability to learn and rebuilding trust towards

academics’ professionalism.

Capability to learn

Capabilities here refer to an individual’s beliefs, thoughts and personal disposition
(Nussbaum, 2000). The paper acknowledges that the concept of capability is proposed by Sen
(1992, 1999) and developed by Nussbaum (2000, 2006). It is based on the notion of
opportunity freedom, which emphasises the ‘functionings’ of individuals to ‘be’ and ‘do’: ‘to
choose the lives they have reasons to value’ (Sen, 1992, p. 81). This means that each person
should be seen as a ‘source of agency and worth in their own right, with their own plans to
make and their own lives to live’ (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 58). In these terms, what students
choose to value in and through learning ought to contribute substantially to the quality of

university education, improving their own lives and the lives of others after their graduation.
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This paper points out that the current quality evaluation mechanisms have encouraged the
measurement of student performance as an end product, ignoring the process that students
need to follow to become engaged with learning in order to achieve good learning outcomes.
The focus on the assessment of designated knowledge and skills and the measurement of
performance ignores that the fluid nature of the student mindset may affect their academic
performance unpredictably. This, together with the view of students as customers, has
encouraged the practice of universities needing to provide better service to please students
which will compromise student learning in what to learn, how to learn, and limit their
opportunities to fulfill their potential.

There is a need to develop student capabilities to let them comprehend the role they play in
achieving successful learning, as the degree of student engagement and the mindset they bring
to the educational setting are critical to the quality of their education. There is good evidence
in Sideridis (2001) that students’ perceptions about the importance of learning affects their
intentions and efforts towards achieving learning goals. Students’ capability building is,
therefore, important, as it improves individual student’s academic performance; and it
encourages students to reflect on their learning and their personal knowledge and skills to
enable them to make choices based on those values. It also enables academic staff to look
beneath learning outcomes to find out how to increase student personal effort in learning and
what to opportunities and support to offer students to meet their expectations of university

education.
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Academic professionalism

Rebuilding trust to academics’ professionalism is another key to achieving quality in higher
education. The traditional view of professionalism is often associated with five key principles:
the possession of specialist knowledge and expertise, autonomy in professional practice,
ritualised entry, probity and integrity (Johnson, 1973; Eraut, 1994; Larson, 1977; Freidson,
2001). These principles suggest a sense of power, status, exclusion and occupational control.
There is a shift towards egalitarian understandings of professionalism nowadays, which
implies that professionalism applies to every occupational workforce (Noordegraaf, 2007,
Evetts, 2013).

Academic professionalism has been widely discussed under two main themes: the new
professionalism discourse and discourses related to managerialism (Sachs, 2003; Evetts,
2009). Goodson (1999) proposes principles for new professionalism as: the cognitive
dimensions of knowledge, the moral, social, and emotional dimensions of teaching. Sachs
(2003) termed the new professionalism as ‘transformative’ and ‘activist’ professionalism,
whereas Evetts (2009) labelled it ‘occupational’ professionalism.

The discourse of professionalism related to managerialism has created a lot of concerns. One
view is that professional values are replaced by organisational values, because this
professionalism involves competencies and licensing rather than trust, accompanied by
standardisation of work practices, performance targets, and accountability, rather than
professional judgement (Evetts, 2009). Winch and Foreman-Peck (2005) held a similar view

that the regulatory standards, which are not set by the profession, lead to compliance
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professionalism, and that academics’ professional expertise is reduced to classroom
management and the technical aspects of teaching. These concerns suggest that current
quality evaluation focuses on the measurement of academics’ accountability and teaching
performances but provides limited support to enhance their professionalism to pursue their

core values in their profession.

Moral dimensions of academic professionalism

Management and measurement are important but not at the cost of human factors. The current
quality evaluation has aggravated these challenges by its instrumental interest, ignoring that it
is the moral content of academic professionalism, such as confidence and intrinsic values,
which largely determines the performance of academics at work.

Research reveals that there are increasing challenges for academics to work, to survive and to
thrive as professionals (Anderson, 2006; McAlpine, 2010; Ren & Caudle, 2016). There are
growing concerns about the stress associated with academic work, loss of professional
identity and decreased job satisfaction (Mikkelsen et al., 2005; Anderson, 2006). Despite the
pressure to demonstrate high-level performance in teaching and research, academics are now
expected to get closely involved with administrative tasks and to actively interact with
industry and the community to build collaborative partnerships. Academics’ increasing
engagement with industry and the community is seen as an important way to strengthen a
university’s contribution to economic and social outcomes (Bolden & Petrov, 2008;

Saltmarsh, 2016). However, the overemphasis on academics’ duties restrains academics’
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professional development by reducing their opportunities to develop subject expertise,
especially when they are under pressure to become know-all to respond to market needs and
to meet managerial demands.

With the influence of quality evaluation, academics are further scrutinised for their
effectiveness and efficiency in performing their roles. This over-management comes at a
significant human cost and has resulted in low morale within the academic workforce,
particularly for those with a strong sense of professional identity (Winter et al., 2000; Bowen
et al., 2016). For example, quality evaluation increases the pressure for academic staff to
comply with enacted standards and criteria in order to succeed in teaching measures, while
ignoring that academic work has emotional aspects. Studies show that the academic
workplace is an emotionally charged environment, invested with different feelings and
emotions, which affect academic performance (Ehn & Léfgren, 2009). When academics are
constantly judged and evaluated for their performance, this creates a difficult working
environment (Ehn & Lofgren, 2009). This may affect academics’ perception of the
importance of teaching, their intellectual commitment to teaching, and their willingness to
motivate students to learn (Dipardo & Potter, 2004).

What attract academics to the profession and what they value most is the intellectual
stimulation and passion for their subjects (Meyer & Evans, 2003; Tipples, Krivokapic-Skoko,
& O'Neill, 2007; Arkoudis et al., 2012). Academics are known as committed to their

profession (Houston et al., 2006). Professional work gives them identity, self-actualisation
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and social image (Al-Rubaish et al., 2011). When management challenge academics’ values,
academics become demotivated.

The focus on human factors could develop the academic workforce, as people are the
university’s most precious resource. Quality evaluation has increased the feeling of distrust of
academics, which may endanger academics’ moral integrity and their confidence in their
subject expertise. As Maclntyre (2007) argued, the public will lose confidence in a profession
if its moral dilemmas appear to be insoluble. In the context of higher education, the academic
profession needs to reach a solution on the challenges they are facing when fulfilling the duty
of their profession to society. They need to clarify academics’ roles in supporting students to
learn, and ask for space for academics’ professional development and the enhancement of
subject expertise.

Academics need to be encouraged to increase their confidence in what they do. Motivated
academics are essential to the survival and development of the university (Capelleras, 2005;
Houston et al., 2006). Management tools may not work until academics are motivated,
because academic status is largely determined by peer groups, rather than by an academic’s
department or university managers (Benabou & Tirole, 2006).

Academics can be motivated by intrinsic rewards, as they desire to advance in their field and
value peer recognition and core activities (Meyer & Evans, 2003). Academics can be
intrinsically motivated by several factors, such as autonomy and flexibility (Houston et al.,
2006), the membership of a community of scholars (Bellamy et al., 2003), and a co-

operatively-managed environment (Kwiek, 2015). This suggests that academics need to be
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supported to develop their key values and subject expertise if they are to develop as
professionals. Only in this way can academics effectively achieve the goals and objectives of

the university and enhance the quality of university education.

Developing quality evaluation as a supportive mechanism

University managers and policy-makers need to increase support to encourage the moral
content of academic practice and to enhance academics’ professionalism and their subject
expertise. The outcomes-driven approach of quality evaluation values threshold standards.
The focus on threshold standards encourages minimum standards (Stensaker & Harvey, 2011)
but does not promote excellence and continuous improvement. The focus on measuring
quantifiable outcomes ignores that learning can be a process that is affected by various
factors, such as student expectation, interest, habit, choice, commitment and capability to
learn. This outcome-driven approach of quality evaluation, therefore, has not produced
tangible improvements in student learning.

This paper proposes a refined quality evaluation system to be implemented at institutional and
national level in order to rebuild trust in academic professionalism and to improve students’
capability to learn. It is worth noting that current quality evaluation has not involved grass-
root academic staff in the design and implementation of the system but detached them from
this process by focusing on compliance and managerial control (Cheng, 2009). According to
the motivational development theory proposed by Skinner et al. (2009), engagement is very

important, as it affects immediate outcomes and leads to subsequent changes. The role of
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quality evaluation needs to shift from acting as a managerial tool for cost-effectiveness and
external accountability to inspiring academics to pursue excellence and continuous
improvement in teaching and learning. This will involve support from the government and the
higher education sector to enact changes for long-term benefits.

The first key step is for the higher education sector to clarify whose responsibility it is for
academic standards of quality evaluation. Research reveals that academics often relate quality
to disciplinary values but the autonomy of academics and disciplines is largely absent from
quality evaluation systems (Cheng, 2009; Houston, 2010). Current quality evaluation does not
guarantee that student learning will be improved. Quality evaluation needs to respond to the
issue of academics’ responsibility for enacting and improving academic standards, move
away from acting as a mechanism of state surveillance. A point of departure is that quality
evaluation needs to be turned into a support mechanism to encourage individual academic’s
self-regulation of teaching and learning and to develop motivational forces for improvement.
Higher education institutions need to take initiatives in promoting recognition and rewards
activities in order to encourage academic staff to improve their teaching practice.

Studies indicate that recognition and rewards within the academic community are important
motivational forces for academics. They take a wide range of forms, such as peer recognition
and student expressions of appreciation (Houston et al., 2006; Radloff & de la Harpe, 2007),
financial rewards and pay-for-performance appraisal systems (Turk, 2008), and teaching
excellence awards (Cheng, 2013). This paper argues in favour of using a peer-based method

of recognition and reward as an option for refining quality evaluation. This method is
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different from the peer review adopted by current quality evaluation in that it would be based
on academics’ self-regulation and their peers’ subject expertise to evaluate and to improve
teaching and learning. It will avoid box-ticking exercises but focus on the provision of
constructive feedback to support individual academics’ professional development. This peer
review would not add bureaucracy and extra expenditure. It can be easily operationalised and
sustained on the basis of diversity, disciplinary natures and subject expertise. Diversity here
refers to gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation and disability of academics (Deem, 2015).
Subject expertise is key to this peer recognition and review because it encourages academics’
responsibility in setting and monitoring academic standards for evaluation purposes. This
does not involve the current institutional practice of providing a course of teacher training for
academics but the engagement and leadership of experienced senior academics within the
discipline to share teaching and learning good practice by linking to disciplinary norms and
natures. In doing so, it could encourage the practice that academic staff lead the measurement
of quality, increase the public’s trust in academic professionalism and elevate academics’
freedom to become innovative in teaching by developing disciplinary values.

A network approach involving key stakeholders in curriculum development could be used as
another approach to move the administrative control away from academics in order to
strengthen subject expertise in the disciplinary community. Networking here refers to
strengthening subject expertise at institutional, national and international level. It provides a
platform for academic staff to share and recognise good practice within their disciplines, with

the support of professional and regulatory bodies. Sharing good practice of curriculum design
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and innovation would eventually lead to authentic collaboration among stakeholders and
encourage a culture of improving teaching and learning. Figure 1 is a diagram of the proposed
quality evaluation system that links peer recognition and review to a network approach to

improve the disciplinary practice of teaching and learning.

New quality evaluation (identifying & sharing best practices)

|’ |
peer review teaching awards quality support network
| ] | | B |

Figure 1: Quality evaluation system linking peer recognition and review to a network approach

Conclusion

To summarise, this paper critically reviews two most widely used definitions of quality in
higher education: fitness for purpose and value for money. It argues for the importance of
developing human factors in improving the quality of education and proposes a new
understanding of quality as a virtue of professional practice, which could be achieved through
strengthening academics’ professionalism and improving students’ capability to learn.
Considering that the outcome-driven approach of current quality evaluation does not promote
excellence and continuous improvement, a refined quality evaluation system is proposed to
work as a supportive mechanism to enhance academic staff’s professionalism and students’

capability to learn.
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