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Abstract

A Study of the Quality Assurance System for Higher Education in England

MURATA, Naoki
The School of Graduate Studies
The Open University of Japan

The purpose of this study is to clarify the outcomes and challenges of the quality
assurance system for higher education in England by analyzing its development process in
relation to two distinct principles: the “collegial principle” and the “market principle.” The
collegial principle is based on the idea that the quality of higher education is maintained and
improved by the earnest attitude of individual academics towards teaching and research.
According to this principle, the improvement of teaching and learning, dissemination of good
practice, and transformation of students are achieved through the self-evaluation of higher
education institutions (HEIs) based on shared academic values. On the other hand, the market
principle is based on the idea that the quality of higher education is assured by competition
among HEIs. According to this principle, accountability to tax payers and the protection of
students and employers are achieved by providing differentiated quality information based on the
results of an external evaluation of HEIs at the level of each academic discipline.

In the introductory chapter, an explanation of the reasons for studying the quality
assurance system for higher education in England and an analysis of the outcomes of preceding
studies are followed by a presentation of the framework of this study.

Chapter 1 shows how changes to the higher education system have influenced the
development of quality assurance for higher education in England as follows. (1) Both the
expansion of higher education, accompanied by its diversification, and the unification of the
higher education system raised concerns about the academic standards of higher education and its
qualifications, as well as about the broad comparability of awards between different HEIs. The
diversification of the contents and formats of higher education also diluted academic culture and
weakened the collegial principle. (2) The increase in public spending on higher education brought
with it the demand for accountability to taxpayers regarding its “value for money,” and also
introduced the market principle into the higher education system. (3) As the major burden of the
costs of higher education shifted from government to students, aspects stemming from the market
principle were emphasized, such as the market value of academic degrees, student satisfaction,
and employer satisfaction. (4) Amid international competition to recruit able students and
academics, the reputation of British higher education became critically important. (5) Funding

allocation based upon the results of research quality assessment lowered the status of teaching,



and the separation of teaching and research weakened the collegial principle. (6) These changes
linked the quality assurance system to government policy priorities such as access to higher
education, the promotion of higher education as an export industry, and the restoration of the
status of teaching.

In Chapter 2, the traditional framework for quality assurance in higher education and the
development of a quality assurance system in the non-University sector are analyzed. The results
of the analysis clarify that safeguarding the opportunities for academic staff to carry out research,
which is essential for critical thinking, is a prerequisite for an autonomous quality assurance
system, as is sharing academic culture among faculty members. Each of these prerequisites are
based on the collegial principle. Moreover, an analysis of the history of the quality assurance
system for higher education demonstrates that this system has expanded its aims. In addition to
its original purposes, (i) examining the quality assurance system inside the individual HEIs and
(ii) sharing good practice among HEIs, which are associated with the collegial principle, further
purposes associated with the market principle have been added, such as (iii) ensuring
accountability for public spending on higher education, (iv) promoting excellent teaching with
funding allocation based upon the results of teaching quality assessment, (v) providing
information about the quality of teaching to employers and students, and (vi) addressing higher
education policy issues. Accordingly, the stakeholders in the quality assurance system have
expanded from an inner circle of HEIs to encompass not only the government and funding

agencies, but also students and employers.

Chapter 3 analyzes the impact of quality assurance practices by considering the aspect of
student assessment, including feedback as well as degree classification. In terms of student
assessment, while institution-wide rules were gradually established at the behest of each
institution’s central office in order to reduce variability in actual practices, students were
particularly dissatisfied with the formulaic nature of feedback comments. The context behind this
situation was a growing emphasis on compliance in the quality assurance system in order to
reduce the burden on HEIs, which weakened the collegial principle. At the same time, the system
for student complaints to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA),
which was introduced based on the market principle, judges students’ complaints about
assessment of their work only from the viewpoint of compliance. These factors are likely to make
the assessment practices in each HEI uniform. In terms of degree classification, the ratio of first
class honours degrees has increased since the 1990s, when tuition fees were introduced. The
growth rate is higher in post-1992 universities (former polytechnics) than in pre-1992 universities.
On the other hand, the gap between the ratios of first class degrees awarded by different pre-1992
universities is narrowing. This suggests that a number of HEIs have recently changed their award
algorithms in order not to disadvantage their students in comparison with those of similar
institutions, as indicated in a previous study. It can be thought that institutional management
considerations lie behind such “grade inflation”, as students become major contributors to the



cost of higher education. The idea that competition among HEIs based on student choice
improves the quality of higher education, which is government policy based on the market

principle, is likely to cause this “grade inflation.”

Chapter 4 contains an analysis of stakeholders’ expectations of various aspects of the
quality assurance system for higher education, such as its purposes and impact, based on the
results of an original questionnaire survey carried out by this researcher.

(1) Purposes such as “continuous improvement of education” and “sharing and dissemination of
good practices (within the higher education sector),” which are regarded as being based on the
collegial principle, are considered as important purposes of the quality assurance system not only
by respondents in the higher education sector (i.e. senior management staff and academics of
HEIs) but also by other categories of respondents from outside the sector, including PSRBs
(Professional, Statutory and Regulating Bodies). Furthermore, most of these respondents consider
that the system sufficiently achieves these purposes. On the other hand, purposes such as

ER AT

“accountability to tax payers,” “provision of information for the use of students (applicants) when
selecting higher education programmes,” “provision of information for employers,” and
“provision of evidence showing the rationale for public funding of higher education,” which are
regarded as being based on the market principle, are considered as less important by almost all
categories of respondents, including PSRBs. When it comes to the achievements of the system,
PSRBs tend to think that these purposes based on the market principles are achieved to some
extent, while respondents in the higher education sector feel that the system achieves little for
them. “Protection and enhancement of the reputation/brand of British higher education,” which
seems to be a purpose which spans both of the above principles, is considered by all categories
of respondents to be an important purpose for the system and to be sufficiently achieved.

(2) Qualities based on the collegial principle, such as “fulfillment of the mission of each higher
education programme and/or provider,” “threshold academic standards of higher education
programmes and awards,” “broad comparability of academic standards between higher education
programmes in different disciplines and by different providers,” and “transformation of students
through higher education programmes,” are considered by all category of respondents, including
PSRBs, to be important qualities which should be protected by the quality assurance system. In
addition, most respondents tend to think these qualities have been effectively assured by the
system. On the other hand, qualities based on the market principle, such as “satisfaction of
students,” “satisfaction of employers,” and “value for money for students and taxpayers,” are
considered by respondents in most categories other than PSRBs to be less important qualities for
the system to protect. Respondents from PSRBs are likely to consider these qualities to be fairly
important and to believe that they have been appropriately protected by the system to a certain
extent.

(3) Among the factors important for maintaining and enhancing the quality of higher education,

b

“teaching ability of academics,” which upholds the collegial principle, is regarded as the most

important by the majority of respondents in all categories. “Competition between higher



education providers,” which upholds the market principle, is regarded as less important by most
respondents across the board.

(4) In terms of challenges to and concerns about the quality assurance of higher education, the
belief that “the audit culture discourages innovation in teaching and learning in English higher
education” can be regarded as an item critical of the market principle from the standpoint of the
collegial principle. Many academics agree with this concern, while senior management staff of
HEIs tend to respond in the negative. It seems that academics’ dissatisfaction concerning the
assessment of students, including the provision of feedback, is not necessarily shared within the
higher education sector. Few respondents, and in particular, none among academics, deny the
concern about “grade inflation.” This result confirms the reality of the situation regarding degree
classification which was examined in Chapter 3. The diversification of higher education has
weakened the collegial principle and the increasing dependence of HEIs on student fees as a key
source of income intensifies the market principle. These factors encourage “grade inflation” and
make assuring the academic standards of higher education an increasingly difficult task. As such
tendencies become ever more pronounced, the issue of how to maintain academic standards in
higher education is a pressing concern for all stakeholders.

(5) Current British government policy concerns and issues include the failure to eradicate the
discrepancies among social groups in their rates of access to higher education and the necessity
of enhancing the status of teaching in the higher education sector until it gains parity with that of
research. It appears that the government interprets these policy issues as matters of quality and
seeks to resolve them by using the higher education quality assurance system as an administrative
tool. If this supposition is correct, the quality assurance system is highly likely to undergo
repeated revisions each time a new policy issue is raised, and the higher education sector will be

required to devote a great deal of time and energy to responding to the revisions.

Finally, the shift in the proportion of the costs borne by different higher education
stakeholders is one of the factors which has intensified the market principle in the quality
assurance system for higher education. At the same time, however, the diversification in contents
and formats of higher education, as well as the disconnect between teaching and research and the
lack of communication between academics and senior management staff in the individual HEIs,
have each played a role in weakening the collegial principle. Bearing in mind the fact that higher
education makes a great contribution to the success of an individual and to the prosperity of a
nation, the introduction of factors related to the market principle, such as the participation of
non-academics in the quality assurance system of higher education, is inevitable. However, as the
British government has admitted, each HEI bears the primary responsibility for the quality
assurance of its education programmes. Therefore, the existence of a shared academic culture
among academics and the conscious safeguarding of opportunities for research and scholarship,
which are the prerequisites for an autonomous quality assurance system based on the collegial

principle within an individual HEI, are absolute necessities.
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