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1. Introduction

Quality assurance needs a solid set of concepts. In the following paper I will try to discuss concepts which have been addressed many times before.
 However if they are global, they look too general and are difficult to apply; on the other hand if they emerge from a national context their general application may be questionable. This well known situation threatens the compatibility or at least the comparability of aims, standards and procedures. The following ideas focusing on the place of the market in QA emerged partly from the history of QA in Hungary and partly from the discussions between the Hungarian Accreditation Committee and an international team
, which assessed the Committee’s work in 2000. 

2. The concept of quality in higher education reconsidered

2.1. Possible approaches to quality in higher education 

Quality can be defined as a philosophical category, that is a concept within the theory of knowledge, or as a pragmatic category, whereby one looks at its application within a given context. Whichever approach one uses, “good” quality is always one that fulfils its stated purpose (“fitness for purpose”). However more and more voices claim that the fitness of the purpose has to be defined as well.
 

A purpose should always be set within its own hierarchic system. While in early societies the foremost goal was to “comply with regulations”
, and the Age of Enlightenment aimed towards “progress”
, modern-day society focuses on creating, sustaining and improving the quality of life
. All other goals revolve around this primary purpose. 

The quality of life rests on economic, social and moral provisions. It follows that higher education is good if it is able to contribute to an optimal degree to the provisions for the quality of life of a society. Higher education is fit for its purpose if it can foster a culture that promotes economic, social and moral goals apt to achieve a better quality of life. What does this mean for our purposes? We have to define when higher education is “good”.

My claim is that higher education is good 

a. if for the economy it is able to produce individuals who are able to work with maximum effectiveness and who are consequently most competitive, and for this reason they cannot only use but also generate knowledge (“knowledge society”);

b. if for the functioning of society it is able to produce individuals who can minimise conflicts, while themselves contributing to the reduction of social tensions and to the enhancement to its social values;

c. if it is able to produce individuals who are suitable for sustaining and improving not only the material but also the cultural components of the quality of life (“cultural values”). 

Of course these are very general sets of aims and values. In any given context these aims and values have to be broken down to concrete agendas. 

2.2 Possible roles in determining the content of quality

What is the division of the tasks of the players in achieveing these aims and securing its values within this context? A possible model may be the following: Quality policy sets up priorities for actions to be taken. Quality assurance ensures that quality is sustained and developed, while the function of quality assessment (evaluation) and accreditation is to promote and control quality. 

These roles can be assigned to different subjects. In the Hungarian model, quality policy is established by the government and in particular by the minister of education, and is expected to be set down in a document. Quality assurance and internal quality control are carried out by the higher education institutions. The external evaluation, audit and accreditation of quality are assigned to the Hungarian Accreditation Committee. Of course other divisions of labour are also possible.
2.3 Higher education, stakeholders and their role in determining quality 

There is a debate running about who the “stakeholders” are.
 Those who have something to say about higher education, or those who are interested in it? In the broader sense, higher education stakeholders span everyone from tax payers, students, future employers, economic interest groups, research and development, and the “working world,” to direct and indirect financial backers, potential investors and sponsors. Presumably in many countries, surely in Hungary, the natural interest groups can already be pinpointed, but their system of representation is not always established. It is important, therefore, to identify interest groups, and to determine their needs and degree of satisfaction.

However in determining the quality of higher education it is impossible to assign an equal role to all types of stakeholders. First, because of the conflicts of their respective interests. Secondly, because of the lack of competence in questions of education and research they are in most cases output oriented. 

The opinion of the stakeholders has to be transformed into meaningful and feasible changes in education and research. 

2.4 Success in competition: a measure of quality ?

Quality is more and more manifested as the decisive factor in competition and its success as a measure of quality. However, different types of competition may conflict. To name a few examples.

The competition to attract students is quite complex. Students must be assured 

a) an equal opportunity to enter a higher education institution, 

b) the optimal conditions for education and student life, 

c) as well as the maximum value of their degree. 

These aims are often contradictory. If the entrance requirements are too low, or progressing through a degree program is made easy, the degree will be devalued. Harmonising the three components, is one of the most challenging tasks. The success of the harmonisation is one of the factors that determine the quality of a higher education institution.

Competition for teaching staff does not exist in all countries. In Hungary, for example, there is de facto no competition for staff, given the low supply and low pay scales. At the same time, higher education must everywhere prepare for the time when these limitations will gradually disappear. There is competition between the teaching staff within an institution for promotions and resources. Here, quality can be a decisive factor. However, to apply quality criteria poses well known social constraints. 

There is a competition for resources. In addition to central budget allocations, non-central but state monies, including research and development grants available through competitions, are gaining importance. Winning such grants hinges on fulfilling quality requirements. There is also competition for regional development funds, which higher education institutions can meet by raising their regional services and the quality of these. The higher the share in these types of financing the higher quality may be.

Last but not least, there is competition for access to an increasing variety of private resources. Research and development, student stipends, services and even advertisement costs hinge on the quality of the work of a higher education institution.

Internationalisation
 enlarges the competition. Foreign institutions operating in a country and using franchised teaching material may be highly competitive. At the same time, many universities and colleges are offering high quality education in foreign languages for students coming from abroad. Success in international education is part of the competition and can be an important indicator of quality. However marketing efforts are not always in direct proportion with quality. 

Because of the longterm realisation, market success is not always a proper measure of quality.

Though the diversification of financing is a factor which helps competition, and indirectly quality, there still is an inherent conflict between the diverse interests of  financing agencies.

2.5  Success in solving social policy tasks: part of quality?

Teaching performs a set of social-political purposes. Establishing equality, assuring social cohesion are as important as securing jobs. This does only mean that students are postponing their entrance into the job market, but also that college and university graduates have a better chance for securing jobs. The higher education institutions have the responsibility to make certain that the content of their degrees follows labour market demands, which again is a question of quality and content. Moreover, those who already have some years of work behind them will need to train for new skills, and life-long learning is one more responsibility higher education institutions must meet. 

The training of individuals from disadvantaged social groups, though not primarily the responsibility of higher education, will reach into tertiary education especially with the training of professionals who can solve this problem. A final consideration in this respect is the social integration of students, which poses a special challenge in mass education. 

One of the key criteria for the quality of higher education should be how well higher education is able to meet these social-political objectives.

2.6 Massification and quality

When education becomes more democratic, it is automatically open to a much greater number of students. Such aims, as in Hungary to allow the access to higher education of fifty percent of the age cohort, pose a clear challenge to the quality of higher education. Differentiating properly between levels of education and allowing for career changes, increasing student mobility, and paying closer attention to individual needs can balance the negative effects of massification. Should elite education run parallel to mass education or should it be confined to the final phase, the doctoral schools or Ph.D. programs? Whatever the solution of a national system may be, quality should be defined differently for different levels (BA, MA, PhD etc.). 

On all levels, the value added may be measured and quality determined accordingly. 

2.7 New information techniques and other challenges


Distance learning and the introduction of new IT need a special way of judging quality. Whatever the methods of quality assurance may be, it has to be assured that the quality of the output is equal to that of traditional forms of education.

3. Is higher education part of the economy?

3.1 Higher education as a long-term investment

Higher education is an integral part of the economy since it is a long-term investment. Short-term investments are (more or less) controlled by the market. Long-term investments need quality assurance everywhere.  Quality assurance has to guarantee that there is a substantial added value to graduates as compared to their entrance “value”. One indicator is the difference in salaries for graduates and non-graduates, though smaller in e.g. Hungary than in Western Europe. 

Quality assurance serves students, who receive a guarantee that their invested resources are not wasted and that the quality parameters of their education are up to expected standards. It also serves teaching staff, who in a way are also investors, since their salaries will never be able to compete with those in business, and who must have the assurance that what they do is up to expected standards. 

But in the first place, quality assurance serves the investors, taxpayers, governments and private groups. Accountability of the invested finances can be realised only through quality assurance and quality assessment. This provides one answer to the question: Who should finance quality assurance?

3.2 Short- and long-term interests

Though a long-term investment,  higher education serves at once the short-term needs of the labour market and the long-term interests of a country, which results in a competition for resources. Enrolling students, employers of graduates and a country’s policy makers have conflicting interests which, at the same time, are not easy to identify.

Short-term interests often clash as well. Students enrolling in a popular degree program may find on graduation that the demand for their acquired knowledge and skills is limited. This may be the result of ignorance, but also that many people do not plan their quality of life based exclusively on success in the labour market. It is even more difficult to prognosticate long-term needs. Models have to be worked out for these. An analysis of scientific trends and the structure of the quality of life, the development of consumer habits, recreation patterns, as well as shifts in, for example, the foci of biological research or information technology can all be fed into the data for such a model. 

In addition, there are national and regional needs, and the needs of social structures and strata. The latter includes people from various levels of society as well as different age groups, each with their particular requirements for knowledge and services. 

It is also a structural need that there will be growing demand for part-time and temporary jobs. 

Increasing mobility further characterises the labour market today. It effects more than only geographical displacement and in-home work on the part of the employee, but also shifts between the branches of the economy. A key requirement for employees is flexibility and the adaptability of skills. 

4. A model to describe the quality of higher education 

Based on the general considerations and the lessons from the history and transformation of quality assurance in Hungary I  will try to outline one main component of a model to describe the quality of higher education. One of the most important factors in this model is the prospect for employment (PE) of a graduate of a particular degree program from a particular institution.

To determine the PE index, four factors must be considered and, if possible, measured. These are

a. how many types of jobs can a graduate hope to enter. Obviously the value of a degree increases with the growth in the range of prospective jobs
;

b. how many of the jobs within one type does a graduate have the best chances for attaining
. The significant number of job offers can be determined for each profession;

c. what is the life-time income attainable in a particular job. The acceleration curve from starting salary to maximum income level can be determined. Income strategies may be different 
;

d. what is the quality of life attainable for someone in the particular job. This factor looks at the job’s values which are not income related, such as independence, creativity, working environment, hours, contacts, prestige, etc
.

The model for calculating the PE and its mathematical formulas are currently being devised.

As we see, the quality of life becomes an integral part of the perspectives of employment. The factors above must be considered in their entirety. Their weight is not the same, however. How they will figure together depends on whether one calculates from the perspective of a graduate or society at large, and will also vary by profession. But all the factors can be determined and calculated within the framework of a weighed optimisation model. The model is suitable for determining job placement prospects numerically, consequently for measuring the value of a degree, and indirectly the quality of education.

The calculation of PE is an important but not the only tool for measuring the quality of a higher education institution or degree program. It does not measure the fulfilment of the long-term needs of society, and is only moderately sensitive to the quality of life. 

The market may help us to determine quality. Market is, however, only a means through which society, and in our case higher education, reaches its long term aim: a better quality of life. Whether the market does help us to enhance the quality of life, ─ this will be the fundamental question of the 21st century.

� Two paradigmatic approaches are contrasted in Chris Gore, Chris Bond and Valerie Steven. “Organisational Self-Assessment: Measuring Educational Quality in two Paradigms” in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. Vol. 8, No. 1, 2000, eds. Grerard McElwee and Dr George Holmes, MCB University Press, pp. 76-84. There is a fair description of different meanings of the terms “quality” and “standards” and consequently of “quality assurance” in Mantz Yorke. “Assuring Quality and Standards in Globalised Higher Education” in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. Vol. 7, No. 1, 1999, pp. 14-24. A third approach to quality assurance can be found in Jan McKAy and David Kember. “Quality Assurance Systems and Educational Development: part 1 – the limitations of quality control” in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. Vol. 7, No. 1, 1999, pp. 25-29. James Pounder argues that the concept of quality is to be replaced by other, firmer concepts because seeking the former one hinders assessment in his “Institutional Performance in Higher Education: Is Quality a relevant Concept?” in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. Vol. 7, No. 3, 1999, pp. 156-163. The meanings of “quality” and “quality assurance” in developing countries are lucidly discussed in David Lim. “Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Developing Countries” in Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education. Vol. 24, No. 4 December 1999, pp. 379-390. For a thought-provoking account of several aspects of quality assurance policies consult David D. Dill “Through Deming’s Eyes: A cross-national analysis of quality assurances in higher education” in Quality in Higher Education. Vol. 1 No. 2 1995. pp. 95-110. 


� The external evaluation of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee was funded by a World Bank loan. The Consortium executing the external evaluation of HAC was organised by the Association of European Universities (CRE). Its members were: Alberto Amaral (chair), Judith Eaton, Carolyn Campbell, Ulrich Teichler, Marie-Odile Ottenwaelter, Christian Thune and Sami Kanaan as co-ordinator.


� Consult Ulrich Teichler. “New Perspectives of the Relationships between Higher Education and Employment” in Tertiary Education and Management. Vol. 6, No. 2,  2000, pp. 79-92.; and Lee Harvey. “New Realities: The Relationship Between Higher Education and Employment” in Tertiary Education and Management. Vol. 6, No. 1,  2000, pp. 3-17.


�  Life was regulated by the Church, by local society, by the power structure of society. The aim of an individual was to find his/her happiness in compliance with the set of regulations imposed by these players. The main strategy of individuals was to minimise the conflict with the regulations. The quality of life could be measured on the scale of success-failure in achieving this aim. “Good” was defined as compliance with the rules.


� The notion of progress was, of course, present earlier. History as a progression from less towards more achieved values, became, however, a leading idea only from the Age of Enlightenment. Darwinism gave the decisive impetus. Individuals and society wanted to be better, richer not only in economic but also in cultural terms. “Good” was defined as achieving progress. 


� It was in the middle of the 20th century that the limits of progress have been recognised.  “Zero Development” stipulated by the Club of Rome, “sustainable growth”, “quality of life” instead of the quantity of production and consumption are the leading ideas changing the meaning of what is “good”. 


� For a comprehensive study on the map of different stakeholders and their different views of quality consult Bruce Macfarlane and Laurie Lomas. “Stakeholder Conceptions of Quality in Single Company Management Education” in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. Vol. 7, No. 2, 1999, pp. 77-84.


� For a distinct view on recent trends in internalisation consult: Ulrich Teichler. “Internalisation as a Challenge for Higher Education in Europe” in Tertiary Education and Management. Vol. 5, No. 1,  1999, pp. 5-23.


� What may be different? If a graduate can be employed in five different job places within an enterprise, his/her degree will be more valuable than if  he/she can be assigned only to one, if the graduate has chances to be employed by five different enterprises it is better than if in one, and so on.  


�  If in the evaluation of job applicants a graduate is placed in five cases in the first three places, that value will be higher than if in three cases to places 5-8, etc. 


� A relatively low beginning salary with a high closing salary may be compared to a higher beginning salary with a slow increase.


� This can also be measured. Offer a job with high income and low quality of life and another job with lower income but high quality of life. What is, on average, the span of income which would be acceptable to those who prefer a high quality of life job? 
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