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Studying the future of  
quality assurance

Back to the Frans van Vught Years
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Studying the future of  
quality assurance

The inductive fallacy of the Christmas Turkey
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Studying the future of  
quality assurance

The inductive fallacy of the Christmas Turkey


Do not trust trends, 

rather develop a good theory
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Studying the future of quality 
assurance

Back to the Bob Lieshout Years
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Conspiracies often do not exist

or they do not work, due to unintended 
consequences of others’ behaviour



Theory starts with an axiom: Max!(Ue,i)


developed into empirical hypotheses:  
IF red traffic light, THEN people stop
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Crucial: initial conditions, the ceteris paribus  
often are not ‘paribus’ 

but the same axiom can be used to 
explain why some people do not stop



Ceteris paribus and the 
inductive turkey

Smart turkey may know that Christmas 
endangers its life, and think it has six weeks to 
escape
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Turkeys in the USA may have a bad surprise: 
they are already on the table at Thanksgiving




No useful theory?  
Then heuristics

The relative simplicity of our theoretical axioms and the 
immense number and variety of initial conditions  
may explain why in applied social science like higher 
education research there is so much interest in 
heuristic models rather than in theories. 


For example: heuristic model for policy evaluation  
CIPP =  Context, Input, Process and Product 
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Context

Input

Process

Product



Persistent dilemmas in  
quality assurance
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Dilemma 1 
Anticipation of consequences

Without (the threat of) 
serious consequences, 
quality assurance is not 
taken seriously in academe 
and turns into an 
administrative burden 
(‘paper tiger’)

With (the threat of) serious 
consequences, quality 
assurance turns into a 
game to gain positive 
outcomes, not to assure 
or enhance quality
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How to ensure quality enhancement?



Dilemma 2  
Quality enhancement: culture and structure
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Quality culture 
needs processes and 

structures to be 
sustainable to attain 
quality enhancement

Quality enhancement 
needs foundation in data 
(’evidence-based’ policy, 

or P-D-C-A cycle)

Shared 
values

Quality 
culture 

Quality 
enhancement

Data + 
Documents

Bureaucracy 
and routine

Focus on data 
strengthens 

structure and 
‘bureaucracy’

Bureaucracy 
drives out shared 
values: freedom, 

ownership
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Dilemma 3 
‘Measuring’ quality 
Peer review and performance 
indicators
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Peer review and performance indicators

Peer review 

Holistic, flexible 
Subjective: error, bias, corruption 

May suggest improvements 

Accepted in academe 

Power to QA agencies 
(management, politics),  
and to teachers/academics?

Performance indicators  

Objective, comparable, 
analytical 

Distant proxies of quality 

Accepted among managers, 
politicians 

Power to management, politics, 
ranking publishers
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How to establish a healthy balance?



What affects the future of 
quality assurance?

No ‘elaborate calculations for the future’  
 
but indicate current phenomena that might 
influence future ‘muddling through’ decisions
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Factor 1 
Flexibility

• Since 1980s ‘modularisation’ and 
‘supermarket model’ 


• Since 2000s back to structured models:  
‘minors’ or pre-arranged Erasmus+ exchange 
semesters → less flexibility of curriculum → 
more control of quality


• Since 2010s …
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Increasing flexibility and diversity

• Flexible pedagogies: 
Problem-based, challenge-based, 
etc. 

• External quality assurance responses: 
focus on 

• Quality of degree-awarding process  

• Institutional quality assurance 

• Trade-off: trust – transparency

• Diversity among students 
 
Educational backgrounds  
 
Learning goals 
 
Learning anytime, anywhere 

• A matter firstly for internal quality 
assurance 



Higher education landscape 
for flexibility means 
vertical and horizontal diversity

Requires flexible quality assurance 

Can one-model-per-agency handle 
that much flexibility?
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Factor 2 
Digitalisation

Digitalisation is a tool for pedagogy,  
do not overrate its importance 

Digitalisation increases focus on  
‘objective’ data and performance indicators 
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Factor 3 
Globalisation

Will globalisation increase or decrease?


Higher education increasingly seen as a tool of 
‘soft power’

Closer to power → more politics in  
                               quality assurance 
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Quality assurance and other 
policy areas

Travel restrictions due to, e.g.

• virus protection

• refugees

• …


affect student and staff mobility


Are we restoring ‘Fort Europe’? 
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Factor 4 
Changing priorities: 
Sustainability

Will sustainability and higher education’s social 
impact become more important than academic 
quality?


New topics may influence the content of 
quality, but not the fact that quality assurance is 
needed
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Quality is here to stay

And it remains a balancing act


Different practices 

depending on  
different circumstances

(country, time, institution/programme, aim of quality 
assurance, etc.)
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… but I’m not here to stay  
much longer
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Questions? 
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… but I’m not here to stay  
any longer

Thank you for 33 years


and…


Farewell!
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