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Abstract 

 

This study asks what quality is and according to whom, through exploring the understandings of 

quality among stakeholders within a university’s internal quality assurance system. The focus is 

on teachers, students, and policy, as well as the difference between them. A case-study is made of 

two faculties within Uppsala University, with material based on both semi-structured interviews 

and text analysis of evaluation policy and assessor reports. The findings show a large focus on 

quality as goal fulfilment among both students and teachers. Ideas diverge where students focus 

more on relative quality and consistency, and teachers on transforming the students’ thinking. 

Policy is also focused upon goal fulfilment though kept relatively vague, inviting stakeholders to 

influence how quality is defined. Theoretical quality concepts from Harvey and Green (1993) are 

used and developed further in their practical application, with emphasis on the somewhat contested 

use of quality as consistency within the sphere of higher education. The findings also suggest a 

need for more explicit discussions between stakeholders regarding the view of quality within the 

university internal evaluations.      

 

Keywords: Quality, Higher Education, Stakeholder, Evaluation, Definition   
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1. Introduction 

Good education is often considered a key factor for societal development as well as an important 

part of democracy (Björklund & Lindahl 2006:9), and offering quality education is seen as an 

investment not only for the individual, but for society at large. This is perhaps especially true for 

Sweden, where even tertiary education is not subject to a charge for Swedish citizens (Swedish 

Council for Higher Education 2018). In a country which is argued to have a small proportion of 

unqualified jobs (Schermer 2018), the number of students studying at the tertiary level is growing. 

Currently, over 40% of 24-year-olds have started university (Swedish Higher Education Authority 

2017:9) in Sweden. As such, there is an increasing pressure to ensure that the quality of education 

does not deteriorate. Furthermore, due to globalisation, universities are under pressure to provide 

education which is comparable between countries, requiring international standards such as the 

educational framework agreed upon in the Bologna process (European Association for Quality 

Assurance in Higher Education 2015). Consequently, discussions regarding what is necessary to 

create quality education are not uncommon in public discourse, and ideas regarding how to 

improve and control quality have come into focus in practice as well as in research.  

 

In Sweden, the quality of higher education was formerly examined through assessing the theses of 

students, following an argument that if high quality was ensured, the means could be chosen freely 

by the universities. However, after criticism of this system of assurance (Swedish Higher 

Education Authority 2017), the Swedish government decided that all universities should put into 

place internal systems of quality control, and these assurance systems would then be examined by 

The Swedish Higher Education Authority. Consequently, universities are currently in the process 

of developing and testing new systems of quality control, as all universities’ internal systems will 

be assessed by 2022 (Swedish Higher Education Authority 2018). However, while it is easy to 

argue that education should have quality, understanding what quality actually means in the context 

of education has proven a difficult feat (Dicker et al 2018; Elassy 2013; Harvey & Green 1993; 

Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi & Leitner 2004). 

 

Quality and the ideas of how to control it originated in the industrial world (Newton 2010; 

Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003). Adapting these ideas to other areas have proven difficult, perhaps 

especially in education, as it is harder to define seemingly simple aspects such as who the customer 
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or what the product is (Eagle & Brennan 2007:52; Elassy 2015:253; Lomas 2002:73; Wittek & 

Kvernbekk 2011:674). A student can arguably constitute both, and thus higher education is argued 

to have quite specific factors which need to be taken into account to grasp the concept of quality. 

Generally, a lot of research argues that it is unfruitful to try to find a single quality definition, since 

the understandings may differ both between areas of study as well as between stakeholders (Cheng 

2011:5; Harvey & Green 1993; Watty 2006:293). Additionally, quality is a multi-dimensional 

concept, and simple definitions thus tend to be too vague or broad to be useful (Eagle & Brennan 

2007; Wittek & Kvernbekk 2011). Research on stakeholder definitions is thus proposed as an 

attempt to create a practical solution to the problem of finding a common concept (Harvey & Green 

1993:29). Examining the diverging definitions of stakeholders is not only important from a 

theoretical perspective, but in order to tackle practical issues, particularly regarding how to create 

efficient and satisfactory quality enhancement and assurance strategies. Researchers argue that to 

produce a legitimate understanding of quality, stakeholders’ views need to be considered (Elassy 

2013; Logermann & Leisyte 2015; Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003).  

 

In practice, there are increasing attempts to involve different stakeholders in the process of quality 

assurance to include their views. As an example, both the Swedish national guidelines (Swedish 

Higher Education Authority 2016) and the European standards and guidelines (ESG 2015) for 

quality assurance explicitly argue for the importance of including stakeholder views. Disregarding 

the stakeholder views on quality has obvious risks, as implementation of quality enhancement or 

assurance strategies may become less successful. A large amount of literature proposes that a 

common problem for quality improvement strategies is that academics1 disagree upon the view of 

quality which is used, and thus tend to reject the strategies (Anderson 2006; Cardoso, Tavares & 

Sin 2015; Elassy 2015; Newton 2000; 2002; Stensaker et al 2011; Tavares et al 2017). Similarly, 

it is theorized that if perceptions differ between academics and students, this could affect students’ 

satisfaction with their educational quality, though little empirical support currently exists for this 

particular claim (Telford & Masson 2005). In other words, attempting to understand how the 

conceptions differ between stakeholders is an important step toward building more effective 

strategies of quality control and improvement (Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003; Schindler et al 2015; 

Iacovidou Gibbs & Zopiatis 2009). 

                                                
1 In this study, the word teacher is used synonymously with the words professor, academic and lecturer.  
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Previously, research on this subject has mainly been focused upon the general definitions of 

stakeholders (Cheng 2011; Dicker et al 2018; Hill, Lomas & MacGregor 2003; Newton 2010), 

whereas the definitions of the stakeholders actually involved in the evaluation process have yet to 

be explored to the same extent. As such, this study is intended to further the understanding of 

which ideas of quality reside within educational evaluations, and specifically show how the ideas 

within policy2 relate to the ideas among implementers of policy. Moreover, this study constitutes 

one of the first on stakeholder conceptions in the setting of the Swedish educational system, as it 

is consistently argued necessary to understand quality in its’ specific context. This becomes 

increasingly interesting due to the recent shift in how quality of education is evaluated in Sweden, 

where focus now is increasingly put upon the university internal processes of quality assurance 

(Swedish Higher Education Authority 2017). Using the case of Uppsala University, where internal 

systems of quality assessment are currently being documented, developed, and tested (Uppsala 

University 2018), the intent is to create a better understanding of the relationship between 

theoretical concepts of quality, as well as explore how these are being put to use practically.  

1.1 Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to explore quality definitions among students and teachers within 

internal quality assurance systems at the university level.  

 

In order to fulfil this purpose, interviews will be conducted with the internal stakeholders who are 

working with quality control and enhancement within Uppsala University, in order to see what 

they define as quality. Secondly, documents describing Uppsala University’s strategies for quality 

evaluations will be examined to understand if there is a definition of quality within these, and 

whether this definition corresponds to stakeholder views. Finally, assessor reports of the 

university’s quality systems will be examined to explore how policy is interpreted by teachers and 

students3. All parts are argued to shape the definition of quality which exists within the university’s 

                                                
2 Policy is used as a broad term here, meaning the university documents which stipulate certain aspects of how 

faculties or institutions should operate. 
3 Though these teachers and students are from other departments or universities than the one assessed. 
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internal assurance system, thereby contributing to the overall aim of the study. Research questions 

based upon this purpose are formulated as follows: 

   

● How is quality defined by teacher and student representatives within the quality 

assurance system? 

● How is quality defined within the official policies structuring the quality assurance 

system?  

● How do quality definitions differ between a) teacher and student representatives              

b) stakeholders and policy?  

1.2 Outline 

The study will begin by discussing previous research on the subject of quality conceptions among 

stakeholders, specifically focusing on the views of the stakeholders who are the focus of this study, 

namely teachers and students. The next section will discuss the chosen methods and material. 

Thereafter, the results will be presented, compared and analysed. Afterwards, the findings will be 

discussed in relation to previous research. Finally, a conclusion of the study will be coupled with 

suggestions for further research.  

 

 

 

  



8 

2. Previous research 

In previous research on the topic of quality in higher education, there are a few different 

approaches to exploring the ideas of what constitutes quality. While some research has tried to 

construct categories or a set of definitions of what quality can mean (Harvey & Green 1993; Bogue 

1998; Cheng & Tam 1997), others focus on conceptions from the perspective of different 

stakeholders (Cheng 2011; Dicker et al 2018; Hill, Lomas & MacGregor 2003; Iacovidou, Gibbs 

& Zopiatis 2009; Shanahan & Gelber 2004; Telford & Masson 2005). When discussing the 

stakeholders’ conceptions of quality, there is also a difference between the research discussing 

rather practical and concrete factors, and the research which uses categories or definitions as 

mentioned above to differentiate the stakeholders’ answers. One of the most cited works in the 

field of quality research in higher education is Harvey and Green’s “Definitions of quality” (1993), 

where the authors propose five broad categories of quality definitions in higher education. These 

general definitions have since been used and adjusted for research on stakeholders’ definitions of 

quality (Cheng 2011; Lomas 2002; Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003; Watty 2006), functioning as an 

analytical tool for understanding how the perceptions of quality may differ. Harvey and Green’s 

(1993) categorisation will also be used in this study, thus the following section will present the 

categorisation first and then the previous research on quality conceptions in relation to these types 

of quality.  

2.1 Harvey and Green’s quality dimensions 

Harvey and Green (1993) propose that there are five broad categories of quality definitions in 

higher education, called exception, perfection4, fitness of purpose, value for money, and 

transformation. First of all, there is a traditional notion of quality as exceptionality, building upon 

the notion of distinctiveness or exclusiveness. The reasoning behind believing that elite 

universities provide quality education is according to this thinking simply based on the education 

being unavailable to the masses. Quality in this sense is argued to be something which ‘you 

recognise when you see it’ (Harvey & Green 1993:11), which is hardly a measurable concept. 

However, this could also be understood as education for which there is large competition to enter 

a program. Furthermore, if quality is defined through exclusivity, it means that higher participation 

                                                
4 Here referred to as consistency 
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rates will lower the general quality (Harvey & Green 1993:14). Harvey and Green presents another 

version of the exceptional definition, where quality is related to a set of standards, which are either 

high or minimal. With high standards, quality is attained through setting the standards so high that 

only few can produce quality education, thus equating quality with exclusivity. The other version 

entails surpassing the minimum standards for a product to count as quality, where focus lies more 

on absence of serious flaws. Both versions include absolute benchmark standards, but quality in 

the latter sense is not connected to exclusivity (Harvey & Green 1993:12). As such, this version 

allows for measurement and comparison, as well as an opportunity to actively work toward the 

proposed standards. This standards-driven version of the exceptional definition thus focuses on the 

output of education, whereas input is highlighted in the exclusive version of the categorisation.   

 

The second definition of quality is quality as perfection or consistency. Focus lies on the process, 

where high quality is achieved through a process void of flaws. Quality in the consistency notion 

thus relies on the ability to conform to a specified process, through which faults will be prevented. 

However, this definition is derived from industrial theory and is sometimes argued less suitable 

for educational purposes. When using Harvey and Green’s typology to research senior managers’ 

definitions of quality, Lomas excludes the definition of quality as perfection or consistency, 

arguing that education does not aim to produce one version of like-minded students, wherefore 

this definition is impractical when researching education (2002:72). However, other researchers 

have opted to include this version (Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003; Becket & Brooks 2006), arguing 

for example that an academic tradition could constitute such a view of quality.   

 

The third definition is fitness for purpose. Since this definition is related to the purpose of a specific 

product or outcome, quality should thus be understood in relation to the purpose of higher 

education. Quality education would in this sense simply mean education which fulfils its purpose, 

which could for example be creating skills which match the demands of the intended part of the 

labour market. There is thus no elitism or exclusivity within this definition. However, it is not 

entirely clear how the purpose is supposed to be agreed upon or by whom (Harvey & Green 

1993:17), though consumers or providers are suggested. Yet, defining who the consumers are is 

not entirely easy when both students, staff and society as such could be included. Moreover, 

students are as much the product of education as the consumers of it.  
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Another functional definition of quality is value for money, where focus lies on efficient use of 

resources as well as accountability for said usage (Harvey & Green 1993:22). This definition varies 

perhaps especially depending on how higher education is funded. If publicly funded, taxpayers 

wish to know that their money is used efficiently. Students who pay tuition fees similarly wish to 

get valuable education for their money – but what that value actually means is still measured 

through some other set of criteria (Harvey & Green 1993:22). This idea of quality is coupled with 

an idea that institutions can achieve quality in themselves and that the market will ensure this, 

when resources are awarded to high-performing (i.e. “quality”) institutions and students choose to 

study at these institutions. As such, this view of quality is connected to a demand for public 

performance indicators, as these are necessary to judge the quality of an education. In that sense, 

this quality definition is focused on the output of education.     

 

Finally, Harvey and Green proposes that the fifth definition of quality as transformation is slightly 

different, as transformation is the end goal of education as well as a way to achieve it. Quality as 

transformation puts emphasis on changing the consumer in form, through enhancement or 

empowerment. This can be understood as adding value to the student through furthering their skills 

and abilities, encouraging critical thinking and giving them tools to influence their own life as well 

as their educational experience (Harvey & Green 1993:25). The consumer is thus not a passive 

receiver of a product, but very much engaged in the process. This definition also entails that high 

quality is not an absolute measurement of the product or outcome, as the graduates of an elite 

university may be more skilled than graduates from other universities – but were also more skilled 

when entering the university. What matters is thus the relative change, the transformation that the 

education provides. However, measuring this transformation is not particularly easy as impact 

measurements are costly and rare (Beerkens 2015:246).  

 

Arguably, these categories are not mutually exclusive and in reality, quality can be understood to 

be more than one thing simultaneously (Watty 2006). The usability of these theoretical definitions 

and how to apply them to the material will be discussed further in the methods section.  
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Figure 1. Harvey and Green’s quality dimensions 

 

 

2.2 Who is a stakeholder? 

Stakeholders are usually defined (Alves, Mainardes & Raposo 2010:160; Elassy 2015:253) as 

individuals or groups who can influence or are influenced by, in this case, higher education. As it 

is a quite general term, there exists a variety of actors which could be considered stakeholders in 

education. Srikanthan and Dalrymple suggest that there are four groups of stakeholders, consisting 

of providers (funders, society), users of products (students), users of outputs (employers) and 

employees of the sector (teachers, administrators) (2003:127). Other researchers use different 

categorisations of stakeholders, by for example differentiating between prospective and actual 

students (Cheng & Tam 1997), or by including stakeholders such as parents or relatives of the 

student (Shanahan & Gerber 2004). Regardless of which stakeholders the study chooses to 

examine, there appears to be an agreement that there are quite a lot of actors who could count as 

stakeholders, though naturally not all are of the same importance. In an attempt to review 

stakeholder salience, Chapleo and Simms (2010) asked employees at a UK university to identify 

who they thought of as stakeholders. The results showed that students, local businesses and 
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university staff were most frequently mentioned (Chapleo & Simms 2010:15). Students and 

teachers are also the focus in this study. Regarding the research on stakeholders’ definitions, there 

appears to exist a larger amount of studies examining students and teachers than any other 

stakeholder group. This is albeit of little surprise as these are two of the most obvious stakeholder 

groups, since they are most involved in the education. The reasoning beyond this tends to differ 

slightly. Students are thought to be of interest as there are increasing attempts to involve them in 

the education process through using student evaluations as a quality improvement technique. There 

is also a discussion regarding whether the student is a consumer of education, and thus ideas of 

customer satisfaction is thought to be a way toward quality. 

 

Much like students, academics or teachers are thought to be traditional stakeholders in this 

literature (Leisyte & Westerheijden 2014:82), compared to stakeholders such as local businesses. 

Consequently, some literature focuses explicitly on the view of academics (Cheng 2011; Newton 

2002; 2010; Tavares et al 2017; Watty 2006), arguing that they should hold valuable insights into 

quality education as they are integral to the educational process. Finally, some research examines 

the definitions of stakeholders who are external to the education process as well, where businesses 

and administrative or managerial staff in the field are included (Dicker et al 2018; Srikanthan & 

Dalrymple 2003; Rosa & Teixeira 2014).  

 

The stakeholders are often discussed as internal or external to the educational process, with 

differing views as a result (Lyytinen et al 2017:37). Academics are consistently spoken of as 

internal stakeholders, whereas funders and businesses are external stakeholders (Iacovidou, Gibbs 

& Zopiatis 2009:149; Westerheijden et al 2013:73). Students, however, are spoken of in both terms 

depending on the research, though more commonly as internal. This division may reflect the issue 

of whether students should count as consumers of a product (thereby being external to the process), 

co-producers of a product (constituting internal stakeholders), or even the product itself (Eagle & 

Brennan 2007:52; Elassy 2015:253; Lomas 2002:73; Wittek & Kvernbekk 2011:674). In reality, 

students may be all of the above. Nevertheless, in this study students will be spoken of as internal 

stakeholders, arguing that they are internal to the process of education. Since this paper will cover 

teachers and students, their views on quality according to previous research will be presented 

below. 



13 

2.3 Quality among academics 

According to previous research, academics are argued to perceive quality as excellence in 

academic endeavour (Anderson 2006; Akalu 2016), which could be understood as an achievement 

of high standards. Most research points to this understanding, as well as quality as transformation 

(Akalu 2016; Cheng 2011; Lomas 2002; Watty 2006), as academics argue for the importance of 

students’ active involvement in their education, developing critical thinking and gaining skills 

beyond their vocational knowledge. Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) conversely argue that 

academics define quality as consistency, where a perfect process is formed through academic 

professional norms and behaviour (2003:127). However, as aforementioned, using this version in 

education research is criticized by Lomas (2002:72) as education does not aim to produce one 

version of like-minded students. However, other researchers have opted to include this version 

(Becket & Brooks 2006), though not going into detail on what it entails empirically.   

 

Watty (2006) differentiates between the definition of quality which academics argue is promoted, 

and the definition they argue should be promoted in higher education. According to the study, 

academics proposed that quality should be promoted as transformative, thereafter as fitness for 

purpose and excellence (2006:295). Understanding quality in this multifaceted sense may be more 

useful, as even the same actor may understand quality in a variety of ways. Reinforcing the findings 

of Cheng (2011), Lomas (2002), and Watty (2006) among others, Akalu (2016) finds that 

academics still define quality education in terms of excellence and transformation, while pointing 

to massification as being one of the biggest problems responsible for the proposed deterioration of 

quality. The issue of decreasing quality is argued to be caused by the input of students who are not 

truly interested in becoming critical learners or achieving academic excellence, instead, focus lies 

on simply getting a university degree in order to get a job. According to the academics in Akalu’s 

report (2016), teaching enthusiasm and involvement at university level is impossible, and without 

it, quality education cannot be achieved, since quality is argued to be transforming the student into 

a critical thinker and achieving excellence. Dicker at al similarly argue that academics find a lack 

of student responsibility and attendance as an important issue deteriorating educational quality 

(2018:7).  
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Importantly, a lot of the research on stakeholder understandings of quality also points to academics 

perceiving quality as a political term which has little to do with actual quality of education 

(Anderson 2006; Elassy 2015; Davis 2017; Newton 2002). Instead, the word quality is tightly 

bound with the processes of quality assurance strategies, wherefore quality is connected to ideas 

of burdening bureaucracy. However, this is not a definition of quality as much as it is academics’ 

perception of quality in relation to improvement strategies brought on by external actors. 

Regardless, the idea that quality assurance strategies sometimes oppose actual quality is recurrent 

throughout the literature (Anderson 2006; Elassy 2015; Davis 2017; Newton 2002).  

2.4 Quality among students 

Similar to academics, students are suggested to hold perceptions of quality which most 

resemblance quality as exception (Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003; Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi and 

Leitner 2004). However, this is based on the argument that they choose their education due to the 

reputation of the university or their ranking in league tables (Ahmad 2015:496). This is thus mainly 

an argument regarding prospective students, rather than current students, which are the focus in 

this study. Concerning current students view of quality, a lot of research does not explicitly focus 

on conceptualisations or definitions of quality. Instead, a substantial amount of the research 

explores different factors’ importance for quality education (Barandiaran-Gáldos et al 2012; 

Gatfield 2000; Hill, Lomas & MacGregor 2003; Dicker et al 2018; Iacovidou, Gibbs & Zopiatis 

2009; Tsinidou, Gerogiannis & Fitsilis 2010). Some of these factors have quite clear connections 

to the definitions, such as being able to pass relevant exams (Cheng 2011) or receiving vocational 

skills (Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi & Leitner 2004). These factors indicate a fitness for purpose 

view of education, where quality education simply involves passing a certain exam or getting a 

degree which leads to a job (Kekäle 2002:76). This fitness for purpose views of quality is also 

recognised by academics who argue that students are decreasing in interest of the subject itself and 

simply care about their vocational skills (Akalu 2016; Dicker et al 2018; Voss & Gruber 2006). 

However, this could also be understood as a value for money definition of quality, when students 

pay tuition fees and thus expect a ‘good job’ in return (Ashcroft & Rayner 2012:24, Eagle & 

Brennan 2007:52). Other factors of education that are being researched are more general. Having 

a good teacher or receiving good teaching is pointed to as one of the most important aspects for 

quality education from the perspective of students (Hill, Lomas & MacGregor 2003; Gatfield 
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2000; Dicker et al 2018), however, what good teaching includes is less clear (Cheng 2011). Voss 

and Gruber (2006) have for example tried to answer this question in specific detail. Similarly, 

research also points to students perceiving university facilities as somewhat important for their 

learning, whereas academics for example believe facilities to be less significant (Dicker et al 

2018:5). These factors are harder to connect to the conceptualisations used by Harvey and Green 

(1993). In summation, these articles mainly point to students perceiving quality as excellence in 

reputation, and fitness for purpose where that purpose is to qualify and prepare them for a desired 

vocation or work life. Academics mainly discussed quality as transformation and exception. 

Table 1. Prior research findings 
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3. Methods 

The methods in this study will consist of semi-structured interviews along with text analysis. This 

section will start by providing a motivation for the case selection of Uppsala University. 

Thereafter, the decision to use interviews will be discussed, as well as the respondents. The method 

of text analysis and the choice of documents will be motivated, followed by a discussion of ethical 

considerations and finally an operationalisation of Harvey and Green’s (1993) quality dimensions.  

3.1 The case of Uppsala University 

Uppsala University provides an interesting case of a university internal quality assurance system, 

as it is one of the largest and oldest universities in Sweden with over 40 000 students (Uppsala 

University 2017). In international rankings, it is often placed among the top 100 universities in the 

world (Hulth 2018; Malmberg 2018). The quality of the university is thus often considered quite 

high, both nationally and globally. Additionally, the university offers programs and courses within 

a variety of subjects, compared to universities which have a narrower focus, for example on 

technology5. Any difference between faculties or departments would expectedly be smaller if they 

operated within the same field of education, thus choosing a university with variation in subjects 

is thought to enable larger variation in quality concepts. Finally, the university is state-driven, 

much like the majority of universities in Sweden (Karlroth & Gribbe 2018:18), which means that 

the respondents’ answers are not thought to be outliers. Additionally, choosing Uppsala University 

as the unit of study is thought to increase the probability of getting prospective respondents to 

agree to interviews as they are taking part in a study within their own university. 

 

Regarding the quality assurance systems, all universities are likely in a similar situation as the 

national system of quality control has recently changed. Since focus of The Swedish Higher 

Education Authority’s evaluation has shifted from outcomes of education to the internal quality 

assurance systems put in place by the universities, all universities should arguably be in the process 

of documenting and testing their systems. In this aspect, Uppsala is no different. In Uppsala 

University, each faculty may develop their own system of quality assurance based upon a common 

framework (Uppsala University 2018), in order to allow for different academical traditions and 

                                                
5 See for example The Royal Institute of Technology, Chalmers University of Technology, or Luleå University of 

Technology 
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needs. As a lot of these systems are new, there is yet little documentation of their performance. 

However, a pilot evaluation was made in 2017 with one program from each faculty to test the 

systems of quality assurance (Ljunghammar & Wolters 2018), the assessor reports of which are 

part in this study. While the results of this study might differ if it was made in a few years from 

now when the systems of quality have been firmly put into place - the idea of quality within 

education is by no means new, nor is the idea of quality assurance. There is a disadvantage in the 

lack of documented evaluations, but it is also perhaps especially interesting to explore the ideas of 

quality while the university is still constructing its’ systems, as the quality ideas which are currently 

present among the stakeholders have a high probability of impacting how the systems of evaluation 

are shaped. The case of Uppsala University is thus thought to represent an example of how the 

understandings of quality may differ between stakeholders within a university’s internal quality 

assurance system. 

 

The second choice was to study quality assurance on the bachelor and master’s level, which is 

referred to as the first and second cycle of education. In other words, this excludes research or 

doctorate programs (PhD-level). This delineation is made due to the belief that the factors which 

are considered when discussing quality in education and research are quite different, and the 

previous research which constitutes the base of this study is focused on the former.  

3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Since the central aim of the study is to find out how quality is defined by the students and teachers 

who work within quality assurance systems, the first choice is simply to ask them directly. Previous 

research on the subject has used a few different methods to do this, including in depth interviews, 

focus groups and surveys (Shanahan & Gerber 2004; Telford & Masson 2005; Watty 2006). While 

each method has its’ own strengths, a decision was made to use semi-structured interviews. 

Interviews are commonly used to study how people perceive their surroundings and to develop 

concepts (Esaiasson et al 2012:254), and thus constitute a suitable choice as the purpose is to 

explore how the respondents define quality. In contrast, surveys are generally used when the 

possible answers are known beforehand. While it would be possible to create a list of answers to 

these questions, it would significantly limit the type of answers that the respondents may give. 

Most of the studies which used surveys would use likert-scale questions where the respondent is 
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asked to agree or disagree with a statement (Ahmad 2015; Watty 2006). Different factors would 

then be ranked as of very or little importance for quality. While this is one way of answering how 

stakeholders view quality, it limits the possible aspects of quality to the ones included in the survey, 

while also proposing that all aspects included are actual aspects of quality. What it may not show 

is whether a particular stakeholder would have discussed some of these factors as aspects of 

quality, had they not been included in the survey, nor does it necessarily show if there are factors 

missing. One of the strengths of semi-structured interviews is that the interviewee steers the 

conversation to a larger extent, and thus it is also more evident which factors that come to mind 

first. Interviews also allow for unexpected answers to a greater degree (Esaiasson et al 2012:251).   

 

Another option would be using open-ended questions, but that would entail other issues of 

uncertainty. The interviews allow for clarification and follow up questions if an answer or a 

question is unclear, thereby avoiding uncertainty to a further extent than surveys may. There are 

advantages to using a survey method as well, such as anonymity increasing the opportunities for 

more honest answers to sensitive subjects (Esaiasson et al 2012:235). However, as the topic of 

quality assurance is not thought to provoke any controversial answers, the lessened anonymity is 

not seen as an issue. Furthermore, surveys typically provide little information about large numbers 

of people, while interviews do the opposite. As the intent of this study is to explore the perceptions 

of very specific individuals, getting longer and more in-depth answers from a few people appears 

more fruitful than short or predetermined answers from many respondents. The studies using 

surveys have had purposes where the overall view of stakeholders was sought (Ahmad 2015; 

Watty 2006), rather than the stakeholders within assurance systems, thus also motivating a 

different method. Focus groups were largely excluded due to practical reasons, as the intended 

respondents have rather busy schedules and the probability of finding a time which would fit 

several of them is small. In other words, this would make it even more difficult to find respondents 

willing and able to participate in the study.  

    

Finally, interviews can be structured to varying degrees, where at one end, there is a set form of 

questions asked to the respondent (Patel & Davidson 2011:76). At the other end is simply a 

conversation regarding one or several subjects. In this study, the common middle ground of semi-

structured interviews will be used, where there is a set of questions beforehand, but the order and 
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formulation may change. This allows the respondent to somewhat steer the conversation, while 

still making sure that the necessary information is received. This is perhaps especially useful in a 

study such as this, where the idea is to capture what the respondent discusses naturally in relation 

to quality. In other words, Harvey and Green’s (1993) quality dimensions will influence which 

questions are posed, but no questions will be specifically pointing to any definition. The study is 

thus both driven by theory and the empirical material. 

3.2.1 Choice of faculties and units 

The reasoning behind which groups of respondents to interview was based upon a desire to allow 

for possible variation in the answers. Thus, based upon what previous research has indicated about 

differences in quality perceptions between areas of study (Kekäle 2002; Sin & Manatos 2014), two 

faculties were chosen. One has a majority of programs leading to a specific profession, most of 

them licensed. The other faculty mainly has programs which lead to a so-called general degree. A 

general degree has less, or more general, nationally set goals for the program compared to a 

licensed vocation. Secondly, a professional degree which has a stronger connection to a certain 

vocation is thought to consider the purpose of education more as preparing the student for their 

future work, rather than future studies or research. Consequently, it is expected that there may be 

a difference in how quality is defined due to the programs’ quite different aims. The faculties 

included are thus the faculty of medicine and the faculty of social sciences.  

 

Within these faculties, respondents were sought on the faculty, departmental and program level, 

yet again in an attempt for possible variation. Two units on the faculty level were chosen, the 

committee of education at the faculty of social sciences, and the committee within the faculty of 

medicine for education on the basic and advanced level (GRUNK). There are other possible units 

which could have been included as well, for example the division for quality enhancement, which 

offers support during evaluations and provides pedagogical educations for university employees 

(Sundström 2018a). Similarly, some disciplinary domains have pedagogical councils (see for 

example the Pedagogical Council for the Disciplinary Domain of Medicine and Pharmacy) which 

also work with quality aspects and support in evaluations. However, a choice was made to include 

these two faculty level units since they are the ones included in creating the faculty specific 

strategies for quality, and the ones which the programs or departments report their evaluations’ 
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findings to (Faculty of Social Sciences 2018; Disciplinary Domain of Medicine and Pharmacy 

2018). Additionally, the teacher representatives within these units are also normally part of the 

educational processes on the departmental or program level. In GRUNK for example, every 

teacher representative is also head of their program committee.   

 

GRUNK consists of a chairman, seven teacher representatives and seven student representatives, 

each representing a program, as well as three external representatives (Disciplinary Domain of 

Medicine and Pharmacy n.n.). The committee of education within the faculty of social science 

consists of six teacher representatives, each from a different department, one student representative 

and one PhD-student representative (Faculty of Social Sciences 2018). The student representative 

is from Uppsala Student Union’s section for social sciences. On the program level within the 

faculty of medicine, each program committee consists of a handful teacher representatives, a 

couple of student representatives, and for the vocational programs a couple of external 

representatives. These committees and their members are listed on the university’s website. For 

the departments within the faculty of social science however, not all departments necessarily have 

a committee specifically working with these questions, and some are newly created. Regardless of 

which, this made it difficult to reach out to the involved individuals. As such, student 

representatives were mainly reached out to through the different student associations or unions. 

Invitations were sent to all the participants within the faculty level units, and all the participants 

who were identified at the program or departmental level.  

3.2.2 The respondents 

The respondents are made up by eight teacher representatives and five student representatives. Of 

the professors, five of them are from the faculty of medicine, and three from the faculty of social 

sciences. Of the teachers from the faculty of medicine, three of them are participants in GRUNK 

as well as head of their programme committee, in other words they have to consider quality both 

at the program and faculty level. Two of the teachers are only active in a program committee. 

Similarly, the teachers from the faculty of social sciences are all participants of the committee for 

education, while also having high positions within their respective department. The students in the 

study are unfortunately few, with only five student representatives. Three students are from the 

faculty of medicine, and two from the faculty of social sciences. Of the students from the faculty 
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of social sciences, one is a representative at the departmental level, and one at the faculty level. 

Within the faculty of medicine, all students are representatives at the program level. Ideally, one 

or two students from each level at each faculty would have been included, but unfortunately none 

of the student representatives from GRUNK answered, except for two students who informed me 

that they had left their posts, meaning that the student representative positions were currently 

vacant. As for the faculty level of social science, there is only one student representative (the PhD-

student representative excluded), meaning that all who could participate did.  

Table 2. Table of respondents  

 

 

These respondents’ answers are not thought to be representative of any larger population, instead 

they are used to explore the different views of quality within the specific population of stakeholders 

within the quality assurance systems of Uppsala University. If the idea would have been to get 

results which represented the stakeholders generally, teachers and students who are not involved 

in the quality assurance process would arguably also have to be included, as these could hold 

different understandings of quality which are less coloured by the evaluation process. 

Nevertheless, the respondents in this study are particularly interesting in that they not only speak 

for their own opinions, but also act as representatives of a larger body of opinions from other 

teachers or students. They also have insight into the actual process of the assurance systems, thus 

their views of what constitutes quality are increasingly important. The purpose of this selection is 

thus not to be able to argue that the respondents are representative for their faculty or level, but to 

hopefully capture variation in the views on quality. As such, it is still interesting to compare the 

answers in relation to their field of education, while not proposing that any differences in answers 

are caused by the differences in education.  
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3.3 Text analysis 

The text analysis serves two purposes, wherefore two quite different types of text will be used. 

First of all, the intent is to examine the quality definitions or lack thereof within the policies which 

constrict and instruct the quality evaluations. Arguably, that hypothetical quality definition may 

have an impact on the quality views of the stakeholders who operate under them, in other words 

the interview subjects in this study. It is also interesting to see whether the views of the 

stakeholders are reflected in policy, or whether there is a discrepancy between what the 

respondents argue constitutes quality and what the strategies present. In order to explore this, the 

university common, and the faculty specific, policies or strategies for quality evaluations will be 

examined.  

 

The second aim of the text analysis is to understand how quality may differ between stakeholders 

and policy. Consequently, the assessor reports which the university uses during their internal 

evaluations will be used. All evaluations should include an assessment from a group of people 

knowledgeable on the subject but from outside the department or university (Uppsala University 

2016). The assessments may differ in form, but most commonly, a panel of teachers and students 

from other departments or universities within similar forms of education visit the unit of evaluation 

and write an assessor report. The other version is a benchmarking model, where the unit of 

assessment will travel to another university with good reputation in order to learn from them. 

Regardless, in Uppsala University’s pilot study, in both versions, the panel or the benchmarking 

university wrote a report regarding the perceived strengths and flaws of the evaluation unit’s 

quality assurance system (Ljunghammar & Wolters 2018:35). Only one unit of evaluation used a 

benchmarking model. These reports are thus used as material in this study.  

 

The assessor reports are written by so-called internal stakeholders, usually teachers and students 

(see appendix 4 for a table of assessors), from another university or department. As such, the 

reports are thought to show how policy is interpreted regarding quality by teachers and students. 

However, it is not possible to differentiate between the views of students or teachers, and two of 

the reports also include so called external stakeholders in form of representatives from businesses. 

Consequently, these reports are not thought of as equivalent to the interviews, offering a rather 

more processed and aggregated view of quality, which is also specific to the evaluation. There is 
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also an issue in the fact that the aspects of quality discussed within the reports risk being shaped 

largely by what is considered problematic within the unit of evaluation, despite the reports being 

meant to highlight both flaws and strengths. As such, these documents are not analysed primarily 

to answer the question of quality definitions among stakeholders, but more so to understand how 

the view of quality may differ between stakeholders and policy, as it highlights how the policy is 

interpreted in practice. Since the interviews provide a richer material, more weight is put on them 

in the analysis, and the document analysis is thought to enable interesting comparisons. The 

documents will be analysed in a similar manner to the interviews, where the focus is both on the 

aspects of quality that are discussed and the language used. How the different texts or answers are 

interpreted as representing a certain quality definition will be explained further in the section of 

operationalisation. The basis of the analysis is however to classify the statements into Harvey and 

Greens (1993) categories, as one of the common usages of text analysis is this kind of 

categorisation (Esaiasson et al 2012:211).  

3.3.1 The documents 

The text analysis will thus cover the university common strategy for quality assurance, the faculty 

specific strategies from the chosen faculties, as well as the ten assessor reports from the pilot 

evaluation. Of these assessor reports, more focus will be put on the reports which cover the two 

faculties from which interview respondents are included, namely the faculties of social sciences 

and medicine.  
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Figure 2. Documents included in text analysis 

 

 

Since the faculties may choose to evaluate their quality systems in different ways, the assessor 

reports consequently differ depending upon the faculty. The reports have different structures, 

requirements and are at quite different lengths. While the university model states that all 

evaluations should take eleven common aspects into account (Uppsala University 2016), this is 

done in varying ways. For all faculties except the faculty of pharmacy, there was a panel of 

assessors who read the unit’s self-evaluation, a variety of documents from the unit and visited the 

unit in question, after which the report was written (Ljunghammar & Wolters 2018:35). Some of 

these reports are structured after the eleven aspects which are stated within Uppsala University’s 

evaluation guidelines, some are structured after a number of questions, and some simply discuss 

strengths, weaknesses and possible improvements generally.  The most obvious difference is the 

length of the reports, which spans from a couple up to 30 pages. Naturally, this means that for the 

units of evaluation where only the most important conclusions have been published, there is less 

text to analyse and in that sense it may be harder to understand which views of quality that are 

present. However, there may also be an advantage to the shorter reports, as these have by default 

been reduced to the aspects which the assessors thought were of the most importance.  
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3.5 Ethical considerations 

Due to the fact that the participants of the different units are known, anonymity is not ensured in 

this study, as the respondents’ names are easy to discover. Regardless, no names are published, 

and respondents are instead referred to as teacher or student representatives within each faculty, 

in order to grant some anonymity. For the same reason, while it is of course mentioned which 

faculty the respondent is from, the specific department or program is not mentioned. When 

quotes are used in the results, these are signed with a code which shows these different traits.  

 

 

While the subject matter is not considered to be very sensitive or controversial, since full 

anonymity cannot be ensured, respondents were given the opportunity to read the study and their 

quotes before publishing, thereby giving them the chance to comment on whether something was 

used in a way which felt incorrect. They also had the opportunity to choose to withdraw their 

participation from the study at this point.  

3.6 Operationalisation  

In order to connect the abstract theory of Harvey and Green’s (1993) quality definitions to possible 

interview answers or text, the categories are given examples below. Furthermore, indicators of 

theory are listed in appendix 3. First of all, the definitions focus on input, process or output of 

education. In other words, if the respondent argues that the competence of applicants reflects the 

educational quality, this would be an input focus. If the answers focus upon the form of education, 

such as the rules and procedures which apply to the education, this would be a focus on process. 

Finally, if the respondents focus on output, they would discuss aspects such as student learning 

outcomes or preparedness for work or research. 
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Starting with the concept of quality as exception, it can be thought of as exclusivity, where answers 

would focus upon the uniqueness of a certain education. This view of quality has a focus on the 

input of education, in other words mentioning the applicants’ previous knowledge or how difficult 

it is to get into a program. When quality is thought of as something exclusive, it also means that if 

larger numbers of students are accepted to the program, quality diminishes (Harvey & Green 

1993:14). This is also related to the exceptional quality where the reputation of a university would 

be indicative of quality. This can either relate to the idea of quality as something vague which is 

hard to measure but easy to recognise (Harvey & Green 1993:11), or to keeping high standards. In 

the view of quality as certain standards, quality is relative as it is compared to the standards of 

other universities or predetermined goals - which makes it sometimes problematic to differentiate 

from a fitness for purpose view of quality. Answers indicating this view of quality would describe 

quality as being the best or better than other educations, having a great reputation and large 

numbers of applicants in relation the number of students accepted to the program.  

 

Secondly, as mentioned previously, quality as perfection or consistency is sometimes argued not 

to be relevant for education as every education cannot follow the exact same structure or ‘recipe’, 

and even if they do so, the outcome is not necessarily the same (Lomas 2002). However, this study 

does not use the version of quality as perfection, but perhaps more of a view of quality as 

consistency. Answers which would indicate this view focus upon the predictability of education, 

and that the standard of education is the same for all students. Here, rules and procedures which 

programs must follow are argued to be quality enhancing. The focus within this definition is thus 

on the process of education. 

 

Quality as fitness for purpose is a quite broad definition, as the purpose of education can be argued 

to be many things. For this reason, the interview questions specifically ask the respondents what 

the purpose of education is, in order to see whether this corresponds to their view of quality. 

Regardless, this view of quality would be found in answers which argued that quality education 

fulfils some kind of predetermined purpose, whether this is to achieve to objectives in the Higher 

Education Act (1992:1434), gain specific knowledge or skills, or prepare for work or research. In 

other words, the outcome of education should correspond to a given expectation of that outcome. 

This definition typically focuses on the output of education.   
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Quality as value for money relates to efficient use of resources. Answers implying this definition 

thus focus either on how resources are used, or alternatively whether the ‘buyer’ of education are 

getting their money’s worth. This ‘buyer’ could be argued to either be the student, who invests 

their time, effort, and possibly money, in the education, and thus expect education which leads to 

a (high-paying) job. The other possible ‘buyer’ is society, who invests their money through taxes, 

and expects students who will contribute to society due to their quality education. Here, there is 

yet again risk of an overlap with a fitness for purpose definition. However, since the students and 

teachers are the stakeholders of focus in this study, this definition is not expected to be very 

common, as previous research has mostly argued for it being present among external stakeholders 

(Srikanthan & Dalrymple 2003; Watty 2006). Still, there may be an organisational interest to spend 

taxpayers’ money efficiently, and thus the definition may be present both among teachers and 

perhaps most clearly in the policy documents.  

 

Answers indicating a transformational view of quality would focus on student learning and 

development, especially developing critical thinking or changing the student’s perspective. 

Another indication is that student involvement in their learning process is seen as integral for 

quality. Answers could also focus on the purpose of education, where it is meant to not only be a 

preparation for work, but for participation in society in general. These answers thus focus on both 

the outcome and the process of education. Finally, quality as transformation is argued to be a meta 

category, which means that transformation could be the outcome of the other quality definitions 

(Harvey & Green 1993:25). If the results in this study follow the previous research findings, the 

definitions most apparent among students should be fitness for purpose and exceptionality, and 

teachers should view quality as exceptional as well as transformational. In other words, the views 

of quality as value for money or consistency are not expected to be found to the same extent.  

3.6.1 Interview questions 

The most important question is arguably the one which asks the respondent to explain what quality 

education means to them. This is the only question which the interviews are supposed to discern, 

but since it is expected that 1) respondents may not have a clear idea of what they would define as 

quality 2) since quality is such a multi-facetted concept (Eagle & Brennan 2007; Wittek & 

Kvernbekk 2011), it is difficult to simply remember to name all aspects when asked; several other 
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questions regarding different aspects of education, quality, and evaluations were posed. Thus, in 

order to understand more fully how respondents define quality, aspects such as which factors are 

necessary for quality, what the purpose of education is or how good education is recognised were 

discussed. Additionally, the respondents were asked to reflect upon the eleven aspects of quality 

in evaluations which have been decided upon by Uppsala University, in order to answer which 

aspects are more important or how well they reflect educational quality. The idea was simply to 

discuss educational quality in relation to the evaluations, in order to discover what the respondents 

would mention themselves, rather than asking specific questions based upon Harvey and Green’s 

definitions (1993). The questionnaire can be found in appendix 2, though the questions varied in 

form and sequence depending on the interview. Moreover, all questions were seldom posed, as 

most respondents would answer several questions as part of one answer. The only things which 

were truly constant were that background questions naturally came first, and questions surrounding 

the eleven aspects were, if possible, asked at the end of the interview in order for these to not steer 

how the remaining questions were answered.  

 

Overall, the questions worked relatively well. As quality undoubtedly is a vague concept, there 

were some discussions which had little to do with the aim of the study, where respondents instead 

discussed practicalities of the evaluation system. While there was an idea of discussing different 

methods of evaluation (such as student course evaluations, the panellists’ assessments, the self-

evaluation or the Swedish Education Higher Authority’s assessment of student theses) as a means 

of understanding which aspects of quality these could be considered to capture, thereby further 

exploring possible aspects of quality held by the respondent, these discussions rarely resulted in 

rewarding answers. Generally, the most rewarding questions were the two most general, where the 

meaning of quality education and the purpose of education were discussed. Most of the 

respondents discussed their views of quality quite clearly when answering these two questions, 

whereas the remaining interview mostly functioned as a confirmation or examples of the 

definitions given within those answers. As the respondents explicitly discussed their views of 

quality within the interviews, there is not thought to be an issue of validity in regard to this aspect.   
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3.6.2 Coding 

The interviews were recorded6 and transcribed into one complete document. In the transcription, 

as will be seen in the results, comments or clarifications are written within brackets. In order to 

make the transcriptions easier and as correct as possible, the interviews were transcribed as soon 

as possible after each one was completed. Filler words or hesitations were left out of the 

transcription in order to create a clearer text. After the interviews were transcribed, they were 

coded using the operationalisation of the different theoretical definitions. Each definition was 

given a colour, and thus whenever an indicator of a definition was identified, it was marked using 

that colour. Further explanations or comments were written by using the ‘comment’-function in 

the document.     

 

Throughout the presentation of the results, quotes from the interviews will be used frequently to 

show how the answers are interpreted into a certain definition of quality. Since the interviews are 

all conducted in Swedish, as this is the mother tongue of the respondents and thus the language 

they are expected to feel most comfortable discussing in, all quotes are translated into English. In 

order to be as transparent as possible and increase the reliability of the study, the respondents were 

sent their translated quotes to ensure that they felt as though these correspond to what they meant 

to say.     

 

  

                                                
6 One respondent did not want their interview recorded, and notes of the answers were taken instead. No quotes are 

used from this interview. 
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4. Results 

The results are divided into three parts after the three different kinds of material used in the study. 

First of all, the policies or documents structuring the quality evaluations will be analysed, both the 

university’s guidelines and the faculty models. Secondly, the interview answers will be presented. 

As the interviews included a discussion regarding the policies or documents, some of these answers 

will be presented already within the policy section. Finally, the assessor reports will be discussed, 

after which the results will be summarised.  

4.1 Policies  

4.1.1 The university’s guidelines 

First and foremost, it is worth noting that the university’s policy of how quality evaluations or 

quality evaluation systems should be organised is not specifically focused on what constitutes good 

education, rather it is meant to instruct university employees on which parts the system for 

evaluation of quality should consist of. However, in the university’s common framework for 

quality evaluations, there are eleven aspects which it is proposed that all evaluations should include 

- and according to the interview subjects, these are also what the evaluations are structured after 

and focused upon. Consequently, it is reasonable to believe that according to the university, these 

aspects are supposed to somehow reflect the quality of education and/or the organisation. As these 

eleven aspects are such a constricting factor for the evaluations, and as they are the only part of 

the university common guidelines which say something about quality, this section will discuss 

how they can be interpreted in relation to Harvey and Green’s quality dimensions (1993).  

 

First of all, the aspects could be considered a mixture of goals and means for quality education, 

and are also discussed as such in the interviews. It is possible to divide them even further, where 

the means could be understood as the form of education, the content of education and prerequisites 

for education. The eleven aspects are listed as follows: 
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 (Guidelines for Uppsala University’s Model for Review of Study Programs 2016)  

 

Considering the above list, only a few items are interpreted as goals for education. While several, 

or all, could be considered goals of the organisation, only two aspects are interpreted as goals of 

education itself, in other words what good education should achieve. These are the first as well as 

the eight aspect, which state that education should fulfil its’ intended goals, and fulfil the needs of 

the individual as well as society regarding both knowledge and professional preparedness. The 

first aspect is quite clearly related to a fitness for purpose view of education, as there are fixed 

ideas of which knowledge or skills the student is supposed to acquire through their education, and 
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the quality of education is thus a reflection of whether the students have indeed learned what they 

were supposed to. In other words, much like the fitness for purpose category, this aspect is focused 

on the output of education and compares the output to already formulated expectations. However, 

as will be discussed within the results from the interview, fulfilling these goals could also be 

understood as keeping a specific standard, thus relating to an exceptional definition of quality. 

Most of the respondents did however discuss this aspect through arguments similar to a fitness for 

purpose view. 

 

The eight aspect is also focused on the output of education, but divided into two parts. Here, the 

traditional division between learning in a broader sense and professional knowledge is shown, and 

education is supposed to offer both. However, it is also stated that it should prepare the students 

for their future careers, thus including a demand for learning certain job-related skills to the more 

general requirements of knowledge. As such, this aspect could be placed into more than one 

category, as three similar yet separate purposes are presented. For example, within the view of 

quality as transformation, there is an idea of education not only serving to make students 

employable, but also to change the students’ way of thinking and their character, in that they 

become critical thinkers in all aspects of life, within or outside work. When discussing this aspect 

with respondents, many of the teachers used the Swedish word “bildning” to mean the more 

general knowledge which students learn at university, which not only prepares them for work but 

allows them to learn for learning’s sake or develop as a person.  

 

“So there are several goals, really. One of them is to develop the individual  

and their personality in some way, to be able to adopt a critical view and gain  

the ability to zoom out and understand events and processes in a broader  

context – and I think a university education, regardless of which, does that.  

I think that’s an important goal which has to do with becoming good members  

of society, really.”          (TG2) 

 

”…an academic education in a broader sense where part of the education is  

perhaps not clearly connected to work, rather it is a more general scientific,  

academic training. And I think it’s very important that we don’t lose that.”  (TV2) 
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The inclusion of the Swedish word “bildning” as a goal in the aspect would thus, according to this 

logic, indicate a transformative view of quality education. However, the aspect is also focused 

upon gaining professional knowledge and preparing the student for work, both of which would fit 

into the fitness for purpose view. This interpretation is based upon the aforementioned idea of 

employability being a purpose of education. Making a student employable is related to creating 

education which reflects the needs of the labour market or future employers, and thus often 

involves specific skills or knowledge. This is perhaps most significant among vocational 

educations. Regardless, achieving predetermined skills or knowledge corresponds to the fitness 

for purpose view, as they are both output focused and based upon comparing actual and expected 

results. As such, of the three points in this aspect, one indicates a transformative view and two are 

closer to the fitness for purpose category.  

 

The remaining aspects are not clearly related to quality, or at least not quality as in the dimensions 

by Harvey and Green (1993), as they discuss content and prerequisites for education itself rather 

than quality thereof. For example, the second, sixth and seventh aspects state that education should 

be based on research and experience, include international perspectives as well as perspectives of 

equality and sustainability. As Harvey and Green’s theory (1993) does not speak of the content of 

education as such, finding a view of quality within these aspects is difficult. Similarly, the aspects 

considered to be prerequisites for quality education (aspects five and ten) have no obvious 

connection to the theory, as they simply state that the teachers should be competent and the 

environment of study appropriate and available. The usage of the word ‘appropriate’ could be 

thought of as an indication of a fitness for purpose view, as there is a purpose which the 

environment would be appropriate for. However, in this context, the purpose is arguably as broad 

as ‘learning’, and as such, it is not specific – or explicit - enough to justify categorising the 

statement as an indication of fitness for purpose. Similarly, as the focus is on process, it could be 

interpreted as a version of consistency, but it is yet again not specific enough to be categorised as 

such. 

 

The remaining aspects (three, four, nine and eleven) refer to the form or procedures of education. 

They highlight that education should be focused on student learning, that the set goals (in aspect 

one) are examined in a valid and correct manner, that progression is assured, that students are 
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involved and have influence over their education and that there is consistently evaluations and 

developments of education. The focus on student learning and student influence is explicit in the 

transformative view of quality, and aspects three and nine could thus be interpreted as indications 

thereof. However, student involvement could also be part of any other category though simply not 

emphasised, and as such, these aspects could yet again be true for any of Harvey and Green’s 

(1993) definitions. Similarly, aspects four and eleven are perhaps most reminiscent of the 

definition of quality as perfection, where a specific way of doing something would lead to a perfect 

outcome. Still, these aspects do not indicate particularly specified processes, and are thus not 

placed into any category for the purposes of this paper.  

 

In summation, the policy aspects are quite general and leave a lot to interpret. The only aspects 

with a clear connection to Harvey and Greens (1993) definitions indicate a fitness for purpose 

view, as well as to some extent a transformative view of quality. However, as will be discussed 

later, it is possible to interpret these aspects as other quality perspectives as well. 

4.1.2 The faculties’ models for quality 

The faculty of social sciences and the faculty of medicine each have a policy document describing 

their systems for quality assurance and enhancement. These documents mainly focus upon 

practical aspects of assurance, such as where in the faculty responsibility for different quality 

projects resides. Both faculties highlight that evaluation and improvement should be a natural part 

of day to day operations, meaning that it is the department or program who are responsible for the 

most important work toward quality. They do not, however, mention further what quality 

education entails. Instead, they refer to the elven aspects from Uppsala University’s guidelines.   

 

In the document from the faculty of medicine, however, there is an operationalisation of the eleven 

aspects in the medical faculty’s context. In general, these are simply clarifications or examples 

which are helpful when evaluating a program, for example specifying how to apply the aspects to 

the internships which play a large part in vocational students’ education. Almost none of these 

clarifications change the interpretation of the different aspects done above, though some 

interpretations are strengthened by the operationalisation used in the document. The only real 

difference is that the comments for aspect number two, concerning that the content and form of 
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education is based on science and experience, highlight how critical thinking and a scientific 

perspective is encouraged in students, thus implying more of a transformative perspective on 

quality. However, it is one of five points, the remaining of which are simply extensions of the 

original aspect and thus not fitting into any particular definition of quality. Additionally, aspect 

eight which was explained as a mixture of fitness for purpose and transformation is mainly 

discussed as fitness for purpose here, where the operationalisation asks the evaluator to examine 

how the student is prepared for future work as well as given an opportunity to develop ‘more 

general’ skills. However, these general skills also appear to be connected to work, as the examples 

given focus on communicative, leadership or teamwork skills. As for aspect number three, the 

original interpretation of the aspect as transformative is slightly enhanced through emphasising 

student responsibility in their own learning - a key aspect for the transformative view of quality. 

Consequently, the faculties’ models also indicate views of quality mainly as fitness for purpose 

and to some extent transformation.  

4.2 The interviews 

Before discussing how the different respondents’ answers may be categorised, it is worth noting 

that within almost all of the interviews, the respondents began by stating that quality of education 

is something which is complex, multi-faceted, and difficult to pinpoint. Additionally, there is often 

not necessarily only one category of quality which fits the respondents’ answers. Several 

perspectives may be presented during the interview. However, in most cases, more weight is put 

on one or two ideas of quality than the others - and all categories of quality were never present in 

one interview.  

4.2.1 Quality among teacher representatives 

Among the professors in the committee of education within the faculty of social sciences, the 

understandings of quality were largely discussed as transformation, fitness for purpose or to some 

extent exceptionality. Both transformation and exception were expected based upon previous 

research findings (Andersson 2006; Akalu 2016; Cheng 2011; Lomas 2002), whereas fitness for 

purpose was not. Additionally, a larger focus on exception was expected. First of all, the view of 

quality as fitness for purpose was shown where for example one professor argued that it was easier 

to judge the success of a course or a part thereof if the purpose of it was clear from the beginning.  
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“If you’re well prepared it usually ends up better because you know from  

the start what that lecture or those seminars are supposed to achieve.”   (TG2) 

 

Not only was it argued to be important for the professor to have thought of the purpose beforehand 

in order to organise the course in the best way to reach the set objectives, but students were also 

argued to be motivated and thus learning more through understanding why they were learning a 

particular subject. Perhaps most clearly, the fitness for purpose view of quality is connected to the 

idea of high-quality education being that which fulfils the set goals of the course, whether this be 

in the Higher Education Act or in the course objectives. While this view is recognised among the 

professors in social science, it is argued to only be part of what constitutes quality. 

 

“…you could answer that it is to fulfil the objectives for the course or the  

program, or that the students fulfil the teaching objectives, because that’s  

one kind of measure [of quality], but I feel like it’s too thin of an answer...”  (TG2) 

 

“One way is to discuss quality in terms of fulfilment of objectives...”   (TG3) 

 

Rather than seeing the fulfilment of course objectives as the entire purpose of education and thus 

what quality should be judged by, it is discussed in addition to, or as a means of achieving 

transformation. Transformation, in its turn, is seen in answers where education is thought to be of 

more use than to simply teach the student certain learning outcomes. Instead, there is an idea of a 

broader sense of education which is helpful not only in work, but in developing the individual as 

a person as well. This view was apparent among vocational teachers as well. 

 

“… but it’s also about shaping an individual in order for them to become more 

independent and be able to do better in life and take on different obstacles…”  (TG2) 

 

“In general, it’s to somehow as a person be able to use your full potential,  

which you can then gain from in your professional but also private life”   (TV3) 
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“In other words, through education we help people to reach their full  

potential and contribute to society in important ways but also learn to  

think critically…”          (TV4)  

 

This shows a quite old distinction between whether an academic education is meant to educate the 

student in a theoretical subject and develop their intellectual ability, or give them specific 

knowledge and skills fit for the labour market. In these interviews, the professors within both 

faculties typically argue that quality education should be able to do both, while still acknowledging 

that different educations put more emphasis on one of the two purposes. However, there is an 

interesting difference in how the professors position the ideas of fitness for purpose and 

transformation. Some teachers discuss transformation as the preferred outcome of education, but 

something which might be achieved through quality education as understood in the fitness for 

purpose view, or that the two concepts work together. Others instead argue that the fitness for 

purpose view of education might be hindering the achievement of transformation. For example, 

one teacher from the social science faculty argued quite determinedly for the idea that a fitness for 

purpose view of quality education hinders transformation, as developing learning outcomes 

restricts the need for intellectuality in education.  

 

“It sounds very clever, because you can state what you’re going to do, do what  

you said you would, and measure if you did what you said – but there is an  

instrumental idea within this that does not correspond to my idea of research  

and education as an intellectual activity.”       (TG1) 

 

However, another professor, within the faculty of medicine, discussed transformation and fitness 

for purpose as in need of balance, where some fitness for purpose would lead to more 

transformation, but too much to less transformation. Another teacher argued that the purpose of 

education ultimately was to develop yourself as a person, and even proposed that education 

inherently makes you happy. However, the same respondent also claimed that in order to do most 

jobs today, you need education, and throughout the interview showed a clear understanding of 

quality education as creating employable students. According to this view, which was common 

among the teachers within the faculty of medicine, the two ideas of quality are in other words 
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compatible. Generally, among the professors in the faculty of medicine, there was a stronger focus 

on employability overall. As one of the professors put it quite eloquently:  

 

“…it’s really the patients who are the utmost measurement of our educational  

quality.”           (TV2) 

 

“…good quality is that we after graduation have students who become good  

at their job, simply put. Who are knowledgeable, knows how to use their  

knowledge and has a good ability to work with patients and colleagues and  

other employees…”          (TV3) 

 

Since employability is interpreted as an indicator for fitness for purpose, as it is usually connected 

to fulfilling specific learning outcomes or gaining certain skills, the fitness for purpose view is 

quite predominant among these professors. Only one out of all professor argued that employability 

was not a measurement of quality. All teachers, regardless of faculty, also discussed the importance 

of student engagement with their studies in order for education to have quality, which is one of the 

indicators of a transformative view of quality. However, there is an important difference between 

discussing the education which is provided by the university, and the education which the student 

will obtain. The argument that students must be engaged in their studies in order to obtain 

education is not understood to be enough to qualify as an argument for transformation, as it is 

possible for the education to be of high quality without the student choosing to learn. However, 

the suggestion that students need to engage in their studies in order for the university to be able to 

provide good education at all, as quality education is the result of the interaction between teachers 

and students, would count as transformation. Here, some professors argued for the former idea, 

and some for the latter. 

 

“It’s ultimately the student who needs to learn - it doesn’t matter what I do,  

even if I did cartwheels in front of them it wouldn’t get better unless they  

get involved”           (TV1) 
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“…whenever teachers and students talk to each other about the content of  

education, quality arises”         (TG1) 

  

Finally, within the faculty of medicine, one of the professors did mention that being cost efficient 

can be a measurement of quality, and that financial aspects are important in order to achieve 

quality. The latter part is mentioned by other professors as well, though suggesting that resources 

are a necessary prerequisite for quality is not considered to qualify as a view of quality as value 

for money. However, suggesting that being cost efficient is a measure of quality would indicate a 

value for money definition. This was, however, mentioned in relation to a theory of quality aspects 

within the field of medicine which the respondent knew of, rather than as an answer of what the 

professor in question regarded to be quality. For this reason, the concept of value for money is 

given a question mark rather than an X in the summarising table of definitions (table 3), as there 

appears to be at least an awareness of this view, while not being something which is brought up as 

an answer to the question of what constitutes quality.   

 

In short, among the teachers within the faculty of medicine, there was an emphasis on quality as 

fitness for purpose, though most professors also discussed quality as transformation. Within the 

faculty of social sciences, there was a larger transformative focus, coupled by an understanding of 

quality as fitness for purpose and to some extent exceptionality. In other words, while there was 

some difference in the perceptions of quality between the faculties, most professors agreed upon 

quality as defined through fitness for purpose and transformation. Neither value for money nor 

consistency were discussed at any length among the professors of either faculty.  

4.2.2 Quality among student representatives 

The student representatives varied more in their answers, showing understandings of quality 

similar to all definitions, except value for money. One of the students from the social science 

faculty explained their view of quality in terms which mostly bear likeness to the category of 

quality as consistency. According to this respondent’s view of quality, good education means that 

there are systems in place which ensure that all students receive the same level of education, get 

the same opportunity to learn and perhaps most importantly that the grading will be the same, 

regardless of the teacher. Teaching and grading should thus not be based as much upon 
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professional judgement as is currently practice, but follow stricter rules or procedures. Whenever 

mistakes happen due to human error, these systems should also ensure that it is possible to correct 

the mistakes made.  

 

“…quality to me is more about making sure that there is some form of  

equivalence in education…//…there should be similar conditions for all  

students regardless of the human factors which may come into play”   (SG1)    

 

While the idea of providing the same level of education to all students is naturally present among 

teacher representatives as well, it was not discussed as a measure of the quality of education in the 

same way. Noticeably, the idea of this student representative is not to achieve quality education 

by following the exact same procedures to get a ‘perfect’ outcome as described by Harvey and 

Green (1993), rather it is acknowledged that there needs to be some variety and freedom in order 

to match different needs of students. However, it is still thought to be necessary to have set frames 

within which the teacher needs to operate to ensure that the quality of education does not vary, or 

not very much, depending on the teacher.  

 

“It’s a big problem if it [quality] depends so much on which teacher you have”  (SG1) 

 

This sentiment was shared by two other student representatives as well, where one student 

explained how professors would have very different opinions on for example the validity of a 

certain practice or idea in their field, which would lead to the students being taught quite different 

things depending on their teacher. This kind of variation was thus argued to be a problem.  

 

“…you become a reflection of what the people who teach you think, and so I  

think it’s important that you [teachers] try to be sort of neutral to everything because it  

will affect us a lot, so that’s a really important aspect of quality for me.”   (SV3) 

 

This view of education is in other words still closest to quality as consistency, as emphasis is put 

on giving students the same opportunities to learn, and trying to minimise variation in quality due 
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to the teacher. The quality of education as in what the university provides should thus be the same 

for all students.  

 

Similar to the answers given by teachers, almost all students would mention understandings of 

quality reminiscent of fitness for purpose. There was however a lot less discussion of 

transformation, so rather than discussing education as changing their way of thinking, students 

discussed it as mainly becoming employable and being prepared for the tasks which work life 

eventually would require.  

 

”I think it’s generally very important that it’s work related, because that’s  

where you’re going to be your entire life, and that’s what it’s [education]  

is meant for in some way”         (SV3) 

 

This is perhaps one of the most expected results, as previous research also showed that students 

tend to focus more on the employability which a program would grant them (Cheng 2011; Dicker 

et al 2018; Kekäle 2002; Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi & Leitner 2004) compared to professors. 

Naturally, the aspects which are closest to or most relevant for the stakeholder may also be what 

they believe to be most important for quality. A few teachers argued that it is common that students 

tend to focus on practical aspects of a course or program which does not really matter for 

educational quality, such as whether a power point of a lecture was uploaded to the student 

webpage. However, when discussing what factors made a course of high quality with students, 

clarity was often mentioned as important as the students want to know what is expected of them 

in order to be able to achieve this.  

 

”That’s mostly what I emphasise - I want to know what I need to show in  

order to be good, or to pass the course anyway…”      (SV1) 

 

This kind of clarity would then yet again indicate a fitness for purpose view of quality, where 

information needs to be clear for the student to understand the purpose, and thus fulfil it. The 

purpose according to the student might however be to do well in the education or course, whereas 

the focus of teachers is more long term. The perceived purpose might in other words differ between 
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stakeholders. The focus on clarity could also be interpreted as a view of quality as consistency, 

where a quality course has no flaws in its process, which in this sense would mean that the 

information is always readily available and there are no practical issues with the course. According 

to this view of quality, it thus becomes a lot less insignificant that practical matters function well.  

 

There are other views of quality which are entangled in the student interviews, perhaps most clearly 

fitness for purpose and quality as exception. First of all, students discussed quality as exception to 

a much larger extent than teachers. In fact, three out of five students talked about this quality aspect 

consistently throughout their interviews, whereas only two teacher representatives mentioned it. 

However, the view of quality as exception was not always entirely separated from quality as fitness 

for purpose. The exceptional view of quality was mostly found in answers which spoke of 

education adhering to a certain standard, or quality education making it possible to graduate with 

the most knowledge compared to graduates from other universities. 

 

“At least from a student perspective, that’s what quality is, that I can know 

that I’ve received an education of high quality, and that’s when I can graduate  

and feel that I know the most, or am at the forefront in some way.”    (SG2) 

 

 “Students from Uppsala University should be the best.”     (SV2) 

 

This relative sense of quality where universities are compared and quality is coupled with high 

standards only achieved by the very best universities is thus a view of quality as exception. 

However, standards were also discussed in relation to the predetermined goals of the program or 

course, and the distinction between fitness for purpose or exception thus becomes blurred.  

 

“… the Higher Education Act and the Higher Education Ordinance are what  

we use to set a standard for the country somehow. And to be able to reach  

quality, you need to at least not be below that.”      (SG2) 

 

In this sense, quality is seen as exceptional in the version of low standards, where basic 

requirements need to be met to count as quality education. As shown in the answer given by this 
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student, these standards can be thought of as the predetermined purposes of education, though 

fulfilling these objectives does not create any exceptional quality, only ‘good enough’ quality. 

Fitness for purpose would in this sense ensure the idea of quality as low standards, which is a 

version of exceptionality. The same student however also argued for quality as high standards, 

showing how stakeholders are undoubtedly capable of holding several ideas of quality at the same 

time, and these different definitions may or may not always be compatible. Finally, when students 

did discuss the transformative view of quality, they only mentioned it in passing remarks about 

how education should help shape them as a person or develop their critical thinking. This was, 

however, not an emphasised understanding of quality.  

  

In summation, there was no clear difference between how students from the two faculties 

understood quality. Two students only mentioned one view of quality respectively (fitness for 

purpose and consistency), whereas the other three discussed quality in relation to three or four 

definitions. The only definition not mentioned was quality as value for money, except for when 

one student jokingly suggested that the purpose of becoming educated was to “make money” - but 

then gave another answer which indicated a view of quality as fitness for purpose and 

transformation. Overall, the focus was quite clearly on fitness for purpose, exception, and 

consistency, but the idea of quality as transformation was also present. The table below shows all 

the definitions which were present in the interviews. Even if only one respondent mentioned a 

definition, it will be marked with an X below. The X’s written in bold were emphasised or 

mentioned by several respondents within that particular group. Comparing students and teachers, 

it was surprising to find that quality as exception was more common among students, and that 

teachers had such a strong idea of quality as fitness for purpose, as previous research indicated the 

opposite. In general, it was interesting to see that the differences in definitions appeared larger 

between students and teachers than between faculties.  
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Table 3. Definitions among the respondents  

 

4.2.3 Quality in evaluations  

Within the interviews, the eleven aspects listed in Uppsala University’s guidelines (2016) were 

also discussed in order to examine how quality definitions differ between policy and stakeholders. 

The perceived importance of the different aspects varied. Most important were the two aspects 

interpreted as goals in this study, which focused on fulfilling the set objectives and fulfilling the 

individual and societal needs for knowledge. Of least importance were the aspects concerning that 

education should be internationalised and contain international, sustainable, and quality 

perspectives. These were argued to be either of questionable relevance for quality, to be implicit 

in the other perspectives and thus not as important to state in themselves, or simply hard to evaluate 

in relation to quality. 

  

”…internationalisation, perspectives of sustainability and equality are things  

that I feel as though I might not understand yet, their relation to quality.”   (TG2) 

 

“Then we have the aspects of internationalisation, sustainability and equality,  

I don’t think they’re as important for quality, really. It’s those kinds of things  

which are done just for show, I don’t think that they’re incredibly important,  

but I think we have to show that we do them.”      (TV1) 

 

It was also made clear that there were some hesitations regarding the usefulness of evaluations in 

order to enhance quality. However, most of these worries were not explained by the aspects not 

corresponding to the respondent’s idea of quality. Rather, they were based upon a worry that less 
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important aspects would take up too much time or resources through creating excessive 

bureaucracy or too much paperwork. This paperwork is argued to be done simply to look good 

when the internal systems of evaluations are supposed to be assessed by the Swedish Higher 

Education Authority, rather than being used to make enhancements in the education. 

 

“…it’s always a balance to ensure that there is not too much bureaucracy. You  

have to focus on the essentials so that we know what we’re doing and how  

…//… but there is always a risk of tiring of evaluations. So you have to choose  

your battles.”           (TV2) 

 

“…it feels a bit pointless, because I think we’ll collect this data and just put it  

in a folder, and maybe that’s good if the Swedish Higher Education Authority  

comes along and we can say, look how nicely we’ve done this, but it feels a bit  

dull and as if it’s just for show”        (TV1) 

 

“…and then they think that if the papers in your folder are placed like ducks in  

a row, that’s the same thing as quality…”       (TG1) 

 

Notably, the above statements are argued to happen when the focus is on the wrong aspects of 

quality, or when there is too much focus on paperwork without an idea of what it is meant to 

achieve. The evaluations are thus not in themselves inherently diminishing quality. Additionally, 

among all respondents, there appeared to be an agreement that the interaction between students 

and teachers, which is integral to the evaluation processes, leads to bettering the quality of 

education. In other words, the evaluations will have some positive effect on educational quality 

regardless of whether the aspects are thought to connect to the respondent’s idea of quality or not, 

because the discussion between teachers and students is seen as quality enhancing either way.  

4.3 Assessor reports 

This section will discuss the reports from the faculty of medicine (physiotherapist program) and 

social sciences (department of food studies, nutrition and dietetics) as these are the focus of the 

interviews, thereafter the remaining reports more generally.  
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Interestingly, the report from the assessors of the physiotherapist program discusses that there are 

different ways in which quality can be understood, and even uses Harvey and Green’s typology 

(1993) to explain their perspective. They argue that the most used perspectives of quality in their 

evaluation are fitness for purpose, then transformation, and to some extent consistency. Exception 

and value for money were not considered to be as relevant. That fitness for purpose and 

transformation were considered to be of most relevance is no surprise, as it corresponds well with 

the earlier interpretation of which views of quality that the eleven aspects focus upon. However, 

in the physiotherapists’ report, the view of quality as consistency was argued to be of importance 

in relation to the aspect of equality, as this was interpreted as treating all students in the same way. 

Naturally, if this is the interpretation of the equality aspect, rather than to include perspectives of 

equality in teaching, it becomes a question of the process or form of education rather than the 

content, and as such the definition of quality changes. The assessors also state that because they 

felt that different people within the program had different ideas about what quality was, it was 

sometimes difficult to know which activities or efforts the employees considered to be enhancing 

quality. This undoubtedly highlights, yet again, that having a discussion between stakeholders 

regarding what they view as quality in their particular setting is vital.  

 

The report itself shows quite clearly the discussed views of quality, as emphasis is largely on 

discussing whether or not the course or program intents are clear for the teachers and students to 

understand and work toward, which would then indicate a fitness for purpose view as the 

expectations and outcomes are clearly compared. Additionally, arguments which focus on student 

activation and academic freedom to teach according to their professional judgement and be able 

to grade the students on their more vaguely defined skills would indicate a transformative view of 

quality. The idea of professional freedom is here argued to be balanced with a view of quality as 

consistency, where all students are expected to receive fair grading and the same level of education 

regardless of teacher. Except for the definition of quality as consistency which was discussed in 

the assessor reports as aspect number seven, equality, the eleven aspects were thus interpreted in 

a similar way as done in this study.  
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In the report for the department of food studies, nutrition and dietetics, the main focus appears to 

be on quality as fitness for purpose, as the assessors mainly discuss issues such as the two 

programs’ connection to the vocation or making the purpose and goals of certain parts of the 

education clearer for the students. While it is mentioned that student opinions need to be considered 

to a greater extent, the emphasis on this is not enough to motivate a categorisation in a 

transformative definition. However, the report discusses that the education does not fully reflect 

the “high academical standard” which is thought to exist among the professors. This would indicate 

a view of exceptionality, as it is a standards-driven argument. The remaining points discussed in 

the report are not clearly related to Harvey and Green’s quality dimensions (1993), as they focus 

on for example a lack of teachers, or how well the newly installed quality group is functioning.  

Table 4. Definitions within assessor reports 

7 

The table above attempts to illustrate the most noticeable versions of quality which were present 

in the ten assessor reports from the pilot evaluation. Units 1 and 4, from the faculties of medicine 

and social sciences, have already been discussed above. As for the other assessor reports, there 

was a clear focus on both fitness for purpose and exception. First of all, the achievement of goals 

or expectations, as well as adjusting the education to future work, were both emphasised 

throughout the reports. Often, there were suggestions of making said expectations or goals easier 

                                                
7 The units of evaluation were: 1) physiotherapist program 2) master program in molecular biotechnology 

engineering 3) master program in clinical pharmacy 4) department of food studies, nutrition and dietetics (not PhD-

level) 5) freestanding courses at CEMUS.  

Main fields of study within 6) gender research 7) Chinese 8) literature 9) classical archeology and ancient history 

10) history of science and ideas  
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to understand or compare to student performance, showing that fulfilment of these goals is one of 

the main objectives of education and thus also how quality is currently understood. Furthermore, 

there were quite a few discussions of the program’s or department’s reputation, how well they 

compared to national or international standards, and in one case even a comment regarding the 

qualifications of the students admitted to the program. There were also discussions on what made 

the program or course unique, factors which the departments were thought to offer exclusively and 

thus were suggested usable in attracting students. All of these indicate a view of quality as 

exception, as the emphasis is on the relative quality of education, the quality of input (students 

accepted to the program), and exclusivity.  

 

Interestingly, the transformative view of quality, which was common in the interviews, was only 

clear in three of the assessor reports. Except for the report from the physiotherapist program, the 

transformative view of quality was seen in reports where the importance of student engagement 

and responsibility in the education was discussed, and where for example strengths were reported 

as teaching “skills for life”. Similarly, suggestions on how to better teach skills such as critical 

thinking and ensure that such education is not instrumentalised were also interpreted as 

transformative views of quality. The perspective of quality as consistency was similarly only 

visible in a couple of reports, where there were discussions of how to ensure that all students are 

treated and graded at least similarly and suggestions of how to systematically organise this. This 

idea of how to ensure that education or grading does not vary between teachers is as previously 

mentioned an indicator for consistency.   

 

Only one of the reports mentioned a view of quality as value for money, where it was discussed 

whether the unit of evaluation was spending or allocating their resources ‘well’, which thus 

becomes as a measure of educational quality. While other reports touched upon the finances of the 

evaluation unit, they usually discussed these simply as opportunities for the department or program 

to offer good education. However, in order to actually be defined as quality as value for money, 

they would have had to discuss the efficiency of the use of those resources or the financial outcome 

of the education. Finally, there is one more explicit mentioning of what constitutes quality in the 

reports apart from the physiotherapist program’s report. However, in this report (history of science 

and ideas) it is suggested that their assessment had little to do with actual quality of education, and 
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instead focused upon the quality systems in place. Due to this argument, the views of quality which 

were considered to be present in the report when analysing it are marked as *asterisks in the table 

of definitions (table 4). In other words, out of ten reports, only two explicitly mentioned their 

definition of quality.  

 

The definitions identified in the reports naturally must be considered in light of the instructions 

given to the assessors. Consequently, these definitions are not necessarily reflecting only the 

assessors’ understandings of quality. Rather, the views are very likely shaped from the eleven 

aspects chosen at the university level, where the fitness for purpose view of quality is clear, but 

also transformation. As such, it is not surprising to identify the concepts of fitness for purpose and 

transformation to some extent within these reports. What becomes more interesting is that there 

were such clear ideas of quality as exception, as well as discussions of quality as consistency and 

value for money, as these are not necessarily inherent in the eleven aspects which the evaluation 

is supposed to be based on. In other words, there is a stronger indication that these definitions are 

apparent due to the assessors’ views of quality, rather than the views integral to the eleven aspects 

decided upon by the university. It is however also interesting to see that the aspects interpreted as 

fitness for purpose in this study were also understood as such by the assessors. 

4.4 Summary of results 

Table 5. Summary of definitions  

 

The table above shows a summary of definitions within the material, and as such also presents an 

answer to most of the overarching questions in this study. Quality within the policies was defined 

mainly as fitness for purpose, followed by ideas of transformation. Among the stakeholders, the 

emphasis was similarly upon the ideas of quality as fitness for purpose and transformation, though 

the ideas of exception and consistency were also present among students. The difference between 

stakeholder and policy definitions is thus larger for students than for teachers. The assessor reports 
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reflected all theoretical concepts of quality, but most reports emphasised the concepts of fitness 

for purpose and exception, thus showing examples of how stakeholders may adopt other 

definitions of quality in the evaluation than the ones present in policy. Overall, the idea of fitness 

for purpose is present throughout the material and among all groups of respondents. Least common 

was the idea of quality as value for money, only properly present within one of the assessor reports. 

The presence of value for money at all was however interesting, as neither the stakeholders 

interviewed, nor the policy, appeared to discuss this quality definition. The figure below attempts 

to show the difference between how policy and stakeholders define quality, as well as between 

stakeholders. Fitness for purpose is the common concept among both stakeholders and policy, 

policy and teachers focus more on transformation, whereas students have a larger focus on 

exception and consistency. The focus on exception was also emphasised within the assessor 

reports. 

Figure 3. Comparison of definitions 
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5. Comparison of results  

5.1 Views among teachers and students 

Table 6. Previous research main findings 

 

Table 7. This study’s main research findings 

 

 

Comparing the main results from this study with the findings from previous research, there were 

some differences in how quality definitions differed between teachers and students. The first, clear 

conclusion is that there were quite a lot of ways in which quality was viewed, among both teachers 

but perhaps especially students (as shown in table 3). This further reinforces the ideas of Watty 

(2006), where the same respondent may hold several views of quality simultaneously. In the two 

tables above, only the most emphasised definitions among the respondents are compared. 

According to the previous research referred to in this study, the students mainly viewed quality as 

fitness for purpose (Cheng 2011; Voss & Gruber 2006) and exception (Ahmad 2015). In this study, 

the student representatives similarly discussed quality as fitness for purpose and exception, though 

also emphasising consistency and mentioning transformation. Teachers on the other hand focused 

upon transformation, as suggested in previous research (Lomas 2002; Watty 2006), but had a larger 

focus upon quality as fitness for purpose than on quality as exception. 

  

Fitness for purpose was emphasised throughout, by almost all respondents. While previous 

research also showed that students had a tendency to view quality education through this particular 

lens (Akalu 2016; Cheng 2011; Dicker et al 2018; Kekäle 2002; Voss & Gruber 2006), teachers 
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were not expected to have adopted this view to the same extent. There are several possible reasons 

as to why there is such a difference. For example, the respondents in this study are all working 

within the evaluations – which in themselves discuss fitness for purpose – and might thus discuss 

this definition to a greater extent than other teachers outside the process. It is, however, also very 

possible that the idea of fitness for purpose might simply be more commonly discussed as a 

measure of quality within the context of higher education evaluations in Sweden. Larger studies 

naturally would have to be done to uncover the extent of the definitions and the reasons behind 

them.   

  

Due to the findings of previous research (Anderson 2006; Akalu 2016; Cheng 2011), there was an 

expectation that teachers in this study would also show an understanding of quality as exception, 

particularly through discussing the high level of standards which education should keep. However, 

the idea of quality as exception was not present among the teachers to any greater extent - instead, 

it was visible among students. Additionally, even among students, this view of quality as exception 

was often coupled with the aspect of employability, thus also relating to a fitness for purpose view 

of quality. Within the assessor reports, the idea of quality as exception was more prevalent. 

Arguably, the idea of quality as exception may be more naturally included when there is an outside 

perspective of the department or program. The assessors may be inclined to discuss and compare 

the unit of analysis with their own department or program, thereby viewing quality within relative 

terms. However, it is still interesting that the students spoke of this view in the interviews, whereas 

the teachers did not to the same extent. 

  

Regarding the concept of quality as value for money, this view was not prevalent in this study, nor 

was it expected to be based upon the findings of previous research which argued that the idea of 

quality as value for money was mainly existent among external stakeholders (Srikanthan & 

Dalrymple 2003; Harvey & Green 1993), such as businesses or funders. There is an important 

point to be made regarding which answers or results that are considered to indicate a view of 

quality as value for money - because this study’s result in no way suggests that the respondents do 

not consider financial aspects when discussing the quality of education. On the contrary, several 

of the respondents would mention that economic resources will affect the possibility for achieving 

quality, and some even mentioned that evaluations of quality perhaps should take into account 
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which prerequisites the unit of evaluation has at their disposal to create high quality, such as 

finances. However, only in one of the assessor reports was it suggested that the way in which the 

resources were spent or allocated could be an aspect of quality. Arguably, this could be due to the 

perceived purpose of the evaluations as well. As the eleven aspects within the university guidelines 

do not mention resource efficiency, there is little encouragement to discuss this within the quality 

evaluations. Additionally, it is quite possible that there are other processes within the university 

which focus upon how efficiently resources are spent, and as such, it is it not considered necessary 

to discuss within the quality evaluations. The point is that regardless of whether the assessor reports 

reflect the opinions of the stakeholders within the systems, they will have an impact upon how the 

idea of quality is shaped within the context of higher education. Through not involving the aspect 

of resource efficiency within the quality evaluation, for whatever reason may be, it is in effect also 

separated from the idea of what constitutes quality. 

  

Additionally, the concepts of quality are not always clearly separated. For example, it is quite hard 

to separate value for money-arguments from the idea of quality as fitness for purpose, as both put 

a lot of weight on employability. Nevertheless, the focus in fitness for purpose is more on how 

well the education is adjusted to future challenges of work life, whereas a student discussing a 

value for money view would consider a certain job as a ‘reward’ for quality education. Similarly, 

the idea of quality as exception where the students argue that quality education should provide you 

with the most knowledge or give you a competitive advantage compared to other universities is 

not far from the idea of a job as a ‘reward’ either. While these theoretical overlaps may be part of 

the explanation for the lack of the value for money-definition in the study, it could also be an effect 

of the fact that none of the students included have had to pay a fee for their university studies, thus 

only investing their time or possible lack of other income. It is quite possible that this idea of 

quality may have been more prevalent among students at a private university. Another example of 

where definitions overlap is the students’ view of quality as exception, which was often close to 

an understanding of fitness for purpose, or possibly indicating that quality as fitness for purpose 

could lead to quality as exception. Similarly, the teachers had different opinions regarding whether 

fitness for purpose may enhance or decrease quality in the transformational sense. Understanding 

the possible overlaps and relationships between Harvey and Greens quality definitions (1993) in 
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practice, as this study gives examples of, is arguably important in order to understand how 

stakeholders define quality within the process of quality evaluations.  

 

Furthermore, the usefulness of the concept of quality as consistency within the context of education 

has been questioned within previous research (Lomas 2002). While this definition was found in 

this study, the interpretation of it differs slightly. Here, there is yet again an important distinction 

between whether the discussion is on the education given by the university, or the education 

received by the student. If, as in Lomas’ (2002) argument, we are discussing the latter, the idea of 

quality as consistency appears slightly out of place, as different students will not respond in the 

same way to the same treatment and thus the outcome will not be ‘perfect’. However, in this study, 

the perspective of consistency was mainly discussed from the aspect of the education given by the 

university, where all students should be given the same opportunities to learn. Generally, this 

meant that there may have to be room for variation in how subjects are taught, as different students 

learn through different practices – but there should be systems in place which ensure that the level 

of education does not vary depending on the teacher. In this study, the meaning of the theoretical 

concept of consistency thus has taken a slightly different meaning than the one which Lomas 

(2002) criticised, and the one which Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) suggest teachers may 

possess, where consistency would have more to do with academic traditions. There is, as always 

perhaps, a need for developing these concepts further to fully understand their empirical 

application. 

5.2 Policy and stakeholders 

As the university policy was interpreted to only discuss quality as fitness for purpose and to some 

extent transformation, there was quite a big difference between policy and stakeholders’ views of 

quality – though mostly between policy and students. The students had wider ideas of what quality 

education entails, including the perspectives of consistency and exception, though still putting 

emphasis on the fitness for purpose view. In both the interviews and the assessor reports, it was 

clear that the individuals involved in the process of evaluation had interpreted the aspects within 

the policies differently. In other words, while the policies promote a certain view of quality, mainly 

fitness for purpose, they are also vague enough to allow different stakeholders to bring their ideas 

of quality into the evaluation process. Within the interviews, some of the respondents themselves 
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argued that there was value in not trying to define quality too closely within policy documents, as 

this allows for different interest groups or stakeholders to influence what quality means throughout 

the evaluation process. According to one of the respondents, if the policies were more specific, 

this would also make it more obvious who the author of the policy was and in other words exclude 

other actors’ versions of quality. Keeping the documents vague thus invites both teachers and 

students to influence what the important aspects of quality are. The second part of this argument 

is to not end up with a definition which only reflects part of what quality is, simplifying it to 

something lesser than its ‘true’ form. Several respondents would mention that it may be 

impossible, or at least incredibly difficult, to formulate a policy which would capture what quality 

is. While research has previously argued that definitions of quality are often too vague or broad to 

be useful (Eagle & Brennan 2007; Wittek & Kvernbekk 2011), these interviews thus point to the 

opposite, where vagueness allows for the involved parties to not only influence what quality 

means, but have a better chance at actually discussing quality – as it is a vague concept, rather than 

just one indicator thereof. However, these arguments may also be due to the stakeholders wanting 

to have more influence over the evaluation process, which means that a vague policy ameliorates 

the influence of their own interests. In other words, the results showed that the respondents felt 

that understanding and being clear regarding the purpose of different quality enhancing projects 

and how these relate to quality is an important part of creating useful quality evaluations, and in 

order to do this, discussions regarding what quality education entails are necessary. However, 

regarding the policies for quality evaluations, several respondents showed an interest in keeping 

these relatively vague, as the documents of Uppsala University could currently be argued to be. 

When the policies are vague, the discussions between teachers and students and other possible 

stakeholders become even more important. Moreover, so does the research exploring how 

stakeholders understand quality.  

 

As described in the methods section, the eleven aspects of the university policy were usually 

discussed at the very end of the interviews. In a few cases however, respondents would start to 

discuss these in relation to another question, and thus they would be brought up earlier. After the 

respondents had discussed these aspects, they tended to speak in relation to them during the other 

questions as well. Consequently, it is assumed that they would have spoken about these aspects 

during most questions, had they been brought up at the beginning of the interview. This further 



56 

emphasises the importance of not always giving the respondents a list of what quality is, or can 

be, as is done by default in most survey studies. Moreover, it is an indication of the fact that the 

policy might indeed influence how the stakeholders view educational quality, at least within the 

framework of the evaluations. As such, this study is thought to highlight several important things 

in the field of research on educational quality. First of all, the strength of using case studies and 

interviews in particular when exploring the stakeholder understandings of quality has been 

explained above. Furthermore, Harvey and Green’s (1993) theoretical concepts of quality, 

especially the previously slightly contested idea of consistency (Lomas 2002; Srikanthan & 

Dalrymple 2003; Becket & Brookes 2006), has been developed further and shown how it can be 

understood within the sphere of education. The relationship between these different concepts have 

also been examined further, where for example fitness for purpose can be understood to both 

enhance or decrease the possibilities for transformation. Similarly, aspects where the theoretical 

concepts tend to overlap have been shown. Most importantly, as previous research has mainly 

focused on the views among stakeholders generally (Barandiaran-Galdós et al 2012; Gatfield 

2000; Hill, Lomas & MacGregor 2003; Iacovidou, Gibbs & Zopiatis 2009), this study has added 

to the research field through focusing upon the views among stakeholders within the internal 

systems of evaluation specifically. This study also constitutes one of the first in the context of 

higher education in Sweden, which shows a larger focus on fitness for purpose definitions 

compared to previous studies.   

5.3 Further research suggestions 

First of all, this study could be developed by researching the entire chain of quality assessment 

within a university. Within Uppsala, this would include the pedagogical councils, the 

administrators, and the external representatives within the vocational committees. This would 

further the understanding of how quality is defined among stakeholders within the systems of 

evaluation. Moreover, a similar study could be done in a few years from now, when the system of 

quality assurance has been in place for a while and had time to develop. While this study showed 

an example of how the theoretical concepts of quality from Harvey and Green (1993) may be 

understood in a different light compared to previous research, specifically regarding the definition 

of consistency, there is still need for the concepts and their empirical usability to be developed 

further. Additionally, as most previous studies have only researched one university or department 
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(see Kekäle 2002 for an exception) unless doing a survey study, comparative studies between 

universities in Sweden could be an attempt to not only answer the questions of how the 

understandings of quality differ, but why. Similarly, studies which focus on how quality changes 

in a university over time may also give insight into how quality definitions are shaped, a question 

which is yet to be answered within the research field.  

 

Furthermore, in order to not only describe the differences in conceptions, research should explore 

the actual impact of stakeholder ideas on the internal strategies used in quality evaluations. While 

studies, including this one, has shown that stakeholders may have competing views of what 

constitutes quality and that different stakeholders are often formally invited to take part of the 

processes of evaluation, research has yet to show how or to what extent those views impact the 

decision making. This would be particularly interesting from the aspect of external stakeholders, 

as these are often only included in vocational educations. Moreover, as became clear in this study, 

despite there being plenty of formal opportunities for students to be involved in the shaping and 

evaluation of their education, many of these channels are not used properly. There is a lack of 

student participation at many levels, and it would be interesting to try to understand why it is 

difficult to involve the students as well as to which extent their participation actually influences 

the decisions made. The few studies discussing the matter point to some students only being 

included as ‘tokens’ without real impact on the decisions (Logermann & Leisyte 2015; 

Westerheijden et al 2013). Consequently, understanding to which extent this participation matters 

for the outcome would make for a fascinating study. 

 

Finally, as the goals or objectives within the Higher Education Act, Higher Education Ordinance 

and the course specific objectives are put into focus throughout the evaluations, thus creating the 

fitness for purpose view of quality, it appears as an important next step to analyse what those goals 

actually stipulate - and how these are being measured. The respondents in this study often 

mentioned that these goals were not always easy to interpret or use, and different course leaders 

or universities may very well operationalise them slightly differently. Does it matter, for example, 

that a general degree only has four objectives, an M.S. in engineering 12, and a preschool teacher 

26? As shown in this study, while having specified aims may mean clarity, it does not always mean 

quality - at least not according to all stakeholders.  
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to explore quality definitions among students and teachers within a 

university internal quality assurance system. Research questions focused on the quality definitions 

within quality evaluation policy, among students and teachers, and the differences between the 

three. Methods thus included semi-structured interviews with teachers and students from two 

faculties of Uppsala University, as well as text analysis of policy and assessor reports. Using the 

theory of Harvey and Green (1993), the results showed that within the policies of quality 

evaluation, quality is mainly discussed as fitness for purpose and to some extent transformation. 

However, the policies are interpreted by stakeholders in a variety of ways, as shown for example 

in the assessor reports which include all of Harvey and Greens (1993) concepts of quality, though 

with emphasis on fitness for purpose and exception. Moreover, this study reinforces previous 

findings which show that there is indeed a difference between how different stakeholders view 

quality. The teacher representatives thought of quality mainly as fitness for purpose and 

transformation, whereas the students viewed it chiefly as fitness for purpose, exception and 

consistency. Due to the emphasis on exception and consistency among students, the discrepancy 

between policy and stakeholder views of quality is thus larger for students than for teachers. 

Overall, the policy documents are kept quite vague, meaning that stakeholders working within the 

systems get to interpret and shape what quality in education means within their work. The 

experience from this study is that this vagueness is welcome, as it allows stakeholders to influence 

what quality means and adjust it to their specific education area – or their interests. However, 

because of this, it is also suggested that there is a need for continuous discussions regarding what 

is meant by quality if the evaluations are to be quality enhancing. This is perhaps especially 

important to emphasise as most respondents appeared to agree that quality can only arise when 

stakeholders meet and understand each other. These conversations are thus not only useful in order 

to understand what to aim for or what to evaluate, but in order to further quality in itself.   
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Appendix 

1. A brief dictionary of translated terms 

English Swedish Abbreviation 

Faculty of Social Sciences Samhällsvetenskapliga 

fakulteten 

 

Faculty of Medicine Medicinska fakulteten  

 

The committee of education Utbildningsutskottet  

The committee within the 

faculty of medicine for 

education on the basic and 

advanced level 

Kommittéen vid medicinska 

fakulteten för utbildning på 

grundnivå och avancerad nivå  

GRUNK 

Swedish higher education 

authority  

Universitetskanslerämbetet UKÄ 

Higher education act Högskolelagen (1992:1434) HL 

Higher education ordinance Högskoleförordningen 

(1993:100) 

HF 

Physiotherapist program Fysioterapeutprogram  

Master program in molecular 

biotechnology engineering  

Civilingenjörsprogram i 

molekylär bioteknik 

 

Master program in clinical 

pharmacy 

Magisterprogram i klinisk 

farmaci 
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Department of food studies, 

nutrition and dietetics 

Kostvetenskapliga 

institutionen  

 

Centre for Environment and 

Development Studies 

- CEMUS 

Gender Research Genusvetenskap  

Chinese Kinesiska  

Literature Litteraturvetenskap  

Classical Archeology and 

Ancient History 

Antikens kultur och 

samhällsliv 

 

History of science and ideas Idé- och lärdomshistoria  

Main field of Study Huvudområde  

First cycle Grundnivå  

Second cycle Avancerad Nivå  

Degree of Master of Science 

in Engineering 

Civilingenjörsexamen M.S. in engineering  
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2. Interview questionnaire 

 

→ Vad arbetar du med/vad studerar du? 

→ Hur länge har du suttit med i [enhet]? 

 

→Vad betyder utbildningskvalitet för dig?  

→ Vad kännetecknar bra utbildning enligt dig?  

 →Vad skiljer en bra kurs/program från en dålig? 

 

→ Får ni möjlighet att diskutera vad kvalitet innebär i ert arbete i [enhet]? 

                    → I vilka sammanhang? Hur uppfattas det där?  

 

  → Upplever du att det finns det en skillnad i vad lärare och studenter menar med kvalitet? 

                    → Vad håller man med eller inte med om?  

 

→ Upplever du att det finns en tydlig beskrivning av vad utbildningskvalitet innebär i styrdokument? 

                    → I vilka? Vad innefattar den? → På universitets- eller fakultetsnivå?  

 

→ Är kvalitetsarbetet anpassat efter just er fakultet/institution/program? (Hur?) 

      → Upplever du att det finns några särskilda svårigheter i att uppnå kvalitet pga ert område? 

      → Finns det andra aspekter av kvalitet som är viktiga på grund av ert ämnesområde? 

 

→ Hur får ni reda på vilken kvalitet utbildning inom fakulteten/institutionen/programmet har?  

 

→ Vad upplever du att man fångar i utbildningsutvärderingar?  

           → Är det något som inte fångas?  

            

→ Vilka mål för kvalitet arbetar ni för att uppnå?  

          → Känns några mål viktigare än andra?  

                       → För dig?  

                        →För andra inom arbetet? 

 

Angående de elva universitetsaspekterna: 

→Vilka är viktigast för kvalitet?  

→ Betonas något aspekt mer än andra? 

→ Hade du velat lägga till någon aspekt?  

→ Är aspekterna tillräckliga för att nå kvalitet? 

 

→ Vad är målet med utbildning?  

 

---------- 

Finns det något annat viktigt att säga om utbildningskvalitet som jag inte frågat om? 
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3. Indicators of theory 

Fitness for purpose 

o Aiming for fulfilling set goals or intentions (ex. specific learning outcomes) 

o Importance of preparing students for intended future (work/research)  

o Comparing actual to expected outcomes 

o Focus on output 

Transformation 

o Importance of student’s active engagement in their education 

o Attempt to change student thinking  

o Learning “life-skills” (critical thinking, for example) expressly meant to prepare the 

student for challenges outside work 

o Focus on process and outcome of education 

Exception 

o Quality as relational, needs comparison  

o Importance of reputation 

o Quality as standards  

o High standards (exclusivity)  

o Low standards (bare minimum) 

o Focus on input or output 

Consistency 

o Importance of clear rules and procedures to follow 

o Every student (within a course) gets the same treatment (education) 

o Standardisation 

o Focus on process 

Value for money  

o Cost efficiency as quality 

o Good job as ‘reward’ for education 

o Market created quality 

o Focus on output (and financial input) 
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4. Table of assessors 

 

  
 

The units of evaluation were:  

1) Physiotherapist program*  

2) Master program in molecular biotechnology engineering  

3) Master program in clinical pharmacy  

4) Department of food studies, nutrition and dietetics (not PhD level)*  

5) Freestanding courses at CEMUS.  

Main fields of study within  

6) Gender research  

7) Chinese  

8) Literature  

9) Classical archeology and ancient history  

10) History of science and ideas 

*faculties of medicine and social sciences 

 

 


