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Abst­ract

Lo­o­king at the “Eu­ro­pean Higher Edu­cation Area” in terms of their different qu­ality assu­rance systems 
one can clear­ly identify a great diver­sity. This situ­ation reflects the creativity of all countries to estab­
lish a system compatible with their own cultu­ral, economic and social background. This ar­ticle shall 
highlight examples of two Eu­ropean countries, Ger­many and the United Kingdom, and their efforts to 
develop a comprehensive qu­ality assu­rance system. A systematic and historical approach of these two 
nations will be based on literatu­re research, scientific stu­dies and per­sonal experience. The ar­ticle will 
provide a general per­spective on two different national qu­ality assu­rance systems as well as their cur­rent 
political discussions drawn from an Austrian per­spective. The exter­nal view but nonetheless Eu­ropean 
per­spective shall maintain a more objective review and assessment of these countries. Although there are 
diver­sified qu­ality assu­rance systems all over Eu­rope, there is a need and a will to cooperate between 
this diver­sity while still keeping the individu­ality of the own country. Thus, I am interested in the develop­
ment, the challenges as well as problems of these systems and possible ways for improvement.
Key words: Eu­ropean Higher Edu­cation Area, qu­ality assu­rance, diver­sity, comparative research.

The Ri­se of Qu­ali­ty Assu­ran­ce in Eu­ropean Hig­her Edu­cation

Qu­a­li­ty was a cen­tral con­cern in Eu­rope sin­ce the emergen­ce of uni­versi­ties (Neave, 1994, 
p. 116) but the rea­sons for and roots of toda­y’s qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce procedu­res pri­ma­ri­ly da­te back to 
the last cen­tu­ry. Uni­versi­ties around the world are stron­gly in­flu­en­ced by two Eu­ropean models: (1) 
the Ger­man model which was ba­sed on the ideas of Wilhelm von Humboldt with the prin­ci­pals of 
aca­demic freedom, the uni­ty of teaching and research, the au­tonomy of insti­tu­tion and the freedom 
of learning, and (2) the British mo­del with a close teacher-stu­dent rela­tionship and an empha­sis on 
persona­li­ty development through li­beral edu­ca­tion (Gellert, 1993, pp. 237f). However, uni­versi­ties 
chan­ged over ti­me, lost their monopole posi­tion towards a much more di­versi­fied higher edu­cation 
system and had to react on massi­ve ex­pan­sion processes in terms of stu­dent numbers and higher 
edu­ca­tion provi­ders (Trow, 1973). Con­sequ­ently, mi­nisterial con­trol and fun­ding ha­ve rea­ched their 
li­mits followed by economic depressions in the 1970s and 1980s which led to nu­merous reforms 
of the steering mecha­nisms of Eu­ropean higher edu­ca­tion systems. Hen­ce, in the 1980s and 1990s 
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qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce has become as a very important issue in Eu­rope and coun­tries started to crea­te and 
establish qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce systems (Westerheij­den et al., 2006, p. 2) to go in li­ne with “the demands 
of a moderni­sing sta­te” (Neave, 1994, p. 119).

In Eu­rope the first formal national qu­ali­ty assu­ran­ce poli­cies date back to the mid 1980s with 
na­tional ini­tia­ti­ves in Fran­ce (1984), in the Uni­ted Kingdom (1985) and in The Netherlands (1985) 
main­ly becau­se of finan­cial shortcomings. These first qu­ali­ty assu­ran­ce schemes in­flu­en­ced other 
Eu­ropean coun­tries and abroad. The starting point for systema­tic qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce at higher edu­ca
tion insti­tu­tions in Eu­rope tra­ce back to an ad hoc working group by the Eu­ropean Union in 1991 
and was followed by a pi­lot EU-project on Evalu­ating Qu­ality in Higher Edu­cation in 1994 (Wester
heij­den et al., 2006, pp. 2f). Di­verse ex­ternal dyna­mics determi­ned the design of a next genera­tion of 
qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce to gain more transpa­ren­cy and legi­ti­ma­cy in Eu­ropean higher edu­ca­tion systems 
through increa­sed in­terna­tiona­li­sa­tion. Con­sequ­ently a Eu­ropean Network of Qu­ality Assu­rance 
Agencies was established in 2000 to better Eu­ropean coopera­tion in terms of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce. The 
network was rena­med in 2004 in­to the Eu­ropean Association for Qu­ality Assu­rance in Higher Edu­
cation (ENQA). The claim for a Eu­ro­pean Qu­ality Assu­rance Register for qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce bodies 
arose in the last years to highlight compa­rable cri­teria and methodologies. This process is currently 
on the way and the register alrea­dy compri­ses seven­teen Eu­ropean qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce agen­cies.

All these ini­tia­ti­ves happened within the scope of the Bo­logna Declaration of the Eu­ro­pean 
Union Ministers of Edu­cation in 1999. The so-called Bo­logna Pro­cess crea­ted a completely new 
si­tu­a­tion and is the starting point for lots of transforma­tions in Eu­rope. One of the main goals of 
the Bo­logna Pro­cess is to crea­te a Eu­ro­pean Higher Edu­cation Area and as one cornerstone to 
promote Eu­ropean co-opera­tion in qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce, stressing the necessa­ry links between qu­a­li­ty 
assu­ran­ce and recogni­tion and the need for closer co-operation between actors in these two fields 
at insti­tu­tional, national and Eu­ropean levels. This process in­flu­en­ces national poli­cies, f.e., to es
tablish a structu­re for qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and accredi­ta­tion at a Eu­ropean-level. An important project 
at Eu­ropean level is the Joint Qu­ality Initiative (JQI) with several important goals: to collaborate 
and dissemi­na­te good practi­ces in terms of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and scena­rios of mu­tu­al eva­lu­a­tion, to 
accept of different accredi­tation/certi­fication mechanisms and to establish of a common framework 
for the Ba­chelor/Master-structu­re in the Bologna model. Furthermore, there is a network solely res
pon­sible for ma­na­gement stu­dies on higher and further edu­ca­tion called the Eu­ro­pean Qu­ality Link 
(EQUAL) and the Eu­ropean Qu­ality Improvement System (EQUIS) which opera­tes in Eu­rope as an 
accredi­tation agen­cy. To recogni­se edu­cational and vocational qu­ali­fications at national/Eu­ropean 
level Natio­nal Academic Recognition Centres (NARIC) and the Eu­ropean Network of Infor­mation 
Centre (ENIC) ha­ve been foun­ded.

Till the end of the 20th cen­tu­ry most of Western Eu­ropean coun­tries ha­ve crea­ted formal qu­a­li­ty 
assu­ran­ce systems and established a na­tional qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce body but on­ly a small number also 
inclu­ded Eu­ropean co-opera­tion in qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce. Nowa­da­ys qu­a­li­ty is an important task at ins
ti­tu­tional and poli­ti­cal agen­das of higher edu­cation poli­cies but with di­versi­fied solu­tions of each 
sin­gle Eu­ropean coun­try. In this regard I want do empha­sis on two Eu­ropean higher edu­ca­tion sys
tems that ha­ve a long history in higher edu­ca­tion Germa­ny and the Uni­ted Kingdom and a different 
approach on qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce. With the perspecti­ve of an Austrian researcher in the field of higher 
edu­cation I will figu­re out the differen­ces and possible si­mi­lari­ties of these two coun­tries. 

System Approach: Germany

Germa­ny is the largest coun­try within the Eu­ropean Union con­cerning the number of in­ha­bi
tants (about 80 million) and accounts for approxi­ma­tely 20% of the GDP of the EU-25. Germa­ny 
compri­ses 16 federal sta­tes (Länder) which are in charge of their in­di­vi­du­al higher edu­ca­tion sys
tem as a prin­ciple of sovereign­ty. The wi­de ran­ge of higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions are governed un
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adopted their own acts on higher edu­ca­tion (Witte, 2006, p. 135). 

As per Febru­a­ry 2010, Germa­ny coun­ted nearly two million stu­dents with the ma­jori­ty of stu
dents en­rolled at public insti­tu­tions (95%) next to small numbers in the church and pri­va­te sectors. 
Currently there are 370 sta­te and sta­te-approved higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions with their different 
profiles: 110 uni­versi­ties, 205 Fachhochschu­len (uni­versi­ties of applied scien­ces), and 55 colleges 
of art and mu­sic (HRK, 2010). Higher edu­ca­tion is main­ly publicly fun­ded through the in­di­vi­du­al 
budget system of the Länder whi­le some ex­pen­di­tu­re is also provi­ded by the federal govern­ment. 
As higher edu­cation insti­tu­tions are au­tonomous and flexible in terms of budgeting they gain more 
opportu­ni­ties to deposit accru­ed reserves and revenu­es but also need to set up su­itable ma­na­gement 
in­stru­ments and new types of reporting. Some Länder in­trodu­ced lump sum budgets and formu­la-ba
sed fun­ding. Therefore, va­rious methods to assess the budget are implemen­ted, such as performan­ce 
cri­teria or target agreements (Hartwig, 2004, p. 13). The pri­va­te higher edu­ca­tion sector is pri­ma­ri­ly 
finan­ced through pri­vate funds but occasionally pri­vate projects are also publicly fun­ded as some 
reform goals are more easi­ly to rea­li­se than in the public sector (Pechar, 2001, p. 261).

With the upcoming of a modern bu­reaucracy the first qu­ali­ty assu­ran­ce mechanisms developed 
and they can be found to a large ex­tent till the la­te 20th cen­tu­ry (Neave, 1994, p. 116). Then in the 
1970s and 1980s there ha­ve alrea­dy been deba­tes on reforms when the Science Council started pe
ri­odi­cal eva­lu­a­tions to strengthen teaching (Serra­no-Velarde, 2008, p. 39). Nonetheless, Bren­nan 
et al. (1992, p. 9) stated in a comparati­ve pi­lot stu­dy on economics: “With not much more than 
appropria­te exaggera­tion it can be said that the compa­ra­ti­ve qu­a­li­ty issue does not exist in higher 
edu­ca­tion in Germa­ny”. One can even say that till the 1990s the term qu­ality assu­rance con­cerning 
higher edu­cation was rarely used in scien­ti­fic debates. In the poli­ti­cal con­text it was on­ly men­tioned 
becau­se of doubts in the efficien­cy and effecti­veness of higher edu­cation performan­ce becau­se poli
ti­cians were more con­cerned about a way of uni­fication of higher edu­cation than about the qu­ali­ty 
problem. The main rea­sons for the absen­ce of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce discussions ha­ve been (de Rudder, 
1994, p. 204): (1) peer-review procedu­res for research was already prevai­ling, (2) uni­versi­ties are 
not peda­gogi­cal insti­tu­tions and stu­dents are respon­sible for their stu­dying by themselves, and (3) 
there was a low unemployment ra­te of gra­du­a­tes as uni­versi­ty degrees ha­ve been con­si­ders as hig
her than other certi­ficates.

Though, arou­sed from the pi­lot stu­dy of Bren­nan et al. (1992) next to in hu­ge ex­pan­sion of stu
dent numbers and a lack of fun­ding and staff (de Rudder 1994, p. 201) the poli­cy on qu­a­li­ty assu­ran
ce chan­ged ra­di­cally and Germa­ny was forced to ta­ke part in the in­terna­tional discussion process on 
eva­lu­a­tions and qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce in higher edu­ca­tion. The ri­se of German qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce in hig
her edu­ca­tion is mostly seen in the EU pi­lot project Evalu­ating Qu­ality in Higher Edu­cation (1994) 
when the Rector’s Conference (HRK) started to test new eva­lu­a­ting procedu­res (Serra­no-Velarde, 
2008, p. 39). Con­sequ­ently, some sta­tes developed eva­lu­a­tions and assessments of higher edu­ca­tion 
performan­ces (de Rudder, 1994, p. 201) which are summa­ri­zed by Serra­no-Velarde (2008, pp. 113f) 
as three different types of evalu­ations: in­ternal evalu­ations systems, evalu­ations by networks of hig
her edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions (Ver­bund agen­cies) and regional eva­lu­a­tion agen­cies. 

As higher edu­ca­tion objecti­ves are in the respon­si­bi­li­ty of the Länder, there is “no sin­gle asses
sment system at na­tional level” (Hartwig, 2004, p. 65) but several different federal solu­tions ha­ve 
been found. The general ba­sis for all sta­tes is that higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions are now respon­sible 
for their qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and ha­ve to establish their own qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system (Serra­no-Velar
de, 2008, pp. 63ff). Though, each insti­tu­tion is free to deci­de on the respecti­ve system of in­ternal 
qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and the in­stru­ments and procedu­res to assu­re qu­a­li­ty in research, teaching and 
admi­nistra­tion by themselves. On­ly with these systems they ha­ve to be accoun­table which con­se
qu­ently gi­ves them more au­tonomy (Mittag & Da­niel, 2008, p. 281). Starting in 1994 several eva
lu­a­tion agen­cies ha­ve been established un­til 1998 the Kultusminister­konferenz (KMK) deci­ded on 
a twofold system of qu­ali­ty assu­ran­ce: evalu­ation on the one hand and accredi­tation on the other 
hand. Therefore, impartially accredi­ta­tion agen­cies ha­ve been established with a Coun­cil con­sisting 
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of represen­ta­ti­ves from the market, the poli­tics and higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions. Accredi­ta­tion is 
different to the sta­te approval procedu­res and shall gu­a­ran­tee mi­ni­mum stan­dards and check the 
employa­bi­li­ty of aca­demic degrees (Serra­no-Velarde, 2008, p. 69). At the sa­me ti­me the Projekt 
Qu­alitätssicherung was established as platform for qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce issu­es which was necessa­ry 
to coordi­nate this di­versi­fied system. Furthermore, the Accreditation Council (Foundation for the 
Accreditation of Stu­dy Programmes in Ger­many, AC) was set up to regu­la­te the different accredi
ta­tion agen­cies. On appli­ca­tion from the agen­cy, an accredi­ta­tion process is carried out by the AC 
that deci­des on the accredi­ta­tion or reaccredi­ta­tion. Hen­ce, each agen­cy itself must be subject to an 
accredi­ta­tion process before it is gi­ven the authori­ty to award the Qu­ality Seal of the Foundation 
for stu­dy pro­grammes to those programmes that ha­ve successfully accomplished an accredi­ta­tion 
procedu­re. Currently there are ni­ne accredi­ted agen­cies which are si­tu­a­ted pri­ma­ri­ly in Germa­ny 
but there are also one Swiss and one Austrian agen­cy in opera­tion.

Sin­ce 2003 programme accredi­ta­tion is compulsory for all ba­chelor and master programmes in 
Germa­ny. Due to cri­tics on the immen­se ti­me and effort for programme accredi­ta­tion next to other 
qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce procedu­res higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions seek for a new way of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce 
mecha­nism. Therefore, Germa­ny shifted from programme towards system accredi­ta­tion to redu­ce 
the workload for accredi­ta­tion as far the accredi­ta­tion of higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions also inclu­des 
the accredi­ta­tion of all stu­dy programmes. In 2007 the AC deci­ded on Criteria for System Accre­
ditation and General Ru­les for Car­rying Out System Accreditation Procedu­res as ba­sis for a new 
way of German qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce. System accredi­ta­tion shall accredit the qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system 
for the development and carrying out of stu­dy programmes (Mittag & Da­niel, 2008, p. 284). Each 
insti­tu­tion is now free to deci­de on the respecti­ve system of in­ternal qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and the in­stru
ments and procedu­res to assu­re qu­a­li­ty in research, teaching and admi­nistra­tion. Moreover, they can 
choose between these two types of accredi­ta­tion and although the ‘object’ of the review processes 
differs between programme and insti­tu­tional level, the new system accredi­ta­tion has close links to 
the programme approach (Hopbach, 2009, p. 83). 

In summa­ry this complex higher edu­ca­tion system has a qui­te long history of eva­lu­a­tion pro
cedu­res carried out by different agen­cies throughout the coun­try. The chan­ge towards an approach 
on accredi­ta­tion was a start of a more orga­ni­sed system of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce and thereby the AC 
acts as cen­tral orga­ni­sa­tion within this va­riety of accredi­ta­tion agen­cies. The recently occurred shift 
towards system accredi­tation can be seen as final step in a long discussion process but there is still 
a long way to go. 

System Approach: Uni­ted King­dom (UK)

The Uni­ted Kingdom (UK) is di­vi­ded in­to four regions, na­mely Northern Ireland, Scotland, 
Wa­les and En­gland – each with a different edu­ca­tion system. UK’s higher edu­ca­tion sector compri
ses uni­versi­ties, higher edu­ca­tion colleges and a few uni­versi­ty colleges. These insti­tu­tions differ a 
lot in si­ze, mission and history. 80% of the popu­la­tion in the UK is loca­ted in En­gland and this is 
also reflected in the con­text of higher edu­cation: in 2007/08 out of about 2,3 million stu­dents appro
xi­ma­tely 80% are stu­dying and out of 166 higher edu­ca­tion provi­ders 80% are loca­ted in En­gland 
(HESA, 2007/08). Most signi­ficant for UK higher edu­cation was the Further and Higher Edu­cation 
Act in 1992 when polytechnic insti­tu­tions recei­ved uni­versi­ty sta­tus and the fun­ding and eva­lu­a­tion 
procedu­res beca­me a new structu­re (Ta­venas, 2004, p. 48). 

Uni­versi­ties and Colleges are self-governing and legally in­depen­dent bodies with a high de
gree of au­tonomy, some as higher edu­ca­tion corpora­tions and as en­ti­ties acknowledged by an Act of 
Parliament (QAA, 2005, p. 7). Some steering issu­es of higher edu­ca­tion are orga­ni­sed at regional 
level whi­le others are kept by sta­te departments of the UK govern­ment. The public fun­ding of UK 
higher edu­cation is twofold: the bulk of funds is di­rected from the four regional Higher Edu­cation 
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40 Funding Councils (HEFCs) and further fun­ding from the Research Councils. These coun­cils are 
regional, in­depen­dent and non-departmen­tal bodies and in charge of the finan­cial support of all hig
her edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions in terms of teaching and research. The money from the HEFCs is gi­ven 
to the insti­tu­tions as a “block grant” that gi­ves them the freedom to set their own pri­ori­ties (Lei­syte, 
2007, p. 37). 

The current qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system in the UK has its legisla­ti­ve roots in the la­te 1980s and 
early 1990s, a ti­me of massi­fication in stu­dent numbers as well as higher edu­cation insti­tu­tions. 
For that rea­son more accoun­ta­bi­li­ty and mea­su­rable outputs and outcomes ha­ve been inevi­table 
and a shift “from a relian­ce on the judgement of professional staff deli­vering the servi­ce towards 
inspectorial-style judgements ma­de by ex­ternal bodies” (Uni­versi­ties UK, 2008, p. 17) can be seen. 
Till 1992 there was no (ex­ternal) qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce in the UK ex­cept of alrea­dy existing ex­ternal 
assessments of the polytechnics and colleges as well as programme accredi­ta­tion for those that we
re eager to be recogni­sed by some professional or sta­tu­tory body (Brown, 2004, pp. 35/37). Due 
to in­ternal and external pressu­res the first step was to establish four UK higher edu­cation fun­ding 
bodies (HEFCs) as recommen­ded in the White Paper on the Fu­tu­re of Higher Edu­cation in 1991. 
This pa­per also differen­tia­ted between two types of ex­ternal qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce mecha­nisms (Uni­ver
si­ties UK, 2008, p. 17):

•	 Qu­ality au­dit – ex­ternal scru­ti­ny ai­med at provi­ding gu­a­ran­tees that insti­tu­tions ha­ve su­itab
le qu­a­li­ty con­trol mecha­nisms in pla­ce; within the respon­si­bi­li­ty of a unit owned by higher 
edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions; and

•	 Qu­ality assessment – the ex­ternal review of, and judgments about, the qu­a­li­ty of teaching 
and learning in insti­tu­tions; within the respon­si­bi­li­ty of the fun­ding coun­cils.

Starting with the Further and Higher Edu­cation Act of 1992 the HEFCs moni­tored the qu­a­li
ty of their fun­ded aca­demic programmes and therefore established the Higher Edu­cation Qu­ality 
Council (HEQC) which was accoun­table for (1) au­di­ting the effecti­veness of insti­tu­tions’ qu­a­li­ty as
su­ran­ce arran­gements, (2) promoting qu­a­li­ty en­han­cement, (3) co-ordi­na­ting sector-wi­de networks, 
and (4) orga­ni­sing good practi­ce forums (Lei­syte, 2007, p. 53). For the next years the fun­ding coun
cils crea­ted qu­a­li­ty assessment committees to assess the qu­a­li­ty of their fun­ded sectors (teaching 
qu­a­li­ty assessment, TQA) and these procedu­res were completed in Scotland and Wa­les in 1997 and 
four years la­ter also in En­gland and Northern Ireland (Uni­versi­ties UK, 2008, pp. 17f). 

In terms of qu­a­li­ty assessment of research the UK established the Research Assessment Exer­
cise (RAE) in 1986 as the first “expli­cit and formali­sed assessment process of the qu­ali­ty of rese
arch” and as a “discipli­ne-ba­sed ex­pert review process” of peers (RAE, 2010). Starting in 1992 the 
HFCEs based their funds on the performan­ce iden­ti­fied by the RAE within an expert review by 
discipli­ne-ba­sed pa­nels. The last exerci­se da­tes back to RAE 2008 which was a highly selecti­ve pro
cedu­re and made judgements according to a graded profile. Nevertheless, the RAE will be reformed 
and a new system will maybe replace the peer review based assessment exerci­se: metrics that are 
ba­sed on qu­a­li­ta­ti­ve mea­su­res shall simpli­fy the assessment procedu­re and avoid unin­ten­ded effects 
of the RAE (Lei­syte, 2007, pp. 55f).

Due to blurred boun­da­ries between qu­a­li­ty assessment and aca­demic au­dit as well as increa­sed 
bu­reaucra­cy the Qu­ality Assu­rance Agency for Higher Edu­cation (QAA) has been crea­ted by the 
sta­te in 1997. HEQC and the qu­a­li­ty assessment di­vi­sions ha­ve been absorbed by the QAA and con
sequ­ently two sepa­ra­te ex­ternal processes beca­me one sin­gle mecha­nism (Uni­versi­ties UK, 2008, 
p. 18). At the begin­ning QAA was respon­sible for peri­odi­cal insti­tu­tional and programme eva­lu­a
tions but these ex­pen­si­ve and compli­ca­ted procedu­res did not ha­ve a great impact as on­ly 0,2% of 
all eva­lu­a­tions ha­ve been nega­ti­ve (Ta­venas, 2004, p. 48). After a con­soli­da­tion pha­se of this new 
agen­cy a shift from accoun­ta­bi­li­ty towards qu­a­li­ty en­han­cement was vi­sible (Williams 2009, p. 1) 
becau­se it also gi­ves advi­ses on possible improvements. Thus, QAA chan­ged their procedu­res to 
“insti­tu­tional au­dits” with eva­lu­a­tions of in­ternal qu­a­li­ty eva­lu­a­tion and ma­na­gement procedu­res 
whi­le the deci­sion on programme eva­lu­a­tions ha­ve on­ly been con­ducted if any problems ha­ve been 
detected (Ta­venas, 2004, p. 48). This was the end of subject reviews and the gathering of all reviews 
on insti­tu­tional and subject levels becau­se they were assessed as part of an insti­tu­tional au­dit with 
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the focus on qu­ali­ty en­han­cement. This new method of insti­tu­tional au­dit was first implemen­ted 
in Scotland and la­ter in En­gland, Northern Ireland and Wa­les from 2001 till 2002 (Lei­syte, 2007, 
p. 53). Furthermore, the na­tional QAA crea­ted an assessment process for teaching qu­a­li­ty as well as 
Frameworks for higher edu­cation qu­alifications and subject ben­chmark sta­tements for nu­merous 
academic fields of stu­dy. In summary, as UK’s higher edu­cation insti­tu­tions are respon­sible for aca
demic stan­dards and qu­a­li­ty by themselves whereas QAA on­ly has to check “how well they meet 
their respon­si­bi­li­ties, iden­ti­fying good practi­ce and ma­king recommen­da­tions for improvement” 
and to publish “gui­deli­nes to help insti­tu­tions develop effecti­ve systems to en­su­re stu­dents ha­ve 
high qu­a­li­ty ex­perien­ces” (QAA, 2009, p. 1ff).

En­gland, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wa­les show different approa­ches on qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce 
but in total all systems are qui­te si­mi­lar, especially the systems of En­gland, Northern Ireland and 
Wa­les (Uni­versi­ties UK, 2008, p. 21). Thus, the UK system is cha­racteri­sed by a strong focus on qu
a­li­ty assu­ran­ce in terms of higher edu­ca­tion research (RAE), although this highly ela­bora­ted system 
has to be reformed and more simpli­fied. The UK system also chan­ged towards qu­ali­ty improvement 
rather than the previous strong empha­sis on accoun­ta­bi­li­ty. On­ly one na­tional qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce 
agen­cy is in charge of all procedu­res within this na­tional system. Moreover, the new approach of 
insti­tu­tional au­dits shall help to reach a high level of qu­a­li­ty in higher edu­ca­tion in the UK. It can be 
sta­ted that the prevai­ling qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system chan­ged from a “more inspection-ba­sed model” 
towards a “cultu­re of con­ti­nuous improvement and en­han­cement” of higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions 
that handle their own qu­a­li­ty and stan­dards in an effecti­ve man­ner (ibid., p. 3). Currently there 
are nu­merous un­certain­ties in terms of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce in higher edu­ca­tion in the UK but “there 
should be no need to fear the fu­tu­re”, Peter Williams (2009, pp. 1f) argu­es.

An Ex­ternal Perspecti­ve

The growing in­terest for qu­a­li­ty in higher edu­ca­tion is closely lin­ked to ex­pan­sion processes 
with increa­sed costs and a chan­ge of the tra­di­tional role of the govern­ment. The examples of Germa
ny and the UK illustra­te two different approa­ches in their in­di­vi­du­al economic, cultu­ral and social 
con­texts. In the following I address the differen­ces and si­mi­la­ri­ties of both higher edu­ca­tion and 
what fu­tu­re perspecti­ves can be figu­red out. I built on the in­sights from the two system approaches 
and on alrea­dy existing compa­ra­ti­ve stu­dies. Both coun­tries ha­ve un­dergone fun­da­men­tal reforms 
in terms of governan­ce, fun­ding and, of course, in terms of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce. They ha­ve been con
fron­ted with elemen­ta­ry shifts in their higher edu­ca­tion system and had to chan­ge their atti­tu­de in 
aca­demic affairs. Germa­ny and the UK look back on a long history of higher edu­ca­tion but their 
con­cen­tration on qu­ali­ty issu­es is rather young and still un­der development. In the UK the first steps 
towards a qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system started main­ly in the 1980s and in Germa­ny a deca­de la­ter. Ho
wever, both coun­tries put qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce on the top of their poli­ti­cal agen­das and insti­tu­tiona­li­sed 
respecti­ve mecha­nisms by the end of the last cen­tu­ry.

The UK has taken two fun­damen­tal ini­tiati­ves to assu­re their qu­ali­ty in higher edu­cation: (1) 
Research Assessment Exercise to eva­lu­a­te the qu­a­li­ty of research and (2) Academic Au­dit process 
to assess qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce processes in all aca­demic insti­tu­tions. Pri­ma­ri­ly respon­sible for these 
efforts in UK qu­ali­ty assu­ran­ce have been finan­cial measu­res, such as performan­ce-based state fun
ding. The hallmark for German higher edu­ca­tion system is the competi­tion between va­rious qu­a­li­ty 
assu­ran­ce agen­cies within the coun­try. The highly di­versi­fied German higher edu­cation system has 
a qui­te long history of eva­lu­a­tion procedu­res carried out by different agen­cies throughout the coun
try. Thus, the German qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce system is much more orga­ni­sed sin­ce the chan­ge towards 
accredi­tation and finally the upcoming of system accredi­tation. The growing in­terest on insti­tu­tional 
qu­a­li­ty au­dits and a decli­ne in in­va­si­ve, discipli­ne-ba­sed qu­a­li­ty assessments are also found in other 
Eu­ropean coun­tries and abroad.

The main predomi­nant cornerstone that highlights the differen­ces between these two systems 
is their governan­ce model: the UK is tradi­tionally based on the “An­glo-Saxon governan­ce model” 
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42 whi­le Germa­ny is ba­sed on the “Con­ti­nen­tal model” (Clark, 1983). The role of their govern­ments 
opened up becau­se more opportu­ni­ties for crea­ti­ve solu­tions are gi­ven to the higher edu­ca­tion ins
ti­tu­tions themselves. The UK shifted their governan­ce from a more li­beral orien­ta­tion towards a 
stron­ger sta­te regu­la­tion which affected fun­ding as well as qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce matters. This happened 
in li­ne with increased accoun­tabi­li­ty, efficien­cy and a loss of trust towards higher edu­cation insti­tu
tions from the sta­te. Germa­ny went the opposi­te way from a previous strong sta­te con­trol towards 
deregu­la­tion and more uni­versi­ty au­tonomy. Aspects of accoun­ta­bi­li­ty, such as performan­ce-ba­sed 
fun­ding and reporting, rea­ched German higher edu­ca­tion poli­cies rather la­te. On the one hand these 
transforma­tions led to a new way of uni­versi­ty ma­na­gement and both coun­tries in­tegra­ted a bu­si
ness-li­ke beha­viour in higher edu­ca­tion matters. On the other hand it resulted in the establishment 
of various different organi­sations: the HEFCs and QAA in the UK and the AC as well as lots of 
further qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce agen­cies in Germa­ny. Con­cerning fun­ding the UK went a qui­te strong way 
with their peri­odic RAEs whi­le Germa­ny has chan­ged to performan­ce-ba­sed fun­ding next to lump-
sum budgets which are not di­rectly lin­ked to qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce mecha­nisms. 

Nevertheless, Eu­rope needs to develop a system con­cerning both the qu­ali­fication of formal 
knowledge, as well as the knowledge of qu­a­li­ty. Furthermore, the most important conclu­sion is 
that the in­terna­tional pre-con­di­tions for improving recogni­tion across the Eu­ropean Higher Edu­ca­
tion Area ha­ve been crea­ted. Although there is no Eu­ropean or EU model of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce the 
closest form is set up in the Bo­logna Declaration. With the goal of a development of compa­rable 
cri­teria and methodologies in terms of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce Eu­rope is on the road towards a common 
Eu­ropean un­derstan­ding of qu­a­li­ty, which, whi­le it does not yet con­templa­te the establishment of a 
su­pervening Eu­ro­pean Qu­ality Assu­rance Agency, does en­cou­ra­ge colla­bora­tion between na­tional 
agen­cies on a Eu­ropean and regional ba­sis (Farrington, 2005, p. 53). Also Germa­ny and the UK are 
in­tegra­ted in the in­terna­tional discussion processes and are in­volved in the work of Eu­ropean Net
works (members of va­rious qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce networks).

Looking at these coun­try reports con­cerning their qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce procedu­res tremen­dous dif
feren­ces but also some si­mi­lar approaches have been figu­red out. Both coun­tries have taken great 
ini­tiati­ves to assu­re their qu­ali­ty in higher edu­cation and their procedu­res reflect their cultu­ral and 
histori­cal background. Their qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce systems can­not be ex­chan­geable or some approa­ches 
can be applied by another coun­try. From an Austrian perspecti­ve – without going to much in depth 
of both systems – I would argue that both coun­tries si­mi­lar to other Eu­ropean coun­tries try to shift 
towards a more comprehen­si­ve approach. System accredi­ta­tion in Germa­ny or insti­tu­tional au­dits 
in the UK shall be the fu­tu­re procedu­res instead of the previous piecemeal mecha­nisms with a high 
degree of bu­reaucra­cy and burden of work for higher edu­ca­tion insti­tu­tions. Nevertheless the next 
years will show if these two approa­ches will be a functioning alterna­ti­ve within the high complexi­ty 
of qu­a­li­ty assu­ran­ce mecha­nisms in Eu­rope and abroad. 
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