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Abstract

Astrong quality culture at the study program level is a key factor in ensuring
the quality of education, student performance, and the overall social im-
pact of educational organizations. This raises the question of how to define
a “good” quality culture and how it interacts with governance and quality
assurance within institutions. There are three main questions to consider:
What are the primary characteristics of a “good” quality culture? How can
these characteristics be translated into policies, processes, and quality as-
surance systems? How can governing bodies of institutions ensure that
internal quality assurance measures strengthen the quality culture rather
than disrupt it? Additionally, how can professionals and stakeholders be

involved in this process?

9

A strong quality culture at the study
program level is a key factor in ensuring
the quality of education

From the perspective of good governance and organizational develop-
ment, enhancing the quality culture is crucial for improving educational
institutes as a whole. In this paper, we will primarily draw on experiences
in the Netherlands to identify the most important prerequisites and fac-
tors for implementing a strong quality culture in higher education orga-
nizations, supported by research and practical examples. Our focus will be
on establishing the necessary connections between governance, process
development, and community formation, with a particular emphasis on
strengthening leadership within study programs. By aligning these ele-
ments, we aim to provide evidence for the development of a sustainable
culture that enhances the quality of education.
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1. Definition of Quality, Quality Culture, and
Main Characteristics of a ‘Good’ Quality Cul-

ture

First and foremost, one could argue that the definition of quality itself
is an “essentially contested concept.” The definition of quality in higher
education largely depends on the context in which the concept is used and
the views on the quality of education held by all actors involved. Harvey &
Green (1993), for instance, refer to it as “a slippery concept,” both in terms of
description, discussion, and practical implementation. Their model of five
ways of defining quality is still widely used.

Exceptional

Quality as ‘excellence’, usually operationalised as exceptionally high stan-
dards of academic achievement. Quality is achieved if the standards are sur-

passed.

Perfection or consistency

... focuses on process and sets specifications that it aims to meet. Quality in
this sense is summed up by the interrelated ideas of zero defects and get-

ting things right first time.

Fitness of purpose

... judges quality by the extent to which a product or service meets its stated
purpose. The purpose may be customer-defined to meet requirements or
(in education) is usually institution-defined to reflect institutional mission

(or course objectives), or indeed defined by external professional bodies.

Value of money

.. assesses quality via return on investment or expenditure. At the heart
of value-for-money approach in education is the notion of accountability.
Public services, including education, are expected to be accountable to the
funders. Increasingly, students are also considering the value for money of

their own investment in higher education.

Transformation

This view sees quality as a process of change, which in higher education
adds value to students through their learning experience. Education is not

a service for a customer but an ongoing process of transformation of the

participant.
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Quality is monitored through various methods and instruments. A quality
assurance system encompasses the organizational structure, responsibili-
ties, procedures, processes, and resources that ensure continuous and sys-
tematic care for the quality of education. Quality control involves observ-
ing products, processes, and services to determine if the achieved quality
aligns with the predetermined standards. Finally, quality assurance involves
maintaining the quality assurance system, including demonstrating that it
meets the necessary criteria and that the realized quality corresponds to
the predetermined quality (Van Dam, 2002).

Moreover, internal quality assurance must systematically and continuously
monitor and improve the quality of study programs. This requires active
involvement of employees, students, alumni, and professionals from the
relevant field or industry. Monitoring and improving quality entails peri-
odic evaluations of target realization and taking necessary improvement
measures when needed. External quality assurance focuses on the role of
accreditation and program visitation by independent peers.

Bollaert's model (2014) describes several stages in the development of quality assurance

Phase |Organisational Process results

Quality is the result of indi- Quality is variable
vidual commitment

thinking in terms of quality systematic attention to quality
in processes

The organisation is managed |Quality is guaranteed
in a professional manner
managed

There is a continuous renew- |Quality is continuously linked to in-
al of the organisation and novation
the management

The organisation has an ex- Quality is recognised by external par-
ternal focus and strives for ties and is seen as excellent and as
excellence an international example
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So where does the definition of quality culture fit in? This is also a complex
and subject to multiple interpretations. Quality culture is deeply ingrained
in the policies of many universities and higher education institutions world-
wide. The definition of quality culture, first used about 16 years ago by the
European University Association (2006), states: “Quality culture refers to an
organizational culture that aims to enhance quality permanently and is
characterized by two distinct elements: a cultural/psychological element
of shared values, beliefs, expectations, and commitment towards quality,
and a structural/managerial element with defined processes that enhance
quality and aim to coordinate individual efforts.” In this view, quality culture
represents a set of values and norms within an organization that contrib-
utes to the development of effective and efficient quality assurance. It in-
volves an organization that fosters effective and efficient quality assurance,
thereby increasing the quality of education. This implies that quality cul-
ture also has a direct relationship with the broader organizational culture
within a university or higher education institution. As part of the organiza-
tional culture, the quality culture consists of subcultures at various levels
within the institution, each with different standards and values. Thus, the
quality culture can differ not only between study programs or educational
departments but also between institutions (see also Kleijnen et al., 2011).

If we place quality culture within the different stages of quality develop-
ment as mentioned by Bollaert, it can be situated in stage 4 and/or 5. Based
on widely supported scientific research, we can assume that quality cul-
ture is thus a part of the broader organizational culture. One of the most
well-known and frequently used models for determining the organization-
al culture of institutions is the “competing values framework” by Quinn &
Rohrbaugh (1983). The model recognizes that different values can play im-
portant and useful roles within an organization but can also conflict with
each other when it comes to implementing change.

When we consider higher education institutions specifically, how can we
define a strong or robust quality culture? The Dutch Education Council
(Onderwijsraad) provided advice to the Dutch Minister of Education in 2015
on quality culture in higher education. Based on Bollaert (2014), the Council
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proposed the following definition: “A culture that encourages all those in-
volved, both internally and externally, to continually focus on defining and
achieving the desired quality. It also involves fostering a constructive-criti-
cal attitude to strive for necessary quality improvements.”

The question then arises: how can we translate this definition into prac-
tice? What kind of processes, policies, and interventions are necessary to
establish and promote a culture that drives quality within educational in-
stitutions?

© Hobéon Advisory | Whitepaper Quality culture | July 2023 | 6
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2. Translation into policies, processes, and
systems of quality assurance

Based on an investigation of good practices among 40 higher education
institutions in the Netherlands (Leest, Mommers, Sijstermans & Verrijt,
2015), the Dutch Education Council formulated seven common principles
for a good quality culture (Onderwijsraad, 2015). It is important to note that
these seven characteristics are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. In
summary, the principles are as follows:

1. Aclear, shared, and embedded educational vision resulting from open
dialogue.

In programs with a strong quality culture, there is a clear vision for the
future. The focus is on the program as a whole rather than individual
modules. There is extensive coordination and cross-curricular work,
with consensus on underlying values and goals. This vision is devel-
oped collaboratively with teachers and students, with ongoing discus-
sions about the quality of education and opportunities for improve-
ment.

2. Improvement orientation from a collective and individual learning per-
spective.

External quality assurance complements the internal improvement
process. External quality assessment serves as a catalyst for advancing
the internal conversation about quality. Internal quality assurance sup-
ports quality discussions and fosters reflection. Quality assurance is not
isolated but connected to professional practice, the educational vision,
and core values of the program. Properly implemented PDCA cycles
(Plan-Do-Check-Act) encourage reflection, improvement actions, and
the use of quality assurance instruments such as course evaluations
and feedback from various channels.
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3. Educational leadership

Educational leadership promotes coherence within a program and the
implementation of the shared educational vision in practice. It con-

nects formal quality assurance systems and institutional policies, while
considering the views, values, and work of individual instructors. Lead-
ership is characterized by a facilitating, coaching, and connecting style.

4. Supportive organizational structure that encourages teamwork and
cooperation.

Working in a team is a crucial concept in programs with a strong qual-
ity culture. Teachers share responsibility for education, and the small-
scale environment facilitates collective learning, teamwork, coordina-
tion, and student involvement. Teachers from different subjects know
and interact with each other, promoting continuous communication,
feedback, and a non-interventionist approach. Effective communica-
tion channels exist between management, teachers, and students.

5. Strong human resource policy

A key element here is emphasizing the value of a strong HR policy,
including assessments, promotions, and conscious talent and compe-
tence management. Teacher development aligns with the program’s
strength and growth. Management is also willing to part ways with
lecturers who do not fit the program due to differing ambitions,
approaches, or adherence to program norms and values.

6. Student involvement
Programs with a strong quality culture prioritize high student in-
volvement. The focus is on personal attention and a student-centred
approach. Attention is given to the student’s personal development,

aligning with professional values and standards. Students are not treat-
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ed as customers but as members of the academic or college commu-
nity. Balancing independent study and guidance, students take
responsibility for their learning process and academic success.
Research indicates that “deep learning” and “student engagement” are
strong indicators of good education (Brockerhoff, Huisman & Laufer,
2015).

7. External orientation

Programs with a strong quality culture exhibit a robust external orien-
tation. The management is aware of external developments in research
and/or professional practice and adapts accordingly. Feedback from in-
ternational peers is utilized, and developments in the working field are
incorporated into education. There is openness to collaborating with
professional field committees, advisory boards, alumni, and organiza-
tions within regional, national, and international networks.

Having identified the important elements characterizing a strong quality
culture according to the Dutch Education Council, this paper now shifts
the focus to the role of governing bodies and how they can steer the orga-
nization using quality assurance mechanisms, as well as their influence on
the organization as a whole.

Seven common principles for a good quality culture

Vision Learning Educational Support Human resource Student External
Leadership policy involvement orientation

(c) Hobéon, juli 2023
bron: Onderwijsraad 2015
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3. Ensuring Quality Culture: The Role of
Governing Bodies and Institutional

The role and responsibility of governing bodies or executive boards of high-
er education institutions in fostering a quality culture are crucial. The board
of an institution plays a significant role in the decision-making process. Ac-
cording to Dutch law, the executive board is accountable for the quality
of education and its assessment: “The executive board of a higher educa-
tion institution ensures that, as much as possible in cooperation with oth-
er institutions, there is a regular assessment, also by independent experts,
of the quality of the institution’s activities” (translated from art. 1.18 Dutch
Higher Education and Research Act).

The executive board is considered a pivotal arena for institutional change
and is responsible for quality assurance, organizational efficiency, and ef-
fectiveness. In the Netherlands, the higher education policy has shifted
towards institutional audits or institutional accreditation, rather than ac-
creditation of individual study programs. The Dutch-Flemish Accreditation
Organization (NVAO) defines an institutional audit as a periodic, external,
and independent assessment of the internal quality assurance at an in-
stitution. It encompasses both the quality culture and the internal quality
assurance system of the institution. The purpose of the institutional audit is
to verify that the institution’s internal quality assurance system, in conjunc-
tion with its quality culture, ensures the realization of its individual vision of
good education (NVAO, 2018).

Within the institutional audit, NVAO distinguishes between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’
controls: A quality assurance system consists of clear and verifiable aims
and objectives, procedures to safeguard quality, embedding of the Plan
Do Check Act (PDCA) cycle in the organization, “hard controls,” periodic
evaluations, and systematic monitoring of improvements. Quality culture,
on the other hand, refers to a distinct and manifested vision, a shared focus
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on improvements, leadership, accountability, and “soft controls” such as
cooperation, self-management, (academic) professionalism, student com-
mitment, and external orientation. Both dimensions, focusing on and pur-
suing a good quality of education, are considered in the institutional audit.
The institution demonstrates the effectiveness of its own synergy between
the two dimensions, allowing to determine its own balance. In this frame-
work, the term “quality assurance” explicitly refers to both dimensions: the
quality assurance system and the quality culture (NVAO, 2018).

Empirical evidence regarding the influence of governing bodies on the
quality of education at the program level is scarce. However, Sursock (2011)
has emphasized that further improvement of higher education necessi-
tates a clear division of roles and responsibilities. Therefore, the governance
model within the institution is also crucial for optimizing quality culture.
The Dutch Education Council has advocated for a subsidiarity model in
which the primary responsibility for educational quality and improvement
lies with the program as a community of students and teachers. Decisions
on objectives, content, educational methods, the pedagogical-didactic pro-
cess, and the assessment of student and teacher performance are made at
this level. The program management is part of this community, and other
bodies at the program level, such as the study program committee, the
Board of Examiners, the student association, and a possible social advisory
board or a professional field committee, also play essential roles (Onder-
wijsraad, 2015).

The central task of the executive board and/or a supervisory board is to
ensure that the expectations and requirements from the government and
society are met. The stakeholders at the institutional level should moder-
ate, channel, and stabilize these expectations and demands. By doing so,
they create a safe environment in which professionals can perform their
work, and students can develop themselves, according to the Dutch Edu-
cation Council.

The design and functioning of an internal quality assurance system are
the responsibilities of the executive board. Quality assurance mechanisms
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should not be used merely as checklists. Subsequently, discussions should
be held to understand the underlying factors behind the figures and deter-
mine the appropriate consequences. In this process, national quality stan-
dards and the institutional vision serve as guiding principles. Participation
bodies, program committees, the examination committees, and alumniare
important sources of information about the quality of education. In sum-
mary, when it comes to the role of executive boards in fostering a quality
culture, it is expected that they actively engage within the institution and
have dialogues with teachers and students.

Furthermore, executive boards have a facilitating role in aspects that con-
tribute to a good quality culture, such as human resource policy. It is also
important for the institution to maintain financial stability. The organiza-
tional structure can also be utilized to ensure effective leadership. Ensur-
ing the proper functioning of management and support services, which
establish frameworks and coordinate courses, is another responsibility in
this regard. Bendermacher (2021) conducted empirical research on quality
culture, focusing on how it can be enhanced based on the experiences and
perspectives of educational leaders. Interviews were conducted with edu-
cational leaders from three study programs in the field of healthcare and
medicines offered at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. The study
involved 25 participants, including course coordinators, bachelor coordina-
tors, and directors of education. Bendermacher concluded that peer learn-
ing in teams and communities, attention to professional development, and
the establishment of support and innovation networks are at the core of
quality culture enhancement. The emphasis on human resources, interre-
lations, and whole systems thinking stood out as catalysts for quality cul-
ture. This finding aligns with the previous study conducted by the Educa-
tion Council (2015). Therefore, creating an environment that supports such
learning and development is crucial for executive boards to foster a quality
culture within study programs.
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In any case, executive boards must periodically engage in “reality checks.”
If board members confine themselves to the boardroom, there is a higher
risk of neglecting qualitative instruments and steering towards a paper re-
ality. This can create difficulties in effectively assessing educational visions
and program quality. This problem is well-known when managing profes-
sionals. Therefore, executive boards must ensure that their frameworks en-
joy broad support and are established through interactive processes. This
approach also helps to align policies with processes and people.
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4. Conclusions: Improving Quality Culture
through (Educational) Leadership and
Constant Reflection

The aim of this paper was to explore ways to connect structures, process-
es, and people to enhance quality culture within higher education organi-
zations. Based on a sample study by the Dutch Education Council, which
provided advice on the quality of higher education, we have defined seven
characteristics for a good quality culture.

One of these characteristics is (educational) leadership. In our opinion,
leadership is an essential element that the Executive Board has compe-
tence over and can influence the culture of an organization. Leadership
acts as a bridge between the structural/managerial and cultural/psycho-
logical elements by creating trust and shared understanding. According to
Bendermacher et al. (2017), “Leaders within Higher Education Institutions
act as central drivers for quality culture development by influencing the al-
location of resources, clarifying roles and responsibilities, establishing part-
nerships, and influencing people and process management.”

Leadership in educational organizations is widely recognized as an import-
ant factor in achieving good performance. Both national and international
research has shown that leadership influences student performance and
the overall performance of the school organization. Leadership in educa-
tion specifically focuses on managing education, creating a conducive
learning environment, and fostering a culture of quality.

The Executive Board can influence quality culture in programs by select-
ing, leading, and directing key figures in educational leadership practices,
such as the program director in higher education. Program directors have
a responsibility to establish a well-embedded quality culture through four
elements. Firstly, they provide direction to the program by formulating a
mission and vision in collaboration with students and lecturers (the aca-
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demic community). Secondly, they promote collective learning and devel-
opment for individual teachers and the collective group. Thirdly, they es-
tablish program management, paying attention to structures, processes,
and culture. Lastly, they manage the educational program through con-
stant reflection on the quality of actions and results. These practices can be
seen as an elaboration of “transformational leadership” complemented by
views on shared leadership and the development of a culture of collective
learning. The transformational approach to educational leadership focuses
on developing the organization’s capacity to innovate. As a transformation-
al leader, the program director inspires staff with a vision, seeks to improve
individual and collective problem-solving and learning processes, fosters
a collaborative professional culture, encourages professional development
among lecturers in the context of program development, and stimulates
the team to identify and solve problems together (Verbiest, 2010).

As mentioned earlier in chapter 1, quality culture is defined by continuous
movement, constant thinking, and reflection on the quality of education.
This reflection should be broadly shared, not limited to the “internal audit
committee” or a “quality assurance” officer, and not only during accredita-
tion processes. It is a collective responsibility. We have previously referred
to this as the educational institution being a reflective organization (Hans-
sens et al., 2022).

Reflective organizations, focused on achieving a strong quality culture
through consistent reflection, are also more resilient. This conclusion is
supported by the Dutch Inspectorate, which examined the performance
of various student groups in relation to the changes implemented during
the COVID-19 pandemic in its yearly report “The Staat van het Onder-
wijs 2021" (State of Education, Dutch Inspectorate 2021). An effective qual-
ity culture was identified as an important predictor for good educational
performance.

In conclusion, managing educational leadership and providing time for
constant reflection are essential for embedding a strong quality culture
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within an institution. By fostering trust, establishing a shared system for
measuring quality performance, working collaboratively across depart-
ments and institutions, and creating professional learning communities
(as mentioned in Bendermacher's dissertation, 2021), quality culture can
flourish. In this way, systematic improvement can be achieved, and con-
nections between processes, policies, and people can truly be established.

Leadership in educational
organizations is widely recognized

as an important factor in achieving
good performance
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