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1. Introduction 

Nowadays, quality is supposed to be integrated 
into all aspects of a successful organization (Char-
antimath, 2011); it is aimed at achieving organi-
zational excellence (D. Besterfield, Besterfield-
Michna, G. Besterfield, Besterfield-Sacre, 
H. Urdhwareshe, & R. Urdhwareshe, 2012). 
Quality management is closely related to strategic 
planning executed by top managers (Naagara-
zan & Arivalagar, 2005); it involves identifying 
and administering the activities planned for ac-
complishing the quality objectives of an institu-
tion. Quality management includes quality con-
trol, quality assurance and quality improvement 
(Charantimath, 2011). The need for quality assur-
ance with appriopriate control at every stage is 
constantly increasing, quality management being 
a continuous process (Jain, 2001).  

With the pressure for change and quality in 
education being critical, total quality management 
is now utilized both as a philosophy and a meth-
odology for managing this change and associated 
processes (Sallis, 2002). Total quality manage-
ment in education incorporate and extends quality 
assurance; predetermined quality standards are re-
garded as a very important part of the quality as-
surance system (ibid.). The significance of quality 
assurance in higher education is determined by 
role, which it plays in ensuring high quality stand-

ards and in facilitating the comparability of quali-
fications throughout Europe (EURASHE, 2001). 
It is vital in the context of promoting the attrac-
tiveness of the European Higher Education Area 
(EACEA, 2009). Quality assurance in higher edu-
cation is also critical in the context of creating the 
European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (Bolo-
gna Declaration, 1999; ENQA, 2005; London 
Communiqué, 2007; EHEA, 2012; ec.europa.eu, 
2013). Quality assurance activities empower 
higher education institutions to contribute better 
to the formation and development of a 
knowledge-based society (QAHECA, 2009).  

The purpose of this paper is to provide a syn-
thesis of the official documents that regulate qual-
ity assurance activities in a modern univertsity. 
The principal objectives of the paper are to discuss 
the main standards for quality assurance in the Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area, and examine the 
basic criteria applied for the accreditation of a 
modern university. The research method used in 
the paper is qualitative: the review of official EU 
and OECD documents on quality assurance in 
higher education. The analysis conducted in the 
paper has allowed the author to identify and sum-
marize key internal and external standards for 
quality assurance, which education managers 
must consider in the agenda of the all-inclusive 
management of an academia. 
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2. Quality assurance in European higher  
education 

2.1. Improving the quality of European higher 
education in the agenda of “smart growth” 

Quality of education is one of the most significant 
and persistent concerns for the development of a 
national higher education system (Matei & Iwin-
ska, 2016). The  quality  of  higher  education  and  
research  is also regarded as an  important  factor  
influencing  Europe’s  international  competitive-
ness (EURASHE, 2001).  To direct the EU efforts 
and progress towards smart growth (that is “devel-
oping an economy based on knowledge and inno-
vation”), a number of specific targets were pro-
posed by the European Commission for 2020 
(Eur-lex, 2010). Smart growth requires, among 
other things, improving educational outcomes and 
the quality and outputs of education institutions, 
increasing research performance, and stimulating 
innovation and knowledge transfer across the EU 
(ibid.).  

The implementation of Europe’s 2020 strat-
egy needs enhanced quality and performance on 
the part of the EU universities in the context of 
modernisation of higher education, the reforms 
being aimed at 1) increasing the amount of higher 
education graduates at all levels; 2) improving the 
quality and significance of human capital devel-
opment in higher education; 3) strengthening 
knowledge transfer between education, research 
and business; 4) supporting the growing interna-
tionalisation of higher education; 5) developing 
efficient management and funding mechanisms 
(Benneworth, de Boer, File, Jongbloed, & 
Westerheijden, 2012). Thus, improving the qual-
ity and relevance of higher education includes, 
among many other issues, adjusting quality assur-
ance and funding instruments to “reward success” 
in preparing students for the modern labour mar-
ket (Eur-lex, 2010). Quality assurance customized 
to an institution’s vision and priorities is supposed 
to inspire its greater diversity and specialisation, 
encourage   wider engagement of its stakeholders, 
support strategic decision-making (European 
Commission, 2014).  

Quality assurance mechanisms aim at estab-
lishing healthy and autonomous higher education 
institutions that have mature quality cultures, 
which promote creativity and innovation 
(QAHECA, 2009). 

2.2. The standards and guidelines for quality 
assurance in the European Higher Education 
Area (ESG) 

The  European  System  of  Quality  Assurance  un 
the frame of  the  Bologna  Process  includes 
standards,  guidelines  and  a  peer  review  system  
for  quality  assurance  agencies (Hendriks, 2008).   

In the Berlin Communiqué (2003), the Min-
isters of the Bologna Process signatory countries 
requested the European Network for Quality As-
surance in Higher Education (ENQA) to create 
“an agreed set of standards, procedures and guide-
lines on quality assurance”. In response to this 
manadate, the Standards and Guidelines for Qual-
ity Assurance in the European Higher Education 
Area (ESG) were adopted in 2005, which contains 
basic European standards for quality assurance in 
higher education in terms of internal and external 
quality assurance (ENQA, 2005). The ESG pro-
vide the general framework for setting standards 
for reliable national higher education quality as-
surance systems (González de la Rosa, 2008). The 
ESG latest version were adopted in 2015 by the 
Ministers in charge of higher education in the 
EHEA succeeding significant progress that has 
been made in the quality assurance area and in 
other Bologna action areas, and reflecting the con-
sensus among the participants of the process 
(ENQA, 2015). The ESG focus on the quality as-
surance activities associated with learning and 
teaching including the learning environment and 
applicable links to both research and innovation 
(ENQA, 2015).  

In 2007, the European University Associa-
tion (EUA) together with the Certification and 
Quality Assurance Institute (ACQUIN), the 
Higher Education Academy (HEA) and the Na-
tional University of Ireland in Maynooth set up a 
project called “Quality Assurance for the Higher 
Education Change Agenda (QAHECA)” as a re-
sponse to fast progress on the way to creating the 
European Higher Education and Research Areas. 
The consortium partners have developed a few 
recommendations, which can guide both higher 
education institutions and external quality assur-
ance agencies in their current practices for im-
proving quality assurance processes (QAHECA, 
2009): 

 Quality assurance has to be individualised 
so that different characteristics of aca-
demic disciplines, numerous organisa-
tional cultures, the historical background 
of the educational organization and the 
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national context should be taken into con-
sideration. 

 External and internal quality assurance 
procedures ought to focus on increasing 
the institutions’ ability for change in the 
agenda of accomplishing strategic goals. 

 The main success factor for an efficient 
quality assurance is supposed to be the in-
volvement of the entire academic com-
munity in the process; it presupposes that 
strategic planning, educational and staff 
development is an important part of qual-
ity assurance processes. 

 It is vital to ensure the engagement of all 
stakeholders in quality assurance pro-
cesses including students. 

 A prerequisite for an effective quality as-
surance is establishing a partnership be-
tween educational organizations and in-
dependent quality assurance agencies.  

 Quality assurance processes should allow 
taking risks and failure that are necessary 
for generating new knowledge. 

 Sharing experiences in quality assurance 
is crucial for the future improvement and 
enhacement of quality assurance prac-
tices. 

3. Internal and external quality assurance in 
higher education 

The standards for quality assurance can be cate-
gorized into external quality assurance, internal 
quality assurance and quality assurance agencies, 
all three parts being interconnected and forming 
the basis for a European quality assurance frame-
work (ENQA, 2015).  

Internal quality assurance includes various 
practices and guidelines, which an academia uses 
to observe and enhance the quality of their educa-
tional services; external quality assurance in-
volves policies and practices that are beyond the 
authority of academic institutions as universities 
always work within a “national policy frame-
work” developed by the state for guaranteeing 
certain academic standards (Dill, 2010). 

3.1. Internal quality assurance standards  

The internal quality systems are intended for as-
sisting the organizations to a) control their qual-
ity-related central activities; b) organise the pro-
cesses, planning, documentation and use of 
available resources for meeting the quality objec-
tives and ensuring non-stop enhancement of the 
educational services; c) get objective information 

for decision making (González de la Rosa, 2008). 
The quality assurance system embraces all opera-
tional processes and supports internal communi-
cation and knowledge transfer.  

A comprehensive quality assurance policy 
and processes are the fundamental blocks of of a 
comprehensive institutional quality assurance 
system (ENQA, 2015). An internal quality assur-
ance system must be developed and maintained on 
the basis of the standards and guidelines for inter-
nal quality assurance (Table 1). 

Table 1. European standards for internal quality 
assurance within higher education institutions  
(source: ENQA, 2009)  

Standard Description 

Policy and proce-
dures for quality 
assurance 

–  Institutional quality assur-
ance policy (QAP) should in-
clude techniques for the assur-
ance of the quality of study 
programmes and awarded 
qualifications 
–  The organizational  culture 
should recognize the signifi-
cance of quality assurance 
–  The institution must develop 
a strategy for the non-stop 
quality improvement  
–  The strategy, policy and 
procedures ought to have a for-
mal status and available  to the 
public 
–  The strategy, policy and 
pro-cedures should involve all 
stakeholders including stu-
dents 

Approval, monitor-
ing and periodic  
review of pro-
grammes/awards 

There must be  prearranged 
mechanisms for the approval, 
recurrent assessment and mon-
itoring of programmes/awards 

Assessment of stu-
dents 

Students should be evaluated 
on the basis of clear standards 
(criteria), regulations and pro-
cedures  

Quality assurance 
of teaching staff 

Institutions should carry out 
external reviews for making 
sure that academic staff is 
qualified and competent 

Learning resources 
and student support 

Institutions should provide ad-
equate and appropriate re-
sources available for support-
ing the learning process in the 
frame of each programme that 
is offered by an institution 
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End of Table 1 

Standard Description 

Information sys-
tems 

Institutions should support the 
collection, analysis and utiliza-
tion of pertinent information to 
effectively manage the study 
programmes and the related 
educational activities 

Public information 

An academia should recur-
rently publish current and ob-
jective quantitative and quali-
tative information about their 
study programmes and 
awarded qualifycations   

  
An efficient quality assurance policy that is 

necessary for supporting the organisation of the 
quality assurance system, academic integrity and 
freedom and institutional leadership,  should re-
flect a) the relationships between teaching/learn-
ing and research; b) both national and institutional 
contexts; c) the university’s strategic approach 
(ENQA, 2015).  Key success factors for an effi-
cient internal quality assurance system are as fol-
lows: strategic planning, suitable administrative 
structures supporting quality assurance, commit-
ment of the institution’s top management, in-
volvement of the staff and students, as well as ex-
ternal stakeholders, properly planned data 
collection and its analysis (EUA, 2006). 

3.2. External quality assurance standards 

Lately, there has been a growing emphasis on the 
development of clear criteria and procedures for 
quality assurance intended for external examina-
tion; the greater part of the Bologna process mem-
bers have independent quality assurance bodies, 
which can use an assortment of common and col-
lectively used principles for quality assurance 
(Ecahe, 2005).  

The traditional national frameworks for ex-
ternal quality assurance include the following 
forms: 1) the “European model of central control 
of quality assurance” utilized by by educational 
ministries of a certain country; 2) the “US model 
of decentralized quality assurance” that is charac-
terized by limited state control, 3) the “British 
model, in which the state grants accountability for 
quality assurance to “self-accrediting” universi-
ties (Dill, 1992). However, such procedures as de-
liberate academic accreditation in the United 
States and external inspection in the UK have cer-
tain restrictions compared to all-inclusive pro-
gram accreditation practices being conducted in 

Europe, which help guarantee the accomplish-
ment of threshold academic requirements (Dill, 
2010). European standards for external quality as-
surance within higher education institutions are 
summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2. European standards for external quality 
assurance within higher education institutions  
(source: ENQA, 2009)  

Standard Description 

Use of internal 
quality assurance 
procedures 

The effectiveness  of the internal 
quality assurance processes 
should be taken into considera-
tion when conducting the exter-
nal quality assurance measures  

Development of 
external quality 
assurance pro-
cesses 

The goals of quality assurance 
processes should be created  be-
fore the external quality assur-
ance process are developed 

Criteria for  
decisions 

Any official decisions taken as a 
result of an external quality as-
surance procedure must be 
grounded in clear published and 
regularly used criteria  

Processes fit for 
purpose 

External quality assurance pro-
cedures should be created to 
guarantee their suitability for 
achieving the defined goals  

Reporting 
Reports should be published and 
written in a clear and readily ac-
cessible style 

Follow-up  
procedures 

Quality assurance processes 
containing any recommenda-
tions ought to have a predeter-
mined follow-up technique that 
is implemented regularly 

Periodic  
reviews 

External quality assurance of in-
stitutions should be performed 
on a regular basis 

System-wide 
analyses 

Quality assurance agencies must 
periodically generate summary 
reports containing and analysis 
of their findings (examinations, 
assessments, etc.) 

 
Thus, external quality assurance includes 

well-defined procedures and unambiguous crite-
ria; better transparency of quality assurance pro-
cesses is maintained through the use of a broader 
set of external, and in specific situations interna-
tional, reference points (Ecahe, 2005).  



MAIN STANDARDS FOR INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL QUALITY ASSURANCE IN THE EUROPEAN  
HIGHER EDUCATION AREA 

5 

4. European standards for institutional  
accreditation  

The three  main  approaches  to  educational qual-
ity  are  accreditation,  assessment  and  audit; both 
assessment and accreditation  are used to monitor  
the  quality  of  teaching  and  learning,  whereas  
audit  centres  on  internal  procedures  accepted 
by an academia in order to accomplish the estab-
lished objectives (Kis, 2005). 

Institutional accreditation can be defined as 
an assessment of whether an educational institu-
tion meets a a certain standard (Kis, 2005), the re-
sult being the awarding of a status of recognition 
(Vlasceanu, Grünberg, & Parlea, 2007). In case of 
a higher education institution, the accreditation 
procedure must identify if its performance in rela-
tion to both teaching and research is consistent 
with some scientific standards (ACQUIN, 2015). 

The  emphasis  of  accreditation is put on a 
comprehensive analysis of the mission, resources, 
and procedures of an academia (Dill, 2010). So 
the process of institutional accreditation should be 
holistic and systematic. The institutional accredi-
tation focuses on a number of issues including de-
cision-making processes and efficiency of strate-
gic management procedures, the analysis of 
institutional structures, applicability of internal 
quality management processes, organizational re-
sources, teaching and learning processes, and 
quality assurance in general (ACQUIN, 2015). 

For avoiding the gaps in the quality assur-
ance of modern cross-border higher education, 
more weight should be put on assessment guide-
lines and standards; these standards need to be 
“transparent, consistent and appropriate”; infor-
mation on the assessment standards and proce-
dures must be accurate and easily accessible 
(OECD, 2005). 

The European Quality Assurance Agency 
(EQAA) established on the basis of the Standards 
and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area offers international 
accreditation to a wide range of educational insti-
tutions. EQAA uses standards, which fully com-
ply with the ESG.  

In Tables 3 and 4, the common standars used 
for international accreditation of universities and 
othe HEIs are summarized. The standards de-
scribed in Table 3 are related to such aspects of 
organizational activities as strategic management, 
quality assurance and governance. The standards 
described in Table 4 are related to different func-
tional areas of an educational organization – 
(learning and teaching, research, staff), as well as 

the management of organizational resources and 
the engagement of community in its operations.  

Table 3. Institutional accreditation of universities and 
other HEIs: basic common standards (1)  
(source: European Quality Assurance Agency, 2017) 

Category Standard 

Mission  
and  
strategy 

– Publicly available mission state-
ment is in place  
– All-inclusive strategy is in place 
– Systematic strategy  review and 
correction (updating) is performed if 
necessary 

Quality  
Assurance 

– An institution assumes responsibil-
itiy for the quality of its operations 
– The quality assurance system 
(QAS) is based on the publicly avail-
able quality assurance policy  
– An appropriate management struc-
ture for implementing the quality as-
surance policy is in place 
– The quality assurance system em-
braces all functional areas 
– Systematic review of the QAS is 
provided 
– Staff and students are involved in 
the QAS 
– Involving external stakeholders in 
the quality assurance system 
– Systematic external quality assur-
ance is conducted 

Governance 

–  An effective governance system is 
established 
–  Staff and students are involved in 
the governance process 
– The governance guarantees an appro-
priate distribution of responsibilities 
–  The transparency of decision-mak-
ing processes is provided throughout 
an organization 

Table 4. Institutional accreditation of universities and 
other HEIs: basic common standards (2) (source: 
European Quality Assurance Agency, 2017) 

Category Standard 

Learning  
and  
Teaching 

– An effective system for the design, 
authorization, observing and re-exam-
ination of study programmes is in 
place 
– Information about study pro-
grammes is publicly provided 
–  The admission policy is based on 
clear and recurrently used regulations 
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Continued Table 4 

Category Standard 

 

– The recognition of periods of stud-
ies is ensured 
– Student-centred learning is encour-
aged 
–  An appropriate learning environ-
ment is created 
–  Students are fairly assessed accord-
ing to transparent regulations 
– The award of a qualification goes 
with suitable descriptive documents 

Research 

– An institutional research policy and 
strategy is in place 
– Research activities comply with in-
ternationally accepted methodological 
standards 
– There are sufficient facilities and 
equipment for the research activities  
– Research collaboration across the 
university and with external partners 
is encouraged  
– A policy on intellectual property is 
in place  
– Research outcomes are appropri-
ately integrated into the teaching ac-
tivities 
– There are mechanisms for ensuring 
compliance with ethical standards 
– Any academic misconduct is pre-
vented including plagiarism 

Staff 

–A well-defined system for the re-
cruitment and promotion of staff 
placing a strong emphasis on appro-
priate qualifications, competences 
and skills, is established 
– Professional development of  staff 
based on appropriate needs assess-
ment is ensured 
– Research activities of the teaching 
staff and academic freedom are guar-
anteed 

Resources 

– Appropriate financial resources are 
used and they are efficiently managed 
– The budget is adequate for imple-
menting strategic objectives 
–  Budgetary procedures are con-
sistent and they can enable medium-
term planning 
–  Accounting systems are consistent 
with accepted professional account-
ing standards 
– Risk assessment and external finan-
cial auditing is ensured 
–  There is a risk management strat-
egy in place 

End of Table 4 

Category Standard 

Community 
engagement 

– The community/communities are 
clearly defined; their needs and re-
quirements are assessed on a regular 
basis 
–  Adequate and sufficient public in-
formation about the fundamental ac-
tivities of an educational organization 
is provided 
– The impact on the relevant commu-
nity is defined, and benefits for the 
relevant community/communities are 
identified 
– An appropriate system of communi-
cation and exchange with its alumni 
is in place 

 
As seen from Table 4, comprehensive man-

agement of a contemporary academia, being 
based on the holistic approach, takes place in dif-
ferent functional areas. These interconnected and 
interdependent functional areas support the entire 
educational process; the activities performed in 
the frame of this process are all aimed at achieving 
academic excellence (Stukalina, 2014).  

Consequently, senior managers must mainly 
focus their efforts on all “dimensions” having im-
pact on quality teaching (Henard, 2010). Conse-
quently, achieving academic excellence is in the 
centre of an all-inclusive organizational strategy 
(Stukalina, 2017). In turn, quality in terms of at-
taining academic excellence is viewed as a princi-
pal value in higher education (Schwartz & 
Westerheijden, 2007).  

So quality assurance in education is associ-
ated with transformation of education towards 
more effective management; in this context, ac-
creditation is used as a supplementing tool for as-
sessing compliance with the agreed standards and 
performing regular analysis of the accomplished 
progress (Cedefop, 2009), which can be regarded 
as an integral element of the overall institutional 
strategy. 

5. Conclusions  

The analysis of research papers and documents on 
quality assurance in education has enabled the au-
thor to draw the following conclusions. 

 As higher education managers are now 
working in fast-changing circumstances 
and environments, quality remains the 
most significant issue to be discussed in 
the context of modernization of European 
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higher education for supporting “smart 
growth”. The concern for quality is 
closely related to continuous innovation 
and improved knowledge transfer 
through the EU countries. 

 Quality in higher education is associated 
with quality teachnig in the agenda of 
achieving academic excellence – one of 
the main strategic goals of a modern uni-
versity.  

 Quality assurance should be in the focus 
of the comprehensive strategy of modern 
educational organizations, the strategy 
implementation being supported by ap-
propriate organizational structures and 
adequate budget.  

 Quality assurance in complex academia 
settings is maintained in all functional ar-
eas and at all organizational levels pro-
vided that there are efficient quality assur-
ance mechanisms backed by mature 
quality culture. 

 Quality assurance mechanisms can be 
customized with due account for the 
unique characteristics of a HEI including 
organizational culture, as well as the en-
vironment, in which the HEI is operating. 

 The standards for quality assurance in-
clude external and internal quality assur-
ance, and quality assurance agencies, thus 
creating the basis for a European quality 
assurance framework. 

 Internal and external quality assurance 
procedures in higher education comple-
ment each other ensuring synergy of these 
processes for the greatest benefit of all 
higher education stakeholders. 

 The European  Standards and Guidelines 
(ESG), which have been approved by the 
Bologna  countries, are used as a basis for 
accreditation procedures in the EU coun-
tries, accreditation being regarded as one 
of the most efficient instruments for as-
sessing quality in the context of cross-
border education. 

 External quality assurance agencies in-
volved in the institutional accreditation 
assess a university against the agreed in-
ternational standards. Such analysis pro-
vides valuable information about recent 
trends, useful practices, areas of concern; 
it can be regarded as an efficient tool for 
policy development and quality enhance-
ment in a HEI.  

The author hopes that managers, who work 
in the area of higher education and are concerned 
with the development of the university’s compre-
hensive strategy, will find interesting the results 
presented in the paper. The author also hopes that 
the paper will stimulate further discussions on 
such quality-related issues as international accred-
itation of HEIs and their programmes. At the same 
time, the author is aware of limitations and short-
comings of the study. There is a lack of theoretical 
research on the given problem; some important 
documents may not be considered in the study. 

Disclosure statement  

The author does not have any competing financial, 
professional, or personal interests from other parties. 
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