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Abstract 
The current article approaches and assesses the different conceptions and understandings of 
quality in the higher education scope. Initially, the text reviews the concepts of quality based on 
the taxonomies presented by the top researchers approaching this subject; next, it shows a list of 
terms that have been recently identified according to the views of quality in higher education, 
such as economic competitiveness and market growth, sustainable sociocultural and economic 
development or, yet, to a view of higher education that has the prior mission of social cohesion 
and equity. Finally, the relentless conceptual relativity of quality in the higher education is ap-
proached. 
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1. Introduction 
It is most likely that one of the most used words in the papers and researches in the higher education (HE) field, 
in the last few years, is “quality”. The emphasis given to the debate about quality is preceded by quantitative 
demands. The peak of the quantitative solutions in education took place in the 1960s and 1970s. These solutions 
are expressed through the increase in expenses with education in many countries, through the increase in the 
number of years spent in compulsory education, through the early age children being admitted in school and 
through the development of economic theses about education, such as the “theory of human capital”, which is 
used to explain the economic growth in these countries. The first arguments about quality in education just 
emerged in the early 1980s; and by the end of the decade, the subject became priority in the USA and in Europe. 
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An environment appropriate to the development and creation of quality in higher education takes the scene 
worldwide, since it has been recently facing “hostile” factors and challenges such as financial limitations, com-
petition among institutions, massification of systems, teachers’ demotivation, institutional autonomy, etc. In 
many cases, such programs have a close link with the management conceptions from the industrial sector. These 
conceptions emphasize efficiency, productivity and cost reduction aspects. Characteristic terms from the private 
sector, from companies and from the market such as, for instance, strategic planning, total quality and audits 
become part of the routine in higher education institutions and in universities. Such quality programs developed 
to the academic component have often failed (Santiago, 1999). Those who advocate for the business quality 
models (total quality management, total quality, etc.) state that such fact results from some characteristics found 
in the academia, such as the resistance to the sense of student as a client, the hard time working as a team, tradi-
tion and the resistance to new practices, among others. On the other hand, other theses state the inadequacy of 
the industrial concept of quality to higher education due to the qualitative nature of teaching and researching, 
since these practices cannot be translated into a management and business logics. 

Over the past few years, the main investigative studies on quality in HE are an attempt to answer questions 
related to the existence of quality itself—Would the development of mass education mean the end of quality? 
and to other issues that have emerged due to the significant prominence that the evaluation systems and the 
quality assurance have experienced in the last decades—Would the external evaluation be living in last days? Is 
the bureaucratization of the meaning of quality misused by the higher education globalized market, and does it 
mean that just the best ones will survive (Harvey, 2002)? 

Regardless of the current prioritization of such approaches, it is still possible observing a broad diversity and 
certain disarray in the conceptual use of the term “quality” in the higher education scope. The differences in the 
understanding and in the application of the term promote a sort of trivial use of it. Therefore, the researches ap-
proaching such subject still require an introductory study about the understanding of quality in the higher educa-
tion scope. The current text reviews the conceptions of quality based on the taxonomies presented by the top re-
searchers in this subject; next, it presents a list of terms that have been more recently identified according to the 
views of quality; and finally, it approaches the relentless conceptual relativity of quality in HE. 

2. The Taxonomy Propositions to Quality in HE 
Many definitions of quality emerged in the 1980s. In 1983, Groot stated that quality is set by the degree in 
which a previous group of goals are met; in 1985, C. Ball defined quality as fitness for purpose and, right after 
that, quality was discussed in terms of added value by T. Barnett, in 1988, and by J. C. McClain, D. W. Krueger 
and T. Taylor, in 1989 (Watty, 2005). The main categorization propositions regarding the different ways to think 
quality in the HE emerged in the 1990s. Barnett (1992), in the article “improving higher education” in “the so-
ciety for research into higher education”, stated that it is not possible forming a consistent opinion about quality 
in HE without having a reasonable conception of higher education itself. According to the other author, the 
modern world does not have only one or two different conceptions, but many, due to the plural views in demo-
cratic societies. According to Barnett, there are four prevalent understandings able to support contemporary 
higher education approaches: (i) higher education as the production of qualified human resources; (ii) higher 
education as training for a researcher’s carrier; (iii) higher education as the effective management of the availa-
ble teaching practices and; (iv) higher education as a way to broaden the opportunities in life. 

Barnett suggested the “objectivist, relativist and developmental” conceptions of quality. The objectivist view 
emphasizes that it is possible identifying and quantifying certain aspects of higher education, which are able to 
be universally applied to all institutions; whereas the relativist approach emphasizes the public policy and the 
theoretical basis. Barnett exposes the limitations of such approaches stating that the first one is highly insensitive 
to the existing differences among higher education institutions, and that the second one requires a clear defini-
tion of what can be currently considered as “higher education”. Due to such limitations, the author suggested a 
third perspective called “quality developmental approach”. According to such approach, the members in the or-
ganization are subjected to self-evaluation in order to focus on quality enhancement in the institution (Sahney, 
Banwet, & Karunes, 2004). 

Harvey & Green (1993) published the most known quality classification proposal in HE in the journal “As-
sessment & Evaluation in Higher Education”. In the article called “Defining Quality”, the authors compiled the 
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broad diversity of existing conceptions within five distinct groups: 
- Quality as an exceptional phenomenon: this quality conception accepts the axiom that quality is something 

special. According to this vision of quality, three variations can be observed: (a) the traditional vision of 
quality—corresponds to the idea of exclusivity, elitism and distinction, for instance, the education from Ox-
ford and Cambridge, which is often inaccessible to most people. In this sense, quality cannot be measured or 
judged; (b) quality as excellence—quality is seen as the overcoming of standards. The components of excel-
lence are identifiable in the inputs, in the process and in the outputs. The university that attracts the best stu-
dents, the best professors (Nobel Prize winners) and that has the best physical resources (laboratories, libra-
ries, etc.) is, by nature, the one that has the best quality and excellence (or a center of excellence); (c) quality 
as the fulfillment of a set of requirements—in this sense, quality results from “the scientific control of quality” 
due to its conformity to the standards. It is often linked to products that overcome “the quality control”, i.e. 
quality improves if the standards are high. 

- Quality as perfection or coherence: this conception of quality emphasizes the process and sets specifications 
that must be perfectly fulfilled; it is different from the sense of excellence, since it is available to all. At this 
point, excellence is redefined in terms of conformity to a set of action specifications, thus abandoning the 
idea of exceeding the standards. The keyword in quality is loyalty to the standards. This conception is linked 
to the “culture of quality”, and it supposes that each member in the institution is responsible for the quality. 
As it reestablishes the excellence in terms of specifications and process, rather than in terms of inputs and 
outputs, this conception “democratizes” and “relativizes” quality. 

- Quality as the fitness for purpose: according this conception, there is quality as long as the product or the 
service is adjusted to the satisfaction demands it was conceived and performed to. This is a functional defini-
tion of quality. A “perfect” product is totally useless if it does not satisfy the needs it was created to meet. 
The clients, suppliers or even the aims of the processes may set the purposes to which the product or service 
was created for; initially, the client is sovereign to define the purpose. 

- Quality as a cost-benefit relation: the idea of economic efficiency lies on the basis of this conception of qual-
ity, i.e. the idea of accountability of costs (investments and defrayal) to the financers (government and tax-
payers) is the core factor. The so called “performance indicators” are used as measurement in this conception 
of quality. 

- Quality as transformation: the conception of quality is strongly linked to the sense of qualitative change. 
When it comes to education, the provider (professor or institution) does not do something for the student, but 
to the client; the provider changes the client. Thus, quality is, on one hand, developing consumers’ capacities 
(student) and, on the other hand, it makes it possible to students to influence their own change. Quality is ei-
ther, the “added value” to the student, in terms of knowledge, skill and ability enhancement, and also the ca-
pacity to enlighten the student, to increase his/her self-confidence and critical reasoning. 

Green (1994), in the title “What is quality in higher education?”, presented quality understanding categories in 
HE, their respective advantages and disadvantages after approaching important aspects associated with quality 
in HE such as the causes for the growing interest in the subject and the need of asking “quality of what?” before 
defining quality: 
- The traditional concept of quality: this concept is linked to the idea of offering a quite special and distinct 

product or service as a way to give status to its users. Concepts related to exclusivity and to high production 
standards are associated with this concept and, consequently, such products or services are not available to 
most of the population. 

- Quality as the adjustment to specifications and to standards: the concept of quality in HE as an adjustment to 
specifications and standards resulted from the sense of quality control in the industrial production. The speci-
fication of a product or service holds a set of standards; and quality is measured in terms of conformity to 
certain specifications. 

- Quality as the adequacy to the aims: the definition of quality adopted by many higher education analysts and 
police makers deal with adequacy to the aims. According to this concept, quality is judged in terms of the 
extent in which the preset aims of a product or service are achieved or accomplished. 

- Quality as the achievement of the institutional targets: this concept is a version of the model that sees quality 
as the adequacy to the aims, the model that emphasizes quality evaluation at the institutional level. The high 
institutional quality is found in the explicit exposition of the institutions’ mission and goals and to the effi-
ciency and effectiveness in meeting self-determined targets. 



J. C. G. Bertolin 
 

 
2413 

- Quality as client satisfaction: during the 1970s and 1980s, the definition of quality was often linked to the 
industry, and it only followed the sense of conformity to specifications related to the needs of clients. Ac-
cording to the concept resulting from the culture of quality as client satisfaction, priority was given to the 
identification of clients’ needs, and it was the crucial factor to the development of new products and services. 
If one makes the option for using this definition of quality, it becomes clear that the adequacy to the aims is 
related to the clients’ needs. However, when it comes to higher education, it is worth asking: Who is the 
client in the higher education? Is it the user of the service (the student) or is it the one who pays for the ser-
vice (the government, the employers)? Is the student the client, or is it the product, or is it both? Some critics 
of the approach of quality in higher education argue whether the students are or not in the position of know-
ing what they actually need. Students may be in the position to identify what they need in the short term, but 
they probably do not have enough knowledge and experience to know what they need in the long term. 

According to David Woodhouse (OECD, 1999: p. 29), among much of what was written about the meaning 
of quality in HE and among the many suggested definitions of it, the most often accepted idea of quality is 
linked to “fitness for purpose”. According to the author, this concept of quality “allows institutions to define 
their purposes, their missions and their aims, thus ‘quality’ is shown by the achievement of such items”; fact that 
would also enable the existence of a variety of institutions. According to Watty (2005), the classification sug-
gested by Harvey & Green (1993) consists of a rigorous attempt to clarify how so many groups of interests or 
stakeholders1 understand quality. Actually, as for the classifications suggested by Barnett (1992), Harvey & 
Green (1993) and Green (1994), except for the case of quality as fitness for purpose, all the other categories 
seem to be associated with some specific stakeholder. Notwithstanding, at the end, an approach of quality as 
“fitness for purpose” also depends on the values and priorities of the stakeholder who defines the purposes. This 
relation between the categories suggested by Harvey and Green and the groups of interest has been referred or 
applied as the structure to researches and discussions about the stakeholders’ concepts of quality in HE, even 
when there are changes in some instances (Watty, 2005). The next text presents concepts based on the presented 
classifications and on the analysis of new terms applied to the subject; it presents concepts, synonyms and the 
tendency of concepts of quality in HE, which are grouped according to the identity and the similarity of concepts, 
and to the conception of higher education as a whole. 

3. New Terms and Tendencies of Quality in HE: Economicism, Pluralism and  
Equity 

Since the propositions of quality taxonomies in HE published in the 1990s, such as those described above by 
Barnett (1992), Harvey & Green (1993) and Green (1994), the specialized literature did not present significant 
innovations about studies on the classifications and concepts in this subject. Thus, the most recent scientific stu-
dies and articles about quality in HE (Morosini, 2001; Vlãsceanu, Grünberg, & Pârlea, 2004; Sahney, Banwet, & 
Karunes, 2004; De la Orden Hoz, 1997; Harvey, 2005; Watty, 2005; Harvey, 2004; Mizikaci, 2006) often in-
clude reviews about the categories and conceptions of quality suggested in the last decade. Notwithstanding, in 
the last few years, the emergence of new terms to explain the properties of quality in HE has been observed. 
Probably, such fact due to the development of researches based on the new perspectives and on the involvement 
of a larger diversity of stakeholders and international organs with the following subjects: evaluation, measurement 
and quality assurance in education. 

One single term could acquire meanings from different views in this context of development and innovation 
in HE quality and. On the other hand, one single meaning may have different terms to define it. However, such 
terms seem to have emerged along with two of the main ideas about the missions of higher education in the ear-
ly XXI century: (Unesco, 1998; Amaral, 2002; World Bank, 2002; Brazil, 2003; Santos, 2004; Dias Sobrinho, 
2005) (a) economic competitiveness and market growth and (b) sustainable sociocultural and economic devel-
opment; or, yet, to a view of higher education that has the prior mission of (c) social cohesion and equity (Un-
esco, 1998; Morosini, 2001). Such link between the conception of education and the concepts of quality seem to 
give reason to the assumption by Barnett (1992) according to whom it is not possible to have a consistent opi-
nion about quality in HE without having a reasonable conception of higher education itself. According to Berto-

 

 

1The term stakeholder in the current text refers to the existing groups of interest associated with higher education and with its quality; among 
them, we highlight the government, teachers, students, technicians and employers. “In the context of higher education quality, stakeholders 
are those groups that have inter alia an interest in the quality of provision and standard of outcomes. These include government, employers, 
students, academic and administrative staff, institutional managers, prospective students and their parents taxpayers” (Harvey, 2004). 
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lin (2007), it is possible grouping the most used terms about quality in three different tendencies of quality con-
cept in HE, namely: the economicist view, the pluralist view and the view of equity (Table 1). 

3.1. The Terms of the Economicist View of Quality in HE 
In times of neoliberalism, the concept that higher education has the main aim of boosting the economic growth 
and of preparing individuals to the labor market is in great evidence. According to such logic, besides leading 
their services to the economic interests and training graduates especially for the labor market, the institutions must 
be as efficient and effective as possible, so that their aims are reached with lower costs and as fast as possible, i.e. 
it is a broadly economicist view, which refers to a prior instrumental and productivist perspective of higher edu-
cation. The main groups of interest and of defenders of this idea are those linked to the private sector, such as 
companies and market organizations, as well as governments clearly identified with the neoliberal ideas concern-
ing the minimal state and the fiscal adjustment. Some multilateral international organizations such as OCDE also 
agree, in some aspects, with these ideas and missions in the higher education. 

The document called “Quality and Internationalization in Higher Education”, from the OCDE, clearly shows 
the link between this conception of higher education and the matter of quality. 

Because of the increase in (public resources for the higher education), there was a relative increase in the 
role played by the government to assure three framings. In the first place, are the higher education institu-
tions (HEI) clearly planed and organized to produce the graduated individuals demanded by society, i.e. are 
their goals appropriate? In the second place, is the money being well spent, i.e. are the IESs presenting an 
efficient operation? And, in third place, are the HEIs producing the desired egresses, i.e. are they presenting 
an efficient operation? 
These questions have been leading to new interpretations of the concept of quality (OECD, 1999: p. 29). 

Some of the main terms used by those who present an economicist view of higher education refer to quality as 
“efficiency” and “employability”. In terms of great market competitiveness and cost reduction, the word “effi-
ciency” became a sort of basic requirement to many public and private management fields, as well as to a sig-
nificant fraction of society, when it comes to taxation and public resources. As for the higher education, “effi-
ciency” emerges from the core of neoliberal reforms in the State and in the educational system itself. According 
to the multidimensional paradigm of education administration suggested by Sander (1995), which is quite used 
in studies about quality in HE, in business and production engineering courses, “management efficiency” is a 
criterion of economic nature measured in terms of the management capability to reach high productivity le-
vels. 

According to Estrada (1999), the word “efficiency”, within the quality context in HE, is part of the explana-
tory-relational dimension of quality, and it means the relation between the applied resources and the accom-
plishment of targets. According to Fazendeiro (2002), education must gather the desired and observable attri- 
butes (among others) in the efficiency and effectiveness dimension of the management resources in order to 
have quality, fact that demands excellence in governance. According to Unesco’s glossary, education efficiency 
is defined as: 

The ability to perform well or to achieve a certain result, without wasting resources, time, efforts or money 
(using the least amount of possible resources). Educational efficiency can be measured in physical terms  

 
Table 1. Concepts of quality in higher education.                                                                       

Quality View Associated Terms Groups of Interest Purposes of HE 

Economicist View Applicability and  
efficiency 

Private sector, OCDE and  
governmental sector 

Emphasis on aspects to boost the economic  
growth and the applicability 

Pluralist View Differentiation,  
relevance and pertinence 

Unesco, European Union and the  
education sector 

Diversity of relevant aspects  
(economy, sociocultural, democracy, etc.)  

emphasizing the emergence of local specificities. 

View of Equity Equity Unesco and education sector Emphasis on the aspects of contribution to social cohesion 

Source: Author, based on Bertolin (2007). 
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(technical efficiency) or in terms of cost (economic efficiency). A great educational efficiency is reached 
when the same amount and standard of educational services are produced at lower cost, when a useful edu-
cational activity is replaced by a less useful one at the same cost, or when unnecessary educational activi-
ties are eliminated (Vlãsceanu, Grünberg, & Pârlea, 2004: p. 37). 

In short, the term “efficiency” in the HE quality context has been mainly used in a sense related to economic 
and management issues, which encompasses cost rationality, high productivity and high business-managerial 
performance. 

The idea that higher education is fundamental to the economic development of countries is not recent. How-
ever, many authors have indicated that the pressure over the educational system to effectively help the economic 
development and to prioritize the preparation to the labor market has increased in the last decades (Morosini, 
2001). Such tendency has been leading to the concept of employability in functions and priorities of higher edu-
cation. According to Harvey (2002), the idea of employability emerged in the debate about quality in the mid- 
1990s. Most recently, we have been observing a phenomenon related to employability, it is quite similar to what 
has happened with TQM, in which the concepts of employability were “embraced” by some sectors of higher 
education and formed long and endless discussions about its concepts, applicability and appropriate language. 
Lee Harvey criticizes the understanding of employability as number of graduated professionals who get a full 
time job within a certain period of time, i.e. he refutes the understanding of employability as a result. 

According to Morosini, employability, within the higher education scope, is not just getting jobs to graduates, 
not even just developing the employability skills. It is, actually, something much more complex and related to 
the “development of criticism within the process of continuous learning” (Morosini, 2001: p. 92). According to 
Harvey (2004), employability means the tendency of a graduated individual to show the attributes that employ-
ers anticipate as necessary to the effective future functioning of their companies. Employability is becoming an 
important term in the debate about quality in HE, regardless of some disagreements about its real meaning. Se-
minars and research centers have raised a discussion on the subject within the higher education scope. 

Another subject identified with the view that higher education is associated with the economy or with the 
market is the total quality management. TQM, besides not being directly cited by the international organs, has 
been the object of many academic researches related to quality in HE. De la Orden Hoz (1997), in a recent ar-
ticle, highlights that a significant part of the existing literature about quality in education comes from the man-
agement perspective: quality control, audit and valuation, which involve total quality models such as the Ba-
lanced Scorecard and TQM. The application of the philosophy and theories of TQM to the educational sector 
still attracts the interest of many researchers and professionals; and, consequently, the educational system expe-
riences the implementation of TQM. 

According to Santiago (1999), the management process in education institutions gradually got closer to in-
dustrial practices by becoming a mainstream subject in higher education and by often adopting the management 
models of companies in the market. As per Gentilli & Silva (1995), the neoliberalism from the 1990s brought a 
new way of looking at the educational quality; it associated HE with the marketing principles of productivity 
and profitability, and it introduced the logic of competition in the schools. Such reasoning is based on the belief 
that as much “productive” terms are applied to education, more “productive” the educational system becomes, 
i.e. it is the concept of quality that results from the logic of “total quality” in the business world. 

According to Sahney, Banwet & Karunes (2004), TQM is a process focused on the client, and it attempts to 
achieve continuous quality improvement through clients’ perception; accordingly, its most complex theme con-
cerns how to promote the maximum satisfaction for clients within a context of profile diversification involving 
people from different levels and positions. Many scientific studies criticizing the application of TQM to the 
higher education have emerged in the last decades; these authors argue that the industrial quality models are not 
applicable to the higher education (Gentilli & Silva, 1995) and that it is worth considering the possibility of 
having this movement raising up against the organizational identity of universities and generating tension be-
tween the inflection of the higher education management and the changes that may be produced by the mischa-
racterization of the institution’s identity (Santiago, 1999). 

Many authors have alerted that the productivist view and the higher education evaluation developed according 
to the economicist view may critically translate procedures from the economic control into the educational and 
scientific production processes, thus bringing negative consequences along (Leite, 2003; Rodrigues Dias, 2003; 
De la Orden Hoz, 1997; Dias Sobrinho, 2005). 

Many of the categories proposed back in the 1990s to classify quality in HE may be identified as an econo-
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micist and productivist view of the higher education such as, for instance, higher education as the product of 
qualified human resources, higher education as the efficient management of the available teaching practices 
(Barnett, 1992), quality as perfection or coherence, quality as cost-benefit relation (Harvey & Green, 1993), 
quality as clients’ satisfaction and quality as adjustment to specifications and standards (Green, 1994). Thus, it is 
possible saying that, nowadays, there is a strong and consolidated tendency to fulfill quality in HE according to 
an economicist perspective, if one considers the application of the higher education view focused on economy, 
on market and job creation, as well as on the diffusion of terms resulting from the industry and from the private 
sector to disseminate characteristics and properties of quality in the higher education. 

3.2. The Terms of the Pluralistic View of Quality in HE 
The idea that the higher education has the mission of developing diverse sociocultural and economic aspects of 
countries and societies (Unesco, 1998; Rodrigues Dias, 2004; Dias Sobrinho, 2005) is linked to the historical 
trajectory of universities during the XIX and XX centuries and to its relation with the State and the society. Ac-
cordingly, besides the economic matter, other aspects such as the cultural, social and democratic aspects—in a 
sustainable and balanced way, in countries and societies, are also considered important for higher education pur-
poses. Such conception leads to observation concerning the specificities of each context and education system, as 
well as the respect to the existing differentiations in local, institutional and regional levels, since it does not pri-
oritize one single mission in higher education. The members of the academic and scientific community, Unesco, 
the European Union and some governments, which are not completely committed with the neoliberal ideas, are 
among those who advocate for a greater plurality of missions in higher education. Documents from Unesco and 
from the European Union have shown the link between this education conception and the aspects of quality in HE 
through the use of terms such as “differentiation”, “relevance” and “pertinence”. 

According to Morosini (2001), the European Union adopts the view of quality as differentiation. It is ex-
pressed through the development of pilot projects, through the recommendations of quality in higher education 
and the establishment of the “European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education”2. It is possible 
pinpointing the “Quality Evaluation of the School Education”, among the pilot projects, which is based on 
self-evaluation to improve quality in more than 101 educational centers, in 18 European countries. The centers 
have autonomy to define their evaluation procedures, so that they can be adapted to these countries’ develop-
ment stage and contexts. The European Union Council launched recommendations regarding quality in HE, 
which highlight the respect to the autonomy of educational institutions during the evaluation process and the 
need of mechanisms to reflect the context they have been used in. The establishment of ENQA, which has the 
aim to promote the cooperation among the authors involved in the European evaluation process, may be consi-
dered as an observance action towards different realities. Regardless of the standardization guidelines of Bolog-
na, it is possible observing the attention given to higher education specifications in each country in these three 
European Union movements, i.e. respect to autonomy, observance of diversity and, in the last instance, accep-
tance of the existing differentiation between institutions and contexts. 

The document “Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action”, from the “World Confe-
rence on Higher Education” in 1998, highlights the need for avoiding uniformities; therefore, Unesco defines 
quality in higher education in a quite pluralistic manner: 

[…] is a multidimensional concept, which should embrace all its functions, and activities: teaching and 
academic programmes, research and scholarship, staffing, students, buildings, facilities, equipment, servic-
es to the community and the academic environment. Internal self-evaluation and external review, conducted 
openly by independent specialists, if possible with international expertise, are vital for enhancing quality. 
Independent national bodies should be established and comparative standards of quality, recognized at in-
ternational level, should be defined. Due attention should be paid to specific institutional, national and re-
gional contexts in order to take into account diversity and to avoid uniformity. Stakeholders should be an 
integral part of the institutional evaluation process (Unesco, 1998; article 11, subparagraph a). 

According to Unesco (1998), the relevance must regard the role and place of quality in society, its mission in 
education, research and services that result from it, as well as the viewpoint of its link with the world of labor in 

 

 

2In a general conference of ENQA in November 4th 2004, the change of the term European Network to European Association was con-
firmed. Thus, from this date on, ENQA became the acronym for European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA, 
2005: p. 5). 
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a broader sense, its relation with the State and with public financing sources, and its interaction with other levels 
and forms of teaching. All the subparagraphs in article 6 of “Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century: Vi-
sion and Action”, deal with the relevance of higher education and highlight that: 

[…] should be assessed in terms of the fit between what society expects of institutions and what they do. 
This requires ethical standards, political impartiality, critical capacities and, at the same time, a better arti-
culation with the problems of society and the world of work, basing long-term orientations on societal aims 
and needs, including respect for cultures and environmental protection (Unesco, 1998; article 6, subpara-
graph a). 

According to Estrada (1999), the word “relevance” means the relation between the institutional purposes and 
the real requirements and needs of society such as, for instance, coherence between the mission of an institution 
and the social demands of its coverage area. According to Fazendeiro (2002: p. 64), education, in order to have 
quality, must gather the desired and observable attributes in the dimension of “relevance”, among others; since 
these attributes refer to “quality in terms of socially relevant results regarding the needs and expectations of in-
dividuals and of society in all their economic, social or cultural dimensions”. Thus, based on the analysis of this 
definitions, it is possible stating that from the core of the higher education conception—concerning the diversity 
of missions and the purposes on projects of the European Union and on Unesco’s positions—it raises an impor-
tant tendency to the pluralistic view of quality in HE; fact that values the properties of differentiation, pertinence 
and relevance. 

3.3. The Terms of the Equity View of Quality in HE 
According to the document “Standards in Education: Fundamental Concepts”, elaborated at “Latin American 
Laboratory for Assessment of the Quality of Education”, from Unesco (1997), the theme of “equity” is probably 
the main problem of nowadays public educational policies. According to Morosini, countries in the North of the 
European Union discuss HE quality in association with employability and diversity. At the same time: 

Another group, actually a smaller one, emerges in the European panorama. This small group considers 
quality as synonym with equity. 
The Instituto Nacional de Calidad y Evaluación (INCE), of the Education, Culture and Sports Ministry 
(from Spain), published some studies in Revista de Educación, on the theme Equidad y Calidad en Educa-
ción. Among such studies, there were two advocating for the previous ideas that quality and equity are in-
separable concepts; and that the education community is responsible for the applicability and the success or 
fail of education policies regarding quality with equity. Nine key-factors are cited as a way to search for 
quality with equity: the extension of the education, the treatment given to diversity, school autonomy and 
the management of the centers, school direction, teachers, evaluation, innovation and the educational inves-
tigations. It is highlighted that quality goes beyond the standardization of indicators; it encompasses qualit-
ative and quantitative studies (Morosini, 2001: p. 98). 

The policies of the World Bank for many sectors and also for education are an attempt to pinpoint the concept 
of equity in order to promote economic development (World Bank, 2005). According to the bank’s report about 
the Brazilian higher education: 

Equity can mean different things, for example: i) a reasonable degree of equality of opportunity to partici-
pate in higher education and; ii) a reasonable and fair balance between paying the costs and obtaining the 
benefits from higher education (World Bank, 2001: p. 44). 

However, McCowan (2005: p. 7) criticizes such definition since, by using the term “reasonable level”, “the 
bank considers the total equality of opportunities as being either impossible or undesired to be achieved”. He 
also considers that the second statement would hardly “fit” the first. Next, the author presents a definition con-
sidered to be less problematic than that of the World Bank by focusing on the minimum idea of equity as equal-
ity of opportunities. It is the conception suggested by H. Brighouse, and published in 2002 in Egalitarian liberal-
ism and justice in education. According to such conception, in order to have education equity, those “with simi-
lar capacity level and with the will to do their best must have similar educational perspectives, regardless of their 
social background, ethnicity or gender” (apud McCowan, 2005). According to Mercedes G. García, equity un-
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derstood as one of the dimensions of the educational system means: 

Making it possible to all the students, no matter their origin and conditions (personal, family or social), to 
have equal opportunities, processes and outcomes. It would be centered on the homogeneity of results, in 
all the geographic and social areas in a country or wherever one may observe differences in the access to or 
in the education process (just as it happens with gender), as a way to assure the compensation of differences 
or the equality of opportunities (García, 2000: p. 240). 

In the document “Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action” from Unesco, all the 
subparagraphs in article 3 deal with access equality and, notwithstanding, the document restated that the admis-
sion must be based on individual merit. The text highlights that, by considering the previously acquired compe-
tences, for the access to higher education “no discrimination can be accepted in granting access to higher educa-
tion on grounds of race, gender, language or religion, or economic, cultural or social distinctions, or physical 
disabilities” (Unesco, 1998; article 3, subparagraph a). 

In short, equity in higher education may encompass many aspects such as equality of access to opportunities 
for social groups, ethnicities, different regions in a country or even for the homogeneity level in the education 
provided by different educational institutions. 

Many education evaluations and measures in different countries show the huge differences in results from 
distinct schools and regions. The small access less favored classes have to higher education clearly indicates the 
existing differences (Unesco, 1997). Thus, as education remains one of the main means of social mobility, it is 
worth struggling for educational equity. Within a context of severe social exclusion, such as that in Latin Amer-
ica, the emerging struggle against the educational iniquities becomes more incisive. Some political authors (Ge-
nro, 2005; Brovetto, 2005) and Latin-American scholars (Morosini, 2001) have alerted for the need to observe 
the iniquity issue in the educational systems and for its implication in the socio-economic inequalities, either in 
relation to national conjunctures or to the position of these countries in the world scenario. In the Meeting of the 
Intergovernmental Committee of the Main Education Project in Latin America and the Caribeans held in March 
2001, the education ministers decided to adopt the Cochabamba Declaration, which clearly states the concept of 
quality as equity (Morosini, 2001). In short, the view of equity in the quality of HE is associated with the combat 
against the educational iniquities and, as consequence, to the search for social cohesion, to the development of 
democracy and to citizenship as priority of higher education. 

4. Conclusion: The Relentless Relativity of the Concept of Quality in HE 
The ways through which education has been approached have been historically changing, and it evidences the 
idea by Durkheim (1967) that education is a socialization process which integrates individuals within a social 
context. Therefore, it changes depending on the time and the environment. The term “quality”, which results from 
then Latin word quails, means the type, caste, nature, character etc., its meaning has also changed in the education 
scope depending on the time and environment. According to Santiago (1999), it is undeniable that the original 
conceptions of quality and of “total quality” spread in the business and market competition environments are not 
completely absorbed by the higher education. Within this environment, quality is inexorably built due to the set of 
specificities of education institutions such as the academic autonomy and the limiting aspects that formalize the 
academic and scientific activities. Therefore, it is not possible adopting the concepts and quality programs origi-
nating from the industry and from the private sector in the higher education scope; it is also not possible to com-
pletely refuse quality by arguing that there is nothing in common between it and the higher education. 

In the 1990s, OECD defined quality education as the one that “assured the acquisition of knowledge, capacity, 
skills and the necessary attitude by all youngsters in order to get prepared to adulthood”. The document “The 
four pillars of education” from Unesco, which is elaborated by Delors (1999), rejects the mere instrumental and 
productivist view in education; it states that human’s education must be organized according to four fundamen-
tal learning: learning to learn, learning to do, learning to live together and learning to be. As per Werthein 
(2003), who is Unesco’s representative in Brazil, “these four pillars must be found in the education quality im-
provement policy, since they cover human beings as a whole, from the cognitive to the ethical, from the aesthet-
ical to the technical, from the immediate to the transcendent. The view of totality integrates the modern concep-
tion of quality in education”. Despite such philosophical efforts, the understanding and the comprehension of 
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quality in education are still the object of many studies and debates. According to Lemaitre (2005), the defini-
tions of quality are not neutral or naive, since they refer to power balance in higher education and between the 
higher education and other social actors. 

The term quality has been referenced and used in the higher education scope to justify many things: the 
changes in the curriculum, the research projects, the conferences and the scientific congresses etc. According to 
De la Orden Hoz (1997: p. 2), “all these activities and many others lie on the mantle of quality, because nobody 
can deny quality as an object of a project, of an institution or of an action program”. In the early 1990s, Vroei-
jenstijn (1992) stated that “trying to define quality was a waste of time”, he was based on the argument that it 
was a relative concept and that different stakeholders in higher education had different priorities and differen-
tiated attention focus. The different classification propositions for quality conceptions in HE published in the 
1990s (excellence, perfection, fitness for purpose, cost-benefit relation, transformation, adjustment to standards 
etc.) and the most recent terms applied to identify the priorities of quality (efficiency, employability, differentia-
tion, relevance, pertinence, equity, among others) described in the herein performed literature review were 
symptomatic of great variability in the comprehension of quality in HE. 

In fact, the statement that quality in education and, mainly, in higher education does not have one single 
meaning is vast in the literature of the last two decades: 

In the modern world, there are not just two, but many different conceptions of higher education. This is 
how it should be, many would say. The pluralism of views regarding the aims of higher education is in-
evitable and results from the adequate reflection of a democratic society (Barnett, 1992). 
The definitions of quality change and reflect distinct perspectives from individuals and from the society 
(Harvey & Green, 1993). 
Quality, just as liberty and justice, is an allusive concept (Green, 1994). 
[…] the word quality is ambiguous and involves a series of values marked by particular references. Thus, 
quality means different things to distinct people (Estrada, 1999). 
Quality is a complex, dynamic, historically built and multifaceted concept, which is often defined by what 
is missing than by the content (Unesco, 2003). 
There is no pattern or a single recipe for a good quality school; quality is a dynamic concept, which is con-
stantly rebuilt. Each school has the autonomy to reflect, suggest and act towards quality in education (Un-
icef, 2004). 
With a wide variety of meanings and with variations linked to it, quality is an allusive term which is hard to 
define; thus, it is referred to as an ‘unstable concept’ (Sahney, Banwet, & Karunes, 2004). 
Quality in higher education is a multi-dimensional, multi-level and dynamic concept that is related to spe-
cifications of the context of an educational model, to the mission and institutional aims, as well as to the 
specific patterns within a certain system, institution, program or discipline. Quality may then have different 
meanings depending on: (i) the understanding from different groups or stakeholders interested in higher 
education; (ii) its references: inputs, process, output, missions, aims, etc.; (iii) attributes or features of the 
academic world that must be evaluated and; (iv) the historical periods of the higher education development 
(Vlãsceanu, Grünberg, & Pârlea, 2004). 
Quality is approached as a generic term and as a term specifically linked to monitoring in higher education 
(Harvey, 2004). 

The conclusions in the studies about quality in HE tend to state that there are many, different and legitimate 
understandings of the term. Regardless of the level of analysis–classroom, course, institution or education 
system, the understanding of quality in HE may often change depending on time and on the environment. For 
some people, quality is a fundamental object in education; for others, it may stop existing. For some, it can be 
measured; for others, it can be “operationalized”. For market agents, it must prioritize “employability”; for 
the social movements, it must prioritize equity. Ultimately, it is perfectly possible that quality in HE has a 
meaning to a group and, at the same time, another meaning (quite distinct from the other) to other groups. The 
fact is that the understanding of quality is inexorably subjective, since it fundamentally depends on the con-
ceptions of world and of higher education by those who spread it. It has been like that in the last few decades, 
and it is still the same in the early XXI century. Thus, it will probably remain the same in the next years to 
come. 
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