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General Approaches to Defining Quality in Higher Education 

Quality Perspective General Characteristics Assessment Measures Beneficiaries 

Quality as Self-evident 

(Apodictic Quality) 

The oldest approach; values the 

idea that higher education 

embodies the very ideal of quality 

because of “natural” factors such 

as exclusivity, selection attributes, 

etc. 

Views assessment is unnecessary, 

impossible, or even evil. Views quality 

as self-evident; faculty will recognize 

quality when they see it; students will 

acquire quality via their interaction 

with faculty. (Employed today by 

some faculty.) 

Institutions; 

professorate; 

administrators 

Quality as Fidelity to 

Tradition 

Values the collective institutional 

wisdom embodied in the accretion 

of higher education self-images, 

canons, standards, & practices. 

Focuses on assessing compliance with 

institutional norms; generally 

accomplished via committee & 

oversight bodies. (Employed by many 

institutions & in some accreditation 

standards.) 

Institutions; 

professorate; 

administrators 

Quality as Fidelity to 

Mission 

Values setting a clear mission & 

purposes for the institution & 

thereafter evaluating its 

achievement under various 

criteria. 

Focuses on assessing impact on 

objects of benefit as defined in 

mission. (Employed in many 

accreditation standards.) 

Identified in mission 

Quality as Fidelity to 

Standards of Excellence 

Internalizes the values & standards 

set by experts. It relies on 

benchmarks for evaluating 

processes or outcomes. 

Varies with standards; e.g., most 

institutions have rigorous standards 

for educational attainment of faculty; 

few institutions have any standards 

for demonstrated impact on students 

but some programs have such 

standards. (Employed by a few 

accreditation standards.) 

Varies with source 

of standards 

Quality as Value Added Introduces the idea that a 

significant component of quality is 

defined by the margin between 

incoming & outgoing knowledge & 

skills. 

Focuses on pre/post gains; typically 

blends these metrics with criterion-

referenced achievement & impact. 

Customers 

(typically) 

Quality as Customer 

Satisfaction/Delight 

Identifies customer(s) & organizes 

success criteria around meeting 

their needs. In contrast to 

common opinion within the 

community of higher education, 

this approach has high predictive 

validity if implemented properly. 

Emphasizes process, outcomes, & 

impact measures; de-emphasizes 

input measures & process measures 

not related to customer(s).  

Customer(s) 

Quality as Fulfilling 

Stakeholder Goals 

Expands satisfaction to include all 

stakeholders. Since stakeholder 

goals are rarely in alignment & 

often conflict, the quality 

perspective is difficult to 

implement.
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Emphasizes identifying, clarifying, 

commonsizing, & managing to the 

commonalities in stakeholder goals 

while adjudicating the 

incompatibilities & conflicts among 

these goals. 

Stakeholders 
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General Approaches to Defining Quality in Higher Education 

Quality Perspective General Characteristics Assessment Measures Beneficiaries 

Quality as Continuous 

Improvement   

Values the notion that "good 

enough" is never good enough & 

that, in the long run, the best 

institutions are those that commit 

to & make incremental 

improvements each year.
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Assesses everything that might be 

improved; in practice, process 

measures dominate because they are 

found to be predictively formative to 

specified outcomes. 

Stakeholders 

Quality as Suitability to 

Purpose 

Recognizes that “quality” is a 

vacuous concept in the absence of 

adequate specifications of 

purpose. Importantly, the focus 

moves from the institution to 

individual programs, where 

purposes take meaning & evolve.  

 

Identifies the purpose of the 

education program (including target 

inputs, specified processes, desired 

outcomes, & desired impact) in 

measurable terms & assesses to the 

fulfillment of that purpose. 

Recognizes that each stakeholder will 

have a different mix of quality metrics 

and/or weights assigned to metrics 

common to other stakeholders. 

Stakeholders 

 

                                                                 
1
 In 1987, we implemented a continuous improvement academic quality management system for more than 100,000 

students. One component assessed the extent to which learners’ goals were met. Overall, this component was more 

predictive of success than were more traditional outcomes assessments. 
2
 CQI was the organizing principle behind HLC’s AQIP, introduced in the late 1990’s. Unfortunately, AQIP’s requirements 

for continuous quality improvement have been honored in the breach. Approvals are granted for year-upon-year 

notations of “progress” based on reports of annual meetings in which large numbers of people avow themselves fully in 

the process of getting ready to get ready. For some institutions, AQIP has become a refuge from accountability – the 

very outcome AQIP was designed to avoid. 


