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ABSTRACT

Since twenty years quality assurance in higher education has been expanding. Most institutions and
higher education systems around the globe now have more or less well-performing internal and external
quality assurance systems in place. According to the large membership of the International Network of
Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE), which is the global professional organisation,
the QA agencies have also established itself as a professional community.

Taking stock of the achievements made so far seems now the right thing to do. The quality imperative
has now pervaded most of the higher education systems. A lot has been accomplished and this provides
important lessons and examples of good practice for countries that still have to catch up. But there are
also risks and issues which need to be addressed. For example, balancing accountability and
improvement functions still is very difficult, bureaucracy and cost issues are prominent on the agenda,
input and process standards are still far more important than learning output measures, threshold level
indicators are still more used than excellence-oriented standards, etc.

More worrisome is that quality assurance — probably a driver of innovation and improvement in most
systems — possibly also can become a more conservative force. Quality assurance arrangements and
agencies should be able to support innovative developments in higher education, such as widening
access and promoting success, developing innovative teaching and learning arrangements or innovating
curricula of study programmes.

Global cooperation in quality assurance increasingly will be important in the future. Professional
collaboration, exchange of instruments and practices, and even the international mutual recognition of
quality assurance outcomes and decisions will shape the future landscape. Quality assurance in higher
education also will have to deal with the increasing international activities of organisations. UNESCO and
OECD have developed the Guidelines on Quality Provision in Cross-Border Higher Education (2005),
which give specific guidelines to institutions, stakeholders and quality assurance agencies to deal with
international activities of higher education institutions.

One of the crucial questions for the future of quality assurance will be whether national systems of
quality assurance in higher education will have to work more closely together into a kind of international
quality assurance framework. International mobility of students and graduates, exchange of degrees and
credits, issues in the recognition of qualifications, and the globalisation of higher education and research
in general probably will ask for a stronger international quality assurance framework in the future. Also
international trade agreements could shape the conditions for higher education quality assurance to go
global.
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