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Abstract. Quality Control and Quality Assurance principles were introduced in manufacturing industry as early as in the 1940 - 50’s, and have since been developed to include all activities in any business. In the last decade the Quality Assurance principles have been adopted in a number of public services such as colleges and universities.


Recently stringent quality requirements have been put forward towards colleges and universities throughout Norway. These quality demands come from a number of national and international governing bodies such as the Ministry of Education and, specifically for Maritime Academies, IMO (International Maritime Organization).


In connection to what is mentioned above the objective of the work carried out has been to find a way to efficiently monitor and develop the quality of the education. It is considered beneficial to approach this problem by analysing the academic organization as a whole, using organizational development as a tool to pinpoint areas of improvement. At the end of the day we want even better and more professional graduates to enter the labour marked from our college.





1. Quality in Education


A lot of different areas are included in the term quality. It covers all the activities at school, including the teaching staff level of competence, student welfare, novel educational approaches and so on.


Another point worth stressing in this particular context is that the level of quality is not necessarily proportional to the number of computers, the complexity of laboratory equipment, etc. We are often tempted to focus on heavy investments and spending money on equipment as the definite solution to enhance quality. There are ways that cost less and are just as efficient. For example, to make an effort when it comes to competence, educational methods and general culture within the staff.


Quality is hard to measure. The term represents the opposite of quantity, which represents a measurable unit. It is truly a challenge to audit and enhance something which is so abstract and indistinct as quality. The result is a number of methods and approaches to clarify the mechanisms of quality.





2. Good Quality


Quality is not a factor one can grade, consequently certain standards have to be established in order to compare our level of educational quality to something. Quality is also a concept that is interpreted differently dependent on the context it is put to use.
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Take the area of art, for example, where the term quality is mentioned when something is inventive and creative. This meaning would not be applicable in other areas, say industry. In a business where a product is manufactured, the products are meant to fulfil certain requirements when it comes to various physical characteristics. If these requirements are fulfilled; quality is achieved. The third variation is found in the business of trade. The merchandise that is heavily demanded and survives at the marketplace stands out as a quality product.


The examples above just underline the complexity of this issue, the fact that one tries to audit and control quality makes it even more intricate. It is, therefore, of vital importance to consider the meaning of the term «quality» in a structured way. Of the three quality definitions mentioned above, it is tempting to apply the variant saying: sufficient quality is achieved when the product meets certain requirements. But if this statement were put to use at our college, the next question would be: what is actually manufactured at our college and what quality requirements are put towards the result of the education? The final year graduate is the main product of the activity at the college. It has always been the main objective of any educational institution to provide society with professional labour. In other words the individual that leaves the educational institution with the graduation diploma.


Which quality requirements should be stressed when it comes to final year graduates? The easy way out would be to put down precise criteria of quality, just like the quality control at the end of an assembly line. This would clearly suppress characteristics such as creativity, ability to make innovations, etc. These quality criteria are highly appreciated in the world of art.


Having in mind that we are in the business of education not running a sausage factory, a line of stereotypes laving the college is not desired. Therefore, in addition to the variant of product-requirement, we add the quality profile adopted within art to the one we already have. The result of this combination is creative individuals to invent new applicable solutions for the industry. All together this so-called «split competence» adds up to the following quality demands on the final year graduate:


This person is required to have professional/technical skills as well as human/social competence. This is to employ the technical knowledge to good purpose by communicating and applying competence to create inventive solutions.





3. Areas of Improvement


Having sorted out a standard or reference level when it comes to controlling quality in education, the next issue is to get an overview of the organization of the college. There are plenty of methods when it comes to analysing an organization and the way it works both internally and externally. What is particularly challenging is to find an image that illustrates an educational organization including the student.


Taking the liberty of making a minor alteration on the organizational model Leavitt’s diamond, a useful model to pinpoint areas of quality improvement becomes available.


Leavitt’s organizational model is particularly interesting due to the fact that the student role is easily illustrated by doing minor adjustments to it. The model is based on the idea, that due to the diversity of organizations, it may be helpful to identify the main internal elements that it consists of. The four elements are: 
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Goals: Any organization that wants to justify its existence got to have an objective/goal with its activity. In our case it might be to supply society with professionals.


Technology: The organization needs technology to reach its objectives. At an educational institution this includes everything from laboratory equipment, teaching techniques, AV-equipment, computers, etc.


Participants (culture): In order to operate the technology the organization needs participants and subsequently with people culture follows. The teaching staff, laboratory engineers, janitor and so on is included among the participants of the school organization.


Social structure: To co-operate efficiently, the participants have to be organized in the best possible way.





A circle with one quadrant in each of the four elements is added to illustrate the student’s role in the educational organization. This last bit completes the model and represents the central role that the student has in the educational organization, with his considerable representation in all of the four elements. It portrays that the student actually is the main contributor in the process of reaching the school organization main goal. Or more specifically, he is the principal contributor when it comes to create himself as a unique product.


A closer look on how the student is involved in the various parts of the model shows that he definitely has a considerable influence on attitudes and social network, together with social unity and culture in general.


The first year student is the «raw material» the educational organization is supplied with. Together with personal resources and competence the «raw material» belongs to the part of the organization that Leavitt identifies as technology.


The part called social structure includes distribution of labour and authority, ways of communication plus hierarchical structure. The student influences all of this part of the organisational structure through councils, boards, etc.


Once the model is well established it is interesting to consider how it could be put to use by pointing out two actions that most certainly will enhance the quality of the education.


By looking into the element of participants (culture) there is an unique opportunity to put the student knowledge on the academic efficiency of the courses, seen from the opposite side of the desk, to good use. The idea is to a greater extent invite the students to evaluate tuition and lessons and then apply this information to adjust the courses to a higher degree of pedagogical suitability.


Without making further resemblance to a manufacturing enterprise, the conclusion would be that there in education is an unusual opportunity to make inquiries towards the product as it is generated. Inquires of the sort: how are you, is there anything we can do to improve your performance.


Within the area of technology there are a number of initiatives to be measured in order to enhance the quality of the education. One of the more interesting efforts would be to try to find other and more potent ways of handing over the knowledge to the students. For a long time the lecture concept has been dominating as the meeting place between a student and a teacher. There are bound to be other and more efficient ways to transfer knowledge than this often tiring arena of one way communication.


There are numerous solutions to this problem. One method, which has proven to be very useful, is problem-based learning. Problem-based learning is applied to improve the teaching process and to train students in social skills such as creativity, communication skills, etc. To carry out tasks like making a presentation and leading a meeting properly, to be more specific.





4. Summary and Conclusions


This paper has thrown light on a few aspects of quality in the education. It has also reflected on ways of applying the quality concept and suggested an interpretation of the term good quality in the context of education. There is also established an organizational model to analyse the educational organization to pinpoint areas of quality improvement. Suggestions are made in the direction of adjustments within the fields of technology and participants (culture) to draw quality level closer to the standard suggested in this paper.
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There is a lot more to the activity of quality improvement than mentioned so far in the paper. To make the system of quality enhancement in education more complete, there are a number of aspects one has to take into consideration.


Having in mind that putting this project into life would involve a great deal of organizational development, the difficulty of initiating alterations among the participants must be realized. It is in the nature of man to resist changes. Initiating a total quality system makes heavy demands on the participants in the organization.


The people working in the organization has to be involved in the organizational development, otherwise the project will be a waste of time.


Other things that have to be considered are to establish a structure to gather and organize all the aspects of the quality work. Various versions of quality handbooks are a common solution. Whether a quality handbook or other ways to structure the quality initiatives is chosen, the aspect of organizational learning has to be emphasized.


In the end it is worth mentioning that the main scope of quality assurance is to be ahead of the problems arising, not to struggle with last minute «fire fighting».
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In the world of art the term quality is mentioned when something is inventive and creative.





Last minute fire fighting is what quality management seeks to counteract. 





Last minute fire fighting is what quality management seeks to counteract. 
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