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Summary: Quality was introduced as political priority in Danish higher education during the 1980ties, associated with new public management as well as with new liberalism and conservatism. As a political goal the concept of quality has a paradoxical character because it does not lay out any definite course for policy. In the state controlled and public financed Danish higher education system quality assessment became institutionalised in a national agency, the “evaluation centre”, which was to do recurrent assessment of all higher education programmes. This was later given up. Recently accreditation of education programmes has been introduced, also in the form of a national agency with the mission of accrediting all higher education programmes. The paper discusses reasons for and problems in this approach, and the more general social functions of quality assessment and accreditation.  
Quality as policy

During the last two decades quality and assessment have become keywords in Danish educational policy, frequently encountered in official documents and debates. It was the then Minister of Education, Mr. Bertel Haarder, who in the middle of the 1980ties ventured to establish quality as the main theme in education through a wave of debates, commissions and development projects. But since then quality has continued to have a stable place in Danish educational policy and be the focus of many important policy documents. The triumph of the concept of quality has been accompanied by the growth and spreading of quality assessment activities in all parts of the educational system. Special institutions and procedures have been created and been made responsible for assessment. This happened first and most visibly in higher education, where an independent national “Evaluation Centre” was established in 1992.

As a political goal the concept of quality has a paradoxical character because it does not lay out any definite course for policy. It does not indicate any overriding objective for the functioning of educational institutions; they just have to function well. Nevertheless, quality has been widely accepted as just such an overriding objective. I see at least two reasons for this. First, quality is a powerful “agenda setter”. It is difficult to voice disagreement with statements that quality should be prioritised (like it was difficult to disagree with statements that the public sector should be modern when the Danish government launched this as a political programme in the early eighties). If you try to counter the quality agenda with competing objectives, suspicions immediately arise that you may not be in favour of quality. Secondly, the quality objective has had the role of contributing to deflecting the educational debate from other objectives without openly rejecting these. This applies not least to an objective which had a strong place in policies of the 1960ties and 1970ties, that of social equality in education. In countries like the UK and the USA it has been obvious that the theme of quality was launched by the right as an alternative to the theme of equality. 

The quality objective thus had a clear political mission, and to some extent it still has. But the pronounced growth in quality projects, evaluation studies and assessments of outcomes in the area of education and learning has a more general background. It reflects a comprehensive transformation of the forms of political governance, with less emphasis on detailed guidance through rules and more emphasis on control through objectives and budgets. It also reflects the fact that governance comes to rely more and more on a “scientific” approach, which does not trust that programmes and rules are carried out just because the politicians decided they should. 
In public policy the concept of quality has mainly been associated with the ideas of new public management, which emerget during the 1980ties. Dahler-Larsen (2008) identifies several factors that have contributed to emergence and dissemination of discourses on quality in public policy. A fundamental precondition is that the political ideologies which for a long time dominated modern history have lost much of their distinctiveness and evocative power. For citizens this contributes to a process of reflective modernisation in which individual strategies for balancing means and ends, for avoiding risks and achieving success become a major preoccupation. States are thus confronted with a much wider range of citizenship needs and demands. And because state policy is less defined by clear political goals much state activity is perceived as organised service provision, and finding the right organisational recipe becomes a constant concern of government officials and policymakers. In this perspective the notion of quality may be attractive to both citizens and policymakers because it is non-ideological (embodying no vision of a different society) and generalised (and thus adaptable to may different contexts). Because the focus on quality is related to such fundamental social developments Dahler-Larsen rejects the view that this is just a passing fad in public policy; he expects the ‘quality wave” to continue and be further institutionalised (Dahler-Larsen 2008, p 67). I would add that one further factor contributing to this is the fact that quality still has the ring of something special, associated with high social status.  

The Danish evaluation centre and its model

As mentioned above a national “Danish Centre for Quality Development and Assessment” in higher education (often called just “the evaluation centre”) was created in Denmark in 1992 on the initiative of the Minister of Education. The mission of the centre was to undertake recurrent quality assessment of all study programmes in higher education. 

The evaluation centre was established as an independent agency funded by the Ministry of Education. The purpose of the centre was:

· to initiate evaluation of higher education in Denmark

· to develop appropriate evaluation methods

· to inspire and guide institutions in matters of evaluation and quality development

· to compile national and international experiences on evalua​tion and quality development in higher education 

The institutions of higher education were obliged to submit their activities to evaluation. However, the evaluation centre itself had no authority to request evaluations. This authority was given to the ministry and especially the advisory councils existing in different areas of education. The councils pursued a policy that all study programmes in long-cycle higher education should be evaluated at regular intervals, aiming at a 5-year cycle. The centre rarely evaluated whole institutions. The evaluation activ​ities focused on all study programmes within a specific discipline, across institutions. This meant that evaluations often had a strong element of comparing practise at different institutions.

The evaluations of the Danish centre followed (with some minor variations) a standard method, which attempted to draw on various kinds of documentation and assessment. For each evaluation task a steering committee was established, comprising normally four or five persons with professional credibility within the field to be assessed. The members should not be directly involved with any of the institutions being assessed, and as most of the evaluations covered all national study programmes within a given subject, recruiting members was not always easy. The steering committee had the responsibility for setting the agenda, planning and co-ordinating the work and drawing conclusions. The assessment work usually included three main elements:

· A self-assessment by each study programme. The self-assessment report tries to answer a series of questions - both descriptive and evaluative - formulated in dialogue between the educational institution and the centre. 

· Surveys of the experiences and opinions of different groups of users, for instance students, graduates or employers. 

· Visits to the educational institutions, usually done by members of the steering group. Visits usually lasted one day for each institution and consisted of meeting with groups of students, teachers and decision-makers. 

As can be seen the method followed by the Danish centre was a fairly robust combination of peer review and empirical documentation. The conclusions could often be accepted by many of the partners involved (except in some cases where steering committees seemed to pursue particular institutional interests). However, it can be questioned whether the assessment exercises provided the different stakeholders with knowledge that could justify the considerable costs involved. Another problem is that having assessment done by an independent (but officially authorised) unit like the Danish centre does not encourage educational institutions to take responsibility for quality assessment themselves. An alternative approach would have been to make the institutions responsible for quality assessment themselves and then to monitor their assessment procedures. 

In 1999, after having completed most of the first cycle of evaluations, the Danish Centre for Quality Development and Assessment was transformed into The Danish Evaluation Institute (EVA). The organisation and the methodology remained essentially the same, but the new institute had a broader mission: It was to undertake quality assessment and development in all areas and at all levels of the Danish educational system, and was also to be the knowledge centre of the Danish government in the field of educational evaluation. The idea of recurrent quality assessment of all study programmes had given way to the idea of undertaking exemplary evaluations in strategically important areas at all levels of the educational system. Most of the work done since the establishment of EVA has focused on projects outside higher education, for instance in primary schools and adult education. 
One of the activities taken up by EVA was accreditation is in relation to the approval of the Danish State grant for students of private courses, normally at the short cycle higher education level and further education level (in Danish ”SU-vurderinger”). EVA conducts the accreditations, while the Ministry of Education is the approval authority on the basis of the accreditations. Until recently this was one of the few examples of the use of accreditation in Danish education.  

The rise of accreditation
However, during the last few years accreditations has become very important. This can be seen as part of a redrawing of the boundaries between the public sector bureaucracy on one hand, the institutions of higher education on the other. The university act passed in 2004 and new legislation for non-university higher education has recognized the administrative and economic autonomy of higher education institutions and their obligation to manage their education and research activities in a responsible way. But the managers and chairmen of the universities have repeatedly pointed out that in spite of formal autonomy the institutions are in fact subjected to centralised and detailed control from the officials in the Ministry of Education. One of the areas of this control is the creation of new study programmes, where universities have had to apply for each degree program they wanted to establish, and the ministry officials have had the power to accept or reject application without expert advice. The adoption of accreditation procedures can be seen as a way of retaining a centralised, state-directed system of approval but moving the conflict-prone specific decisions out of the bureaucracy. 

Accreditation may be defined in different ways. Hämäläinen et al (2001) define accreditation through the following characteristics: 
· Accreditation gives acceptance (or not) that a certain standard is met in a higher education course, programme or institution. This may be a minimum standard or a standard of excellence.

· Accreditation, therefore, always involves a benchmarking assessment.

· Accreditation verdicts are based solely on quality criteria, never on political considerations.

· Accreditation verdicts include a binary element and are always either” yes” or ”no” 
Accreditation is not in itself an approval by the state or another public authority. Accreditation aims at giving official acceptance to a course, a programme or an institution in relation to the right to confer degrees, but in a state-controlled and publicly funded education system like the Danish the decision is made by the state. 

The Danish act on accreditation of higher education programmes was passed by parliament in March 2007. The act established an accreditation council composed of a limited number of experts on higher education and institutional provision for preparing the accreditation decisions. The responsibility for Danish higher education programmes is divided between two ministries, the Ministry of Science and Technology (with responsibility for university programmes) and the Ministry of Education (with responsibility for non-university study programmes), and the accreditations was divided accordingly. While the well-established EVA institute will prepare accreditation of non-university programmes, a new agency (called ACE-Denmark) was established for accreditation of university programmes. 
The act specified that all Danish higher education programmes – existing programmes as well as new programmes – are to be accredited over a relatively short span of years. In this way the new accreditation scheme copies the original ideas behind the “Evaluation centre”, which have since been given up. According to plans announced by ACE Denmark some 200 programmes are to be accredited each year. The criteria for accreditation have been specified in a government order. There are the following 10 criteria, each of them including several aspects:

1. Societal need for the study programme

2. The labour market prospects of graduates

3. The research base for the programme

4. The presence of active researchers in teaching

5. The quality and strength of the research environment behind the programme

6. Educational structure

7. The design of teaching and the skills of teachers

8. Internal quality control in the programme

9. The professional profile of the programme
10. The learning goals and realised learning outcomes of the programme. 

This seems to be a very through set of guidelines for accreditation; but the question is how all these criteria are to be assessed in practise by a relatively small agency with no direct expert assistance (except the members of the accreditation council). This has led one of Denmark’s leading experts on evaluation, Hanne Foss Hansen, to voice strong criticism of the model: 

“One may wonder why a more strategic approach has not been adopted, like a partial model. For instance one could start by considering all existing programs as approved (which they have been, by other actors) and focus the efforts on new programmes. Later on this could have been supplemented by re-accreditation of existing programmes in areas where this is deemed necessary (…) 
In reality there are more than 20 criteria. If these are taken seriously it will demand a lot of resources for the individual study programme to document that it lives up to all criteria. The criteria of societal relevance will be especially demanding for, not least for new study programmes (…). All experience tells that assessing labour market needs is extremely difficult.” (Hansen 2008). 

Hansen argues that the combination of a multitude of criteria and a large number of accreditations will lead both educational institutions and accreditation bodies to check-list routines rather than to reflection on quality practise. 

Legitimacy, knowledge power and institutional power games
To conclude this paper I will briefly outline three general perspectives on the phenomena of quality assessment and accreditation in higher education. 

(1) In modern societies the use of power requires legitimacy. The kind of power which circulates in the control of public institutions ideally gets its legitimacy from the system of political democracy; but as administrative systems grow in scope and complexity they find it harder to legitimise their day-to-day practises in this way. Also, political democracy itself is increasingly a quasi-market, where competing political positions try to legitimise themselves in the most appealing and credible way. And in modern societies scientific knowledge often has strong credibility and can help secure legitimacy, just as religious concepts helped secure legitimacy in earlier societies. 

The very fact that educational programmes and institutions are made the object of quality assessment contributes to the legitimacy of educational policy. Practises are being evaluated, often by impartial experts, and this is documented in comprehensive reports. The public sector is at work. It is only in the few cases where evaluation studies reveal undeniable failures that this basic legitimising effect is lost. 

(2) Quality assessment and evaluation also have another function in present-day society. They reinforce and disseminate predominant forms of knowledge power. The concept of knowledge power was originally developed by Michel Foucault, who called attention to the fact that the development of knowledge in the human and social sciences has historically been linked with normalisation and disciplining of social practises (Foucault 1980). Theories and concepts have been instrumental in shaping and disseminating conceptions of acceptable and normal behaviour in specific social settings, and in developing techniques for disciplining individuals to this behaviour. Seen in this light the main role of the growing body of “evaluation knowledge” may not be to provide decision-makers with valid knowledge about the institutions and practises they are supposed to control, but rather to install and reinforce among practitioners the norms endorsed by the decision-makers.  

(3) The more quality assessment become part of institutional management, the more it also becomes an arena where different institutions and units act strategically and compete for resources and status. Thus assessment contributes to the constitution of social reality in the institutional setting. To give an example: One of the areas of higher education to be assessed by the Danish evaluation centre was the schools of social work. These schools and their study programme were in fact not included in the original plans for the activities of the evaluation centre, but explicitly asked to be assessed. I think an important motive for this was that the schools of social work - which are almost all independent institutions outside the universities - were afraid to be “forgotten” when the recurrent assessments began to focus attention on the university study programmes (Rasmussen 1997). Since that example occurred the climate in Danish higher education has become much more competitive, a development partly orchestrated by the state in the spirit of new public management. The accreditation or non-accreditation of a study programme at one university is clearly of great strategic importance for other universities, and they are increasingly using all means available (including lobbying, networks etc.) to gain advantages. It will be very difficult for national accreditation agencies to avoid being drawn into such institutional power games. 

Questions
1. What are the relationships between quality assessment and accreditation in higher education? 
2. What societal functions do quality assessment and accreditation have in a state controlled and publicly funded higher education system?

3. Why has the Danish state chosen to accredit all higher education programmes rather than focus accreditation on areas of strategic importance, and what accreditation practise will emerge from this?
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