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Editorial
Two themes dominate this issue of Quality in Higher Education: the future shape of higher
education and total quality management (TQM). Underpinning both themes is the
'student-as-customer' perspective.
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Future of Higher Education
In forthcoming issues, we hope to develop a discussion about the future purpose and
shape of higher education. There is considerable interest and a growing number of
contributions about the likely form and structure of higher education in the next century.
In the UK the whole purpose of higher education is being reconsidered and there is a major
programme attempting to conceptualise 'graduateness' that is raising fundamental questions about the outcomes of higher education (HEQC, 1995). Similar re-evaluations of the
role and purpose of higher education are taking place in many other countries and there
is a forthcoming conference in Singapore devoted to the future of higher education.
Original contributions (articles or forum items) on the future shape, funding and
rationale for higher education and their likely impact on quality and standards, or
engagements with prevailing conceptions of the future of higher education, would be
particularly welcome for forthcoming issues of Quality in Higher Education.
Predicting the Future
Most future predictions are based on:
•
•
•
•

extrapolation from current data and trends;
incorporation of external evidence;
taking account of a wider context;
lateral thinking.

Each of these four are progressively more difficult to achieve. Extrapolation from current
trends would suggest, for example, that there will be 250 higher education institutions in
Britain in the year 2010. Alternatively, an amended extrapolation to take account of
comparisons with other countries might suggest that there will be only half the current
number of institutions in Britain, about 75, as mergers will take place as they have in
Australia (MacFarlane, 1994). However, extrapolation about one area of the future in
isolation from other developments will lead to unsound predictions. Extrapolation in one
area must be set in a wider context of external developments. To be able to predict the leap
from the first primitive telegraph to the development of the World-wide Web goes way
beyond extrapolation. Prediction requires the most intangible element of all, some lateral
thinking: conceptualising shifts into 'another dimension', away from the trend of any
extrapolation. To think that changes in higher education will be merely extrapolation on
what already exists, on the grounds that, apart from the last decade or so, things have not
changed much over the last 500 years, is a mistaken view.
Higher education has been going through what Thomas Kuhn (1970) would describe as
a paradigm shift. The conceptualisation of higher education will never be the same again.
Prediction about the future of higher education is not notable for its lateral thinking let
1353-8322/96/030177-08
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alone its embracing of quantum leaps. Some attempts to link into external factors, most
notably new information technology, have been undertaken. However, those playing the
'higher education future' game have been singularly unimaginative, in part driven by a
lack of desire to abandon the core of the traditional notion of a university. George Ritzer's
contribution in this issue sets the future of higher education not only in a wider commercial and cultural context but also offers some imaginative insights. Whether, in the
'MacUniversity', he has defined the most significant elements of the wider context and
whether his imaginative insights are the right ones, only time will tell.
Future Purposes of HE
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George Gordon (1995) argues that 'the range of purposes of higher education in Britain still
broadly match those articulated in the Robbins Report some 30 years ago' (Robbins
Committee, 1963). As a consequence it is questionable whether there is need for radical
re-evaluation of purposes. The CVCP (1995) have identified four key influences on the
shape of higher education:
•
•
•
•

the need and demand for lifelong learning;
the requirements of learners for alternative types and modes of provision;
the impact of new technology;
the changing boundaries between higher education and other sectors of education and
business.

Change, and responding to it, is a key concern for CVCP in its view of the future: a point
echoed by other commentators (King, 1995).
However, the purposes associated with this future vision are not much more than
restatements of the traditional pluralistic vision of higher education, amended to account
for economic needs and consumer requirements. Change in higher education is not
envisaged as impacting on the structure of the universities.
The overall vision, is one of the single autonomous university, ploughing its own furrow
(some more research-oriented and some more teaching-oriented). Although purporting to
being concerned with the 'the quality of the students' experience', CVCP (1995, pp. 5-7)
sees higher education as:
fundamentally concerned with knowledge: preserving and transmitting existing
knowledge; testing and extending knowledge and developing critical skills;
creating, disseminating and applying new knowledge.
Empowering students to become transformative agents in the face of change is a secondary
concern to the self-preservation function implied by this cloisterist attitude to knowledge
(Harvey & Knight, 1996).
A similar approach is evident in a UNESCO (1995) report which argues that universities
must face up to change. It proposes a responsive 'pro-active university'. Again, the same
traditional themes are augmented by closer co-operation with industry and incorporation
of lifelong learning, albeit within an international setting. The report raises issues to be
considered seriously in a transformed higher education for the next century, but shies
away from direct recommendations.
It is to be hoped that the National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education (chaired
by Sir Ron Dearing) due to report in 1997, will, at least in the British context, provide a
rather more radical blueprint for future strategic thinking.
Most commentators focus on how the current system might accommodate change but do
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not appear to suggest any structural changes to the university of the 21st century. Perhaps
it is time to suggest that the university of the future will, in most cases, be very different
from the traditional model that currently dominates our perceptions.
The University of the 21st Century
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Despite the slow rate of change in higher education prior to the last decade, it is likely that
the higher education system in the 21st century will be very different from current models
because the context within which it will operate will change significantly. The following
parameters for higher education systems are likely to prevail:
• higher education will be a mass system—but one designed as a mass system rather than
a haphazardly amended elite system;
• it will be shaped by information technology and electronic communications;
• it will be international;
• there will be a smoother transition for students from compulsory school education,
through post-school qualifications to higher education. In Britain, for example, the
division between further education and higher education will become blurred;
• there will be little or no differentiation between part-time and full-time students;
• higher education will be integrated into continuous (lifelong) education in the institution, in
the workplace and in the home;
• the age profile of university students will change dramatically and in most cases the
traditional cohort of 18-year-old school leavers will be in the minority;
• lectures will disappear—there will be far more effective ways of disseminating information
and ideas, lectures will be seen as inefficient, ineffective and amateurish: indicative of an
outmoded 'cottage industry' of university teaching (Gordon, 1995, p. 25);
• tutors in higher education will have a central role in facilitating learning—which will
include the acquisition, by students, of skills and abilities as well as knowledge;
• higher education institutions will become learning resources for the community, not just
for the academic elite;
• research will be concentrated—especially expensive research—and will be more closely
integrated with commercial research;
• teachers in higher education will continue to be scholars as well as tutors;
• there will not be large numbers of small, independent, post-compulsory education
providers—mergers will take place;
• there will be a clearer emphasis on student attainment;
• post-compulsory education will be more open, more transparent, more user-determined, less
cloisterist;
• quality and standards will need to take account of the need for international comparability;
• there will be less emphasis on bureaucratic external monitoring and more on quality
culture within institutions;
• funding will become the major issues in higher education. The level of government
funding will decline, ultimately leading to some sort of pay-as-you-learn system: although payment may be deferred for collection through the tax system of some
equivalent post hoc arrangement. A complete reliance on a market system will neither be
equitable nor will it lead to the generation of the type of workforce required by
longer-term economic strategy.
One 'pay-as-you-learn' suggestion is that tutorials will be by remote access (telephone or
Internet) to a professor on the equivalent of a premium-rate telephone number, where 'you
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pay for his [sic] intellect on a minute-by-minute basis; (Ford, undated). A more likely
scenario is that students will 'buy' modules or units of study that will best suit their
life-style and resources rather than enrol on long-term courses. Accumulation of units will
lead to phased awards. This module-oriented rather than course-oriented funding approach will do away with the increasingly tenuous distinction between full- and part-time
students (Harvey, 1995a).
All of this suggests that the University of the 21st Century is not going to be a modified
version of what we already have, but a radically different concept. The following suggested model draws on innovative elements to be found in some predictions of the future
but abandons the core of the elitist, autonomous view of a university.
The Federal Omniversity

Model
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The university of the future will be a regional, federated structure embracing all levels of
post-school education: and thus it might be better referred to as an omniversity (Fig. 1).
Physically, it will:
• be a federation of semi-autonomous institutions based in a geographic region;
• encompass all levels of post-compulsory school education from technician-level
certificates to doctorates;
• involve much closer links between the omniversity, commerce and industry;
• encompass learning and research in the workplace;
• be a community resource and link into other community resources, such as local libraries
and resource centres;
• have no fixed boundaries, it will be electronically networked (the lines in Fig. 1) and,
through cable and/or the Internet, linked to any home, workplace or community
location.
Universities in Britain, Australia and the US, for example, already run postgraduate
courses via the Internet. In the US the use of the Internet for undergraduate course delivery
and assessment is expanding rapidly (Brittingham & Cook, 1995).
Principal Features of the Federal Omniversity

The omniversity model will embody diversity, be more cost effective, and provide a
framework for strategic thinking, while delegating responsibility for quality and standards
and providing a reasonable degree of local autonomy. Among other things, the federal
omniversity will:
• encompass learning at all levels (post-compulsory) both award-gathering and shortcourse training;
• have clearly defined staged awards (for each year of study or equivalent);
• accommodate a variety of learning approaches;
• offer a wide range of subjects that can be tailored to requirements;
• facilitate access to non-compulsory education and seamless progression (transferability
problems are minimised because the omniversity is an integrated system);
• encourage the facilitation of learning rather than teaching;
• disseminate information via electronic means—dispensing with lectures and other
information-providing events;
• provide on-line tutorial support;
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FIG. 1. Federal omniversity model.

• require group meetings as an integral part of courses, used for workshops or discussions, as regular or occasional events (such as summer schools);
• involve 'new' approaches to 'teaching' and 'research' (coherent, structured student
experiences will re-emerge (Ratcliff et ah, 1995);
• not give priority to the full-time, three-year, on-site, undergraduate degree. Instead the
omniversity will be providing continuous education and training and the current
concept of a full-time degree course will survive only if it fits into this process of lifelong
learning;
• integrate workplace learning;
• establish separate research institutes—both education-based and industry-based, which
would be organisationally rather than geographically separate;
• accommodate individual distance or flexible learning;
• lead to a simpler funding and external quality-monitoring process—fewer separate,
autonomous units with more internal responsibility.
It is possible that much of this will occur whether it is planned or not. It will be messy and
probably inequitable if left entirely to the 'market'. It may be so dominated by the
'customer', as George Ritzer suggests, that academic credibility disappears altogether. A
rational development could be put into place quickly by selective funding, that is, by
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providing premium funding to organisations who set up and operate as regional omniversities. They would benefit by rapidly drawing in industry and would take off very quickly.
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Where does Quality Fit in?

The Federal Omniversity model places primary responsibility for setting standards and
monitoring quality with the institution. The current trend across the world is for a new
responsive accountability in higher education. Countries with very different systems,
ranging from completely autonomous to centrally controlled are all moving towards a
common structure of delegated responsibility for quality improvement (Harvey, 1996). The
regional omniversity would thus be responsible for instituting its own procedures for
assessing, accrediting, validating and standards checking. These would need to take the
form that best suits requirements of the institution, the market and any relevant professional and regulatory bodies.
One might expect close co-operation between institutions and professional bodies,
employers and other stakeholders in relation to monitoring of quality, with great emphasis
on 'consumer' satisfaction and appropriateness of what is provided both in terms of
teaching and research.
In the Editorial of the last issue, it was argued that quality will not be primarily focused
on accountability with enhancement as a possible spin-off—this is transitory as higher
education goes through a paradigm shift—rather quality monitoring of teaching and
learning will focus on improvement or enhancement of the student experience and
attainment, with accountability inevitably following.
Quality will be about equity, enhancement and empowerment of the participants: not a
game disengaged from student concerns, played by administrators to externally set (but
obscure) rules. Key concerns for monitoring in the future will include:
• ensuring that the internal processes of quality improvement are adequate and operating
properly—that internally set agendas for improvement are translated into effective
action;
• the student experience of learning is of the quality claimed—student views have been
taken into account and service standards are explicit;
• the attainment of students is of an internationally comparable standard—graduate and
employer views have been taken into account;
• the research output is of an international standard;
• public money is being used effectively.
Each of these will require clear criteria, whether universal or negotiated according to the
particular emphases of the regional omniversity.
Although some form of quality monitoring will continue, it will not be the primary
concern of higher education in the 21st century. Quality as a political issue will fade away.
The dominant issues will be funding and graduate employment. Higher education will
need to demonstrate outcomes much more clearly—both research outcomes and student
attainment. In relation to the latter, students will require a system that enables them to
clearly identify their attributes, and these will need to be relevant to the 21st century. Some
kind of relevant and standardised profiling rather than any form of degree classification
will be essential in the context of a highly differentiated and increasingly complex higher
education sector.
At root, higher education must produce graduates who are enhanced and empowered
by their experience to cope with and anticipate change. Employing organisations do not
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need victims of change, they need people who can contribute to the transformation of the
organisations in the face of rapid and continuous change. Higher education is in a unique
position to transform students to become transformative agents. To do this, though, higher
education must itself be transformed (UNESCO, 1995, p. 42; Harvey & Knight, 1996).
Structurally, this is inevitable. What is needed is that academics embrace the new
paradigm of higher education and embrace transformation as a positive rather than
regrettable step away from the traditional values of the cloister. Whether the future
purpose, scope and structure of higher education will be embraced and led by academics
or whether it will be thrust upon them is a moot point.
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Students as Customers: the relevance of TQM approaches to higher education
No doubt many academics will recoil at the notion of the MacUniversity, whose features
are outlined by George Ritzer, as it fundamentally undermines the 'master-pupil' relationship traditionally at the heart of higher learning. Instead 'customers' loom large: a theme
that is explored in most of the other contributions to this issue that, in one way or another,
address the relevance of TQM for higher education.
Richard Barrett takes issue with the notion of the student as customer in his forthright
attack on one particular approach to the introduction of TQM into higher education. His
objections to treating students as customers range from the failure to differentiate customer
desires from their needs, of which, as students, they may be ignorant or disinclined to
pursue, to the potential for fraudulent activity where the outcome (diploma or certificate)
rather than the process of learning is all that the 'customer' requires.
W. Lee Hansen and Michael Jackson report a case study of the application of Total
Quality Improvement to an undergraduate course. Students are framed as customers in
this study, but unusually they are not seen as purchasers or recipients of a product but as
'embedded' in the teaching and learning process. The customer orientation is used as a
counterpoint to the traditional tendency to 'think in the currency of higher education:
courses, credits and marks'. The study suggests that students' learning benefits from a
process of teamworking and self-evaluation, with the instructor becoming a 'manager of
resources rather than an oracle at the podium'.
Susan Winchip focuses on W. Edwards Deming's approach to TQM and considers to
what extent it may be applicable to institutions of higher education. Her American-based
study, which uses qualitative and quantitative data, suggests that some of Deming's
management themes are applicable to higher education although they may be limited in
terms of establishing meaningful systemic change. Terminology is a major inhibitor (as
many other studies have also revealed (Harvey, 1995b)) not least the attempt to redefine
'product' and 'customer' in the higher education context.
From a slightly different perspective, Jennifer Rowley examines the potential of servicequality approaches in the higher education setting. She explores the contexts in which
educational or service-quality measurement might be applied to higher education and
examines examples of practice before introducing and considering the relevance of
SERVQUAL. She argues that as educational quality can be seen as a unique type of service
quality it is important to note the lessons from the service quality literature when
developing approaches to monitoring customer satisfaction within higher education.
In the final contribution to this issue, we move away from talk of customers and instead
consider the involvement of learners in assessing the quality of educational provision: in
this case distance education in India. Although V. D. Madan reports 'glaring deficiencies'
in some aspects of the distance-learning system, the principal aim of programme evalu-
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ation for quality assessment in India is not simply to identify problems but to make
learners more active and responsive to what they learn and how they learn. A model of
programme evaluation is outlined and initial testing of its effectiveness is reported.
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