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Introduction

This year The Standing Committee for Quality of the Norwegian Association for Distance
Education (NADE) presented the 3" revised edition of its “Quality Standards” (NADE 2000).
The first version was developed in 1993 directly related to legal changes concerning quality
and control of independent distance teaching institutions where a strict governmental control
rooted in the “Correspondence School Act” was replaced by responsibility of the institutions
to assure the quality of courses and study programmes when state regulation of non
governmental distance education was included in the “Adult Education Act”.

This article will account for the experiences and areas of concern that brought about the
amendment and how NADE and member institutions have approached the challenge of assuring
and developing quality in distance education. The article also includes some references to some
other European initiatives concerning systems evaluation and quality work.

In many areas of the society - in industry, public administration and the service sector - we
have witnessed a rapidly growing interest in and emphasis on matters of quality in recent
years. In industry, quality control is a well-known phenomenon, i.e. manufactured goods are
inspected and then either approved or rejected on the basis of well-defined specifications. A
high percentage of errors mean that production is not cost-effective. Thus, quality control
gives rise to a need for quality assurance - i.e. routines and systems that can ensure that the
manufactured goods meet the specified quality standards.

A firm that can document an effective quality assurance system will be more easily able to
inspire confidence as a supplier of goods. This is one of the reasons why national and
international standards for quality assurance have been drafted. The international standards do
not define the products' quality, but describe the requirements that ought to be made of the
firms' quality systems. The quality specifications are set by the individual firm, or jointly by
the firm and a contract partner.

The standards that exist have been developed in connection with production-oriented industry.
However, they are also being increasingly employed in service-oriented activities and are
being revised and supplemented with these activities in mind. Often the use of quality
standards is combined with ideas about total quality management. Total quality management
is usually associated with an extensive effort to focus the whole organisation and its mode of
operation on the users' needs, with a continuous monitoring and improvement of the quality of
the organisation's performance. Since 1986/87 the series of 'International Standards (ISO 9000
series) have been an important starting point to higher quality. The success of ISO in industry
shows that there is a big demand for internationally agreed standards.



Concept clarification

Quality is most often defined ‘fitness for purpose’ related to the needs of the user/customer
(Juran 1988), which indicates that quality depends upon a subject's view of what is the
purpose of that phenomenon. In education the customer is not easily identified. The
government pays, the immediate user is the student, secondary users are employers etc.
Quality, thus, is a value judgement interpreted by different stakeholders, government,
teachers, administrators, students, employers etc. On the other hand, to assure and assess
quality we must have a clear notion of what it is. Another definition could be could be that the
"‘product comply with defined requirements’. Consequently, purpose and requirements, then,
should be defined by the significant stakeholders. Birnbaum (1989) has stressed this diversity
and pointed out three dimensions of quality in higher education: the meritocratic (the
institution's conformity to professional and scholarly norms with the academic profession as
reference group), the social (the degree to which the institutions satisfies the needs of
important collective constituents) and the individualistic (the contribution the institution
makes to the personal growth of students (from Van Vucht & Westerheijden 1993).

Some other important concepts are ‘quality control’, quality assurance', ‘quality management'
and 'quality assessment’. Quality control is defined in technical environments as: 'the
operational techniques and activities that are used to fulfil the requirements for quality’ (ISO
8402). Van Vucht & Westerheijden (ibid.) add that concerning higher education the term also
includes the state control strategy concerning quality in higher education. Quality assurance is
“all those planned and systematic actions necessary to provide adequate confidence...”
Quality management is defined as 'that aspect of the overall management function that
determines and implements the quality policy'. The ISO document defines 'quality audit’,
while Van Vucht and Westerheijden (ibid.) recommend the term ‘quality assessment' as a
better term in the field of higher education and is taken to mean 'a systematic examination to
determine whether quality activities comply with planned arrangements and whether the
product (the educational process) is implemented effectively and is suitable for achieving
objectives' (Ibid. p. 12).

Credibility and Quality Control in Independent Distance Education

In the education system, distance education - for as long as it has existed -has been a relatively
marginal phenomenon. Thus, all over the world spokesmen for distance education have had to
battle the whole time to get it recognized as an equivalent form of education. Even the big, state
distance education institutions that were established during the 70’ies and 80’ies in Europe and
other parts of the world have encountered the same scepticism from traditional academic milieu
and have had to fight a continuous battle for recognition.

The private correspondence schools have usually been even more subject to suspicion from the
established education system and from the authorities. This scepticism has partly been based on
the sheer fact that the schools were privately owned, but may also have been a result of some
private schools conducting pedagogical and business practices that rightly could be criticised.
There is no doubt that credibility of distance education also are challenged by the hype interest
in distance education resulting from new providers entering the arena as a result of the present
technological developments and public attention, specifically in applying the Internet and
WWW for education. Rumble (2001) states that “one of the problems facing distance
education at this time is a concern that new providers are more interested in profit than quality
service.” According to Rumble (ibid.) ““...successful operators will need to adopt service
management approaches to deliver a quality product”.



It should also be mentioned that the other side of the coin is that in many ways negative
attitudes towards distance education are changing and it has become accepted among
educational and political leaders. In this author’s view committee reports and development work
aiming at increasing quality in traditional educational institutions take up ideas from distance
education philosophies and practices, such as ‘service management attitudes’, ‘focus on
individual student needs’, ‘flexible delivery solutions’ and ‘emphasis on writing’ and ‘process
evaluation’ (see e. g. the ‘Mjos Committee for higher education’ in Norway (KUF 2000)).
Another example of distance education gaining esteem is that distance education institutions
have competed well in situations were quality control also might imply some comparative
implications. Keegan (2000) mentions the British Higher Education Quality Assurance
Agency’s (see http://www.gaa.ac.uk/) ranking the Open University as number 10 of more than
100 universities in quality as an example that external quality control may work in favour of
distance education. As Keegan (ibid.) puts it: “It comes as somewhat as a surprise that up to
100 of these universities choose to challenge the Open University in the distance education
market, often with small departments staffed with part-time consultants, when their full-time
professorial staff failed to match the academic excellence of the Open University with their
ordinary students.”

Traditionally attempts have been made to solve the problem of quality in distance education in
various ways.

The Law of the Market

Some have found it most appropriate to let the market punish those who do not measure up.
Here the idea is that in the long run, quality will pay off, and substandard measures and
institutions will disappear of their own accord. This reasoning is, in our opinion, basically
correct, but one problem is simply that individual distance students scattered over a large area,
have little or no contact with each other. This problem is of specific concern when more and
more institutions offer their courses globally on the Internet. Thus, it is possible to earn money
by taking advantage of people's credulity without giving the customers much opportunity to
hold the seller responsible. Even incidental and short-lived ventures of this sort, whether
nationally or internationally, can have a destructive effect on the general reputation of distance
education.

Agreed Association Standards

Thus, the valid institutions have usually been interested in measures that can assure a certain
level of quality. It has often been an important factor when organisations are formed that they
should help set standards for education and business practices. Thus, in many cases
correspondence school organisations have prepared guidelines for “good correspondence school
practices” in the form of a Code of Ethics. It has also been common that new members had to
be accepted by the remaining members and that departures from agreed standards could lead to
exclusion from the organisation. This applies to both national and international organisations.

The Norwegian Association for Distance Education (NADE) was established in 1968. In the
first charter the compilation and enforcement of rules for good correspondence school practices
were listed as one of the aims of the association. These rules were immediately drawn up.

NADE's rules for good correspondence school practices were relatively concise. In addition to
requiring loyalty within the organisation and respect for the authorities’ decisions, they included
provisions relating to the minimum amount of information that should be provided in school
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catalogues and provisions regarding responsible advertising and sales methods. They also
stipulated that the institutions should make use of competent professionals as course authors and
teachers, monitor their work, and conscientiously follow the students' progress and motivate
them to complete their studies with good grades.

Given that we in Norway have had quality control through state accreditation of all
correspondence courses, NADE’s rules have been more important ethically and commercially
than pedagogically.

Voluntary Accreditation

Some organisations have gone a step further by establishing accrediting schemes and separate
institutions for accreditation of schools and curricula. The best known of these is the National
Home Study Council in the USA, which established its Accrediting Commission in 1955. This
was approved as an accrediting body by the federal government in 1959 (Allen 1969). In the
Netherlands a foundation for the inspection of correspondence schools was established in
collaboration between the correspondence schools and the authorities as early as 1947. It was
converted into a public, independent inspection scheme in 1973 (Kaiser1973, Karow 1980). In
Great Britain they also got a semi-public, voluntary scheme for accreditation when the Council
for the Accreditation of Correspondence Colleges was established in 1969. In this instance the
authorities have gradually withdrawn, so that the CACC (undated) is now an independent, non-
profit institution.

The idea of establishing supranational accreditation schemes has been aired now and then, but
has not gained sufficient approval. One possible international scheme was discussed within the
International Council for Correspondence Education (ICCE) at the close of the 1960’ies (Allen
1969). In recent years the political integration of Europe has made it more opportune to consider
a solution at the European level, and it has thus been advocated that a European accreditation
scheme patterned on the national schemes be established (se e.g. Ingham 1991).

Legislation

The third solution, which has been chosen in a number of countries, is quality control through
government legislation.

Since the last world war many countries have regulated distance education, usually by means of
special laws for this type of education. Norway was the first to do so in 1948. Other countries
that have followed suit include Italy, Denmark, Belgium, Spain, West Germany, France and the
Netherlands (Ingham 1991, Weinstock et al. 1976.)

One common feature of most of this legislation is that it defines private distance education as a
separate area. It does not concern itself with distance education from public institutions, and it
usually does not tie in with legislation relating to other kinds of private schools. In most cases
the main aim seems to be to safeguard consumer interests - thus, this is explicitly stated in the
German Gesetz zum Schutz der Teilnehmer am Fernunterricht (Act of 1976 relating to the
protection of the student in distance education). The German law had the same intention as the
Norwegian state regulations: “In Norway state control was introduced to protect customers
from being exploited by owners of correspondence schools” (Skar 1981). It is reflected in
provisions relating to contract terms and sales methods, but most laws also include provisions
that are supposed to help assure the professional and pedagogical quality of the courses that are
offered. The policy instruments here may include the accreditation of the individual courses and
curricula, qualifications requirements for teachers and administrative personnel and inspection



schemes. In many cases separate institutions or bodies have been established to exercise the
state control (Karow & Sorm 1975).

There may be reason to question how successful the regulation of private distance education has
been. To be sure, it is possible to point to the positive experiences of many countries (see e.g.
Presswood 1972, Kaiser 1973, Skar 1981, Ljosa 1981, Ljosa 1991, Wenting 1991 and
Vennemann 1991). In particular legislation seems to have an immediate effect in getting some
substandard activities removed, at any rate in the cases where the control is obligatory. Public
inspections usually also lead to an improvement in quality at most institutions, but some
negative experiences have also been reported. Some argue that an emphasis on minimum
standards may result in a mediocre level of quality. It can also have a negative effect if the
requirements introduced are too detailed. Quality appraisals and pedagogical attitudes keep
evolving, and rules and criteria can easily lag behind the development of pedagogy and
technology and becoming barriers for progress in the field. In our opinion, that was really the
case in Norway.

Traditions for Evaluation and Quality Improvement Work in
Distance Education

In university circles one can hear playful self-criticism to the effect that “a university is an
institution that does research on everything, except its own activities.” We shall not state any
opinion about this statement, but it may well be correct that systematic evaluation of the quality
of the education in the traditional educational system until recently have not had the greatest
attention, neither in Norway nor in other countries. This lack of interest in the quality of
teaching is discussed in a recent article by Anderson (2000) when the author is discussing
conditions for change in academic institutions: ““... Do we have standards of excellence,
training of new members, established means of professional communications? Again, certainly
within the discipline, but not with the professions of teaching.”

At the same time, it is correct from our standpoint, to point out that the evaluation of education
has played an important role in the activities of most modern distance education institutions.

There are many reasons why the evaluation of education or programmes has been taken
seriously in distance education circles (Rekkedal 1992). Some of them are:

- The way distance education has been organised, there are fewer possibilities for direct
feedback from students to those responsible for the education. This means that those who plan,
develop and implement the education have to formalise their work with the aim of providing
information about how the education works. This is not as necessary in systems where the
teachers, who are often responsible for both planning and execution, are in continuous contact
with their students.

- Distance education is normally organised in a system characterized by a division of labour
among a number of “‘expert groups”. Formalised knowledge about this process thus becomes
more necessary in order for the information to affect system changes.

- Distance education is often initiated on the basis of defined political resolutions and objectives
concerning looking after needs in the society, e.g. increasing the availability of education for
defined groups. Thus, the evaluation of results will be desirable in order to determine the extent
to which the political intentions are realized.



- Distance education is an area characterized by new developments, both as regards pedagogical
solutions, media and technology utilisation, and organisation. Various models and systems are
tried out, and information is needed about their effects and effectiveness.

- In many situations distance education has been developed in a tradition of systems thinking
and educational technology. In this tradition systematic feedback, evaluation and revision
and/or further development all play an important role.

- We can probably also add, as discussed above, that both public and private distance education
have had a need to develop and ‘demonstrate’ quality because in some situations they are
battling with a perception of being only second-rate. As mentioned in the introduction, this is
not just limited to private institutions.

Thus, it is typical that most large distance education institutions have established separate
departments or institutes for research and evaluation, or have formalised their quality
improvement and quality assurance work in other ways as soon as they were established.
Examples of this are Britain’s Open University with its Institute of Educational Technology
and FernUniversitat in Germany with its Zentrales Institut fir Fernstudienforschung (Central
Institute for Distance Education Research) and Zenter fur Fernstudienentwicklung (Centre for
Distance Education Development) and many other distance education universities established
later in Europe and other parts of the world (see e.g. Schuemer 1991, Rathore & Schuemer
1998).

Norwegian distance education institutions, such as NKI, have also carried out systematic
research and evaluation work on their own practices for many years.

In connection with the Norwegian initiatives concerning distance education development
through ‘The Norwegian Agency for Flexible Learning in Higher Education’ (SOFF) demands
for systematic evaluation and sharing of experiences of the projects are greatly emphasised
(SOFF 1991, 2000).

Concerning quality work in business and industry, there has been an increasing emphasis on
requiring that those responsible for the processes also should take responsibility for quality
control and quality development. This should also be the case in education. One example of this
position is Mary Thorpe’s (1990) book on evaluation of open learning and distance education
emphasizing the necessity of letting the practitioners take an active role in the evaluation
processes. Thus, the book becomes a kind of manual for ‘practitioner-based’ evaluation. In this
context the practitioners include all of those who are involved in the courses that are offered:
administrators, marketing experts, professional staff, teachers, tutors, textbook authors, office
personnel and receptionists. The idea is mainly that if the evaluation is really to have a positive
impact on the improvement of quality in the educational system, the practitioners must
understand the importance of taking part in the evaluation processes. The results of the
evaluation processes have two main target groups - the practitioners themselves and current and
future students. Just as with quality assurance in general, Thorpe argues that the evaluation of
education ought to be carried out as a group activity that brings together personnel from various
parts and levels of the organisation.



Quality management and quality assurance in European higher
education

In spite of the statement above on possible lack of interest among many academics to focus on
teaching quality, since the early 1980’ies the concept of quality has been a central focus of
attention in the debate of higher education and in higher education policy making. The
question was for instance addressed by a committee reporting to the Commission of the
European Communities (Van Vucht & Westerheijden) in 1993).

The report pointed out some factors that explain the necessity of attention to quality in higher
education:

- Societal concern about the increase of public expenditure in general and consequently the
necessity of defining priority of education relative to other socially desirable activities.

- The expansion of the higher education system and rapid growth in the student body (e.g. in
Norway the number of students in higher education has grown from well below 100.000 to
more than 160.000 in five years).

- Increased openness in most sectors of the modern societies. Higher education institutions
must show the society at large what they are doing and how well they are doing it.

- Increased international mobility of teachers, researchers and students and
internationalisation of the European labour marked. There is a growing need to be able to
assess the equivalence of qualifications, standards and credits.

- Extrinsic values of higher education, the service higher education provide to society, have
come into focus, relative to the intrinsic values, such as search for truth and pursuit of
knowledge (Ibid.).

Similar viewpoint was put forward by Franke-Wikberg (1992), when describing some general
trends in quality and evaluation in Western Europe. She stressed that there are only two
general models of evaluating the quality of education, 'product-oriented aiming at control of
quality' and 'process-oriented evaluation aiming at quality improvements' and showed how
emphasis has changed between these main models over time. According to Franke-Wikberg
(ibid.) product evaluation dominated in the era of instructional technology in the 60s, gave
way for more process oriented models in the 70", but seems to have revived in the late 80s and
90s.

Van Vucht and Westerheijden (1993) summarise the general trends of the new methods of
quality management i higher education stressing that the focus is the process of teaching, and
that the aims are both institutional quality improvement and accountability towards the
society:

- Nationally there is an agent responsible for managing the system at a meta-level. This agent
should be a co-ordinator, acting independently from the government politics and policies and
not having to impose a specific approach on the institution.

- Self evaluation is a common element in the ‘new’ quality management systems (see
Thorpe’s arguments specifically in distance education).

- A third common element is the mechanism of peer review and visits on site by external
experts. In our connection it is emphasised that in quality management systems with a
European dimension international experts should be included in the review committee.

- Reporting the results and experiences is another important element. The report should not
have the function of judging or ranking institutions. The aim should be to help the institution
to improve its programmes.



- There should not be established any direct relationships between quality review reports and
funding.

One example of a national body with responsibility for quality work and quality assurance is
the British Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education. It is an independent body funded
by the universities “to promote and support continuous improvement in the quality and
standards of provision”. En example of instituted collaboration on quality assurance on the
European level is EQUIS (European Quality Improvement System), which aims to increase
the standards of Management training in Europe. It is based on a voluntary membership and a
positive result of institutional evaluation gives a formal ‘quality accreditation’. Procedures are
in accordance with the principles presented above. In Norway quality in higher education has
been in the focus for many years. This is exemplified by teaching and research of centres of
university pedagogy (specifically at the University of Oslo), committee work
(Studiekvalitetsutvalget 1990) and the following national evaluations (Jordell 1992). Also the
recent ‘Mjos Committee’ proposes a number of measures for development and assurance of
quality in higher education. It places the responsibility with the institutions, while
Norgesnettradet is proposed as the national body for quality assurance (KUF 2000).

Quality management systems in distance education

In the following we shall present four examples of Quality Systems” developed specifically
for distance education. The two first systems were developed by European organisations, the
third have been developed by the ’Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education’ in the
UK (QAA 1999), while the fourth represents our own system or ‘Quality Standards for
Distance Education’ developed by NADE as support for the members’ own quality assurance
work.

SATURN Quality Working Group: SATURN Quality Guide for Open and Distance Learning
(1992)

AECS: Quality Guide (1994)

QAA: Guidelines on the Quality Assurance of Distance Learning (1999)

NADE /Norwegian Association for Distance Education: NADE's Quality Standards for
Distance Education ( 2001) (Ljosa & Rekkedal 1993).

All four projects with resulting documents take their starting point in general views of quality
management from business and industry and make an effort to integrate these with the
specific aspects of education and specifically open and distance learning. None of the
documents actually recommend direct application of ISO standards, but look at these
standards as possible guidelines. All documents stress 'self appraisal’, regular and systematic
review of the organisation's activities and results, as one main method to discern strengths and
weaknesses as the basis for continuous improvements.

SATURN Quality Guide

SATURN was a European association of distance teaching universities, industry and
commerce, in equal partnership. The association’s Quality Working Group developed a first
version of a Quality Guide published in 1992. The guide defines quality and links it with other
quality initiatives. The guide was constructed to highlight actions and processes involved in
the provision of open and distance learning and was based on a model defining ‘key areas’
which are focused on from the standpoints of different ‘participant roles' (information
providers, developers, deliverers, corporate customers and learners). For each of the key areas
there is a ‘checklist’ listing appropriate ‘action’ in the form of ‘checklist questions’.



The checklist presupposes that the organisation has formulated a ‘quality policy’ and gives
some key questions to be answered on this point. Further, the guide presents these key areas:

- Quality policy

- Price/cost

- Problem and needs analysis
- Specification of outcomes

- Specification of product/service
- Records and control

- Review and evaluation

- Improvement

- Information provision

- References

- Context and integration

The general code of practice checklist points out the responsibilities of both ‘providers’ and
‘users’ concerning ‘quality policy’, ‘information’, ‘specification of outcomes’, ‘products,
services and delivery specification’ and ‘evaluation and improvements’. The idea is that the
users, corporate customers and learners also must take responsibility for the quality in
education.

The detailed checklists describe actions that the different participants or roles should carry out
before training, during training and after training.

AECS Quality Guide

The guide was developed by the AECS Research and Development Committee. The aims of
the project was to:

- offer a sound base for quality assessment and improvement for private distance education
institutions

- to give a satisfactory quality guarantee for distance education, especially for European small
and medium sized enterprises

- to improve the status and image of private correspondence schools in Europe

The theoretical foundation for the work was taken from ‘The Total Quality Management
System’ provided from the European Foundation for Quality Management (1992). In this
model the processes are the means by which the organisation harness and releases the talents
of its people to produce results. These processes and the people are the 'enablers’ which
provide the 'results’. Graphically the model is presented like this:



PEOPLE MANAGEMENT PEOPLE SATISFACTION

BUSINESS

LEADERSHIP POLICY & STRATEGY PROCESSES CUSTOMER
SATISFACTION

RESULTS

RESOURCES IMPACT ON SOCIETY

ENABLERS | |RESULTS

“Essentially the model tells us that:

Customer satisfaction, People (employees) Satisfaction and Impact on Society
are achieved through

Leadership driving

Policy and Strategy, People Management, Resources and Processes,

leading ultimately to excellence in

Business Results” (EFQM 1992 p 3).

“Each of the nine elements shown in the model is a criterion that can be used to appraise the
organisation's progress towards Total Quality Management. The Results aspects are
concerned with what the organisation has achieved and is achieving. The Enablers are
concerned with how are being achieved. The objective of the comprehensive quality
management self-appraisal and self-improvement programme is to regularly review each of
these nine criteria and, thereafter, to adopt relevant improvement strategies” (ibid. p 3).

The AECS guide describes the relevant areas for distance education within each of the
elements and defines how each area might be handled in the organisation. In this connection 4
stages or levels can be defined:

Stage 1. Short-term orientation

Stage 2. Formulated product requirements

Stage 3. Effective use of internal expertise

Stage 4. Continuous improvement and interaction with the environment

The guide has specifically defined the ‘core processes’ of a distance teaching institutions as:

Pre-enrolment Practises
Enrolment and Contract Practises
Product management Practises
Tutorial Practices

Counselling Practises
Examinations

Face-to-face teaching
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Tele-teaching
Other Practises

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education: Guidelines on the
Quality Assurance of Distance Learning

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education published ‘Guidelines on the Quality
Assurance of Distance Learning’ in 1999. The reason was that more and more higher
education institutions had started to offer distance learning programmes — both nationally and
internationally. These developments were seen to face the institutions with new challenges -
and possible problems (ref. the citation of Keegan (2000) above). The aims of the guidelines
for quality were: “to help institutions check the soundness of their arrangements for these
aspects (...the ways in which they ‘'manage’ teaching and learning to ensure the quality of
provision and security of academic standards as they need to be. ...) when the programmes of
study are offered through distance learning.” (QAA 1999, p. 2).

The QAA guidelines are organised under 6 areas which should be specifically attended and
focussed upon when programmes are offered as distance study:

Guideline 1: System design — the development of an integrated approach

Guideline 2: The establishment of academic standards and quality in programme design,
approval and review procedures

Guideline 3: The assurance of quality and standards in the management of programme
delivery

Guideline 4: Student development and support

Guideline 5: Student communication and representation

Guideline 6: Student assessment

For each area/guideline some main ‘precepts’ are presented together with some more concrete
advice on measures and activities.

In this author’s view the QAA guidelines have much in common with the NADE quality
standards.

Guidelines for Quality Standards in the Norwegian Association for
Distance Education

After the public regulation of distance education in independent institutions was integrated into
the Norwegian Adult Education Act, effective 1 January 1993, the responsibility for ensuring
the quality of the learning material, the teaching and the practical implementation of the study
programmes was delegated to the individually approved distance education institutions (Ot. prp.
1948, 1991-92). NADE was requested by the Ministry to prepare guidelines for quality
standards in distance education.

The previous accreditation scheme was strongly focused on accreditation of the individual
printed course materials on the basis of a subject related and pedagogical as well as an
evaluation of gender equality. In addition, an individual school was accredited i.e. on the basis
of requirements as to the competence of its staff. The Correspondence School Council
conducted inspections of the schools: their marketing, pedagogical practices and other factors
that were deemed important to the students. When the amendment was passed, it was specified
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that the evaluation of quality should have a broader basis. In the documents related to the bill
this has been expressed as follows:

- Quality assurance, follow up and control should be concerned with the total educational
programme (learning material, teaching, guidance and follow up), and not to just part of the
course material as is currently the case.

- A course or an educational programme should be implemented according to a syllabus that is
determined and described beforehand.

- Requirements must also be made of the marketing. Since the schools' own advertisements and
course descriptions are often the only information that the prospective students have when they
register for a course, it is important that these advertisements are realistic and truthful.

- The studies should normally be open to everyone, and the advertising ought to occur in a way
that complies with this principle (Ot. prp 1991-92).

NADE's Standing Committee on Quality

In the autumn of 1992 a working group appointed by NADE’s executive board carried out an
introductory study of this matter. NADE’s Standing Committee on Quality, which was
established by the executive board on 18 December 1992, has continued this work. The main
points in the Standing Committee on Quality's mandate are formulated as follows:

NADE's Standing Committee on Quality is supposed to be the association's expert body
in quality matters. It is supposed to work on matters involving quality criteria, quality
standards, and quality assurance and improvement in distance education. The
committee can offer opinions to the executive board, propose measures, and, when
requested by the board, take responsibility for implementing measures aimed at
promoting quality improvement work among the association's members. The committee
submits an annual report concerning its activities to the executive board.

In consultation with the Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs and
NADE'’s executive board, the Standing Committee on Quality is supposed to formulate
and update criteria and guidelines for quality and quality assurance in accredited,
independent distance education institutions. The committee is supposed to function as
the association's liaison body and adviser to the ministry in matters concerning quality
and quality assurance. Based on the criteria and guidelines, the committee can advice
the ministry in individual cases.

NADE’s executive board on an individual basis appoints the members of the committee. The
committee as a whole should have a broad and versatile expertise in matters concerning
distance education. The executive board appoints the committee's chairman. NADE provides a
secretary to the committee.

Goals and Main Tasks

The Standing Committee on Quality is supposed to assist the individual member institutions in
taking care of their responsibility to provide quality distance education and to furnish the
ministry with a general basis for evaluating whether the quality assurance at the independent
distance education institutions is satisfactory. The committee is supposed to promote an
awareness of quality that is based on requirements for professional-pedagogical, ethical and
organisational aspects of these institutions' activities.
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The following main tasks should be attended to:

1 The committee should prepare recommended quality criteria and/or standards for the most
important constituents of a distance education institution’s products and services. The standards
ought to be relatively general or take the form of examples of what is generally regarded as
good practice - and not be formulated as detailed rules.

2 The committee should call attention to areas where an accredited institution ought to
document and report its quality assurance measures. If necessary, it can offer a simple
recommendation with examples. Whereas the first point concerns the products, this point
concerns the processes that are to give rise to quality products.

3 The committee ought to take the initiative to regularly discuss quality matters that come under
NADE’s jurisdiction at conferences, at joint training measures and in information pertaining to
research and development work. Under this point the committee ought to aim at generating
understanding of and enthusiasm for quality improvements in the association's member
institutions. NADE ought to encourage the ministry to support activities of this kind.

4. The committee is supposed to offer opinions in cases that are referred to it by the executive
board.

It should be noted that NADE's Standing Committee on Quality is meant to be neither an
accrediting body nor an inspection body equivalent to the former Correspondence School
Council.

The Quality Standards’ Function

The individual distance education institutions differ greatly among themselves in purpose, type
of activity, resources and size. It is therefore difficult to devise quality standards that are equally
applicable in spite of these differences. NADE’s standards are supposed to be recommendations
and must give the individual institution sufficient freedom to define quality requirements on the
basis of its own circumstances and possibilities. At the same time they must establish certain
minimum requirements that are expected to be met if the institution is to be able to maintain a
justifiable level of quality.

The quality standards have both an internal and an external function. Internally at the individual
institution, they are supposed to serve as guidelines for the institution's own quality
improvement work. They should not relieve the institution of the responsibility for defining its
own quality improvement policy and quality goals, nor should they prescribe in detail how the
quality improvement work should be carried out. However, they should help the institutions
become more aware of their responsibility for quality in various areas, serve as an aid in the
institutions' self-evaluation and define the agreed standards of NADE, which an accredited
institution is expected to meet.

In this context the previous rules for good correspondence school practice (NFF undated) are
insufficient. As previously mentioned, they are very concise and general and do not go into any
detail about quality standards or criteria. Though the new guidelines must also be relatively
general, there is a need for a greater degree of detail and specification.

By establishing more specific standards, they also automatically acquire an external function,
and thereby contribute to the specification of quality standards that are relevant for distance

13



education under the direction of other institutions besides the independent ones. This applies to

the members that are under a different jurisdiction (e.g. the universities), and also in principle to
institutions that are not members of NADE. In this way we hope that NADE’s quality standards
can have an impact on the quality of Norwegian distance education in general.

Moreover, the standards should provide information and guidance to the ministry in its
evaluation of the independent institutions in connection with accreditation and any complaints
that may arise. When the ministry is to evaluate the accreditation of institutions, the decision
must be made on the basis of a comprehensive evaluation. That means that individual
departures from the guidelines for quality standards must be acceptable without doing away
with the accreditation altogether. The ministry must also consider how well the standards suit
the activities of the individual institutions. Thus, the ministry must employ the standards in a
concrete evaluation of the individual institution's special features in dialogue with the institution
itself.

Structure

The working group and the committee have approached the quality improvement and quality
assurance work from different angles and have considered quality requirements, evaluation
systems, checklists, etc., which have been utilised in different contexts. We did not want to bind
the institutions to a particular method of approach in their quality improvement work (e.g. based
on ISO standards). There ought to be room for some diversity of thought and approach without
forgoing the necessity of establishing certain common quality standards.

We chose to take our point of departure in a matrix of problem areas for evaluation that is
described in a report from Lund University (Nilsson 1992). The report describes a model for the
evaluation of a professional field or an institution. One step in this model is the institution's self-
evaluation, and the model designates nine areas for this self-evaluation. The areas are
determined by a matrix in which one evaluates students, teachers/courses and the organisation
in terms of conditions and constraints, processes and results, respectively. This yields a total of
nine boxes, whereas the institution itself determines which questions should be evaluated for
each area.

During the work with the quality standards, we altered this matrix so that it is better adapted to
distance education. We have divided the distance education institutions’ activities into four
main categories. Each of these main categories is again divided into four phases. These are
combined in a matrix of 16 elements, which we have called quality areas. For each of these
quality areas certain factors have been specified, which can or ought to enter into the
institution's evaluation of its own quality. These factors may be more or less important for
different institutions and types of activities. In some cases other factors besides those included
here may also be relevant.
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Conditions and Implementation Results Follow Up
Constraints

Information and 1 2 3 4

Counselling External constraints Channels Student Body Evaluation
Organisation Content Other results Customer
Partners reactions

Course Development 5 6 7 8
External constraints Supervision, Course description Evaluation
Organisation cooperation Material meeting Customer
Target group Follow up and requirements reactions
Staff guidance of authors Teaching aids Updating and/or
Partners Choice of media revision

Formative evaluation

Course Delivery 9 10 11 12
External constraints Two-way-contact Students' Evaluation
Organisation Teaching and achievement of Customer
Students guidance goals reactions
Materials Exams and tests Course completion
Teachers Learning results
Partners

Organisation 13 14 15 16
External constraints Management Achievement of Evaluation
Organisation Communication goals Reporting

Partners

Future orientation

Financial results
Repute

Figure 1. The Matrix of Quality Areas and Quality Factors

The quality standards that have been specified are grouped and numbered according to areas
and factors that have been included in the matrix. Although a factor may be important for
quality, it is not always possible or desirable to define general quality standards that are linked
to that factor. Hence, quality standards have not been specified for all of the factors, and the
number of standards also varies a great deal among the different areas. (Appendix 1 gives as an
example Quality Area 6: Course development - Implementation with factors and quality

standards.)

Sometimes expressions like ‘shall’ or ‘must’ are used in the quality standards. In these cases the
standard is meant to expresses a requirement that an approved institution is expected to meet.
These standards have therefore been printed in bolder type. On the other hand, when the
expression ‘ought’ or ‘should’ is used, it means that the standard is not regarded as an absolute
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requirement. In a comprehensive evaluation of an institution’s quality, however, the extent to
which the institution meets all of the quality standards that are relevant to its activities will be a
significant factor.

The Use of the Standards in the Individual Institutions

NADE’s quality standards are recommended standards, and in most cases they are formulated
rather generally so that they can be applied in very different institutions. We have not tried to
formulate precise specifications of quality in the different areas. In an actual institution it is
obviously possible and desirable to go further with the specifications than we have gone here.
The individual institution must therefore specify its own quality requirements and quality
assurance and improvement systems. In that sense NADE's quality standards should be
regarded as a point of departure and a guideline for the institutions' quality improvement work.

Starting with the NADE standards, the institution ought to go through the sixteen quality areas
with an eye to its own activities. First the specified quality improvement factors ought to be
evaluated. How relevant are they to the activities? Have any factors been overlooked?
Thereafter, the individual quality standards can be considered. If they are relevant to its
activities, the institution will often be able to formulate the requirement more concretely and
specifically in relation to its own organisation and way of working. It will also be possible to
define requirements for aspects of the quality of the activities that NADE’s general standards do
not touch upon.

The institution ought to also evaluate the organisation of quality improvement measures and
systems and/or routines for quality assurance. Many of them will choose to formulate a
comprehensive quality assurance system with comprehensive documentation where a single
person is responsible for the system. NADE’s quality standards do not make any specific
requirements about how the quality improvement work should be organised and documented
internally in an organisation. Nevertheless, this is a very important aspect of the institution's
quality improvement policy.

The institutions will be subject to some external requirements for documentation, primarily in
connection with reporting to and supervision by the Ministry of Education, Research and
Church Affairs. It will be an advantage for both the institution itself and the ministry if quality
improvement measures and quality assurance can be documented in a well-arranged and easily
accessible form. However, more specific rules for this have not been devised.

Based on these comments from member institution and exchange of experiences, the Standing
Committee on Quality has through two revisions (1996 and 2001) revised the standards into
their current version. As NADE the recent years has got a growing membership of public
institutions, these have through membership in the Quality Committee also had some influence
on the revised Quality Standards. Although public institutions are organised under other laws
and regulations than the private institutions, also public institution members of NADE have to
adhere to the quality standards.

Conclusion

If we consider the historical development of forms of quality assurance and quality control of
distance education in Norway, we may perhaps conclude that the new scheme attempts to
combine different solutions and find a balance among many different policy instruments. Since
1948 Norway has had a strict regulation of independent distance education. It has been
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forbidden to market correspondence school education without state accreditation of each
individual course that is offered. In practice, however, this prohibition has not been strictly
enforced in recent years. The amendments of 1993 meant that private commercial distance
education is now permissible without state accreditation. At the same time, the state
accreditation of courses was be phased out.

What remains of the previous regulation is the state accreditation of institutions. This
accreditation is simultaneously tied to the possibility of receiving government grants so that
only accredited schools have the right to economic assistance for their activities. Accredited
schools must submit a report on their activities, and the Ministry has the authority to conduct
inspections.

As a supplement to this ‘mild’ form of quality control by the authorities, the development of
agreed NADE standards as a basis for the institutions’ own quality assurance is being
supported. Over the years a significant mutual trust has developed between the authorities and
the independent institutions with their joint body, NADE. This is the basis that allows this form
of coordination between voluntary and statutory schemes to function.
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Rekkedal, T. (1996): Quality of Education Produced and Delivered by Different Institutions.
Invited paper to Open and Distance Learning — Enhancing Mobility in Europe. The Future
with Socrates. Conference for the Evaluation of Eurpoean Intern-University Cooperation in
the Field of Open and Distance Learning. Espoo, Finland, 3-4 May 1996.
(http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/30/quality.htm)

Rekkedal, T.: Kvalitetsarbeid i fjernundervisning med referanse til europeiske initiativ.
Foredrag ved NFFs hgstkonferanse. Holmenkollen Park Hotel, 11. des. 1996.
(http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/10/kvalarbl1.htm)

Rekkedal, T. (2000): NFFs kvalitetsnormer med spesiell fokus pa utviklingskompetanse og
driftskompetanse. Keynote paper at NADE’s conference ”Arbeidsplassen som leringsmiljo
20007, Bergen 5.- 6. juni 2000.
(http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/46/KvalitetNFF2000.htm)

17


http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/17/tallinn.htm
http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/30/quality.htm
http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/10/kvalarb1.htm
http://www.nettskolen.com/forskning/46/KvalitetNFF2000.htm

Bibliography

Act of 12 November 1948 concerning Correspondence Schools (amended by Act of 7
February 1969)

Act of 28 May 1976 no 35 on Adult Education (amended by Act of 19 June 1992 and
provisions, Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs (KUF), 1993)

Act of 1976 - German Gesetz zum Schutz der Teilnehmer am Fernunterricht.

AECS (1994): Quality Guide. AECS..

Allen, R (1969): International accreditation, or a federation of regional and national
accrediting agencies. | Erdos, R (red): Proceedings of the Eighth International Conference of
the International Council of Correspondence Education, s 282-296. Chicago: ICCE
Anderson, T. D. (2000): Utilizing Disruptive Technologies in the University:

Confessions of an Agent Provocateur. http://www.atl.ualberta.ca/papers/using-disruptive-
tech.htm.

Birnbaum, R (1989): The Quality Cube: how college presidents assess quality in: Quality in
the Academic: Proceeding from a national symposium. National Center for Postsecondary
Governance and Finance. University of Maryland.

Council for the Accreditation of Correspondence Colleges (undated): Accreditation & Re-
accreditation.

EFQM (1992): Total Quality Management. The European Model for Self-Appraisal.
Guidelines for Identifying and Addressing Total Quality Issues.

Franke-Wikberg, S. (1992): Quality in Higher Education: An International Issue under
Debate. Paper to the EADTU Conference Quality, Standards and Research in European
Distance Education. Umea.

Helgesen, H (1969): Statutory provisions relating to Norwegian education by correspondence.
In Erdos, R (red): Proceedings of the Eighth International Conference of the International
Council for Correspondence Education, s 259-280. Chicago: ICCE

Ingham, E (1991): Voluntary accreditation in Europe? Epistolodidaktika 1991:1 s 78-82.
NS-1SO 8402 (1989): Norsk Verkstedsindustris Standardiseringssentral.

NS-1SO 9000/9001/9002/9003/9004 (1988): Norsk Verkstedsindustris
Standardiseringssentral.

Jordell, K. @. (1992): Nasjonal evaluering av gkonomisk-administrativ utdanning. Premisser
og prosess. Oslo, NAVF.

Juran, J. M. (1988): Quality Control Handbook. N. Y., McGrawHill.

18


http://www.atl.ualberta.ca/papers/using-disruptive-tech.htm
http://www.atl.ualberta.ca/papers/using-disruptive-tech.htm

Kaiser, C (1973): Inspection in correspondence education now and in the future.
Epistolodidaktika 1973:1, s 13-17.

Karow, W (1980): Privater Fernunterricht in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland und im
Ausland. Schriften zur Berufsbildungsforschung 58. Hannover: Herman Schrédel Verlag

Karow, W and Storm, U (1975): Criteria for the evaluation of distance teaching courses by
state authorities. E. Ljosa (ed.): The system of distance education. Papers to the 10th ICCE
International Conference, s 72-83. Malmo: ICCE.

Keegan, D. (2000): Evaluation of courses on the WWW. Ch. 8 in: Courses on the Internet:
Survey, Analysis, Evaluation and Recommendations. Report to the EU Commission on the
Leaonardo Project IRL/97/2/650/EAViii.2.a/FPC.

KUF (2000): NOU 2000: 14 Frihet med ansvar. Om hggre utdanning og forskning i Norge
Utredning fra et utvalg oppnevnt ved kongelig resolusjon 30. april 1998.

Ljosa, E (1982): State support and control of correspondence education. Epistolodidaktika
1981:2, s 41-45.

Ljosa, E (1991): Legislation in Europe - the Norwegian experience. Epistolodidaktika 1991:1,
s 54-64.

Ljosa, E. & Rekkedal, T. (1993): From External Control to Internal Quality Assurance.
Background for the Development of NADE's Quality Standards for Distance Education. Oslo,
NADE.

NADE (2001): Quality Standards, 3" ed. Oslo, NADE.

NFF (undated): Regler for god brevskolepraksis

Nilsson, K.-A. (1992): Utvardering for kvalitet. En handledning for grunnutbildingen.
Pedagogisk Utvecklingsarbete vid Lunds Universitet. Lund, University of Lund.

Ot. prp. (Report to the Odelsting) nr. 36 (1948): Om lov om brevskoler

Ot. prp. (Report to the Odelsting) nr. 55 (1991-92): Om lov om oppheving av lov 12 november
1948 om brevskular og om lov om endringer i lov 28 mai 1976 nr 35 om voksenopplaring

Presswood, R. E, (1972): The accreditation of correspondence colleges in Britain.
Epistolodidaktika 1972:1, s 3-7.

QAA (1999): Guidelines on the Assurance of Distance Learning. Gloucester: QAA.

Rathore, H. & Schuemer, R. (1998) Evaluation Concepts and Practice in selected Distance
Education Institutions. ZIFF-Papiere 108. Hagen, FernUniversitét.

Rekkedal T. (1992): Evaluering ved noen utvalgte fjernundervisningsinstitusjoner i andre

land. In: SEFU: Evaluering av fjernundervisning. En analyse av teori og praksis ved noen
sentrale institusjoner pa feltet. Bekkestua: SEFU

19



Remien, O. (1994): Distance Education and Economic and Consumer Law in the Single
Market. Brussels, European Commission.

Rumble, G. (2000): The Globalisation of Open and Flexible Learning: Considerations for
Planners and Managers. Online J. of. D. L. Adm., 3,3. State University of West Georgia.

SATURN (1992): SATURN Quality Guide for Open and Distance Learning. Pilot guide.

Schuemer, R. (1991) Evaluation Concepts and Practice in selected Distance Education
Institutions. Hagen, FernUniversitéat.

SEFU (1992): Evaluering av fjernundervisning. En analyse av teori og praksis ved noen
sentrale institusjoner pa feltet. Bekkestua: SEFU.

SOFF (1991): Evalueringsbilder. En veiledning ved evaluering av fjernundervisning. Tromsg:
SOFF.

SOFF (2000): Ulysing av prosjektmidler 2001 — Fagringer (SOFF Styresak 5/2000).
Studiekvalitetsutvalget (1990): Studiekvalitet. KUF.

Skar, D (1981): State support and control of correspondence education. Epistolodidaktika
1981:2, s 32-40.

Thorpe, M. (1988): Evaluating Open & Distance Learning. London, Longman.
Van Vucht, F. A. & Westerheijden, D. F. (1993): Quality management and quality assurance
in European higher education. Methods and mechanisms. Brussels, Commission of the

European Communities.

Vennemann, M (1991): Legislation in Europe - the German experience. Epistolodidaktika
1991:2, s 29-32.

Weinstock, N m fl (1976): Les cours par correspondance du secteur prive en Belgique.
Brussel. Centre National de Sociologie du Droit Social.

Wenting, H (1991): The good and bad points of the Dutch legislation. Epistolodidaktika
1991:1, s 65-69.

20



Appendix 1. Example from NADE's quality standards

Quality Area 6:
COURSE DEVELOPMENT - IMPLEMENTATION

Quiality Factors:

6.1
6.2
6.3

6.3
6.5

Supervision, Management and Cooperation
Follow Up and Guidance of Authors
Choice of Media and Learning Material
- choice of media
- use of existing learning material
Adapting to different study situations
Evaluation of Product under Development
- subject related
- methodological and/or pedagogical
- linguistic
- with respect to equal status between gender
- with respect to target groups
- with respect to different study situations

Quality Standards

6.1.1

6.1.2

6.2.1

6.2.2

6.2.3

6.3.1

6.3.2

6.4.1

6.5.1

The project manager must make the participants in the development project aware of the

conditions and constraints that have been specified for the project.

The project manager should see that the development work follows a fixed plan with
respect to time, resource input and other conditions. He/she should also report
departures from this plan and implement corrective measures.

The institution must make relevant competence requirements of authors, consultants and
others who are brought into the development process.

In accordance with Norwegian law and contract legislation, the institution ought to have
clear agreements with and contractual obligations to authors, consultants and others.

The institution must give authors, consultants and others necessary guidance and
training regarding aspects of distance education in order to assure quality in their work.

The institution should be able to justify the choice of media and use of existing learning

material on the basis of the programme’s goals and the students' needs and

qualifications.

The application of learning materials developed for other purposes should always be

based on analyses of course objectives, participant qualifications and needs.

The project manager must make certain that the project defines the form of study and the

study situation and takes this into account when developing the course.

The institution ought to evaluate course material during the development process. The
following factors ought to be considered:

- subject content and level

- methodological and pedagogical arrangements

- adaptation to expected students (target groups)

- linguistic formulation and utilisation of the medium/media

- equality and gender considerations

- adaption to different study situations
The material must be evaluated by at least one person who is qualified in the
subject matter in addition to the author before it is put into production.
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