
Governance and quality assurance
Improving higher education quality through 
knowledge generation, training and policy dialogue



What is quality assurance?

Quality assurance is the ongoing, continuous process of evaluating, monitoring and improving 
the quality of a higher education system, institution, or programme.

Many higher education systems make a distinction between internal quality assurance – 
whereby practices to improve quality take place within the university – and external quality 
assurance, which takes place outside of the university structure.
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HigHer education and social transformation 
How does the management of higher education impact its ability to promote development and 
well-being in society? 

Across the world, higher education institutions have become potent agents for transformation. 
While such institutions play a critical role in a country’s economic, social and cultural development, 
the governance and management of this sector can vastly impact its success as a catalyst for 
social change. 

Over the past 25 years, the UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP-UNESCO) 
has worked extensively on issues related to the institutional management of higher education, 
governance reforms and quality assurance at the national level. IIEP’s work has illustrated how 
a national governance framework can enable institutions to manage their own affairs internally, 
while also engaging with the broader community. 

IIEP’s approach involves… 

Generating new knowledge to influence good practices and effective solutions in governance to 
boost system and institutional effectiveness.

Training to strengthen national and institutional capacities for improved sector and institutional 
governance and management.

Contributing to policy dialogue at both the national and international level on strategies to 
enhance the governance, management and quality assurance in higher education.

Establishing partnerships at the global and regional level to broaden the impact of all activities in 
the area of governance and quality assurance.
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Generating new knowledge for policy advice and 
capacity development

What are the most promising reforms and strategies today to manage higher education 
institutions? What policies can help higher education institutions realise their full potential? How 
can quality assurance adapt to different contexts – such as highly populated countries or small 
states?

Over the past 25 years, IIEP has pursued a number of in-depth research projects around these 
important questions. Today, this involves research on specific reforms that could improve higher 
education governance. As part of this research, a major research area is how effective quality 
assurance mechanisms can be developed at the institutional and national level so that both 
quality standards are ensured and the value and relevance of higher education is enhanced. 

In particular IIEP has also recently led an international study on internal quality assurance to identify 
innovative practices and factors that contribute to the enhancement of quality, employability 
and management effectiveness. It involved eight public and private universities in South Africa, 
Germany, Austria, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Chile, China and Kenya.
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Governance reforms in higher education: A study of institutional autonomy in 
Asian countries

Edited by N.V. Varghese and Michaela Martin • IIEP/UNESCO Publishing, 2014, 143 p. 
ISBN: 978-92-803-1373-4

Many governments in Asia have granted greater autonomy 
to institutions of higher education in recent decades. It was 
expected that this autonomy would lead to new governance 
structures and enhance the operational efficiency of 
institutions. Has autonomy led to improved efficiency at the 
institutional level and overall effectiveness at the system 
level? This was the central question addressed by the IIEP 
research studies included in this volume. Based on studies 
in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Japan, and Viet Nam, the 
book shows that autonomy has made institutions more 
independent, exercising freedom to prepare plans, appoint 
staff, mobilize resources, introduce new study programmes, 
establish new structures of governance, and introduce 
substantial changes in the academic and administrative 
decision-making process. However, autonomy also injected 

an element of financial uncertainty, due to the smaller role of the state in the 
management of institutions, and resulted in the reduced authority and 

collective bargaining power of the professoriate in the institutional 
decision-making process.
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Tertiary education in small states: Planning in the context of globalization

Edited by Michaela Martin & Mark Bray • IIEP/UNESCO Publishing 2011, 287 p.  
ISBN: 978-92-803-1358-1 • Price: 12 €

Small states have in common a number of challenges and 
opportunities, including in the domain of tertiary education. 
They face particular constraints in the organization of 
tertiary education because of their limited pools of highly 
qualified human resources and the difficulties in achieving 
economies of scale in administration and management. 
In many small states, the tertiary sector has undergone 
considerable change. Enrolments have grown rapidly, the 
institutional fabric has been diversified, and technology-
based and networked models have been developed. Small 
states have also been part of expanded cross border 
provision, much of it positive but some involving degree 
mills and other challenges. This publication takes stock of 
recent reforms in the tertiary education of selected small 
states. It presents regional and national experiences from 

different development contexts. The book concludes with a discussion of policy 
issues, including sustainable funding and technological solutions to overcome 

the constraints of small states. It notes some ways in which the challenges 
facing small states can be turned into opportunities.



7

Equity and quality assurance: A marriage of two minds

Edited by Michaela Martin • New trends in higher education series 2010,  
220 p. ISBN: 92-803-1347-5 • Price: €12

Policy-makers in higher education need to formulate 
coherent and effective overall policies for higher education. 
They are thus looking for opportunities to create synergies 
and a stronger consistency in their policy-making. Equity 
and quality are two long standing but separate strands in 
higher education policy agendas in terms of policy targets 
and implementation mechanisms. Equity is the older, yet 
persistent policy issue. Quality has recently moved up on 
policy agendas and finds itself materialized through the 
creation of numerous quality assurance schemes worldwide. 
This publication explores whether there is scope for equity 
and quality to come together on higher education policy 
agendas and under what conditions they can do so. Authors 
from countries as diverse as Australia, Brazil, India, and South 
Africa discuss the relationships between equity policies and 

the quality assurance systems. Their analysis focuses on: (1) the equity problematic in 
their respective countries from a historical and sociological perspective; (2) the current 

policy framework for equity in higher education; (3)  how the national quality 
assurance systems reflects equity (including main mechanisms for quality 

assessment, equity concerns expressed in the quality model and equity 
friendly process elements); and (4)  the presumed impact that the 

quality assurance system has had on equity in higher education 
in terms of institutional policies and practices.



8

Training: Strengthening capacities in governance and 
quality assurance

As a capacity building institute, IIEP’s research is designed to feed into the development of 
training tools. Governance and quality assurance for higher education is no exception.

IIEP currently offers training on both external quality assurance (available in English, French, 
Chinese and Armenian) and indicators for the monitoring of higher education policy objectives 
(available in English and French) – available either at a distance, face-to-face or as a blended 
training offer. Since 2006, 528 national officials from around the world have been trained in 
external quality assurance in higher education. The distance education course on indicators for 
the monitoring of higher education policies was offered in 2014 for the Arab region.

“The course was very well structured and the modules were highly relevant to my professional 
experience. We intend to use the course to develop an indicator report for policy monitoring 
in higher education”. 

-Dr. Ahmed Jammal, Director General of Higher Education in Lebanon and participant in the course. 

At the request of countries, IIEP advises on national quality assurance systems and on indicator 
systems for the monitoring of higher education policy objectives. IIEP is also a partner in the 
Enhanced West-African Quality Assurance Structures in Higher Education and in the TEMPUS 
project ‘Promoting quality and recognition of transnational education in Armenia and Georgia’.
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64

External Quality Assurance
in Higher Education
 528 PEOPLE TRAINED WORLDWIDE SINCE 2006

AFRICA EASTERN EUROPE &
CENTRAL ASIA 

218 
SMALL STATES ASIA PACIFIC MIDDLE EAST 

& NORTH AFRICA

60 117

PEOPLE TRAINED BY REGION WORLDWIDE
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“IIEP’s Governance and Quality Assurance programme has profoundly contributed to the 
development and implementation of quality assurance policies in Francophone Africa including 
through the training of human resources and by providing the methodological basis for the creation 
and management of national quality assurance agencies, including in Senegal. Various case 
studies on university governance reform also inspired some institutions to pilot major reforms and 
illustrated how training human resources can help steer higher education towards positive reform.”

 -Professor Papa Gueye, Secretary General of the Senegalese Quality Assurance agency (ANAQ SUP)
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External quality assurance: Options for higher education management

By Michaela Martin  •  IIEP series on Indicators • Published in English, French and 
Chinese  • 2011, 87 p. ISBN: 978-92-803-1329-1 • Price: 7.00 €

This material was developed for decision-makers and 
managers in government departments such as ministries 
of education, buffer organizations of higher education 
and quality assurance agencies whose task it is to design 
or develop the national framework for external quality 
assurance. These modules are intended to provide support 
for their decisions related to external quality assurance, 
while discussing those options and their implications which 
have been successfully tested in a variety of countries. 
Accessible to all, the modules are designed to be used in 
various learning situations, from independent study to face-
to-face training.
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Constructing an indicator system or scorecard for higher education:  
A practical guide

By Michaela Martin & Claude Sauvageot • Project coordinated by Bertrand Tchatchoua • 
IIEP series on Indicators • Published in French • 2011, 87 p. ISBN: 978-92-803-1329-1 • 
Price: 7.00 €

In order to respond to growing demand, higher education 
systems are diversifying and reforming themselves. 
In exchange for more autonomy, public authorities are 
requesting these institutions to develop their own policies 
and engage in strategic planning, and to demonstrate the 
results achieved. They are therefore obliged to strengthen 
their management capacity, as well as their information 
systems and monitoring tools. Within this context, an 
indicator system is becoming an indispensable management 
and communication tool. This publication represents a 
useful methodological guide to help education planners 
realize an indicator project. It shows how to proceed by 
methodological steps, by establishing a clear link between 
the context in which an indicator system is based and its 
objectives.
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Contributing to policy dialogue at the national and 
international level

IIEP’s research on governance and quality assurance provides a strong foundation for making 
valuable contributions to evidence-based policy dialogue. Research in this area has influenced 
decision-making conversations through a variety of avenues including:

 Ð Policy briefs covering main findings from research studies that are relevant to decision-making,

 Ð Regional policy forums that provide an opportunity to disseminate results from national or 
regional studies,

 Ð International policy forums designed to stimulate debate between researchers and policy 
makers on policy relevant issues, 

 Ð Online discussion forums that extend to a wider audience at either the regional or international 
level,

 Ð Participation in international forums convened on governance and quality assurance organized 
by UNESCO headquarters, the OECD and the World Bank.

P o l i c y  B r i e f  o n  H i g h e r  E d u c a t i o n

The context for increased institutional 
autonomy in Asia 
Recent trends in global expansion show that enrolment in higher 
education (HE) increased from 100 million in 2000 to 177.7 million in 
2010. Expansion was faster in the Asian region than in other regions: 
between 1991 and 2010, the gross enrolment ratio (GER)1 increased 
from 7 per cent to 29 per cent in East Asia and the Pacific, and from 6 
per cent to 17 per cent in South and West Asia (UIS, 2012). 

The expansion of higher education in the region has been accompanied 
by diversification of the sector in terms of institutional arrangements, 
providers, study programmes, and sources of funding. Supplementary 
examples of diversification include the expansion of the non-university 
sector and the emergence of private and cross-border providers.

The expansion and diversification of the system presented a challenge 
for effective governance and management. New modes of coordinating 
and steering the HE sector favoured a reduced role for the state and an 
greater role for the market, facilitated through the granting of increased 
autonomy to institutions of higher education. 

1 The proportion of students enrolled in higher education as a share of the relevant age 

group for higher education (19–23 year olds).

International Institute
for Educational Planning

IIEP Policy Brief

Increased autonomy for universities 
in Asia: How to make it work? 

Overview
Higher education (HE) systems 
worldwide have been expanding 
rapidly since the 1980s. Expansion 
has been particularly fast in Asia, 
where the education sector has 
experienced a marked increase in 
the share of global enrolment. This 
growth has also been accompanied 
by diversification of the HE system. 
Within this context, governments in 
the region are looking for innovative 
ways to coordinate and steer the 
higher education sector more 
effectively. One reform increasingly 
adopted in the region is the 
granting of autonomy to institutions 
in conjunction with accountability 
measures. 

An IIEP research study was 
undertaken on the effects of these 
reforms on the governance and 
management of higher education 
institutions in five Asian countries. 
The aim was to generate empirical 
evidence to provide national higher 
education authorities with guidance 
on the effectiveness of governance 
reforms and their procedural 
elements. The study was also 
designed to supply data on the 
role of HE institutions and their 
leaders in ensuring the success of 
autonomy.

Policy Brief on Higher Education  N°4
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As part of an interregional project on the effectiveness of governance 
reforms, IIEP analysed the nature of autonomy and its effects on 
selected HE institutions in five Asian countries: Cambodia, China, 
Indonesia, Japan, and Viet Nam, over the period 2009–11. The 
selected countries were chosen to provide an interesting variation in 
terms of political systems, levels of economic and higher education 
development, and distribution of authority in the higher education 
system.
The reforms analysed in the study were as follows:
• In Cambodia: the Royal Decree of 1997;
• In China: the Outline for Education Reform and Development of 

1993;
• In Indonesia: the PP61 of 1999;
• In Japan: the Corporatization Policy of 2004;
• In Viet Nam: the Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA) of 

2005.
The research combined documentary and statistical analysis with 
qualitative interviews conducted with key decision-makers at national 
and institutional levels, and a survey questionnaire taken among 
academic staff. The present brief was developed from the findings of 
this case study research. 

Box 1. The IIEP research project on governance reform in 
higher education in Asia

Te r t i a r y  e d u c a t i o n  i n  s m a l l  s t a t e s

Finding solutions for sustainable 
fi nancing of tertiary education in 
small states

Framing the problem: The challenges of 
sustainable fi nancing in small states
Increased social demand for tertiary education and the desire of small 
states to participate in the knowledge economy have led to the need 
for greater investment in tertiary education. Small states wish to bridge 
the development gap between themselves and larger, better resourced 
countries through human capital formation. But many of them still have 
not universalized school education and need to upgrade its quality. Within 
a context of multiple demands, many still face a challenge of prioritizing 
investment across education levels.

While the world’s tertiary enrolments have grown from 98 to 159 million 
from 2000 to 2008, meaning a total growth of 62 per cent, some of the 
universities located in the small states have grown even more rapidly. 
This is the case for instance of the University of the West Indies and 
the University of the Gambia where tertiary enrolments have grown by 
115  per cent and 533  per cent respectively in the period 2000-2008.

In the area of financing tertiary systems, small states face particular 
challenges. Greater vulnerability to fluctuations in economies that are 
dominated by single commodities make financial sustainability risky. 
Indeed, small states do not drive global economic and financial policy, 
nor do they determine commodity prices on the world market. They are 
thus more vulnerable to financial crises in the global economy. This was 
demonstrated again when the financial crisis of 2008-2009 hit small 
states particularly hard (World Bank, 2009). Small states are also more 
constrained in their access to both external and internal capital. This is 
due to limitations in the number of private sector organizations and the 
level of sophistication of local or regional financial markets, and also to 
the ability of some small states to service debt obligations.

Overview

Increased social demand for 
tertiary education in small states 
and the desire of these countries 
to participate in the knowledge 
economy have led to the need 
for greater investment in tertiary 
education. But where will the 
significant finance for needed 
investments come from?

Good decisions about financing a 
sustainable tertiary system depend 
upon the effective resolution of 
key policy issues concerning 
the shape and the nature of the 
tertiary system and who will pay for 
what. Sustainability also requires: 
predictable government funding; 
a clear position on private sector 
participation in education; public-
private partnerships; entrepreneurial 
interventions; commercialization; 
leveraging of regional and 
international partnerships; and 
various forms of equity financing 
together with solutions for student 
support.

The future is clearly in sharing 
costs, diversifying income sources, 
creating new sources of income, 
building partnerships at home and 
abroad, and creating wealth beyond 
teaching and research.

International Institute
for Educational Planning

IIEP Policy Brief

Tertiary education in small states N°2
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Finding solutions to finance tertiary education can be intricate.
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Establishing global and regional partnerships

IIEP’s work in the area of governance and quality assurance in higher education benefits from 
partnerships with the following organizations: 

 Ð German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD),

 Ð Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie (AUF), including the Institut de la Francophonie pour 
la gouvernance (IFGU),

 Ð Regional Institute for Higher Education Development (SEAMEO-RIHED),

 Ð International Association of Universities (IAU),

 Ð Conseil Africain et Malgache de l’Enseignement Supérieur (CAMES),

 Ð Arab network of Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE),

 Ð Asia-Pacific Quality Network (APQN).
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iieP Publications

Towards quality assurance in higher education in Francophone Africa:  
Recent experiences and outlook
By Michaela Martin • IIEP/UNESCO Publishing 2014, 50 p. • Published only in French • e-publication only

Quality assurance (QA) in Francophone Africa has developed only recently. In a context when 
some governments have recently taken the decision to create a QA agency, IIEP has organized 
two blended learning courses with funding from the German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD). The objective was to acquaint national teams consisting of both ministerial and 
university officials with available options and good practices for the construction of a national 
quality assurance mechanism. This report presents the conclusions on those options, which 
were the most favored by the participants, and which represent possible avenues for the 
development of QA in the region.

Governance in higher education: Which policies, and to what effect?
Edited by Michaela Martin • IIEP/UNESCO Publishing 2014, 201 p. ISBN 978-92-803-2374-0 
• Published only in French • Price: 10 €

The context of higher education in Francophone African countries in the 1990s and 2000s 
was marked by social, political and economic crisis. Despite strong demand to expand 
access to higher education, the available budgets and their allocation structure made it 
difficult to create new public institutions and develop training and research capacities. 
Successive global reforms for higher education systems, including in the area of governance, 
emerged out of this crisis. To extract lessons from these exit strategies, IIEP has evaluated 
governance reforms in four African countries: Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Morocco and 

Senegal. Have these reforms achieved their objectives? What are the factors that supported or hindered 
their implementation? What lessons can be learned to design new governance reforms and what would be 
the most promising methods to implement them? 
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External quality assurance in higher education: making choices
by Michaela Martin and Antony Stella  •  Fundamentals of educational planning N° 85  
2007, 111 p. ISBN: 978-92-803-1304-8  •  IIEP/UNESCO Publishing  •  Price: 15 €

External quality assurance (EQA) has become one of the most important items on the 
policy agendas of higher education systems across the world.  Public authorities are finding 
themselves compelled to assess whether their traditional structures for quality assurance 
are still valid, and whether they should create new mechanisms. This publication discusses 
the different options available and intends to be of practical use for national decision-
makers faced with the challenge of designing an EQA system that not only corresponds to 
international ‘good practice’, but is also in line with national policy goals.

In search of the triple helix: Academia-industry-government interaction in China, Poland, and 
the Republic of Korea
Edited Michaela Martin • IIEP/UNESCO Publishing, 2011, 269 p. ISBN: 978-92-803-1323-9 • Price: 10 €

Within the context of knowledge economies, academia-industry partnerships have moved 
high on the policy agenda of many countries. There is now a clear perception that 
governments have a strong role to play in the development and support of national innovation 
systems, of which academia-industry partnerships are a crucial element. Governments can 
create a friendly environment for interaction and innovation, but the potential for fruitful 
interaction also largely depends on the individual capabilities of each innovation actor. This 
IIEP publication explores the roles and modes of government intervention in the enhancement 

of academia-industry partnerships in three countries - China, Poland, and the Republic of Korea. These 
countries form contrasting cases along the state-market continuum. They also represent an interesting 
variety of roles played by governments in the regulation of research and development policies and academia-
industry linkages. The book identifies three major approaches used by these countries for the support of 
academia-industry partnerships - orchestration, planning and substitution.
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Higher education reforms: institutional restructuring in Asia
edited by N.V. Varghese  •  New trends in higher education series
2009, 205 p. ISBN: 978-92-803-1335-2  •  Price: €12

Reforms in higher education have led to the transformation and restructuring of higher 
education institutions. They have adopted a more managerial and entrepreneurial approach 
and gained greater independence, introducing new governance and management structures. 
Based on research carried out in Indonesia, Malaysia, Mongolia, Thailand and Vietnam, this 
book examines trends in institutional restructuring in countries in the Asian region.

Trends in diversification of post-secondary education
By N.V. Varghese & Vitus Püttmann • IIEP Research Paper 2011, 33 p. e-publication only

Higher education has traditionally been associated with university education, however, a 
growing demand has necessitated its diversification and the non-university sector is 
expanding rapidly. Post-secondary education (PSE) includes a diversified system of 
institutions, providers, and study programmes offered after the secondary level. Based on a 
review of several countries, this paper has classified PSE institutions into four categories: (1) 
universities, (2) colleges/non-university institutions, (3) tertiary short-cycle institutions, and 
(4) post-secondary non-tertiary institutions. It condones the need to diversity PSE and caters 

to immediate skills requirements, while emphasizing the importance of continuing to support higher 
education and its contribution to the long-term goals of economic development and social equity.
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about iieP

Founded in 1963, IIEP is a specialized UNESCO institute that supports governments in planning 
and managing their education systems so that they can achieve both national objectives as well 
as the education-related Sustainable Development Goal. IIEP believes that strong educational 
planning lays the foundation for education reform and system transformation, which in turn helps 
create equal opportunities for all children and youth to receive a quality education.

IIEP develops sustainable educational capacity through training professionals in educational 
planning and management, evidence-based research and knowledge sharing, and technical 
assistance to ministries of education and other institutions. 

With its headquarters in Paris, France, IIEP has satellite offices in Dakar, Sénégal and Buenos 
Aires, Argentina. 

www.iiep.unesco.org  www.iipe-buenosaires.org.ar www.iipe-poledakar.org

Follow us on Twitter at @IIEP_UNESCO
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