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Abstract 

In this study the aim is to introduce a system for managing quality in an online university. 

After exploring the literature regarding distance education (in general) and online universities, 

along with various aspects and features of managing quality in educational institutes, a model of 

essential components of a university with emphasis on online features, is illustrated, introduced, 

and discussed in detail. Then, a chain process model, is designed to indicate the main phases for 

providing a teaching-learning environment by designing and implementing a program in an 

online university. For each phase, various vital tasks and their indicators are defined, and based 

on these tasks and assigned indicators, a measurement table is designed with the aim to provide a 

method to estimate the quality in an online university and demonstrate the concept of 

quality via a model of quantitative measurement.  For further studies regarding the managing 

quality in an online university based on this study, first, these designed models and the 

measurement system associated with them should be executed in an online university. Then, they 

could be modified and improved based on the outcome of a process of receiving feedback and 

evaluating the collected data and information.  

Key words: quality, quality management, online university, model.  
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Quality Management in Online Higher Education 

Rapid changes in technology have changed peopleôs life significantly almost all over the 

globe. We have new gadgets, apps and consequently a new life style. As a part of these changes 

distance education, also, has changed thoroughly. Nowadays, we use instructional technology in 

universities, and universities are able to provide a teaching-learning environment for their 

students from another continent. However, we see lots of changes in distance education and have 

more online universities in the world. We need to keep in mind that distance education is,  at its 

core, education and by having only new technology in education we cannot achieve quality in 

education as well. For providing distance education in universities with high quality, we need to 

define quality and find the best indicators for managing it.  

In this research, I try to find a suitable framework and related indicators for managing 

quality in online universities. The main objective here is to develop a framework based on other 

quality management models and frameworks in education systems, especially in universities- 

existed in literature and define the main indicators for it.  

For the first step, and as the literature review, I start with discussing various aspects of 

distance education (theories, concepts, conceptual frameworks, history, etc.). Next, higher 

education components and models, along with the concept of quality in higher education, would 

be examined. After reviewing the literature regarding the main elements for quality management 

in universities in general and distance education in particular, a framework for examining the 

main components of higher education teaching-learning system ï by emphasizing on the distance 

education feature of this system- would be discussed, then, a chain process model with its 

indicators and a measurement system for managing quality in an online university would be 

introduced.  In the last part, I try to investigate the usefulness of the introduced chain process 
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models and its indicator system by conducting a small survey and discussing its results. Hence, 

this study examines a new model and indicator and measurement system for managing quality in 

an online university.  

1. Literature Review 

There are many reports about the rapid growth of distance (online) education in the world 

(for example, see: Allen & Seaman, 2007), along with researchersô interest on examining this 

subject as well. The fact is that today and in the modern world, the advancement and progress in 

the societies is, mainly, related to education. More and better education in a society means better 

opportunities with more social and economic advancement. Increasingly, more people today are 

looking for better education and demanding it, while providing suitable and satisfactory 

education through education institutions is not an easy task. In different countries and societies, 

there are many barriers for providing education for everybody, for example in countries with a 

low rate of population scattered all over within a harsh environment, such as Finland, providing 

education for this small population would be a problem. Thus, there is a high demand for better 

and more education, while, there are many economical, environmental or even social barriers for 

providing it. A good solution for removing these barriers is to establish more distance education 

institutes, and with new technology, online education has been a suitable solution for this 

increasing demand.  

On the other hand, we need to be sure that by changing the tools and methods in education (such 

as in distance education) the quality of education stays intact, and students can get the same high 

quality education provided by educational institutions via new methods and tools. It, also, is true 

that while managing quality in manufacturing is an obligation these days, gradually the service 
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sector adopted this concept as well, and as a result, the education system - as a part of the service 

sector- is trying to find the best methods and techniques for managing quality in different 

education systems. Brown & Duguid (2000) argue that significant changes in competition have 

made higher education institutes think like businesses, and the education markets are becoming 

global, while, the universities try to attract more international students as a response to a rapid 

increase in demand of the stakeholders, and to changes in technologies. Therefore, many 

universities have adopted a new paradigm of online distance education, which merges 

conventional distance education with telecommunication technologies and computers (Brown & 

Duguid, 2000, as cited in Na Ubon & Kimble, 2002). 

1.1. Why Distance Education (Distance Education and New Opportunities) 

Distance education has opened up many new opportunities in teaching and learning for 

many people. Distance education means that access to education can be provided easily with 

more and better learning opportunities for more people.  In many cases, a disadvantaged 

population, such as people who live rurally and in the city, can study in the same institutions 

with the same faculty that in the past only people in privileged and mainly suburban areas could 

study. Moreover, handicapped and disabled students - even when they are homebound or 

institutionalized- can study in the same programs and courses that the normal students do.  

Adults who are working can take courses for basic skills or career enhancement without needing 

to go away from their job or home. Students in one country can study in other countriesô 

institutes with other students. In distance education, programs and courses can be accessed from 

almost any location whenever the students want to complete it at his/her proffered pace (Moore 

& Kearsley, 2012). 
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Moreover, in distance education students have a greater degree of freedom and control 

over the relations with their teachers. It is a revolution in education, as now it becomes more 

apparent that teaching no longer drives learning, instead teaching supports learning and responds 

to it. Therefore, with such opportunity and freedom, students must accept more responsibility 

towards their learning, and it means they need to seek out information and resources, when they 

will study and how much they want to learn. By adopting distance education, institutions face 

changes as well. In distance education teachers need to learn how to use technology and new 

methods of teaching at a distance with the different interactions they have with students, 

managers need to learn how to manage this new environment, and even administration needs to 

do things differently. Therefore, there would be no geographic boundary in the future of 

educational systems (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

As a result, distance education can be seen as both, a result and a cause, for significant 

changes in our understanding of the very meaning of education itself.   

Regarding the reasons for an institution to start online programs, Moore and Kearsley 

(2012) mention a few of them as: 

¶ As a matter of equity, distance education would increase access to training and 

learning; 

¶ Distance education can provide opportunities for the workforce for updating their 

skills. 

¶ Distance education improves the cost effectiveness on resources. 

¶ Distance education can improve the quality of existing educational structures. 

¶ In the educational system, distance education enhances the capacity of it. 

¶ Distance education brings balance inequalities between age groups. 
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¶ In distance education, the educational campaigns can be delivered to specific target 

audiences or, for key target groups, the emergency training can be provided. 

¶ In new subject areas, distance education can expand the capacity for education.  

¶ Distance education offers a combination of education with family life and work. 

¶ Distance education adds an international dimension to the educational experience 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Also, Moore and Kearsley (2012) talk about the institutions in which distance education 

is a part of their education system. They categorize them as distance education in: 

¶ ñFor-Profitò Schools. 

¶ Colleges and Universities. 

¶ Strategic Alliances, Consortia, and Networks. 

¶ The K-12 Schools. 

¶ Corporate Training. 

¶ Military Education. 

¶ Continuing Professional Education. 

¶ Course-sharing Initiatives (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

So, it can be seen that almost in all types of education institutions, we can adopt distance 

education and enjoy its benefits and advantages.  

1.2. Distance Education Definition  

Na Ubon and Kimble (2002) define online distance education as teaching and learning 

activities which are formally and systematically organized, in which the instructor (teacher) and 

the learner (student) are geographically separated and they (student and teacher) are using 
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Information and Communication Technology (ICT) to facilitate their collaboration and 

interaction (Na Ubon & Kimble, 2002). 

 Also, computer-assisted instruction (CAI) is another important tool used in distance 

education. CAI is simply the process of using computer-based simulations or software programs 

for improving the educational process. Many different forms of CAI can be used as a 

replacement for traditional methods of instruction or simply in addition to them. There were two 

meta-analyses studies, during the 1980s, which showed CAI is an effective tool when it is an 

addition to traditional educational methods, and these days we can see more advanced CAIs 

which are used in various institutions for delivering education by distance (Allen, et al., 2004). 

An important point, regarding the online distance education system, is that the mere 

presence of technology, different software, and communication tools would not create a learning 

environment, and these technologies are only tools and a means to carrying out the teaching-

learning process (Na Ubon & Kimble, 2002). 

In this regard, Garrison (1993) argues that in distance education one of the main issues, 

considering the learning and teaching process, is about overemphasizing the separation of 

teacher and students. It should be born in mind that education is the center of the distance 

education mode as well, and this separation can be seen as a physical, and as a result a 

methodological constraint (Garrison, 1993). 

Later, Moore and Kearsley (2012) define distance education as: 

ñDistance education is teaching and planned learning in which teaching normally occurs 

in a different place from learning, requiring communication through technologies as well as 

special institutional organizationò (Moore & Kearsley, 2012, p.2). 
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It can be said that in all the distance education definitions by various scholars, the two 

main characteristics of distance education are described as the separation of teaching and 

learning environments and the existence of some mediums for connecting these two 

environments together for providing an educational environment.  

Bates (2005) explains that however we use the three main terms regarding e-learning 

with the same meaning, there are significant differences between them found in the terms: open 

learning, distance education, and flexible learning.  He says that one of the open learningôs 

essential characteristics is the removal of barriers to learning, and this is an educational policy or 

goal.  It means that ideally everybody can have access to an open learning program and no one 

should be denied this access. So, open learning is accessible and flexible. On the other hand, 

distance education is more a method of education and less a philosophy. Students choose the 

time and place for study without face-to-face contact with their instructor and teacher. And 

flexible learning is the delivery of learning in a flexible manner which is built around the social, 

geographical and time constrains of individuals instead of those of an educational institution. 

Flexible learning includes both distance and face-to-face education, and it is more a method than 

a philosophy, as well.  Like distance education, flexible education is often associated with 

increase access and so more openness however, neither openness nor distance rarely would be 

found in their ñpurestò forms (Bates, 2005). 

1.3. Distance Education History  

Historically, the beginning of distance education began when courses of instructions were 

delivered by mail in 19th century. At that time, it was called correspondence study, in for-profit 

schools, it was called ñhome studyò, and in universities it was known as ñindependent studyò. It 

was as early as the 1840s that people could study at home or at work by getting instruction from 
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ña distance teacherò by mail. This cheap and reliable postal service was, in those days, a new 

technology (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

In Great Britain, the national postal system was used by Isaac Pitman, in 1840s, for 

teaching his shorthand system. Then, in mid 1850s, Charles Toussaint - a Frenchman - and 

Gustav Langenscheidt, a German, began to exchange language instructions, which led to the 

establishment of a correspondence language school.  And, in the USA, Bishop John H. Vincent, 

who was also the cofounder of the Chautauqua Movement, in 1878, created the Chautauqua 

Library and Scientific Circle which offered a 4-year correspondence course of readings to 

supplement their summer schools held at Lake Chautauqua in upstate New York. Then, for 

higher education courses by Chautauqua Correspondence College (founded in 1881), for the first 

time, teaching through the mail was used. Around that time, also, in Scranton, Pennsylvania, the 

Colliery Engineer School of Mine offered a correspondence course on mine safety, and soon 

after that, because of this courseôs success, they began to offer other correspondence courses as 

well. This institute renamed itself the International Correspondence Schools in 1891. Then, many 

institutes started to have correspondence courses or programs, and there were over 200 

proprietary correspondence schools between the 1890s and 1930s (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

For the early correspondence educators of that time, the vision of using technology to 

reach out to those who were, otherwise, not provided for or deprived of education (which 

included women and working-class people) was the principal motive. Therefore, it can be seen 

that women played an important role in distance education history. Anna Eliot Ticknor, in 1873, 

established the Society to Encourage Studies at Home, and her purpose was to offer women the 

opportunity to study at home through the materials delivered to their homes, as, in those days, 

women were usually denied access to formal educational institutions (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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Moore and Kearsley (2012) report that by the year 1930, there were 39 American 

universities offering correspondence teaching, and they quote Dorothy Canfield Fisher, who 

report that there were ñabout two million students enrolled every year in correspondence 

schools,é four times the number of all the students enrolled in all colleges, universities and 

professional schools in the United Statesò (Bittner & Mallory, 1933, p.31, as cited in Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012, p. 26). 

1.3.1. Shifts in DE history- Driven by technology: Distance education Generations. 

Bates (2005) states that there are three generations of distance education. The predominant use 

of a single technology and lack of direct interaction between students and instructor are the 

characteristics of the first generation. This description fits educational television and radio, but 

the main form was print-based correspondence education. For the first generation, typically, 

reading lists of books and articles would be provided by a private company for the students to 

study independently. Tutors or instructors would be hired to mark assignments and give possibly 

feedback, and then, the students took a competitive examination from an accredited or 

recognized institution (Bates, 2005). 

A deliberately integrated multiple- media ñprint plus broadcastingò approach is the main 

characteristic of the second generation. In this approach, learning materials specifically were 

designed for study at a distance, along with a meditated communication between students and a 

third person like a tutor or the originator of the teaching material. In the second generation 

distance education institutions, a very large number of students could be served, and mega 

universities is the name that Daniel (1996) calls those institutions with over 100,000 students 

(Bates, 2005). 
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The second-generation institutions used methods of mass production and delivery of 

standardized products, so, they are considered industrial in nature. The common features of these 

institutions are: highly centralized production and delivery, quality design of materials, large 

bureaucratic systems, very cost-effective results, and one-way transmission of information 

modified by independent learner activities aimed at student cognitive development. Some of the 

examples of the second-generation universities are the British Open University, the Anadolu 

Open University (Turkey), and Universidad National de Educacion a Distancia (Spain) (Bates, 

2005).  Table 1 shows a list of some of these mega universities.  

The Internet or video-conferencing is one of the two-way communication media that the 

third-generation distance education is based on, and the main characteristic of this generation is 

to enable teachers (who originate the instruction) and the remote students to interact. Moreover, 

another even more important issue is that communication is facilitated at a distance among 

students too, either as groups or as an individual. These technologies help for having much more 

equal distribution of communication among students and between teacher and student (Bates, 

2005). 

Some authors such as Campion and Renner (1992) and Farnes (1993) described the third 

generation of distance education system, as post-industrial or a knowledge-based system. In this 

system, course design, course development, and then course delivery is managed by small and 

relatively autonomous teams. Also, in third generation, often, but not exclusively, more 

constructivist approaches to teaching and learning, dependent on student dialogue and 

discussion, and relatively flexible Web-based administrative services, can be found. Another 

characteristic of the third generation of distance education is economics of scope; although, the 

operating costs can be substantial, these universities can provide quickly produced and 
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customized courses for relatively low initial investment. The third generation distance education, 

often, can be found in dual mode institutions, as conventional universities with a distance 

education operation, and in some of the smaller training organizations (Campion & Renner, 

1992, and Farnes, 1993, as cited in Bates, 2005). 

Kaufman (1989) believes that we can see a progressive increase in learner control, 

opportunities for dialogue, and emphasis on thinking skills rather than mere comprehension in 

these three generation models. Moreover, he argues that the third generation leads to new types 

of organizations too (Kaufman, 1989, as cited in Bates, 2005). 

While the rapid expansion of the Internet, and in particular the World Wide Web, is the 

main reason for the growth of the third generation of distance education, these changes are 

influencing conventional education as well, due to the fact that the World Wide Web allows 

digital materials to be created, stored, accessed and interacted with via the Internet, along with 

emails, bulletin boards and video conferencing. Although e-learning can include any form of 

telecommunications, computer-based learning and online learning means (specifically the Web 

and the Internet), these two terms (e-learning and online learning) often are used interchangeably 

(Bates, 2005). 

Mainly, these are the three main generations for distance education, however, there are 

other authors who describe them differently. For example, Moore and Kearsley (2012) talk about 

five generations, as: correspondence, broadcast radio and television, open universities, 

teleconferencing, and the Internet/Web. In this view, the second generation has been divided into 

three generations. Figure 1 shows the generations in distance education based on Moore and 

Kearsleyôs (2012) description (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Anderson and Dron (2010) point out 

that ñnone of these generations has been eliminated over timeò, rather the selection of various 
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options has been increased for both DE designers and learners over time and with each new 

generation (Anderson & Dron, 2010, p.1). 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Five generations of distance education, (Source: Moore & Kearsley, 2012, 

p.24). 
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Table 1  

Mega Universities (Source: From Wikipedia (2010) as cited in Moore & Kearsley, 2012)   

 

Country Institution  Established Enrolment 

Pakistan Allama Iqbal Open University 1974 3.2 million 

China Open University of China 1979 2.7 million 

Bangladesh Open University 1992 600,000 

India Indirs Gahndi National Open University 1985 3 million 

Indonesia University Terbuka 1984 646,467 

Iran  Payame Noor University 1987 183,000 

Korea Korean National Open University 1982 210,978 

Spain Universidad Nacional de Educacion a 

Distancia 

1972 180,000 

Thailand Sukhothai Thammathirat OU 1978 181,372 

Turkey Anadolu University 1982 884,081 

UK The Open University  1969 203,744 

1.3.2. Shifts in DE history- Driven by changes in theoretical approaches to learning. 

For a long time, there has been a debate among scholars regarding how to categorize distance 

education. Some argue that distance education should be considered as a discipline and others 

believe it is only a field. Scholars, who see distance education as a field, state that in terms of the 

aims, activities, conduct and students, there is nothing unique about distance education, and it is 

similar to other fields of education. Although there is no agreement in this regard, one issue is 

accepted by everyone that the separation between learner and teacher is the main characteristic of 

distance education (Amundsen, 1993).  
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First systematic attempts to deal with distance education issues academically were done 

in Germany in 1967, when Dohmen published a paper in the German language, Distance 

Education: A new field of educational research and activity. And in the same year in Berlin, Otto 

Peters published another paper in this subject area, titled: The didactical structure and 

interpretation of university distance education: A contribution to the theory of distance teaching. 

Dohmenôs work was the first researcher who published his theoretical formulation with 620 

pages of database, which includes distance education programs throughout the world in 1965, 

and another 556 pages of database on distance education programs in universities in 1968. It was 

in 1973 when G. Moore drew the attention of English speaking academics for the need of 

theoretical formulation in distance education. He explains that there should be such formulation, 

as there are a growing number of people who cannot or will not attend conventional institutions, 

and choose to learn apart from their teachers and so, we need to develop various forms of non-

traditional methods for them (Keegan, 1993). 

Besides, Moore is not the only one who talked about the importance of developing theory 

in distance education, and many researchers tried to develop theories and talked about the 

importance of building new theories in distance education. Simonson and his colleagues (1999) 

argue that theories guide the research and practice of distance education. (Simonson, et. al., 

1999)  And Saba (2003) believes that theorists, in attempts to improve our understanding of 

distance education, would build models and each of them try to explain an important aspect of it 

(Saba, 2003). 

In this regard, these changes in theoretical approaches to learning would be discussed in 

three categories: concepts, instructional-design and approaches.  



QUALITY MANAGEMENT IN ONLINE HIGHER EDUCATION 27 

 

1.3.2.1. Conceptual theories (concepts). Keegan (1990, p. 1) gives one of the most lucid 

and detailed description of the characteristics of distance education, and his list of these criteria 

includes: 

¶ The quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner throughout the length of the 

learning process (this distinguishes it from conventional face-to-face education). 

¶ The influence of an educational organization both in the planning and preparation of 

learning materials and in the provision of student-support services (this distinguishes it 

from private study and teach-yourself programs).  

¶ The use of technical mediaðprint, audio, video, or computerðto unite teacher and 

learner and carry the content of the course. 

¶ The provision of two-way communication so that the student may benefit from or even 

initiate dialogue (this distinguishes it from other uses of technology in education). 

¶ The quasi-permanent absence of the learning group throughout the length of the 

learning process, so that people are usually taught as individuals and not in groups, with 

the possibility of occasional meetings for both didactic and socialization purposes 

(Keegan, 1990, p.44, as cited in Holmberg, 2003, p. 80). 

Keegan (1986) also categorized the attempts of defining and describing distance 

education in three groups: industrialization of teaching, independence and autonomy, and 

interaction and communication (Keegan, 1986, as cited in Simonson, Schlosser, and Hanson, 

1999).Following is a summary of this description:  

1-Industrialization of teaching: Peters (1967) (English version revised by the author in 

1983) suggested that industrial society produced distance education and for providing evidence 

for his notion, he states that industrial production process and distance education both have 
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mutual characteristics; such as mechanization, division of labor, centralization, standardization, 

and mass production. He also sees the success of distance education in these common features. 

He also observes that after two decades (here we need to consider the reference's date), however, 

there is a shift in modern era from those characteristics to other features; such as the emergence 

of new and more individualized technology, along with more decentralized decision-making, 

self-realization, self-expression, personal values (which focus on quality of life), and 

interdependence rather than independence (Peters, 1983, as cited in Amundsen, 1993). 

Peters (1983) believes that the industrial structure characteristics of distance teaching 

should be taken into account, every time we want to make decision about the process of 

teaching-learning (Peters, 1983, as cited in Simonson, Schlosser, Hanson, 1999). 

Holmberg (1983) also represented a description of distance education and the first report 

in English ï which was the first part of his theoretical framework - published in 1983. Holmberg 

concentrates more on the inter-personalization of the teaching process, while he created a new 

term for describing the communication between learner and teacher in distance education, as 

they are separated by time and space, he called it ónon-contiguous communicationô. Moreover, he 

states that prerequisite for motivating the learner - and as a result, learning, itself, is the 

establishment of a personal relationship between learner and teacher. The point is that in distance 

education the communication means are non-contiguous, and the teachers need to use these 

means to accomplish this aim. Holmberg, also, states that systems in distance education should 

have free pacing in study units from start to finish, offer open admission and have no fixed due 

dates for assignments with no required activities and seminars. Holmbergôs work has been used 

as one basis for a number of studies which investigate different aspects of personal contact in 
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teaching-learning process in the distance education (Holmberg, 1983, as cited in Amundsen, 

1993). 

2 - Interaction and communication: ñA theory of reintegration of the teaching and 

learning actsò developed by Keegan. Keegan (1986, 1990) believes that the general education 

theory is the basis for distance education, and the difference is that in distance education the 

frameworks are different and it cannot be in group-based and oral instruction. He argues that 

instead of characterizing the distance education by interpersonal communication, it should be 

characterized by the separation of the teaching acts from learning acts in time and space 

(Keegan, 1986, 1990, as cited in Amundsen, 1993). 

 

Figure 2: A framework for viewing instructional roles and decisions in distance 

education (Source: Amundsen, 1993, p. 74). 
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Regarding the separation between teacher and learner, figure 2 show a basic model with a 

simple view for distance education. Nevertheless, by considering a new generation of distance 

education (with the Internet and World Wide Web), the separation between learner and teacher is 

only by place, and time is not necessary as an issue here anymore. Therefore, we can see that 

scholars nowadays are using two different terms regarding the time issue in conducting the 

communication in teaching and learning in distance.  Conducting distance teaching-learning can 

be done by time-independent (or asynchronous) communication formats, such as e-mail, mail 

correspondence, or audio or video recording devices, or it can use time-dependence (or 

synchronous) communication formats such as the telephone (or the Internet and various 

communication applications), radio, television, etc. (Allen, et al., 2004). 

Garrisonôs theory (1989), which is called: ñthe theory of communication and learner 

controlò, is another theory that concentrates on interaction and communication. This theory 

starts with the educational transaction between learner and teacher, and the educational 

transaction is ñbased on seeking understanding and knowledge through debate and dialogue,ò 

which emphasizes the necessity of having two-way communication between learner and teacher 

(Garrison, 1989, p.12). The main argument by Garrison is that the distance education and 

technology are inseparable, while his theory was evolved during the increase usage of new 

sophisticated instructional technology (Amundsen, 1993). 

Also, Garrison and Peters predicted that in distance education our practice must change; 

Peters sees these changes by moving away from the earlier industrial format, and Garrison 

suggests that emerging new technology will limit the need to maintain many of the current 

industrial characteristics - whose changes, now after two decades, we can see (Amundsen, 1993). 
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3 - Independence and autonomy: Moore, during ten years (1972, 1973, 1983, 1986), 

developed and refined his theory based on a learnerôs autonomy. Although, he developed a 

theory regarding distance education, he believes that distance education is education, and we can 

apply most of the conventional education theory and practice - that we know - in distance 

education as well. This theory has two main dimensions: transactional distance and learner 

autonomy. Moore (1991) describes his theory as:  ñthe transaction that we call distance education 

occurs between individuals who are teachers and learners, in an environment that has the special 

characteristic of one from another, and a consequent set of special teaching and learning 

behaviors. It is the physical separation that leads to a psychological and communications gap, a 

space of potential misunderstanding between inputs from instructor and those of the learner, and 

this is the transactional distanceò (Moore, 1991, as cited in Amundsen, 1993, pp. 62-63). 

Continuing Mooreôs model, Saba (1990) added a new idea, of ñvirtual contiguityò to the 

model, as Saba (1990) insists on ñthe importance of integrated systems that bring teacher and 

learner together, optimize dialogue between them, and eliminate consequences of being separate 

in spaceò (Saba, 1990, as cited in Sauvé, 1993, p. 99).Also, Verduin and Clark (1991) examined 

the concept of ñtransactional distanceò in Mooreôs model, and proposed ña three dimensional 

theory of distance educationò with three new variables that would affect the learner: 

dialogue/support, structure/specialized competence, and general competence/self-directedness 

(Verduin & Clark, 1991, as cited in Sauvé, 1993, p. 99, and as cited in Amundsen, 1993). Table 

2 shows a summary of these theories over the time.  

4 - Emergence of new conceptual theories: In distance education, due to the fast 

development of new technology, the needs for new conceptual frameworks are essential. 

Therefore, the attempt to introduce more theories or complete the previous ones in distance 
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education continues, and still researchers are trying to find new ways to describe the field. Most 

of these attempts are basically based on the components of the previous theories and definitions.  

In this regard, Amundsen (1993) believed that for having a new evolution of theory in 

distance education, the new theory must be based on a general framework of teaching and 

learning itself, while the central position must be occupied by learning and not by the learner or 

the notion of distance. He explained that distance education can be seen as a field of inquiry, 

while, being well rooted in theories of teaching and learning. He stated that further research 

should try to provide a systematic analysis of the meaning of distance to the process of teaching 

and learning. In other words, the intended learning is the starting point, and then we need to 

consider the implications for the learner, and the content and the teaching role within the distance 

setting (Amundsen, 1993). 

Later, Simonson, Schlosser, and Hanson (1999) introduced the ñEquivalency Theoryò, 

after new technology allowed instructors to have virtual classrooms - which was a revolution in 

distance education. They first define distance education as: ñformal, institutionally-based 

educational activities where the learner and teacher are separated from one another and where 

two-way interactive telecommunication systems are used to synchronously and asynchronously 

connect them for sharing of video, voice, and data-based instructionò (Simonson, Schlosser, & 

Hanson, 1999, p. 8). Then, based on this definition, they argue that ñeducation at distance should 

be built on the concept of an equivalency of learning experienceò (Simonson, Schlosser, & 

Hanson, 1999, p. 7). 

Likewise, many researchers (see, for example, Moore & Kearsley 2012, and Peters, 2001, 

and 2010) continue to modify their theories and descriptions, due to the development of new 

technology, along with the new opportunities and challenges that these changes bring to the field. 
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Table 2 

A comparison of theoretical perspectives (Source: Amundsen, 1993, p.71) 

Author(s) Central concepts Primary focus Background 

Peters Industrial 

Post industrial 

Match between societal principles and 

values 

Cultural sociology 

Moore Transactional distance 
(dialogue, structure) 

Learner Autonomy 

Perceived needs and desire of the adult 
learner 

Independent study 

 

Holmberg 

Learner autonomy 

Non-contiguous 

communication 

Guided didactic conversation  

Promotion of learning through personal and 
conversational methods 

Humanist approach to 
education 

Keegan Reintegration of teaching and 
learning acts 

Recreation of interpersonal components of 
face-to-face teaching 

Framework of traditional 
pedagogy 

Garrison (Shale, 

Baynton) 

Educational transaction  

Learner control 

Communication 

Facilitation of the educational transaction  Communication Theory  

Principle of adult 

education 

Verduin and 

Clark  

Dialogue/Support 

Structure/Specialized 

competence 

General competence/Self-

directedness 

Requirement of both the learning task and 

learner 

Principles of adult 

education 

Structure of knowledge 

 

1.3.2.2. Instructional- design theories. Keegan (1993) argued that we need a (theory-

based) justification which can be found in the reintegration of the teaching and learning acts. He 

sees separation between teacher and learner as both an advantage and a challenge to the 

autonomous learner. He describes his notion and states that a distance system tries to recreate the 

moment that the learning-teaching interaction - over space and time ï occurs. He also clarifies 

that the linkage of learning materials to learning is in the center of this process. As in traditional 

education (i.e., the school, university), the learner is in an environment which is created to 
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support learning, so this learning link is a given. Therefore, in distance education for recreating 

this link between teaching and learning, we need a deliberately planned interpersonal 

communication. Keegan focuses directly on the learning act, and not on the learner or teaching. 

The author concludes that for having the lower drop-out rate, the higher quality of learning, and 

higher status for institute, we need to be able to manage integration more successfully in distance 

education. His hypotheses have been tested and some support has been found (Keegan, 1986, 

1990, as cited in Amundsen, 1993). 

On the other hand, Garrison (1993) states that distance education, historically, has been 

preoccupied with access issues, and even many sees that as the reason for distance education 

existence. He also admits that with new communications technology, this image of independent 

and solitary learner has been changing. He argues that it is difficult to assess the quality of 

distance education, due to agreeing on a common meaning or set of objective criteria. This 

meaning of quality can vary considerably because of different assumptions and values of 

distance educator, while views about how to interpret the quality in distance education are 

crucial from both theoretical and practical perspectives (Garrison, 1993). 

Black (1992) also talks about a main concern among university faculties regarding the 

quality of distance education which mainly is the teacher-student transaction. She states that the 

faculty interviewed believed that for quality assurance in distance education, academic discourse 

and dialogue are necessary features for it (Black, 1992, as cited in Garrison, 1993). This notion 

has been supported also by Garrison and Shaleôs (1990) work which argues that for improving 

the quality of the educational process, we need to increase two-way communication and this 

increase has the most significant impact upon effectiveness of learning. Although the quality of 

learning would be under the influence of designing the print materials and other resources, the 
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primary impact is the provision and establishment of sustained discourse between learner and 

teacher (Garrison& Shale, 1990, as cited in Garrison, 1993). 

Likewise, Moore (1983) talks about two variables for defining the relationship between 

the teacher and the learner, which he called structure and dialogue. He defines them as: 

ñStructure is the control an instructor needs to impose on a teaching-learning session in order to 

enable the learner to achieve the desired goals. Dialogue is the autonomy that the learner needs 

in order to reach the desired goals. Some students are more autonomous, and need less structure, 

some require much more structure and are not comfortable with too much autonomyò (Moore, 

1983,as cited in Saba, 2002, p.7). 

Then, Moore (1983) argues that by these two factors we can define distance education. 

He explains that when structure is increased, dialogue is decreased, and when dialogue is 

increased, structure is decreased. Also, transactional distance can be defined by these two 

variables: when dialogue is increased, transactional distance is decreased, and when structure is 

increased, transactional distance is increasedò (Moore, 1983, as cited in Saba, 2002, p.7). 

Moore (1993) states that distance education programs can be classified based on the 

degree of learner autonomy permitted in each of them, by seeing to what extent the learner or 

teacher controls the main teaching-learning processes. He further hypostasizes that more 

dependent students prefer programs with more dialogues, and some want a great deal more of 

structure and some prefer an informal relationship with the instructor, while students with 

advanced competence ï as autonomous learners - are more comfortable with less dialogue with 

little structure (Moore, 1993). 
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So, it can be seen that based on various conceptual frameworks, there would be different 

defined instructional frameworks. Further discussion, in this regard, will  be offered in the next 

sections by referring to other instructional-design theories/frameworks in other discussions.  

1.3.2.3. Approaches. It is a fact that the ideal, in distance education studies, is the 

conventional education, and the main attempt is to compare distance education with 

conventional/classroom education. Also, it is a common notion that distance education in its core 

is education, and we need to consider concepts and theories in education, in general, in distance 

education studies. Despite these facts, Ljosa (1993) states that it is difficult to apply general 

education theories in distance education, due to the fact that these theories are developed to 

describe conventional education, with teachers and students interacting directly in a classroom. 

He believes that it is similar to the situation of automobile inventors, when they were trying to 

imagine a car as a sort of carriage being pulled in front by something other than a horse. 

Therefore, we need to see distance education as it is, and try to find approaches suitable to its 

capacities and opportunities. Ljosa (1993) concludes that some aspects of distance education, 

such as teaching and communication processes, or group-based learning processes are quite 

different from conventional education, and we need to be aware of these differences when we 

apply education theories in distance education (Ljosa, 1993). 

Also, by reviewing different conceptual and instructional theories, we can see that by 

emphasizing various aspects or elements of distance education, we can come up with different 

designs and approaches. Wedemeyer (1981) explains that four elements exist in the teaching-

learning process: a teacher, a learner or learners, something to be taught/ learned, and a 

communication system or mode (Wedemeyer, 1981, as cited in Sauvé, 1993). For designing and 
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conducting a program/course (both in distance or conventional institutes) these four elements 

should be in a harmony towards a common aim.  

On the other hand, there are both limitations and opportunities in different types of 

education as well, thus, we need to understand them, and try to design and carry out a 

program/course based on this understanding. For example, direct communication between a 

teacher and students in a classroom is an opportunity, which can help the participants in a course 

to avoid many misunderstandings and miscommunications. At the same time, there is the 

limitation of time and place regarding participating in a class, which means everybody should 

attend the class at the certain time and in a certain place. In distance education, we may avoid the 

limitation of time and place but using a medium for communication could cause 

misunderstanding and other problems in communication. Furthermore, using new technology 

and the Internet does not mean that we can avoid all the limitations of a classroom, as it can 

bring other limitations along with these new opportunities. For instance, an Internet connection 

can be limited or expensive or many students cannot afford having an advanced laptop/PC for 

participating in an online program/course.   

While considering these factors, for designing and delivering a program/course in 

distance education, we need to identify those four elements (teacher, learner, content, media), 

and then, find the opportunities and limitations in different scales and in various levels- based on 

our purposes and aims.  For instance, designing a course with video conferencing, as its main 

communication medium, in a city or country with a very weak Internet connection, would not be 

a sensible decision.   

1.3.3. Shifts in DE history - Driven by changes in conceptual ideas of learning. 

Garrison (1993) says that, ñnot all kinds of learning are educationalò and the main assumption, 
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according to education theories, is that only a special kind of learning would be represented by 

education. There is a difference between learning that occurs in a formal and academic teaching-

learning process and that which occurs in the natural societal context. A complex interaction 

between teacher and students, whose its purpose is identifying, understanding and confirming 

meaningful knowledge, is education.  In distance education, however, some of the characteristics 

of formal education, such as independence and interaction, have new meanings and need to be 

defined in this new context. Garrison (1993) argues that the dominant paradigm in distance 

education literature sees independence as the ultimate goal.  In other words, the ideal is to be 

able to design a package for students which can maximize independence along with reducing the 

need for interaction. Independence can be defined as freedom to study where and when the 

learner wishes. And interaction, in this context, means how the students respond to course 

materials and sources provided for their study (Garrison, 1993, p.13). 

Garrisonôs argument (1993) is based on the Cognitive Learning Theory and as he 

explains, a cognitive/constructivist approach would maximize explanatory feedback, and this 

feedback encourages the construction and integration of a new knowledge structure which is the 

studentsô responsibility from which to construct meaning. He also says that this theory reflects 

understanding as a valued objective, and not as a measurable and observable behavior. So, based 

on the cognitive learning theory, monitoring and adopting unpredicted changes in student 

thinking and behavior, as instruction proceeds, is the main challenge and this only can be 

achieved through two-way communication. This two-way communication is now within the 

reach of most distance educators and most of the distance education institutes in the 

industrialized world. Therefore, it can be said that because of an advance in technology, which 

facilitated interaction via the Internet, this concept in recent literature has been changed. So, as a 
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result, now, it is possible to address both access and quality concerns which was discussed in 

distance education theories and literature before (Garrison, 1993). 

An important point in this discussion is the existence of an inherent risk to lose an 

educational perspective in distance education, when distance educators focus too strongly on 

technologies and become obsessed or enamored with new technologies.  On the other hand, we 

need to keep in mind that distance education relies on communication meditated via technology, 

and consequently, it is necessary to keep a balance between technological capabilities and 

educational needs. Also, quality should not be sacrificed simply for access and cost-efficiencies. 

Thus, we need technology and media to facilitate the educational transaction, which values 

critical and collaborative interaction, while, having access to an affordable method as well 

(Garrison, 1993). 

Bernard and his colleagues (2004) in their meta-analysis study come to the same 

conclusion. They state that in distance education, the claims of, ñthe importance of pedagogy 

over mediaò (which was presented by Clark in 1983 and 1994) is basically correct (Bernard et.al, 

2004, p.1). 

They also talk about distinguishing between ñdistance teachingò and ñdistance learningò, 

which can be the same case in face-to-face education too. Distance teaching is an activity done 

by a teacher, such as lecturing, questioning, providing feedback etc., and distance learning is an 

activity done by students, such as taking notes, studying, reviewing, revising, etc. Therefore, we 

need two types of media, one supports teaching and the other supports learning. Cobb (1997) 

clears the matter further, by saying that the medium is not simply a neutral and independent 

means to deliver the course content, but it becomes a tool of the learnerôs cognitive engagement. 

(Cobb, 1997, as cited in Bernard et.al, 2004). 
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Otto Peters (2010) is one of the scholars who has his own theory regarding distance 

education, and he, also, believes and emphasizes that in distance education ñthe pedagogical 

goalsò must be stressed. He states that if we have the most powerful digital learning environment 

which is equipped with the most up-to-date appliances and use it only for transporting data or 

information, it only would be ñan empty apparatusò. This data or information, like any other type 

of education, has to transfer to ñknowledgeò, and for doing this we need educational science 

(Otto Peters, 2010). 

Allen and his colleagues (2004) also tried to evaluate the effectiveness of distance 

learning by using the meta-analysis method. In this study, they, similarly, emphasized that by 

using new technologies in education, the goals of education would not be changed, and to 

accomplish those goals, these new technologies only would change the process of 

communication within these educational settings. They say that in distance education, we see a 

change in ñthe fundamental orientation of the learning environmentò (p. 403). In distance 

education we are facing a wide range of choices in our pedagogical approach and instructional 

tools. So, distance education can be defined as a teaching and learning environment, in which the 

student and instructor would not be physically present in the same location. However, 

communication between the learner and teacher via a web server would require different kinds of 

skills and techniques in communication by both the teacher and student (Allen, et al., 2004). 

Regarding these skills and methods, Peters (2010), in his book ñDistance Education in 

Transitionò, talks about the skills that students need to have in distance education. He quotes 

from Franz-Theo Gottwald and K. Peter Sprinkart (1998), which state that students in distance 

education need five skills: selection and decision-making, self-determination and orientation, 
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construction-qualifactory acquisition, instrumental- qualifactory acquisition, and learning and 

organizing skills (Gottwald & Sprinkart, 1998, as cited in Peters, 2010). 

It means that students must recognize the actual learning goals. They need to willingly 

organize and plan their learning independently from the teacher. They need to be capable of 

finding, organizing and evaluating the vast information, which is accessible in databases. 

However, there is an argument among scholars that these skills are required in all sorts of 

education, but learning at a distance creates a very different environment for students, and so 

these skills should be seen in completely different light (Peters, 2010). 

On the other hand, some scholars believe that teachers also need to develop specific skills 

to be successful in distance education; for example, Schoenfeld-Tacher and Persichitte (2000) 

and Spector (2001) indicate that in distance education teachers require different sets of 

pedagogical and technical competencies (Schoenfeld-Tacher & Persichitte, 2000, and Spector , 

2001, as cited in Bernard et. al., 2004). 

1.3.3.1. Distance education organizations and different models of distance education. 

Bates (2005) uses different terms regarding various models of distance education. When a course 

includes both on-campus and distance courses delivered online, it is distributed learning. And 

for a combination of online and face-to-face teaching the terms mixed mode, hybrid, and blended 

are used. Bates (2005) argues that hybrid and blended modes can be used when we add online 

teaching to regular class time or to a print-based correspondence course, while a mixed mode can 

be used in the specific context of a reduction in class time to accommodate more time studying 

online. He also clarifies that no consistency exists yet in terminology (Bates, 2005). 

These days, many institutions choose to add e-mail, online discussion forums, and Web 

articles to their existing print-based courses.  So, these institutions claim that they are offering 
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online courses, while in fact they have merely added one or a few online components to what has 

been basically a print-based, broadcast-based, or simply a face-to-face course. On the other hand, 

even when a course is designed from scratch as an óonlineô course, it would often contain some 

printed readings, and some of these mainly online courses even require attendance at weekend 

classes, or a summer institute (Bates, 2005). 

Bates (2005) defines the term ófully onlineô for the courses when the students can take the 

course without having to attend any face-to-face classes, and they must have access to a 

computer and the Internet to participate in the course and study. With this definition, a fully 

online course is a distance course. Furthermore, he explains that the term óe-learningô would be 

used where a course may have anything from a relatively small Web-based component of a 

program or course to a fully online offering. Figure 3 shows these developments graphically 

(Bates, 2005). 

 

Figure 3: The continuum of technology-based learning (Source: Bates & Poole, 2003, 

p.127). 

Moreover, Moore and Kearsley (2012) explain the levels of distance education 

organizations. They state that there are a few different models in distance education: single-
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model institutions, dual-model institutions, individual teachers, virtual universities and consortia, 

and courses and programs (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

They also say that single-mode institutions are the institutions in which the sole activity 

in them is distance education. The Open Universities are good examples of this model. Another 

good example is Athabasca University (AU) in Canada with over 1,200 faculty and staff 

members who are delivering over 700 courses to over 37,000 students. When an institution adds 

distance education to its previously established campus and class-based teaching, it is considered 

to be a dual-mode institution. For example, the Pennsylvania State University is a dual-mode 

model institution. And when teachers and instructors adopt a distance education feature for 

delivering their courses, while they do all the tasks by themselves without any help from 

designers or other skilled forces, we have individual teachers who are teaching at a distance 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

1.3.4. Shifts in DE history - Driven by practical/societal problems/needs. As it was 

mentioned before, the first vision for establishing distance education was to provide access to 

education for people who could not participate in educational institutions for different reasons. In 

the 19th century, this was for the benefit of women or the working class, and nowadays it is true 

for other groups as well. These groups can be people who are living far from educational 

institutes, people with health problems who cannot attend regular classes, people who are 

working and do not have time to participate in regular programs, or people who need constant 

updates of knowledge for their career (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Moreover, we are living in a new millennium that has been described as an Information 

Age, a Knowledge Society, or a Digital Age, and it seems that many changes globally come from 
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changes in technology. At this time in our history, we can see that technological developments 

would converge and reinforce other changes in economic, demographic and pedagogic trends 

(and likewise). Changes in technology caused a huge change in information supply (between 1 

and 2 extrabytes -which isρπ - of new information was produced each year during the last few 

years), and even brought more access to this information by introducing the World Wide Web to 

more and more people (however this access still is not equal between all the people in the world). 

Obviously, these changes caused dynamic changes in other aspects of peopleôs lives as well 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

On the other hand, technology is not the only engine behind new changes in the societies. 

Regarding distance education, economics is another force for change. While the cost of 

electronically transmitting information - which is an important aspect in todayôs distance 

education - has been falling, the cost of conventional education and training has been rising. 

Besides, in the information age with an aging labor force that needs to continue learning for 

effective employability, new forces lead societies to an increase in demand for new ways and 

methods of continuously acquiring information and skills (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Today, the key driver of economic development, social development, personal 

development, and - even at some points - political development, is the knowledge which has 

been converted from access to information and the skills. Moreover, with the information 

explosion, one of the immediate results would be that the information part of our knowledge 

becomes out of date very quickly and fast. For example, 18 months after graduating from an 

engineering program, half of what has been learned by students will be out of date. So, it should 

be replaced with new information, or at least being ñtopped upò frequently, and this is more vital 

in fields with higher competition environment (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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Although, we talked about distance educationôs advantages, many challenges exist for 

providing distance education. Na Ubon and Kimble (2002) state that by evolving more online 

education among higher education, this means less physical interaction and social opportunities 

for engaging in face-to-face meeting for people who are involved in this type of learning -

teaching system. Therefore, lack of physical interaction, between  the teacher and student and 

among students, would causes some problems; such as space and time constrains, the lack of 

face-to-face interaction and social cues, language and cultural barriers, problems of trust, and 

low levels of collaboration (Na Ubon & Kimble, 2002). 

Latchem and Jung (2012) talk about distance education challenges from another point of 

view. They argue that the motivations and circumstances for students who choose to study in 

distance vary in many ways. For instance, students in western countries choose distance 

education for its convenience and flexibility, while this type of education for students in other 

parts of the world is the only way to access education. Studying at a distance put a heavier 

reliance on the studentsô motivation and their capacity to take responsibility for their learning. 

The main factor for higher drop-out rates in distance education institutes could be because of a 

lack of handy academic, administrative, technical and social support. This means that we need to 

provide a sense of belonging among students across time and space. Speaking a different 

language, coming from other cultures, and not having access to a reliable Internet connection are 

considered as other challenges. Also, in institutes who use hourly, short-contract, or part-time 

tutors for tutoring the students - who do not have enough experience and understanding - the lack 

of sufficient and capable human resources is another problem (Latchem & Jung, 2012, as cited in 

Jung & Latchem 2012). 
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As the aim of this study is to examine quality management in distance higher education, 

after this short introduction regarding distance education, in the next section, higher education 

and the concept of quality in higher education institutes will  be discussed. 

1.4. Higher Education System Design Components (Some Definitions) 

1.4.1. System and education system. As the first step, for managing quality, we need to 

have a clear view and good understanding of the structure and components of education institutes 

in general. Among scholars, it is an accepted view that in all education institutes we have a 

complex mechanism of different systems within systems. All  these systems work together, 

complete each otherôs work, and keep an educational institute working properly. Therefore, the 

first question here would be: ñwhat is a system?ò  

Moore and Kearsley (2012) explain that a good example of a system is a human body. In 

this system, to make the whole body work effectively, every part of the body has a role to play. It 

is also true, that the body can still function ï however to a reduced state - when some parts are 

cut off. Besides, there are some parts that we cannot cut off, as when they cease to work, the 

other parts, no matter how healthy they are, cannot work and the whole bodyôs function would 

stop. And by damaging or taking away even the least important parts, the whole organism would 

deteriorate. On the other hand, by building up one part, while ignoring any attention to the other 

parts, more likely it would cause damages to the whole body. We can say a body is healthy, 

when all the parts are healthy, and all the parts do their tasks and play their roles in harmony with 

each other. So, for understanding a system, it is essential to understand each of these parts in the 

system and by diagnosing which part is not working properly, we can correct a malfunction in 

the system. It can be said that it is a good example for understanding the concept of a system 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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Obviously, the human body is a very complex system, but it is also only a part of a much 

bigger system. It means, for example, by looking at a symphony orchestra or a football team, we 

would see how these different human systems, as a collective system, are functioning and 

integrated together. In these systems, the individual body would be considered as one subsystem 

within the larger system (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Dick, Carey and Carey (2009) give a simple definition for a system as: ñA system is 

technically a set of interrelated parts, all which work together toward a defined goal. The parts of 

the system depend on each other for input and output, and the entire system uses feedback to 

determine if its desired goal has been reached. If it has not, then the system is modified until it 

does reach the goalò (Dick, Carey & Carey, 2009, p.1). Furthermore, they state that the system 

components in an education system are the instructor, the learners, the instructional materials, 

and the learning environment, while all interact for achieving the desirable goal. In this system 

success depends on a determination of the exact contribution of each component to the desired 

outcome, and not on any particular component in the system. So, there must be a clear 

assessment of the effectiveness of the system by making learning happen, along with existence 

of a mechanism to make essential changes if learning fails to occur. Noticeably, as an 

instructional system includes human components, it is very complex and dynamic, which 

requires constant monitoring and adjustment (Dick, Carey & Carey, 2009). 

Concerning system mechanism, Dick and his colleagues (2009) give the example of 

managing Type 1 diabetes. They explain that for maintaining a healthy blood sugar level, we 

need a set of complex system components to work together. These components can be diet, 

physical exertion, emotional exertion, insulin, and finally each individualôs unique metabolic 

processing of these components. Obviously, the goal is a stable blood sugar, and we have the 
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periodic blood sugar readings as the feedback mechanism. So, when the system goes out of 

balance, evidently, one or more system components must be adjusted to bring a reading up or 

down, as needed. Therefore, this is the system approach which enables professionals to identify 

interacting components of diabetes care, establish normal human ranges for each component, 

while adjusting a care regimen as needed to accommodate individual differences. An accepted 

perspective here is that this system is dynamic rather than static, and it requires continuous 

monitoring as the person grows, ages, and changes his/her lifestyle (Dick, Carey & Carey, 2009). 

Therefore, in an educational system (either conventional or distance), for getting the best 

results, all the different human and technical resources (in various forms and shapes) should be 

delivered in a system form. Also, for understanding an educational program, the best way is to 

use a system approach. So, all the components and processes - which operate when teaching and 

learning in an education system occurs - shape the educational system. As an example for 

illustrating an educational system, Jaap Scheerens (2004) developed a basic conceptual 

framework that illustrates education as a productive system, which is shown in figure 4 

(Scheerens, 2004). 

 



QUALITY MANAGEMENT IN ONLINE HIGHER EDUCATION 49 

 

 

Figure 4: A basic systems model on the functioning of education (Source: Scheerens, 

2004, p.116). 

As it can be seen, this model demonstrates 4 main components: input, process, output, 

and context.  With regard to the process component, we have two levels in this figure: school and 

class, but he explains that in the process feature we need to consider the hierarchical nature of 

processes and conditions. Scheerens also talks about context dimension with two functions: one 

as a source of inputs and constraints, and the other one as a generator of the required outputs. He, 

likewise, in the output process differentiates between outcomes in direct outputs, then, longer 

term outcomes, and finally the ultimate social impact (Scheerens, 2004). 

Later, Scheerens, Luyten and van Ravens (2011), explain that his framework can be seen 

in different levels for different education systems; for instance, we can choose the education 

system at the national level, classroom level, and even the local community or student level.  

Also, they argue that it is the ñcontextò dimension in the model which ñgives room for situational 

adoption to a local conditionò. Therefore, they are confident that this framework is flexible and 
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quite general for describing any functional educational system (Scheerens, Luyten & van 

Ravens, 2011, p. 36). 

With this point of view, this framework can be used in any part of an educational institute 

for executing any task. For example, at the class level we have a teaching-learning process, 

which has its own inputs, context, process, and outputs, while at another level, such as an 

instituteôs or departmentôs level, we would have different inputs, context, process, and outputs. It 

can be said that, in general, the education process (at any level) is about transforming inputs into 

outputs for having ñhigher valuesò, and some of the outputs (again at any level) are used directly 

as ñconsumption benefitsò, while others can serve as intermediate inputs into other processes 

within the system  (Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

From another perspective also, an educational system can be seen as a working 

organization. A good example of this perspective would be a model for a learning organization 

(mainly for higher education institutes) designed by Ebner (2010). (See figure 5). In this model, 

we have three products: study /course programs, learning environments, and research 

environments /opportunities. Then, by using these products in an educational system, the results 

would be outputs and outcomes. Outputs can be the instant results, such as, grades, graduations 

/finishing school, published papers, practical results of research, studentôs satisfaction, etc., while 

outcomes are vaster and for longer terms, such as, employment and fulfilling labor marketsô 

needs and aims, having a better life and being satisfied with the situation in society, being a 

useful member in society, etc. Moreover, for the management process, we have strategy 

development and the integrity and unity of research and teaching. Also, we have some 

supporting systems, such as human resource management, financial management, resource  
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management, quality management, public relations, and information system management 

(Ebner, 2010). 

 

Figure 5: A design for a learning organization (Source: Ebner, 2010, p.271). 

As it can be seen, this model illustrates the various components of an educational 

institute, and as it was said before, there would be different systems at different levels for 

executing various tasks within any institution, and the outputs of one running system/subsystem 

can be inputs for another working system/subsystem. For example, the resource management 
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may manage the library in an educational institute, and one of the tasks which needs to be done 

by this component is providing resources needed in the teaching-learning process. Therefore, we 

have the task of providing teaching and learning materials for instructors and students as a part of 

the teaching-learning process (such as books, articles, databases, etc.), and in this example, the 

output for library system (which is required resources) is an input for teaching-learning process. 

Hence, this type of relationship can be seen in many different parts of an educational institute. In 

an educational organization, there are many different tasks for reaching its goals and aims, and 

for doing these tasks, we need to design various systems and each system has its own input, 

context, process, and output.  

There are different frameworks and models for distance education systems as well. 

Moore and Kearsleyôs conceptual model (2012) is a good example. Based on Moore and 

Kearsleyôs model (2012), a distance education system includes: teaching, learning, design, 

communication, and management. They indicate that each of these processes is a complex 

process in a bigger and more complex system. They state that we need to consider how each of 

these processes are impacted by, and have impact on, certain forces in their operation 

environment, such as political, physical, economic, and social environments. However, by 

studying each of these subsystems separately, we need to understand how they impact each 

other, as well. Figure 6 illustrates a conceptual model of distance education designed by Moore 

and Kearsley (2012) (Moore &Kearsley, 2012). 

Moore and Kearsley (2012) explain that, in this chart, they are trying to demonstrate 

different subsystems in an educational system (in general) and in a distance education system (in 

particular), and this chart is a simple illustration of what they had in mind, which is very 

complicated and complex (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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An important point here is that Moore and Kearsley (2012) focused on distance education 

systems, and they explained their models by stating that a distance education system consists of 

many subsystems with various components and processes. Then, as we focus on any single part 

of the system, we need to keep in mind the wider contexts as well and remember how these parts 

affect each other (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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Figure 6: A conceptual model of distance education (Source: Moore & Kearsley, 2012, 

p.10). 

In summary, they explain that these systems are systems within systems, which all act 

and interact with each other within a wider and bigger system. In an ñeducation systemò box we 

have educational history, educational psychology, educational sociology, economics of 

education, and so on. Then in the lower box we have a box named history, which includes the 
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history of the nation, state or institution; and the culture (in the culture box) would emerge from 

that history. Then, the philosophy box is set - which is about the general philosophical 

assumptions of the society in which the distance education system is active. For instance, if the 

philosophy for distance education in one institution is that this type of education system is 

perceived primarily as a means of overcoming inequalities of educational opportunity, as a 

result, there would be consequences in deciding who is enrolled (the learner), how courses are 

designed, and what is taught. Obviously, another institution, which perceives the distance 

education primarily as a mean of improving worker productivity, would make different decisions 

regarding the same issues (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Also, in another subsystem for designing a course in a distance education institution, for 

example, we have a faculty for doing this task. So, they first consider what the student in that 

time can be expected to learn but before that, again, we need some basic hints, such as; the 

psychology of learning, the social role of education, and the philosophical positions on the nature 

of knowledge. They also show the decisions, which have been made by policy makers and 

managers, regarding the structure of the course, course content, and its selection against other 

possibilities. Furthermore, in all of them, these are a reflection of the culture, mission of the 

organization, its funding, its structure, as well as, the experience and views of its faculty (Moore 

& Kearsley, 2012). 

Moreover, the institutional policy (which itself is influenced by national or state policies) 

determines some of these decisions, as well. People who are discussing the issue will consider its 

implementation by the people, who would teach the course, as well as their understanding of the 

students, who would participate in the course. And overall, all these processes are under the 
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influence of the whole and overall educational system-like the standards set by the accrediting 

agency (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Then, Moore and Kearsley (2012) talked about component processes and elements of ña 

working distance education systemò (See figure 7). They state that in every distance education 

system there must be: 

V A subsystem for management to assess the needs, organize policy, and allocate 

resources, as well as to coordinate other subsystems and to evaluate outcomes. 

V A source of content teaching and knowledge (i.e., an educational institution with 

faculty and other resources for providing content). 

V A subsystem for designing the courses to structure this into activities and materials 

for students. 

V Then a subsystem is needed to deliver the courses through technology and media to 

learners. 

V Learners in their various environments. 

V Support personnel and instructors who would interact with students and learners, 

while they are studying and using these materials (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

We need to bear in mind that in distance education, technology plays an important role in 

providing quality in education.  Evidently technology is expensive, and because of that, 

managers need to make decisions about the content of a course too. Moreover, sometimes we 

need to have external consultants as a source for knowledge and content in a course or program. 

Also, according to contemporary constructive philosophy, students are considered a source of 

knowledge, which leads to the inclusion of some self-directed learning activities ï such as, a 

project work - in the design of courses (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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 Figure 7: A system model for distance education (Source: Moore & Kearsley, 2012, 

p.14). 

Moore and Kearsley (2012) explained this chart, further, by going into details about these 

components. They pointed out that subject, content, or materials would not make a course, and a 

structure is needed for building a course. However, designing a course is a common issue in both 

conventional and online education, but they are different in many ways. In an online course, 

design is based on technology and the way technology would be used in that course, while, the 

design for a course, which is to be taught in a classroom, would be different. A course design in 

distance education institute includes: the learning objectives, the exercises and activities, the 

layout of the text and graphics, the content of recorded videos and audios, and the questions for 
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audio or video conference, in Wikis and blogs, or for interactive sessions by online chat sessions. 

Also, it includes the decisions about the web design, such as, which part should be delivered with 

which medium, how to do the evaluation, etc. (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

Then, it comes to delivering the course materials while interacting via technology. 

Nowadays, the accepted delivering model is through the computer with an Internet connection. 

In some cases, while access to these new technologies is hard or impossible, still the old delivery 

methods, such as, printed books, compact disks, study guides, and even television broadcasting, 

as well as telephone and satellite-based video or audio conferencing are used (Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012). 

Moore and Kearsley (2012), furthermore, introduced a list of indicators which are 

specifically for a distance education system-based on their introduced frameworks (See figure 8). 

Of course, it is a simple illustration and as the authors state, there are many different subsystems 

in this system, as well (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). These indicators can be seen as the primary 

quality indicators in distance education while, they only cover some inputs and outputs. We will 

examine more quality management indicators in the next sections in more details.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Inputs and Outputs of Distance Education (Source: Moore & Kearsley, 2012, 

p.19). 

 Outputs 

¶ Student satisfaction ratings 

¶ Student achievement scores 

¶ Student completion rates 

¶ Total enrolment 

¶ Quality assessment 

¶ Accreditation results 

¶ Tuition and other revenue 

¶ Staff reputation and turnover 

Inputs 

¶ Student characteristics including ability to study at a distance 

¶ Instructor competence in distance teaching 

¶ Understanding of administrative staff about distance learners 

¶ Quality of course design skills 

¶ Quality of course production 

¶ Financial investment in course design and production 

¶ Technology chosen for course 

¶ Accessibility of support services 

¶ Frequently and quality of evaluation data 
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1.5. Higher Education and Quality Management 

It can be said that, many changes have occurred in modern universities after getting rid of 

religious dogma and political ideologies, and in the center of this development was academic 

freedom in teaching and learning (which the founding fathers of these new universities enshrined 

in it), and Srikanthan and Dalrymple believe that this freedom should be embedded at the core of 

any model in modern universities (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2007). 

Nevertheless, it was the pre-1990s period which represented the quality control era in 

higher education. That period represents the initiation of major moves towards managerial 

changes in universities and other higher education in states. Managing quality in this period was 

in a control sense and about ensuring the basic standards. This managerial practice was about 

carrying out inspections, and the result was losing steadily the motivation to improve quality 

among universities. Despite these inspections, which were mostly done by the government, the 

freedom was considered sacrosanct and autonomous, plus it was adopted as the attitude of the 

higher education institutions. The post-1990s period was the quality management ethos era for 

the higher education institution. From the early 1990s, institutions adopt formal systems of 

quality management instead of indirect controls or the traditional loose regulation (Srikanthan & 

Dalrymple, 2007). 

Meanwhile, it has been argued by academics that finding a definition for quality, which is 

agreed on throughout the academic world, is impossible and defining the quality for higher 

education is no exception, and the author of the book, ñDeveloping Quality System in 

Education,ò calls it ñthe quality jungleò. Although, there is no agreement on the definition for 

quality in higher education, we need to try to understand it, and to find some methods and tools 

to implement and control the quality in higher education (Doherty, 1994). 
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Some of these various opinions and notions, regarding quality, rooted in different point of 

views and objectives, and here, as an introduction to the quality in education discussion, some 

will  be discussed.   

Some authors like Pollitt (1992), define quality in the service sector, in general, simply as 

meeting the customersô wants and needs, but the question here is how to define these needs and 

wants in higher education, and most importantly who our customers are (Pollitt, 1992, as cited in 

Doherty 1994). 

Ellis (1993) states that: ñQuality itself is a somewhat more ambiguous term since it has 

connotations of both standards and excellence,ò (Ellis, 1993, as cited in Doherty, 1994, p. 7). 

Also, Cryer (1993), cited from Malcom Frazer, said that quality in higher education is very 

different from satisfying the customers with the latest model of a product and it is not 

synonymous with effectiveness, efficiency, and accountability but it embraces these terms 

(Cryer, 1993, as cited in Doherty, 1994, p7). 

Barnett (1992) offers an interesting explanation about quality in education, which talks 

about higher education in general; he says: 

It has been demonstrated that, through the process, the studentsô educational development 

has been enhanced: not only have they achieved the particular objectives set for the course but in 

doing so, they have also fulfilled the general educational aims of autonomy, of the ability to 

participate in reasoned discourse, of critical self-evaluation, and of coming to proper awareness 

of the ultimate contingency of all thought and action  (Barnett, 1992, as cited in Harrison, 1994, 

p. 9). 

On the other hand, Barnett (1992) argues that ñQuality can be seen as a metaphor for 

rival views over the aims of higher educationò (Barnett, 1992, as cited by Barnett, 1994, p. 
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69).Basically, it means that different participants/stakeholders have different views and 

expectations from an educational system, and consequently, their viewpoints for quality in an 

educational system vary as well. For example, employers seek different goals for an educational 

organization than inspectors of the same organization, and it means the definition for quality 

varies too.  Therefore, based on different points of view, the concept for quality can be defined or 

sought. 

In this regard, Barnett (1992) counts several ñcontemporary perceptions,ò or parties with 

a different perspective regarding quality in education, as following: 

¶ ñTechnicist (the imposition of technical instruments) 

¶ Collegial (the collective voice of the academic community) 

¶ Epistemic (the territorial claims of a particular disciplinary community) 

¶ Consumerist (the claims of the participants of would be participants) 

¶ Employers (the voice of the labor market accepting the products of the system) 

¶ Professional (the voices of the separate professional bodies) 

¶ Inspectorial (the voices of the state and other external agencies with an authorized 

right to inspect higher education and pronounce on what they find)ò (Barnett, 1992, as 

cited in Barnett, 1994, p.69). 

Additionally, Doherty (1994) in his book, ñDeveloping quality system in education,ò 

introduced the technical description of quality management dimensions, concerning gathering 

and processing information / data as another way to look at quality in educational organizations. 

These dimensions (as he calls them) are more about gathering and processing data and 

information regarding quality in educational organizations:   
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ü Quality assurance: examines the content, aims, levels, resourcing and projected 

outcomes of modules, courses, and programs.  

ü Quality control: requires feedback from staff, students, and employers and 

requires regular review and monitoring modules, courses, and programs.  

ü Quality audit: having an internal and/or external auditing system. It is obvious 

that a properly documented system (in which means that system has written proof 

that it does what it claims to do) can be audited.  

ü Quality assessment: judging of performance against criteria. This process is the 

subject of many conflicts and arguments, because finding an agreement about the 

criteria is very difficult to find.  

ü Quality enhancement: having a system for improving the quality in performing 

any process and doing it consciously and consistently. It means we need a 

sophisticated system for training and staff development along with a system for 

addressing and solving systemic problems - and it applies for any process in the 

institute, educational or otherwise (Doherty, 1994). 

And as a whole, quality management is the complete process which would be set up to 

ensure that the quality processes in practice happen. This means having market analysis, 

monitoring and review of student learning experience, strategic and course planning, resourcing, 

curriculum development, and validation (Doherty, 1994). 

Later, Harvey and Knight (1996) discussed that quality, in general, can be broken into 

five different but related conceptual dimensions: 

V Quality as exceptional (for example, high standards) 

V Quality as consistency (for example, zero effects) 
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V Quality as fitness to purpose (fitting customer specifications)  

V Quality as value for money (as efficiency and effectiveness)  

V Quality as transformative (an ongoing process that includes empowerment to take 

action and enhancement of customer satisfaction) (Harvey & Knight, 1996). 

Moreover, Barnett (1992) believes that there is a logical and three-fold connection 

between three elements in higher education: the different conception of higher education, 

different approaches to quality, and the identification of performance indicators (PIs). So, first, 

various concepts of higher education should be discussed, then, based on these concepts, 

different approaches for quality can be found, and based on these approaches, the suitable 

performance indicators (PIs) can be defined and measured (Barnett, 1992, as cited in Barnett, 

1994) 1. 

In this regard also Clark (1983) believes that there are three major forces in higher 

education that shape three methodological approaches to quality: one is the state which favors 

numerical performance indicators (PIs), the other one is the academic community which favors 

peer review, and the last one is the market-led system which responds to consumer preferences 

(Clark, 1983, as cited in Barnett, 1994). 

Moreover, Johnson and Golomski (1999) talk about four main issues regarding quality 

concepts in universities. They state that we need the incorporation of quality concepts in the 

                                                           
1

As a philosophical categorization for aims in higher education, Barnett (1992) talks about four different concepts and aims in higher education; which are: 

× Producing highly qualified manpower (Here quality defines and measures as the ability of the students to succeed in their work and the PI would be the percentage of the 

students who would be employees and earn careers after graduation) 

× Providing training for a research career (Quality in this concept is the research profiles of the staff more than the studentsô achievements and PIs are related output and input 

measures of researchersô activities) 

× Providing efficient management for teaching provision. (Quality would be defined as efficiency and PIS are related to non-completion rates and measuring students who 

obtain good degrees or good marks) 

× Offering a matter of extending life chances. (Quality means high demand for admitting in higher education institutes and PIs is about the range of instituteôs entrants and 

the growth in student numbers) (Harrison, cited in Doherty 1994) 
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curriculum, along with using this concept for improving educational administration, improving 

the teaching of any subject, and doing research (Johnson & Golomski, 1999). 

As it can be seen, there are various opinions regarding how to address quality in higher 

education, and noticeably, the approaches would vary based on how the concept of quality would 

be defined.  

On the other hand, from an organizational point of view, Johnson and Golomski (1999) 

describe six design principles for organization that are often derived from implementing a quality 

management system: 

¶ Leadership: for establishing unity in purpose and direction, we need leaders in 

education. Senior leaders provide: systematic documented best practice, systematic 

assessment and review of processes, systematic improvement of school processes, and 

they are responsible for maintaining the value of assets.  

¶ Understanding stakeholders: the primary beneficiaries are students and the secondary 

beneficiaries are parents, the marketplace, and society in general.  

¶ Factual approach to decision making: the analysis of data and information is 

fundamental for effective decisions and actions, and the data should include studentsô and 

other stakeholdersô needs, process control limits, performances measures, and changed 

values. Also, good data must be accurate, available, reliable, consistent, timely, current, 

and standardized. Measurement of studentsô performances, employee data, the learning 

process, support services, and stake holdersô satisfaction are the basics for a quality 

system. 
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¶ Involvement of people: Teachers, administrators and staff are an educational systemôs 

assets for maintaining and producing the intellectual capital and for their efficiency, their 

skill, knowledge and attitudes should be focused by reliable methods, measurable 

objectives and objective evidence.   

¶ Process approach: efficiency in learning would be achieved more efficiently by 

managing related resources and activities as a process. Via a process, the value of 

whatever enters the education system can be changes; for instance, ignorance becomes 

knowledge. The quality system should be designed to make change in value, and improve 

and control the value. It can be said that all work in an education system is composed of 

processes, these processes often interact with each other, and the results of an educational 

system are the results of a process.  

¶ Continual improvement: improving continually in results and processes must be a 

permanent objective in an educational system (Johnson & Golomski, 1999, p.471). 

It is worth mentioning that according to current views about quality in higher education, 

quality assurance tends to be considered to favor the institutional aspects rather than the student 

aspects of quality issues, and lean more on an accountability-led view rather than the 

improvement-led view. Therefore, many ideas about transforming recent practices have been 

proposed and they try to focus on student learning, which is viewed as ñthe heart of qualityò in 

education (Chung Sea Law, 2010). 

Up to here, the various concepts and approaches for quality in higher education has been 

discussed, while the concept and function of ñquality managementò also needs to be addressed at 

this point.   
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Here, an example can help us to see quality management from a better perspective. 

Quality management divisionôs task is to measure different indicators in an institute. It is similar 

to what a laboratory does when experts in a medical laboratory do the tests and measure different 

elements in a personôs body, while it is the doctorôs job to interpret these measurements and 

indicators and then diagnose the problems.  

Hence, quality management divisionôs job is to evaluate quality indicators (defined by 

various management and decision making parties), and then, it is up to managers and other 

decision making parties (either within or outside of the organization) at different levels of the 

organization to decide about the accepted/required measurements and scores for these indicators. 

It is due to this fact that in different universities (either online or conventional), they try to 

achieve their own goals, while these goals and aims are different in each institution. Therefore, 

the indicators for quality would be measured and evaluated differently in various organizations, 

and it can even vary for different programs within one university. 

For instance, in an online university, there can be a program for people who want to learn 

new things for their jobs and another online university that offers its programs for people who do 

not have access to a conventional higher education. In the first program, the flexibility and being 

up-to-date would be the universityôs priority, and in the other university, presenting a complete 

program compatible with the same program in a conventional university can be the main 

objective and aim. Therefore, quality managers (as a group of key members of the organization 

who are assigned for this task) need to create a measurement and evaluation system based on 

assigning key indicators and prioritizing them, and developing this feature of quality 

management in an online university is the main objective of this paper.  
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For examining more dimensions of quality management in higher education further, in 

the next part, some of the quality models, along with some of the standards and awards for 

quality in educational institutions, which are known practices in quality management systems, 

would be discussed, and then, the indicators and methods for measuring quality in education, 

presented by various scholars, will  be offered.  

1.5.1. Quality models. As the aim of this study is to introduce a system for managing 

quality in online universities, therefore, we need to examine some of the existing quality models 

in education.  

For reviewing the main quality models for educational systems and to have a better 

understanding about them, Cheong Cheng and Ming Tam (1997) examined 7 models of quality 

in education. These 7 models are considered the main models and still are discussed in literature 

(See: Asif, Raouf, & Searcy, 2013). Cheong Cheng and Ming Tam (1997) first examined these 

models and presented a summary of these modelsô conceptions and indicators, along with each 

modelôs conditions for model usefulness, which is shown in table 3. Then, after discussing these 

models, they concluded that people traditionally tend to use these quality models separately 

while, for managing quality - especially from the system perspective - these models are 

interrelated. For understanding the interrelatedness among these models, the authors state that the 

process model, for instance, ensures a fruitful learning experience, along with smooth and 

healthy internal processes, which are critical elements in achieving stated goals and producing 

high quality educational outcomes. Then, achieving the stated goals can bring satisfaction to the 

concerned constituencies, while satisfaction is the main element of the satisfaction model, and so 

on (Cheong Cheng & Ming Tam, 1997). 
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Cheong Cheng and Ming Tam (1997), furthermore, clarify that it is common for every 

educational institution to try to achieve its own criteria of education quality, while, logically, it is 

hard to achieve all the quality criteria simultaneously, due to all the limited timeframes and 

environmental constraints. For instance, some educational institutions may focus their attention 

on the acquisition of scarce resource input, and some may focus on the management of the 

internal process or learning strategies. The fact is that when some criteria of education quality are 

strongly emphasized, and energy and resources are mainly concentrated on their fulfillment, 

undoubtedly, other aspects of quality will tend to be neglected. To avoid this problem, 

practitioners need to be aware of this issue and develop long-term strategies to handle this 

problem and try to achieve education quality according to all the multiple criteria, even if it is not 

possible to do it at the same time (Cheong Cheng & Ming Tam, 1997). 

Hence, managing quality is about covering a broad perspective of various strategies and 

criteria at different levels and in different directions, while holding onto one quality model which 

means that we only have a limited number of criteria and a narrow view regarding what really is 

happening in an educational system. Then, it is important to consider a system of multiple 

criteria, which cover all aspects of quality management.  

The aim of this study also is to develop a quality management framework for an online 

universityôs educational system, by introducing a chain process model.  And the question here is 

that while, in quality management literature there are various quality models in education (in 

general), why do we need to examine this matter again and develop a new model? The answer 

could be that none of these models have been able to cover all the aspects of a quality 

management system and each of them emphasizes on one or only a few aspects for managing 

quality in education. Obviously, this study would not - and cannot - claim to cover all these 
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aspects too, but it can be an attempt to shed some further light on this matter and examine it from 

a new perspective. So, by introducing the chain process model in the Discussion section, the aim 

is to introduce quality criteria based on actual tasks within the long-term strategy planning in the 

university in order to cover the main aspects of quality management in an educational system.   
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Table3.  

Models of Educational Quality (Source: Yin Cheong Cheng & Wai Ming Tam, 1997)

 

1.5.2. Standards and awards. Regarding managing quality, there are also many different 

standard systems for quality assurance in educational systems; such as, BS5750 (for Britanniaôs 
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education system), ISO 9000 series and Total Quality Management (TQM). These standard 

systems are well-known, and as there are various discussions and opinions regarding using these 

methods and standards in education systems, here, as a part of our discussion about quality 

management in higher education, we also need to examine them.  

Doherty (1994) states that a quality assurance standard, in general, requires:  

o ñTop-down commitment; 

o A strategic plan with goals and objectives, all understandable and possessed by all 

staff;  

o Identification of resources to deliver the plan;  

o Regular review of the training plan;  

o Training and development throughout the employeeôs entire career;  

o Evaluation and audit of the training programsò (Doherty, 1994, p.13). 

Doherty (1994) also talked about these standards in more details. He clarified that BS 

5750 is a British standard, ISO 9000 is International, and EN 29000 is a European standard. He 

pointed out that these standards are capable of interpretation for a wide range of services, 

although, they have been written with manufacturing in mind. Also, in order to use them in each 

institute we need to interpret them, and relate them to our own quality aspiration (Doherty, 

1994). As an example of these quality standard systems, here, a short discussion about TQM 

would be presented.  

As an attempt to find a suitable quality management system for education, some scholars 

during the 1990s were trying to adopt Total Quality Management (TQM) for educational 

systems. To be able to do so, they needed to consider the differences that exist between the 

original TQM concepts - which was for businesses in general - and adopting it for education 
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systems while there were others who, based on these differences, believed that TQM is not a 

good quality management approach for education. 

In this regard, Doherty (1994), states that, in general, the main issue in implementing 

TQM is that every function and every individual in every level of the organization must be 

involved in this process. Then, he summarizes the main characteristics of TQM as:  

V The most important issues are the customersô requirements and expectations. 

V What the producer specifies is not quality, but what meets the customersô need is 

quality. 

V The effectiveness of internal client chains defines quality to the customers. 

V The hierarchy level between top management and the bottom line shouldnôt be 

more than four levels.  

V Implementing small-scale incremental activity is the main key for having 

continuous quality improvement. 

V Leadership from the top and complete and total commitment from management, 

having a long-term commitment to implementing TQM, staff appraisal for 

development, having staff commitment and participation based on training and 

education, and teamwork are essential issues for implementing TQM. 

V Organizational transformation to quality culture is the key aim. 

V It is needed to recognize individualsô or the teamôs good performance. 

V For underpinning the system, benchmarking and the measurement of change is 

needed. 

V For managers, getting involved and getting out is very important (Doherty, 1994). 
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While, there have been scholars who favored the adoption of TQM in educational 

institutions, there have been many arguments indicating that TQM (or any other business quality 

standard systems) is not a suitable quality management standard system for educational 

institutions.(See: Green, 1994, and Barbera, 2004) One main argument states that TQM is mainly 

based on a customerôs requirements and satisfaction (as it can be seen in Dohertyôs explanations) 

while in teaching - learning processes, identifying customer, product specification, and even the 

satisfaction indicators is not an easy task. At the same time, Tribus (1994) explains that TQM is 

not a suitable quality system for educational organizations, as the students are not products and 

the school is not a factory (Tribus, 1994, as cited in Doherty 1994). 

Later, Chung Sea Law (2010) explained that during the 1980s, TQM was produced as a 

result of the market ideologies and the managerialism (which accompanied these ideologies). 

Then, after the education reform, many higher education institutes have tried out the TQM, as an 

attempt to emulate the quality success (which was found in some commercial and industrial 

settings), and to enable the institutions to cope with the increasing financial pressures and the 

fierce competition in sectors after reform (Chung Sea Law, 2010). 

As another argument against adopting TQM in an educational system, Doherty (1994) 

claimed that 80 percent of problems, inefficiencies, and system weaknesses are the result of bad 

management, and he quoted from Atkinson (1991) that, ñyears of neglecting to provide managers 

and supervisors with the necessary skills cannot be wiped out by sending a team on a series of 

TQM workshopsò (Atkinson, 1991, as cited in Doherty, 1994, p. 21). 

Furthermore, Burkhalter, in 1996, reported that by the middle of the decade (1990s), fifty 

percent of all higher education institutions established some sort of quality-oriented council, 

while later empirical evidence regarding implementing TQM in higher education, typically, 
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involved a non-academic process such as check writing, bill collection, admission application, 

job scheduling, and physical plant inventory (Burkhalter, 1996). 

Moreover, Koch (2003) suggested, as another evidence to this claim, to look at the round-

table discussion in TQM in Higher Education in 1994, or Owlia and Aspinwallôs (1996) 

statement in Total Quality Management, which indicated the fact that the focus of TQM research 

in higher education has always been on non-academic activities of higher education institutions 

(Owlia & Aspinwall, 1996, as cited in Koch, 2003).Besides, Chung Sea Law (2010) stated the 

same claim and said that empirical support for TQMôs successful applications are mainly found 

in ñnon-academic activities,ò and not in core academic activities - especially in teaching and 

learning (Chung Sea Law, 2010). 

Furthermore, Koch (2003), in his paper ñTQM: why is its impact in higher education so 

small?ò, first, stated that TQM has not been successful in many businesses as well; He quoted 

from Dar-El (1997, p.5) that ñé experience indicated that three out of four [TQM] 

implementations are an economic disasterò, while, Dar-El (1997) believed that despite the huge 

amount of pages written about TQM, and the millions of hours devoted to its implementation and 

discussion, a significant majority of failures at TQM efforts can lead us to conclude that there is 

only sparse empirical evidence which favors TQM (Dar-El, 1997, as cited in Koch, 2003). 

Then, Koch (2003) introduced some evidences from Zbarackiôs (1998) study, who 

conducted a survey to find out about the reality surrounding TQM. Zbaracki (1998) explained 

that managers usually encourage a distorted perception regarding TQM efficiency, although, he 

admitted that TQM is not without its successes. Zbaracki (1998) believed that after managers 

invested their organizations and themselves in the TQM notion, they consequently trumpet its 

successes, rather than admitting to its little achievement - even when there is no evidence or little 
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proof to support this conclusion. Zbaracki (1998) also found that only one in six TQM programs 

to be successful (Zbaracki, 1998, as cited in Koch, 2003). 

Moreover, Koch (2003) stated that surprisingly there is very little concrete empirical 

evidence concerning TQM in higher education. For instance, he observed that in 1993 and 1994 

there were many reviews in the American Association of Higher Education, and in 1996 an entire 

issue in the journal Total Quality Management was dedicated to this discussion, while, by 

looking closer into these reviews, it reveals that they are significant for their focus on TQM 

processes and implementation rather than on evidence (Koch, 2003). 

 To investigate why TQM has not been successful in the academic side of higher 

educational institutions Harvey (1995) further explained that the concept of defining the quality 

of the product by the customer is at the heart of TQM, and its key ideas originated from 

management theories which are applied mainly in the industrial sector. Thus, applying TQM in 

the service sector has not been easy, while, applying it in the educational sector is even more 

problematic, as the notion of a customer in the education sector is illusive and controversial. 

Also, as it was mentioned before, the concept of quality varies for various stakeholders, and for 

an education system, we have different groups as customers with different points of view, while, 

the nature and purpose of education is very different from other business sectors (Chung Sea 

Law, 2010). 

Koch (2003) furthermore added some other facts to this discussion. He stated that the 

most important challenges facing higher education organizations are related to questions about 

curriculum and what should be taught, the use of faculty time, the viability of faculty tenure, the 

priority of technological innovations in instruction, whether students actually learn in any 

situation, the impact and validity of distance learning, the division of resources and attention 
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between undergraduate and graduate education, tuition and fee levels, the extent to which 

institutions should become involved in economic development ventures, campus diversity, 

alcohol and drug abuse, etc., while, ñTQM has had very little of consequence to say about any of 

these important issuesò  (Koch, 2003, p. 328). 

On the other hand, the most important element in academic culture is the doctrine of 

academic freedom, which frustrates the introduction of conventional TQM procedures.  This 

freedom means that faculty members have the right to seek truth whenever their search leads 

them, and profess their disciplines as they see fit, while conducting TQM would influence how 

professors teach and do research, which is against this freedom. Also, faculty members tend to 

work alone more than together, and teamwork is one of the keystones of TQM (Koch, 2003). 

Additionally, Becket and Brookes (2008) believed that higher education institutions can 

benefit from TQM in administrative and service functions. This is due to the fact that students, 

from service and administrative point of view, are the customers, while they cannot be 

considered as customers in an academic function and teaching-learning process of the 

universities.  

Becket and Brookes (2008) also put some of the limitations for implementing TQM in 

education institutes as: difficulty in defining outputs, people rather than process orientation, level 

of acceptance of TQM principles, challenges related to leadership skills, bureaucratic structures, 

complexity of application to HE, and finally TQM requirement for teamwork/customer 

involvement is not congruent with autonomy of academic staff (Becket & Brookes, 2008). 

Therefore, quality models that have been used in other business sectors (industrial, 

service, etc.) can be adopted in higher education for administrative and service functions of 

universities (such as food, accommodation, etc.), as these models are not suitable for academic 
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function. The rule of thumb for differentiating between these functions can be simply as: any 

task which can be outsourced, belong to service/administration function, and quality models for 

business (such as TQM) can be used for delivering that task. 

1.5.3. Indicators and methods - Definition . Barnett (1992) has a fitting analogy about 

finding and defining indicators in higher education. He uses some examples from the world of 

competitive sport. He says, for instance, if we look at swimming and diving, judging quality in 

higher education is like judging a diverôs performance rather than a swimmerôs. As, for a 

swimmer we only need a stop-watch to measure the time that the swimmer covers the specific 

distance. On the other hand, for judging a diverôs performance, we need more indicators, such as 

numerical indicators, but these indicators are based more on arithmetical measurements. For 

example, we need to see if the diver enters into the water at exactly 90 degrees or the number of 

turns that he accomplished before hitting the water along with giving marks for the diverôs style 

and the beauty of his performance, etc. - which reflect a non-numerical aesthetic judgment. 

Similarly, for finding and defining indicators in higher education we need to do the same, having 

numerical indicators and defining numerical indicators for other quality features as well (Barnett, 

1992, as cited in Doherty, 1994). 

Furthermore, he explained that even for numerical indicators in an educational system we 

need to be careful and look at every result much deeper than just numbers. For instance, if the 

number of students who wouldnôt finish a course is increasing, it could be explained by many 

different reasons, and by itself cannot be a negative sign; such as, transferring to another 

program or course. The point is that we cannot dismiss PIs entirely, and by having good PIs and 

investigating them, we can have a better insight into the quality (Barnett, 1992, as cited in 

Doherty 1994). 
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Johnson and Golomski (1999) also talked about how hard it is to have a measurement for 

quality in higher education. They gave a few examples and explained how the measurement 

methods - which are used in the academic world regarding publishing - cannot be precise and 

measure the quality as they claim. One of the measurements is about counting how often a 

published research has been cited. They explained that it is more likely that a paper from a big 

and well-known university will be cited more than a paper from a less known institute. Another 

measurement is about the number of publications in one year, which is problematic for 

researchers and which need a long time to finish; such as, publishing a dictionary in the 

Sumerian language which takes 20 years to be complete. Moreover, publishing in community or 

technical colleges is not the same as publishing in other institutes (Johnson & Golomski, 1999). 

Sea Law (2010) described a performance indicator as ñan item of information collected at 

regular intervals to track the performance of a system.ò Then, he gave some examples for these 

indicators in higher education: 

¶ Indicators relating to widening participation: e.g. indicators of a studentôs social class 

and parental education. 

¶ Relating to a studentôs progress: e.g. indicators of studentsô non-continuation from their 

first year and return after they have been out of school for a year. 

¶ Proxies of educational outcomes: e.g. indicators of graduatesô employment and job 

quality (Chung Sea Law, 2010, p. 68). 

Sea Law (2010) also mentioned that there is other information which is required for 

public consumption; such as an instituteôs student-staff ratio and the number of students who 

were hired and found a job immediately after their graduation (Chung Sea Law, 2010). 
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As the interest on finding educational indicators increased, Borden and Bottrill in 1994 

did a wide research and found 250 quality indicators in education, which many scholars have 

used (Bernard et al., 2004). They explained that one way to describe performance indicators is to 

differentiate them from other types of measures. For example, in one study done by Dochy, 

Segers, and Wijnen (1990), they make a distinction between performance indicators (PIs), 

management information, and descriptive statistics. They stated that descriptive statistics, as 

measures, have no ñinherent significanceò (such as student head count), as they lack both context 

and worth. By this definition, worth means that we do not know whether higher values are worse 

or better than lower values, and context means we do not know how to compare these values to 

other values of previous times, other statistics, or other groups. Also, management information 

includes qualitative or quantitative data which are related to each other; such as course seat 

demand in relation to curriculum changes. Thus, this management information has a context 

dimension, but they lack worth dimension. They also described performance indicators as 

ñempirical data éwhich describes the functioning of an institution and the way the institution 

peruses its goalò (Dochy, Segers, & Wijnen, 1990, p.72, as cited in Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

So, with this definition, performance indicators are rooted in a goal-driven process and 

related to both context and time, and thus, they have worth dimension as well. Therefore, we can 

have a performance indicator, when a statistic or measure can be explicitly associated with a goal 

or objective, and then, we can indicate the desired level of our institutionôs performance (Borden 

& Bottrill, 1994). 

On the other hand, there are other scholars who described performance indicators without 

comparing them to other measures. For example, Cuenin (1986) talked about three types of 

indicators: simple indicators, performance indicators, and general indicators. When an indicator 
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provides a neutral description of a process or situation, it is a simple indicator; such as, general 

expenditure. For performance indicators we need a point of reference and they are not absolute; 

they are relative; such as, actual headcount as a percent of an enrolment target, and educational 

and general expenditure per full-time-equivalent (FTE) student. Finally, general indicators are 

not related to a specific goal or process, and they are opinions, general statistics, and survey 

findings; such as the overall six-year graduation rates for universities (Cuenin, 1986, as cited in 

Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

As Cuenin (1986) explained, the same measure may serve as a statistic or general 

indicator as well as a performance indicator. We can have the ratio of graduate student FTEs to 

total student FTEs as management information (when it is presented as a normative comparison 

or a time-series trend), and the same information can be a performance indicator (while the 

institution is explicitly attempting to decrease or increase the proportion of graduate instruction) 

(Cuenin, 1986, as cited in Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

By considering these definitions and categorization for performance indicators, we need 

explicit points of reference. These points of references are norms or criteria for judging the worth 

and setting context. Davies (1993) stated that there are four possible resources for these points of 

references: theoretical ideals and norms, specific competitors, stated goals, and past 

performances. While the choice of a reference point is complex, it is the essence of strategic and 

operational planning, which means that these choices are about what can be true now or become 

so in the future. Therefore, it can be said that performance indicators essentially are planning 

tools (Davies, 1993, as cited in Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

Moreover, another function of performance indicators is to reduce the complexity and 

volume of data. It refers to the fact that by using performance indicators for monitoring a 
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program or institutional performance, or making decisions in institutes, we can highlight the 

most important elements among the whole existing data and information. Nonetheless, we need 

to avoid ñoversimplification,ò which means reducing our goals to ñwhat we can measureò 

(Borden & Bottrill, 1994). 

Although, performance indicators for higher education can be developed for different 

levels (such as: an entire country, a state, a college or university, or for a department within a 

college and an individual course or faculty member), the greatest opportunities along with the 

greatest problems arise at the institution and department level. This is due to the fact that at the 

institutional or department level, we have the basic operational processes, which are shaping and 

executing teaching, research, and service. Performance indicators at higher levels would serve 

for accountability purposes, while in lower and operational levels, they can serve for 

improvement purposes (Borden and Bottrill, 1994). 

1.5.4. OECD: a source for quality indicators in higher education. One of the main 

sources, which provide statistics and insights about quality indicators in Higher Education, is the 

Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). OECD collects statistics 

information about the development of 25 industrialized democracies development in general, and 

education is one of the subjects in these reports. As it is a well-known practice, some of the 

scholars use its indicators and statistics for their studies. 

Quality in OECD is defined as ñthe distance between an objective and a result, with the 

implicit assumption that quality improves as this distance shrinksò (OECD, 2006, p.262), and 

quality assurance would be defined as: ña process of establishing stakeholder confidence that 

provision (input, process, and outcomes) fulfills expectations and measures up to threshold 

minimum requirements.ò Also, time as a dynamic aspect would be added to this definition. So, 
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according to these definitions we have two main keys for defining and assuring quality: process 

and stakeholders (Harvey, 2004-2007, as cited in OECD, 2006, p. 262). 

These two main concepts are from two main schools of thought for defining quality in 

education. According to one view, quality is attached to a context with references to the quality 

assessment, academic programs, student intake, the student experience, teaching and learning, 

and program design. And in another view, quality is related to a variety of stakeholders with an 

interest in higher education (such as employers, students, academics, government, and society). 

Many scholars believe that in this view ï which defines quality regarding stakeholdersô concern 

and view - there is a serious conflict among these views about quality, as one of them states: 

ñThe problem is not a different perspective on the same things, but different perspectives on 

different things with the same labelò (OECD, 2006, p.262). 

OECD for quality in education, while considering this ñmulti-dimensional matrix of 

qualityò, defines 5 key aspects:  

¶ Exception: quality is defined as terms of excellence, passing a minimum set of 

standards; 

¶ Perfection, with quality focusing on the process and aiming  zero-defect; 

¶ Fitness for purpose, where quality relates to a purpose defined by the provider; 

¶ Value for money, where quality focuses on efficiency and effectiveness by measuring 

outputs against inputs; 

¶ Transformation, where quality conveys the notion of a qualitative change that enhances 

and empowers the studentò (OECD, 2006, p.262). 

Some scholars, also, summarize these 5 aspects into two main aspects as:  
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× ñQuality assurance for accountability: characterized by an external locus of control 

and associated with a centralized administration, structures and external auditors 

measuring quantitative indicators of success; 

× Quality assurance for improvement; characterized by an internal locus of control and 

associated with facilitative administrative structures which use peer review to assess 

more qualitative indicators of successò (OECD, 2006, p.263). 

According to OECD report (2006), there is a diversity of approaches in this regard, which 

are designed to monitor, maintain and enhance quality in education which can be defined as:ò 

- Accreditation: the establishment of the status, legitimacy or appropriateness of an 

institution, program or module of study.  

- Assessment (evaluation): evaluating the quality of evaluating the quality and 

appropriateness of the learning process: teacher performance and pedagogic approach.  

- Audit: checking that procedures are in place to assure quality or standards of 

provision and outcomes. Checking the extent to which an institution or program is 

achieving its own explicit or implicit objectives, asking, ñare your processes effective?ò 

and its outcome is a description of the extent to which the claims of higher education or 

the program are correct (such as ISO) (Table 4 shows a summary of these approaches) 

(Scheerens, 2004). 
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Table 4. 

A Summary of different approaches toward Quality (Source: OECD report 2006, p.266) 

Activity  Question Emphasis Outcomes 

Accreditation Are you good 

enough to be 

approved? 

Comprehensive 

(mission, resources, 

processes) 

Yes/No or Pass/Fail 

decision 

Assessment 

(Evaluation) 

How good 

are your outputs? 

Outputs Grade 

(including 

Pass/Fail) 

Audit (Review) Are you achieving 

your own 

objectives? Are 

your processes 

effective? 

Processes Description, 

qualitative 

 

Moreover, in this OECD report, the writers explain that in different countries there is 

always a combination of approaches; such as combining the assessment with an audit (OECD, 

2006). 

Therefore, based on these approaches, there are different methods. In the OECD (2006) 

report; it has been stated that the most common method is a four-stage model that includes:ñ  

ü Autonomous internal quality assurance system implemented independently 

ü Self-evaluation 

ü External assessment by peer-review group and site visit 

ü Publication of an assessment reportò (OECD, 2006, p.283). 

Also, this report states that peer-reviews are increasingly used in the evaluation of 

teaching ï learning and self-evaluations are a key element in external evaluation procedures 

(OECD, 2006). 

Additionally, the OECD report (2006) indicates that there are various instruments in this 

regard such as: ñ 

¶ Guidelines 
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¶ Self-evaluation reports 

¶ Site visits (follow the self-evaluation reports) 

¶ Surveys of students, recent graduates, and/or employers 

¶ Performance indicators and statistical data (student progress, dropout and outcomes) 

(completion rates, time needed for degree completion or assess student progress, dropout 

rates, especially after the first year, graduation rates, destinations and employment rates 

of graduates in specific fields of study)ò (OECD, 2006, p. 284). 

It can be seen that OECD perspective methods and instruments are directly related to 

stakeholders. It also has been clarified that some argue that accountability and improvement are 

incompatible, while some say these two can be combined in a balanced strategy.  Stensaker 

(2003) clarifies this conflict by saying that internal processes are related to improvement, while 

external processes are associated with accountability. Also, it can be said that the practical 

implementation of quality assurance processes is important to successfully combine the 

improvement function of quality assurance and accountability (Stensaker, 2003, as cited in 

OECD, 2006). 

In all these frameworks and models, we are considering the education components of an 

educational system, and in this discussion, we do not talk about the business part of education 

institutes.  

For understanding the indicators, the OECD Education Indicators project (1998) uses 6 

categories for indicators: ñ 

A. The demographic, social and economic context of education (e.g., literacy skills of 

the adult population) 
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B. Financial and human resources invested in education (e.g. educational expenditure 

per student) 

C. Access to education, participation and progression (e.g. overall participation in 

formal education) 

D. The transition from school to work (e.g. youth unemployment and employment by 

level of educational attainment) 

E. The learning environment and the organization of schools (e.g. total intended 

instruction time for pupils in lower secondary education) 

F. Student achievement and the social and labor-market outcomes of education (e.g. 

mathematics achievement of students in 4th and 8th grades and earnings and educational 

attainment)ò (OECD 1998, as cited in Scheerens, Luyten, & van Ravens, 2011, p. 39). 

Then, Scheerens, Luyten, and van Ravens (2011) explain that these categories can be 

classified based on their framework and its main components: input, context, process, and 

output/outcome. As category A contains a context domain, category B refers to input indicators. 

The process dimension can fit categories C, D, and E, while category F is for the output/outcome 

dimension. (Scheerens, Luyten, & van Ravens, 2011) Figure 9 illustrates the overall framework 

used in the OECD-INES project, which (as Scheerens and his colleagues explain) is an example 

of system level application (Scheerens, 2004). 
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Figure 9: Ordering of the OECD-INES education indicator set, according to a context-

input, process and outcome scheme (Source: Scheerens, Luyten, & van Ravens 2011, p. 

40). 

1.5.5. A system framework on the functioning education and quality  indicators by 

Jaap Scheerens. In previous sections, we discussed a few points from Jaap Scheerens, and now 

in this part, we look at some of Jaap Scheerensôs studies and framework in more detail, as a 

suitable source for a quality management system and indicators in education (in general) and 

higher education (specifically). 

Scheerensôs work for developing his conceptual framework was started with school 

effectiveness studies. In one of his early articles, ñprocess indicators of school functioning: a 

selection based on the research literature on school effectivenessò in 1991, he categorizes studies 

in school effectiveness, and organizes the indicators from these studies within a model of 

context-input-process-output-outcome together (See: figure 10)Then, progressively, he 
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developed a complete framework and indicators for quality in education based on a vast variety 

of studies in school effectiveness, (See: figure 11) (Scheerens, 1991). 

 

Figure 10: Context-input-process-output-outcome Model of Schooling (Source: 

Scheerens, 1991, p. 373). 
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Figure 11: A summary of the findings from school effectiveness research from 

Scheerens, 1989 (Source: Scheerens, 2004, p.123). 

Scheerens (1991) explains how perception over educational indicators has changed over 

time. He states that a major source of application of indicators has been policy makers at the 

national level, and then ñthird partiesò and consumers (like private industry) also are seen as 

users of information that these indicator systems provide. Similarly, individual schools and the 
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education system at a local administrative level use indicator for supporting policy making, and 

at this level, indicator systems are used as management information systems. While, gradually a 

new trend for developing educational indicators started, which was ñthe transition from 

descriptive statistics to measuring performanceò, it was ña shift towards statistics of evaluative 

importanceò (Scheerens, 1991, p.372). 

Scheerens (1991) explains, furthermore, that at first, the educational indicator systems 

were descriptive statistics on the state of the educational system, and this includes data on 

resources and inputs. Since 1982, ñcontextò and ñoutcomeò are given more prominent place in 

these educational indicator systems, and after, that there was a proposal to redesign the education 

data system by including ñprocessò aspects of the functioning of educational systems. So, in this 

new trend, by adding ñcontextò and ñoutcomeò measurements to the traditional measurements of 

resources and inputs, and, also, by having a growing interest in process-characteristics and in 

ñmanipulative input factors, we can see a movement towards, ñmore comprehensive indicator 

systemsò (Scheerens, 1991, p.372). 

Later, as the interest in process indicators (as referring to the procedures or techniques 

which determine the transition of inputs to outputs) increases, we can see a new trend of going 

from concentrating on a macro-level data (such as: national illiteracy rates or the proportion of 

pupils that have passed their final secondary examinations) to an interest in what goes on in 

schools. It means that data is now measured at more than one aggregation level (Scheerens, 

1991, p.372). 

Moreover, for introducing indicators in an educational system, Scheerens (1991) states 

that: ñEducational indicators are statistics that allow for value judgments to be made about key 
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aspects of the functioning of educational systems. To emphasize their evaluative nature, the term 

ñperformance indicatorò is frequently usedò (Scheerens, 1991, p.371). 

Then, he explains that this definition tells us that: 

¶ By defining educational indicators, we present the notion that in educational systems 

we are dealing with measurable characteristics of these systems.  

¶ As the goal is to measure the ñkey aspectsò, we need to understand that it does not 

provide an in-depth description and only tells us about a glimpse of the current situation. 

¶ Indicators have a reference point which we can judge by comparison (Scheerens, 

1991). 

Scheerens (1991) also quotes from Herpen (1989), and explains that the origins of 

educational indicators are economic and social indicators. As Herpen (1989) states, ñsocial 

indicators of educationò try to describe the educational aspects of the population, while 

ñeducational indicatorsò describe the performance of an educational system (Herpen, 1989, as 

cited in Scheerens, 1991). 

Later, for finding indicators in an educational system, Scheerens (2004) explains that 

ñperspective on education quality can be clarified on the basis of a conceptual framework that 

describes educationò (Scheerens, 2004, p. 115).He, furthermore, indicates that describing an 

educational system, as a productive system, is the most frequently used way to conceptualize it, 

while, in this system inputs are transferred into outputs/outcomes - as was discussed in previous 

sections (Scheerens, 2004). 

Then, he states that for elaborating this basic scheme, there are three steps: 

a)  ñIncluding context dimension, that functions as a source of inputs and constraints but 

also as a generator of the required outputs that should be produced; 
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b) Differentiating outcomes in direct outputs, longer term outcomes and ultimate social 

impact; 

c) Recognizing the hierarchical nature of conditions and processes, putting public 

education down as just another example of ñmulti-level governanceò (Scheerens, 2004, 

p.115) (See: figure12). 

Scheerens (2004) also explains that - by considering the use and composition of indicator 

system - it appears that the predominant system is the disjoined view. Moreover, the disjoined 

view can be combined with other views as well (See: figure 13) (Scheerens, 2004). 

In 2011, Scheerens, Luyten, and van Ravens published a paper titled:ò Measuring 

educational quality by means of indicators.ò In this paper, they summarized indicators for 

schools, as a basic educational system, based on the context-input-process-output-outcome 

framework, along with a wider description for these components (Scheerens, Luyten, van 

Ravens, 2011). 

As an important point in this discussion, regarding the understanding of the context 

components, Scheerens, Luyten, and van Ravens (2011) explain that the impact of ñcontextò is 

the one between ñantecedentò conditions and ñmalleableò conditions. Antecedent conditions are 

known as ñgivenò environmental constraints which already ñexistò, and they are conditions like 

the background characteristics of students or, in a higher level school size, while malleable 

factors are in the hands of people who are involved in educational systems at different levels, 

such as, national policy planners, local constituencies, teachers and schools managers. Besides, 

sometimes differentiating between these two types of conditions and factors is not clear. For 

example, in the short term, school size can be seen as an antecedent condition, but in the long-

term when policy makers, at any level, change this condition, it would be a malleable factor. 



QUALITY MANAGEMENT IN ONLINE HIGHER EDUCATION 93 

 

Also, as another example, the average socio-economic status of students in schools can be seen 

as a ñgivenò condition, but in one school by choosing an explicit recruitment, and having special 

selecting and admission policies for controlling this condition, it would be an antecedent factor 

(Scheerens, Luyten, &van Ravens, 2011). 

Another important point here is that not only, in the center of the productivity and 

effectiveness interpretations of educational quality are outcome indicators, but also, they play an 

indispensable role in assessing the efficiency, equity, and responsiveness of schooling. For 

measuring educational outcomes, Scheerens, Luyten, and van Ravens (2011) explain that a 

distinction should be made between output, outcome and impact indicators. A standardized 

achievement test, is a good example for output indicators, which is used for student assessment, 

while is seen as the more direct outcome of schooling. Impact indicators can be defined as 

indicators for measuring the social status of students who achieved certain levels of educational 

attainment. And for differentiating between outcome and output indicators, we need to look at 

the degree to which outcome measures are tied to an educational content or we can see that they 

are relatively content free (Scheerens, Luyten, &van Ravens, 2011). 

Scheerens, Luyten, and van Ravens (2011), then, summarize the main indicators on 

educational quality with more details. Table 5 shows the summarized table adopted from this 

paper.  
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Figure 12: A basic system model on the functioning of education (Source: Scheerens, 

Luyten, &van Ravens, 2011, p. 36). 

 

Figure 13: Categorization of system-level education indicators (Source: Scheerens, 2004, 

p. 118). 
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Table 5. 

Synthetic overview of educational input, process, outcome and context indicators 

(Source: Scheerens, Luyten, van Ravens, 2011, p. 49) 
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As in this study, the aim is to find the best suitable quality indicators for quality 

management in online universities. Therefore, after these introductory parts about distance 

education, quality concepts, and indicators in education, in general, in the next part, as the last 

part in the literature review, will discuss some issues regarding the quality management in online 

education. 

1.6. Quality in Distance Education 

For the literature reviewôs last part, and the next step for defining a quality management 

system and its indicator for online universities, a short discussion regarding quality in distance 

education will be presented. In this part, mainly, some issues, which are particularly problematic 

with addressing quality in distance education systems will be examined.  

It was mentioned in the introduction that there has been a growing recognition of the 

worth and capacity of distance education among the larger educational community, which led to 

more efforts for defining and theorizing distance education. Though distance education can be 

seen as a new model of education, it is ñeducationò and the only real difference between distance 

education and face-to-face education is that, in distance education, the majority of 

communication between learners and teacher is meditated while it is not the case in a face-to-

face model (Garrison, 1993). 

On the other hand, the rush of some educational institutions to offer online courses can 

raise some issues concerning the quality in these courses. Barbera (2004) argues that the 

definition of quality should be defended based not on organizational and structural topics, but 

based on academic achievements. And these academic achievements can be defined as the 

knowledge-building processes, which are experienced by the students. Therefore, the main result 

of an academic process is the knowledge gained, and its quality must be assured (Barbera, 2004). 
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In the early stages of research in distance education, the debate about distance education 

often was reduced to two main issues: access and quality. This debate is a reflection of two 

different philosophies with different assumptions regarding the viability and purpose of distance 

education.  One view assumes that when it comes to quality standards, distance education cannot 

approach or simulate conventional face-to-face education. The other view assumes that distance 

education is an approach which would be defined primarily in terms of access issues while, from 

a practical point of view, researchers believed that access and quality should be considered and 

balanced during the designing and delivering a distance education program. Fortunately, with 

new communication technology, the access issues have been changed; such as the image of the 

solitary and independent learner (Garrison, 1993). 

Also from a practical point of view, also, online education is very interesting for people 

who want to study throughout their lives or for who do not have access to conventional 

education. However, these programs can fail to meet the promises made, if they focus on: a) the 

prevalence of aesthetic and technology criteria over education criteria, b) the confusion between 

the actual training process - which is a knowledge building process - and merely supplying 

information, c) a dominant superficial attitude in many distance education proposals, as a result 

from those two aforementioned factors (Barbera, 2004). 

From another perspective, likewise, the danger in teaching a course in a distance program 

is to remain within the dominant paradigm of prepackaged and prescribed course materials and, 

simply, see and use the two-way communication as some optional ñadd-onsò. It means that using 

new technology does not mean to carry out the same old activities faster and simpler, but it 

means that the activities should be changed to adopt this way of delivering the course and 

program (Garrison, 1993). 
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Barbera (2004), furthermore, mentions a few errors that can happen in virtual contexts in 

the application of quality criteria. One error is to apply the practically exact reproduction of 

quality models of business to education; neither the content nor the form of these business 

models for quality can be adopted to educational environments. As the goals in educational and 

business contexts are different and they require different quality models.   Another error, which 

somehow is related to the previous one,  designates that, as the core of many quality evaluations 

in education is user satisfaction, which in this case is mainly studentsô satisfaction, it cannot be 

an accurate indicator, and it is not sensible to base all the dynamics of such a complex and 

complicated system on the studentsô opinion and satisfaction (these issues have been discussed in 

previous sections when we discussed the TQM and other standards and their adoption in 

education) (Barbera, 2004). 

An important misconception, as another error mentioned by Barbera (2004), is about the 

cost of distance education, which is assumed to be less expensive. Nevertheless, when it is about 

quality education, it cannot be the case.  Technology as a transmission for contents along with 

training and supporting skilled staff can be costly as well (Barbera, 2004). 

Another error comes from the quantification of quality in multimedia systems. This 

means that the quality of the production of the material or the design, which allows for true 

support for the student, is less important than the evaluation of the quality of the resources, 

which is based on the number of different paths of interaction with the user of a course (such as 

visual, audio, written, etc.) (Barbera, 2004). 

Additionally, Dick, Carey, and Carey (2009) in their book, ñThe Systematic Design of 

Instructionò, talk about another common problem in e-learning or distance education courses in 

designing the course and choosing the media for delivery. They, first, describe an online course 
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as: when students are guided by an instructor through textbook, online content, class activities 

(such as online exercises, questions, discussions, projects), and interaction with other classmates. 

Then, in such an environment, if the studentsô achievements, attitudes, or completion rates are 

not up to desirable levels, the instructor or course manager would come up with two possible 

conclusions. One is to say ñE-learning is not for everyoneò, and simply make no change at all. 

Another conclusion would be admitting that there is a problem in designing or delivering the 

course and trying to find out the reason, and then, making changes in the course content and 

activities. When the instructor or course manager looks into the course and tries to improve it, it 

shows that the course design and its delivery are seen as a systematic process; as in systematic 

process every component is crucial to successful learning, and the instructor, learners, materials, 

instructional activities, delivery system, and learning and performance environments interact and 

work with each other to bring about desired learning outcomes. Therefore, changes in one 

component can affect other components and eventually other learning outcomes (Dick, Carey, & 

Carey, 2009). 

Obviously, this discussion about the existing errors and problems help us to avoid certain 

views or actions regarding quality issues in distance education. While, to have a better 

understanding about the quality concept and its issues in distance education further, we will 

discuss the findings of a few meta-analysis studies regarding a collection of research done in this 

subject. These meta-analysis studies analyze different aspect of various studies done in distance 

education by mainly comparing them and then demonstrating some new aspects in this regard. 

The aim here is to get a better insight into distance education, its effectiveness, and its quality 

indicators, then, trying to find some of the basic issues in quality management in distance 
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education and use them as a foundation for quality management models which would be 

introduced later.  

One of these meta-analyses is done by Bernard and his colleges in 2004, which is a 

quantitative synthesis of empirical studies since 1985. In this study, they analyzed 232 studies 

that compared the effect of traditional classroom-based instruction and distance education on 

three aspects: student attitude (subjective reactions, opinions, or expression of satisfaction, or 

evaluation of the course as a whole, the instructor, the course content, or the technology used), 

retention (the number or percentage of students who remained in a course out of the total who 

had enrolled), and achievement (standardized tests, researcher-made or teacher-made tests, or a 

combination of these). They claim that by entering three clusters of study features - research 

methodology, pedagogy, and media - into weighted multiple regression, it revealed, in general, 

that it is the methodology that accounted for the most variation followed by pedagogy and media, 

which suggests that Clarkôs claim (1983, 1994) about the importance of pedagogy over media, is 

fundamentally correct. They quote: ña medium should be selected in the service of instructional 

practices, not the other way aroundò (Bernard et al., 2004, p.35). 

Another interesting finding in this study is about synchronous and asynchronous distance 

education. These two forms of distance education can be described as: Synchronous DE when a 

DE classroom is dependent on time and place, which means that the instruction proceeds by 

videoconferencing, or audio-conferencing media.  Because, in asynchronous DE, the instruction 

is not bonded by time and place, it means the instruction proceeds by other media, such as email 

or chat-rooms, where communication between teacher and students ï or among students - does 

not necessarily occur at the same time (Bernard et al., 2004). 
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When Bernard and his colleagues compared synchronous and asynchronous distance 

education by splitting the sample into these two different forms, the results yielded considerably 

different outcomes on all three measures. In this case, we also need to keep in mind that the 

studies analyzed in this meta-analysis study are based on comparing DE and classroom 

instruction, therefore, by splitting the sample into these two forms, we now actually have three 

forms to compare. In the achievement case, synchronous outcomes favored the classroom 

condition, while, asynchronous outcomes favored the DE condition. For attitudes, both mean 

effect sizes were negative, and the differences were dramatically different for synchronous and 

asynchronous DE, while favoring classroom instruction. On the other hand, for retention (i.e. 

opposite of drop-out) there were opposite outcomes. Drop-out was considerably higher ï 

compared with synchronous DE - in asynchronous DE (Bernard et al., 2004). 

Then, Bernard and his colleagues (2004) believe that by examining the conditions under 

which students learn and develop attitudes or make decisions to persist or drop-out, in these two 

forms, it is possible to explain these results. It can be said that synchronous DE is a poorer-

quality replication of classroom instruction, therefore, there is neither the individual attention 

that exists in many asynchronous applications nor the flexibility of place of learning and 

scheduling, while there is the question of the effectiveness of ñface-to-faceò instruction, which is 

conducted through a teleconferencing medium.  Although they state that they were unable to 

determine much about a teaching style from literature, there can be an opportunity for instructors 

in synchronous DE to become engaged in lecture-based instructor-oriented strategies, which may 

not translate well to a mediated classroom at a distance (Bernard et al., 2004). 
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Even Bates (1997) believes that asynchronous DE can more effectively provide 

interpersonal support and interaction two-way communication between students and instructor 

and among students, and consequently produce a better approximation to a learnerïcentered 

environment (Bates, 1997). 

Also, Bernard and his colleagues (2004) , by looking at a few literatures regarding 

principles of good teaching, state that DE instructors typically need a different set of pedagogical 

and technical skills to engage in superior teaching practices, which can be applied for both 

synchronous and asynchronous  DE, but as synchronous DE is more like teaching in a classroom, 

it is possible that adopting new and more appropriate teaching methods is not as pressing and 

critical an issue as it is in asynchronous DE (Bernard et al., 2004). 

Moreover, for finding the answer for the question of ñwhy the retention rate is lowerò, 

while attitudes are more positive, and achievement is better in asynchronous DE than in 

synchronous DE, Bernard and his colleagues (2004) argue that, based on the literature, the drop 

out in DE courses is generally more than traditional classroom-based courses. Here it does not 

fully answer the question about asynchronous and synchronous, but partly, it can be said that 

since the data from students who dropped out before the course ended is not included in these 

studies, therefore, attitudes and achievement measurements are independent of retention. As 

well, the different conditions that exist in synchronous and asynchronous DE (as were discussed 

before) can be the reason (Bernard et al., 2004). 

Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, and Tan (2005) in their meta-analytical study, ñWhat makes the 

difference? A practical analysis of research on the effectiveness of distance educationò, also 

come up with some interesting conclusions. They argue that, like face-to-face education, all the 

distance educations are not equal, and we cannot generalize some characters for all the programs 
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and institutes. So, we cannot easily compare them or generalize them. On the other hand, they 

believe that students with certain qualities can take more advantage of distance education than 

other students. For example, having a high school diploma for students in a distance program 

puts them in a better position than those who do not have the diploma (Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, & 

Tan, 2005). 

Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, and Tan (2005) discuss that interaction is the key to distance 

education. Whether and how students interact with their instructors and other students seems to 

be a differentiating quality of distance education regarding learning outcomes. They conclude 

that there are three important factors in interaction: media involvement, instructor involvement, 

and types of interaction. They claim that reports show more positive outcomes for distance 

programs with both synchronous and asynchronous interactions rather than one type only. Also, 

by taking advantage of new technology - like the Internet - which provides communication 

between students/instructors and among students, distance education programs, now, can have 

more positive outcomes. However, using technology has its own advantages, but there are some 

additional costs with offering both synchronous and asynchronous interactions, as well. First, we 

need someone to manage and coordinate the interactions, as, we cannot have automatically a 

meaningful interaction with technology alone, and it is an instructorôs duty to facilitate the 

discussions and answer the questions. Secondly, we need someone to maintain and update the 

infrastructure of the communications. Thirdly, we need to train both instructors and students to 

be able to use these communication tools and be familiar with working with communication 

software (Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, & Tan, 2005). 

Moreover, they observe that a combination of technology and face-to-face education 

brings more positive results. And when it is not possible to include a face-to- face component to 
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a program, we can use other tools, such as video conferencing to the program to add some of the 

features of traditional education as well (Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, and Tan, 2005). 

Further, they argue, further, that distance education can be more appropriate in certain 

contents. It means that, the nature of what is being taught in a distance program can have effects 

on its effectiveness too. For instance, studies show that in computer science, we can have more 

positive outcomes in distance programs. Moreover, in college-level programs, we can more 

likely get better results in distance education than graduate level courses. And there is a 

possibility that this difference rises like it does in distance education, where we can teach 

knowledge and skills ï which are taught at college levels - more effectively than idea and 

research - which are taught in graduate level and need more discussion and interactions (Zhao, 

Lei, Yan, Lai, & Tan, 2005). 

Also, in this regard, Lockee, Perkins, Potter, Burton, and Kreb (2011) did a qualitative 

study to analyze standards related to the design of distance-delivered courses in seventeen 

organizations.  They explain that by increasing interest on quality in distance education and 

discussion about the importance of the effective design of DE courses, many organizations 

established a variety of standards and criteria which describe the essential qualities of an 

effective distance learning experience.  And, all these different groups and organizations have 

created sets of requirements and guidelines to serve as evaluation frameworks for DE. Therefore, 

in their study, Lockee and her colleagues (2011) try to provide insight into the instructional 

design community, especially, with increasing awareness of the importance of the instructional 

design process in distance education courses. They state that the purpose of their study is ñto 

present findings of a qualitative analysis of standards related to distance course design, including 
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commonalities and differences among organizations with regard to defining quality distance 

learning experiencesò (Lockee, Perkins, Potter, Burton, & Kreb, 2011, p.1). 

Lockee and her colleagues (2011) chose seventeen (17) organizations, both US-based and 

international, representing a broad range of educational interests which were reviewed for the 

purpose of their study. They collected data about each organization through a combination of 

policy documents, website reviews, and phone interviews with instructional clientele and staff 

members. The   majority of their review was comprised by analyzing documents, while phone 

interviews served as a supplementary capacity (Lockee, Perkins, Potter, Burton, & Kreb, 2011). 

In their study, Lockee and her colleagues (2011) find a few issues that are important 

regarding quality in distance education. They state that a lack of instructional design is 

noticeable in these organizations. It means that there is no guiding framework for planning and 

developing a distance course from an instructional design point of view. Then, they observe that 

in all these institutes there is a comparative perspective about distance education. In other words, 

distance education is always compared to traditional face-to-face education standards for 

designing and implementing the courses and its outcomes. This issue arises when we consider 

student service, as well. Providing service for students needs to be seen from a distance 

education point of view, which means the support needs to exist at both technological and 

pedagogical levels (Lockee, Perkins, Potter, Burton, & Kreb, 2011). 

Another interesting finding in this study is about mandatory interaction. They observe 

that in all these distance education organizations, interaction between an instructor and student is 

mandatory, but the purpose for such interaction is not defined. The point is that we cannot have 

an effective teaching-learning environment in a distance education course by only mandating the 

interaction without a clear purpose for that. In addition, media selection is a similar matter that 
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needs our attention too. We need to keep in mind that technology by itself cannot guarantee the 

quality of a course in distance education, and the media for each course should be chosen based 

on instructional aims and needs. The same problem arises for faculty training as well, when the 

focus of training is only from technological proficiency rather than pedagogical preparation for 

faculty (Lockee, Perkins, Potter, Burton, & Kreb, 2011). 

These studies and similar studies talk, mainly, about the factors and aspects in distance 

education which are essential for quality or would harm it. By considering these factors and 

issues, for the next step, in finding and developing a framework and the indicators for quality 

management in an online university, a model of various essential components in a university (in 

general) will be introduced. Then, these components would be examined in more details 

considering an online universityôs features. This attempt is a prior step for finding quality 

indicators for quality management in online universities, which would be discussed based on a 

process model in the next section.   
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2. Discussion 

2.1. The main Components of an Online University 

In the previous sections, different aspects, frameworks and models for components of a 

university, mainly from a quality management perspective, were introduced and discussed. In 

this section, the main discussion is about designing a basic framework that presents the main 

components for having a functional educational system in a university based on these models and 

frameworks. This framework is a general one and can be adopted for any university, although in 

defining each componentôs functions and tasks further, the focus will be on an online educational 

system. Also, this section is closely related to the next section, where a chain process model for a 

quality management system in an online university will be introduced, given that these 

components and their functions are at the core of the chain process model. 

 Figure 14 shows a basic model of these basic components, including: strategic 

management, the integrity and unity of research and teaching, business units, various service 

units and academic environment. The arrows show the relationship (either exchanging 

information and providing support, or providing services and resources) between these 

components.   
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Figure 14. Model of University's components. 

This model shows the main components as the building blocks of a university and is a 

general framework, although each university has its own organizational structure and divisions 

that can fit into this framework. The main point here is that in every educational institution, there 

are tasks and functions that must be done to in order to provide the teaching-learning 

environment. However, how these functions would be organized in the whole university 

structure is not the priority here, given that universities worldwide have different organizational 

structures based on various policies or traditions with their own limitations, obligations, and 

requirements. The aim of this study is to investigate the basic indicators suitable for a quality 

management system in an online university based on essential functions and tasks. 

 For instance, in designing a course for a distance education program, there are essential 

functions and tasks that must be done, and which are undertaken either by different units or 

people depending on the universityôs organizational structure. For example, with regards to these 
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functions and tasks, Bates (1999) reports that the University of Alberta has an Academic 

Technologies for Learning (ALT) unit that supports the use of technology in teaching and 

learning. This unit is responsible for faculty development, research and evaluation, and 

instructional design in distance education programs. Another example is the Center for 

Distributed Learning (CDL) California State University, which is responsible for developing 

Web-based multimedia modules that instructors can adopt for their own specific approaches in 

teaching and integrate into their own teaching style; this unit, in fact, does not develop the course 

itself (Bates, 1999). Therefore, basically different units and divisions would be responsible for 

implementing various essential tasks, while the main issue here is to investigate what these tasks 

and responsibilities are and what indicators can be defined from a quality management point of 

view. 
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Figure 15. A Model for the Components of a University. 

As shown in the model above (See: figure 14), one of the main components within a 

university is its business component, and as previously mentioned, it contains various units such 

as marketing and sales, accommodations, Alumni, fundraising, facilities, healthcare, language 

centers, building maintenance, study centers, volunteers in public service, trips and 

entertainments, community engagement activities, etc. The various units of the business 

component serve many aims and goals, such as, making money, providing competitive 

advantages, building a greater reputation, attracting more financial resources, achieving and 

maintaining good relationships with outside stakeholders, attracting more students and high 
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qualified personnel, collecting information in order to develop a better strategic plan that is based 

on the needs and wants of a wider range of stakeholders, and so on. As demonstrated in the 

model, the business component has no direct relationship with the academic environment, 

although it works closely with strategic management and service units.  

While the focus in this study is on managing quality in an academic environment and 

providing a quality teaching-learning environment, the business componentôs functions and tasks 

will not be discussed in detail in this study. On the other hand, tasks and functions of various 

service units, such as, financial management, human resource management, resource 

management, etc., which affect the teaching-learning environment directly, will be discussed and 

presented in detail in this section.  

Figure 15 shows the framework in greater detail within the academic environment. It can 

be seen that in the academic environment, activities are categorized as different levels: 

university, department/chair, program, and course levels. At the university level, the schools (as 

a part of the academic environment) interact with higher management parts, which are the 

integrity and unity of research and teaching and strategic management. Also, at the school level, 

only, a direct relationship exists between strategic management, the integrity and unity of 

research and teaching and academic environment.  

Furthermore, three main dimensions are considered in this framework: research, 

teaching, and service, since teaching is not the only main scope for a university. The main factor 

here is that it is important to have strong service and research components along with teaching 

function, and teaching must be augmented with service and research in order to be effective, 

since a teaching focus alone, as a limited, one-dimensional focus, could harm the creation of a 
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knowledge-oriented environment in an institution and cannot address the requirements of various 

stakeholders (Asif & Searcy, 2014). 

Here are the detailed descriptions of these components, which are shown in the model:  

2.1.1. Strategic Management. Strategic management is responsible for developing the 

universityôs strategy by interacting with its various management divisions (such as marketing, 

human resource, IT, resources, financial, etc.), various stakeholders (students, parents, 

administrators, companies, organizations, government agencies and policy makers, etc.), and its 

schools. Strategic management is implemented by gathering and analyzing information while 

consulting with various stakeholders and agencies to design the most suitable strategy for the 

university.  

Besides, in an academic environment, schools should follow the strategy, policies and 

standards assigned by the university, while many stakeholders both inside and outside the 

university can influence these strategies and policies. For instance, when a university is located 

near many high-tech companies, it could offer special programs to provide a capable workforce 

for these companies. Also, feedback from both professors and/or students can affect a specific 

strategy or policy.    

Here are a number of processes for strategic planning introduced by Moore and Kearsley 

(2012): 

× ñDefining a vision and mission, goal and objectives for the institution or program, 

× Choosing among existing options so that the priority goals can be achieved with 

acceptable quality and the available resources, 

× Continuous assessment of changing trends in student, business, or societal 

demands, 
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× Tracking emerging technological options that might make for greater efficiency, 

× Projecting future resource and financial needs and trying to meet themò (Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012, p. 175).  

Bates (1999) also talks specifically about strategic planning for technology in distance 

education. He explains that the technology plan must be fitted within the wider plan for teaching-

learning, which should have clarified clear short-term action goals for the next few years, a 

detailed vision statement, implementation strategies or action steps, and measurable or easily 

recognizable outcomes. Furthermore, this plan should cover both the technology required for 

teaching-learning and a technology infrastructure (Bates, 1999). 

In this regard, in order to create a tool to collect data and information from various 

stakeholders and detect changes, especially from outside stakeholders, we can use what Neely, 

Richards, Mills, Platts, and Bourne (1997) introduced as a ñperformance measure record sheetò. 

Although we are not talking about performance measurement, as it was originally meant by 

them, we can use this sheet as a sample, which helps us to have a system of collecting data and 

information from various stakeholders. Table 6 presents an example of this performance 

measurement sheet, which is modified for its use as a tool for collecting data and information 

from various stakeholders.  
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Table 6. 

 Report sheet for identification of emerging trends in business, various academic fields, new 

paradigm or technologies (Source: Neely, Mills, Platts, & Bourne, 1997). 

Title  Identification of emerging trends in business, various academic fields, new 

paradigm or technologies 

Purpose To encourage everyone to become involved with the process of identifying 

emerging new needs and new opportunities,   

Relates to Strategic plan and development,  

Target Filling at least 1 form per month for each component/stakeholder, 

Formula Forms completed and returned,  

Frequency  Monthly 

Who measures Strategic management,  

Source of data Various stakeholders (employers, alumni, graduates, funders, labor market, 

faculty, administrations, government, policy makers, parents, the community, 

professional and accreditation bodies, etc.),  

Who acts on the 

data 

Strategic management and Marketing and sales unit,  

What they do Collecting the forms and evaluate them,  

Notes and 

comments: 

This measure will need to be changed within 12 months.  

 

Moreover, another important aspect in strategic management is setting and providing 

various policies for different tasks and functions within the university. It can be said that policies 

are the statements about how an organization intends to conduct its work and policies provide a 
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set of guiding principles to help the decision-making process. Policies should reflect the values, 

approaches and commitments of each institution and its culture, while the procedures describe 

how each policy should be put into action via a few instructions in the form of checklists, 

instructions, flowcharts, and forms.  These procedures need to outline who will do what, what 

steps should be taken by them, and which forms and documents should be used.  

Likewise, Simonson and Bauck (2003) state that a policy is a written course of action- 

such as, a procedure, rule, statute, or regulation- that would be adopted by an institution to 

facilitate the development of its programs. Policies in distance education ï or in any organization 

for that matter - would provide a framework for their operation, while the roles and 

responsibilities are explained by them (Simonson & Bauck, 2003). 

Also, they categorized the policies for distance education in seven categories:  

1. Academic: it concerns the overall integrity of the course and deals with issues like 

academic calendars, course quality, program/course evaluation, accreditation of 

programs, grading, credit hours, admission, curriculum review and approval 

processes. Academic policies safeguard the maintenance of the institutional integrity.     

2. Fiscal, geographic, and governance: it includes issues like tuition rates, full time 

equivalencies, special fees, state/province/country-mandated regulations related to 

funding, service area limitations, out-of-district versus in-district relationships, 

contracts with collaborating organizations, consortia agreements, board oversight, 

tuition disbursement, and administration costs.  

3. Faculty: the key issues in this regard are workloads and compensation, design and 

development incentives, staff development, faculty evaluation, faculty support, union 

contracts, and intellectual freedom.  
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4. Legal: the main issues in this area are copyrights, intellectual property 

agreements, and student, faculty, and institutional liability.  

5. Student: it concerns student issues like academic advising, student support, library 

services, counseling, financial aid, student training, testing and assessment, access to 

resources, equipment requirements, and privacy.  

6. Technical: it includes issues such as connectivity, system reliability, technical 

support, access, and hardware and software.  

7. Philosophical: values, mission and vision are the main issues in this regard. 

(Simonson & Bauck, 2003). 

Although there are different definitions about policies, the core concept is the same; 

policies are guidelines in various levels and forms that help institutions to develop and work both 

smoothly and properly.   

2.1.2. Unity and integrity of research and teaching. Integrity of research and teaching 

is another management component in a university. It means that the pedagogy aspect of an 

academic environment in a university needs to be based on research; and in designing, 

developing, and delivering any program/course, the latest studies and findings regarding 

pedagogy and teaching-learning theories should be followed that are specific to each field in 

each program. Also, for each program/course the recent studies and findings need to be taught or 

used as teaching materials, as well. Therefore, this component is responsible for managing and 

harmonizing various activities both in the research and teaching areas and from both inside and 

outside of the university. For example, the latest methods or principles in educational studies 

should be adopted in teaching along with teaching the latest findings and studies in specific field 

in each program.  
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This unit works closely with schools for harmonizing the activities and providing needed 

information and knowledge, while receiving their latest studies and findings. In other words, in 

every university three main features need to be provided: teaching, using research in teaching, 

and doing research by both teaching students about research and designing various research 

projects. 

This component needs to work closely with strategic management, as all these three 

features are the main functions of a university. Likewise, strategic management needs to provide 

essential plans and resources towards implementing them. For example, doing research needs 

both human resources and financial resources; therefore, strategic management should have a 

strategic plan to provide these resources for the research projects. On the other hand, being up to 

date in teaching and using current research in teaching means to have access to the latest studies, 

which in turn leads to an up-to-date library, which should also be a part of strategic planning.  

As a result, this university component should work closely with both strategic 

management and the academic environment so that the universityôs teaching and research 

features remain current and up to date.  

2.1.3. Academic Environment. As it is shown in the model (see figures 14&15), the 

academic environment is the main part for providing teaching-learning environment as the 

optimal goal in every university. The academic environment also has different levels: the schools 

are in the university level, then, there are departments/chairs at the lower level (which are 

responsible for academic programs and research projects), and at the lowest level, there are 

courses as the main building blocks for each program (the term ócourseô here means a general 

term that includes all the activities predicted within each program which can be a seminar, a 
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research project, an essay, a lab course, etc.). Each course also has two stages: design and 

delivery. 

At the university level, each school has one or more departments/chairs, and each 

department/ chair is responsible for, at least, designing and delivering one program along with 

various research studies. For example, a business school is responsible for designing and 

delivering different programs for its various fields of study (such as management, finance, 

economics, etc.).  Each one of these fields of study can have a specific department with various 

chairs, or within a small university there would be only one department or chair. These programs 

are offered by business schools at different levels, such as Bachelor, Masters, PhD, two-years 

college certification, etc., and each department chair is responsible for designing and conducting 

various research projects at different levels for various stakeholders ï they can be either inside or 

outside of the university, or either in the private sector or in government. 

It is a common practice that schools and departments/chairs within a university interact 

and cooperate with each other in their various endeavors as well. For example, the mathematics 

department/chair is required to provide a number of introductory mathematics or statistics 

courses for different programs. Also, students from different programs may participate in a 

course that is offered by one of the departments outside of their school. For instance, students 

from an MBA program in a business school may take some courses from the computer science 

department and participate in these courses with other students from different programs and 

schools.  

At the next level, the program level, each program consists of various courses and 

activities that help students to acquire the necessary knowledge, skills, and information required 

to finish the program and graduate. These courses and activities are like various pieces of a 
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jigsaw puzzle that are interconnected and together they shape and complete a whole picture.  

Likewise, each course or activity in a program is part of the path towards achieving that 

programôs goal, while, each one of these courses and activities is related to both the programôs 

main goal and other activities in that program, and it comprises part of the total knowledge and 

skills that a student needs to complete that program. Also, each course or activity has a specific 

credit, which is a division of the total credits a student needs to complete for graduation. These 

courses and activities, furthermore, are interrelated in another way, as they can be prerequisite or 

co-requisite for one another.  

Then, at the final level, there are courses and for each course, two stages exist: designing 

the course, and then, delivering it. The main teaching-learning environment is produced in the 

delivery stage, which is the ultimate objective.  

In this study, the focus is mainly on the academic environment and the direct activities 

for providing a teaching-learning environment. Therefore, in this part, various processes in 

academic environment in different levels are discussed. An important point here is that ï as 

mentioned before ï designing and delivering an online program/course is based on a system 

approach, which means that designing and delivering a program/course consist of a series of 

interrelated processes which interact with one another and cannot be separated. 

2.1.3.1. Program design and development. Every university has its own policies and 

procedures in designing and developing a program, but each share common factors. Also, 

universities provide many charts/tables and manuals with the aim that are designed to make this 

process of developing a program as clear as possible. For example, these manuals and procedures 

clarify who (as an individual, committee, council, faculty, etc.) should provide the proposal, who 
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should evaluate it, who should approve it, how long this process takes, what information needs to 

be provided at each stage and by whom, etc. 

For instance, at Utah Valley University (UVU) there is a flow chart describing the 

process for approval and starting a new program. In this chart a period of 14 months is the 

timeframe given for starting a new program, and different procedures and approvals are 

described as well (See: UVU Website, 

https://www.uvu.edu/asc/docs/understanding_the_curriculum_process.pdf). 

As a starting point, a proposal with a description of the new program needs to be 

developed by faculty members or committees within a department; then, this proposal should be 

reviewed by the Board of Trustees, Deanôs council, or any other reference group depending on 

the universityôs organizational hierarchy. This proposal mainly includes some of its main points, 

which are important from quality point of view as well, followed by a lengthy process of 

consultations, discussions and approvals. This proposal mainly includes some of the main points, 

which, from quality management point of view, are important.  

For example, in Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) the process for starting a new 

program starts with a concept paper. In this concept paper, required information is categorized in 

five main subjects: 

a) ñDescription of the goals, needs, and justification for the proposed program; 

b) Description of how the program fits with RITôs (or the main institutionôs) mission 

and Academic Blueprint Portfolio criteria and characteristics; 

c) Indication of specific curricular linkages with other academic programs and 

associated interdisciplinary connections; 

https://www.uvu.edu/asc/docs/understanding_the_curriculum_process.pdf
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d) Discussion of marketability and future sustainability of program based on input 

provided by Enrollment Management and Career Services relative to projected 

enrollment; 

e) Description of the impact of the proposed new program on the unit and college 

resources. Specifically, how the development of this program uses resources already 

assigned to the academic unit/college (space, faculty/staff, etc.) and the plan for 

reorganization or re-allocation of resources. A Cost Model Template is required to 

project revenue and expenses.ò (RIT website, 

http://www.rit.edu/academicaffairs/academicprogrammgmnt/new-program-proposal-

requirements/stages-rits-curriculum-review-process) 

By reviewing these elements, the main concepts for starting a new program can be 

identified. The first point mentions the need or goal for starting a new program. In other words, 

how we come up with this idea that we need this new program; for instance, there is a need in 

our society/community, or the need is within our institution. Then, whether it fits into the 

institutionôs mission and criteria should be described. Next step is to clarify the linkage between 

this new program and other academic programs and associated interdisciplinary connections. 

Obviously, seeing a programôs outcomes is an important issue too, therefore, ñmarketability and 

future sustainability of programò should be considered as well. At the end, the allocation of 

resources must be clarified, since it is important to know how the resources for this new program 

can be managed without harming other programs in that institution.  

Therefore, at the end of decision making process for a new program, these objectives need 

to be specified:  

× the least number of students we need to start the program,  
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× the programôs capacity (enrollment rate),  

× the acceptable number of graduates and drop-outs or unfinished, 

× the acceptable studentsô rating for the program demonstrated in studentôs survey,  

× the weight that needs to be given to studentôs survey in the programôs evaluation, 

etc.,  

× the educational objectives such as the knowledge and skills the students will learn 

based on the businesses or employers needs and wants, 

×  the required research projects, 

×  financial objectives such as the tuition fee revenue, the expenses, revenue from 

research, etc. 

By reviewing AACSB International Quality Issues in Distance Learning, a set of 

questions can help us to make a list of requirements for designing a program. Here is a list of 

topics that should be clarified during the program design phase: 

Admission requirements: 

× Prerequisites for age, experience, academic qualifications, GMAT, 

language, technical competencies, skills, and knowledge. 

× Possible exemptions or course waivers. 

× Registration process. 

Structure and Delivery: 

× Program style (for example it can be lock-step with fixed curriculum and set 

cohort with prescribed course progression). 

× Electives. 

× Exiting or re-entering possibilities. 
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Academic Support: 

× Faculty members who design and deliver the courses. 

× Academic support systems such as counseling, advising, tutoring, and placement. 

× Availability of helpïline facility.  

× Accessibility to library materials, databases, and software. 

Performance Expectations:  

× Performance expectations placed upon students concerning deadlines, study time 

requirements, active participation and course attendance. 

Interaction: 

× Requirements for interaction between faculty and students as well as between 

students (how, when, where, etc.).  

Completion: 

× Program length (how many semesters or years needed to finish the program). 

× Time limitation for completing the program (if it is necessary).  

Technical Support: 

× Technical support requirements. 

× Hardware and software requirements. 

Payment Policies: 

× The fee per semester, books, meals, accommodations, Internet access, travel, etc. 

× Expected payment schedule. 

× Policy for reimbursement of fee upon withdrawal. 

× Availability of financial aid/scholarships (AACSB Website).  

Moreover, we need to: 
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V Define the minimum required academic qualifications that target students should 

have (Govindasamy, 2001).  

V Provide a list of required books and supplies (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). 

V Provide detailed information about student support services (Phipps & Merisotis, 

2000). 

Consequently, quality in developing a new program depends on how good these concepts 

and elements can be clarified and fit alongside the institutionôs mission and goal.  

2.1.3.2. Program implementation. After a program is designed, the marketing and sales 

division needs to work on promoting it via different methods; such as brochures, website pages, 

etc. In order to implement the program, all the prerequisites, curriculum, registration process and 

necessary documents should be clarified and announced. Only then, can interested students send 

in their applications. Those who are accepted into the program can register for the program via 

the admission and administration divisions. 

2.1.3.3. Course design and development. Moore and Kearsley (2012) point out that 

subject, content or materials alone would not make a course and that a structure is required for 

building a course. Although designing a course is a common requirement in both conventional 

and online education, they are different in many ways. In an online course, design is based on 

technology and the way technology is used in that course, is obviously different from designing a 

course that is to be taught in a classroom (Moore & Kearsley, 2012).  

Usually, the design for an online course includes: the learning objectives, the exercises 

and activities, the layout of the text and graphics, the content of recorded videos and audios, and 

the questions for audio or video conference, in Wikis and blogs, or for interactive sessions by 
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online chat sessions. It also includes decisions about web design, meaning which part should be 

delivered via which medium, and how the evaluation should be done (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 

One of the tools used for designing a course is Instructional System Design (ISD), which 

most organizations use.  This method emerged after World War II as being more efficient for 

training needed during the war. It was produced based on several learning- teaching theories: 

behavioral psychology, system theories and information and communication theory. With this 

method, the steps to follow are: Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and 

Evaluation. Figure 16 shows a simple model for ISD (Moore & Kearsley, 2012).  

 

Figure 16. Model of the Instructional System Design (ISD) Process (Source: Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012, p.98). 

Emphasizing on planning is the main approach in the ISD which means that as little as 

possible should be left for ad hoc decision-making or chance in the implementation stage. 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































