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Abstract: It is obvious that in recent years the system of higher education quality assurance has
undergone several essential changes: a greater emphasis is being laid on the qualification framework,
on student-centred learning and study results; also there is a change in the attitude from quality assurance
towards the development of the teaching staff. One of the characteristics of higher education is the extent
the higher education is based on active students’ participation in the assessment of the study process.
The aim of the study is to explore students’ opinions about the process of study quality assurance at the
Daugavpils University (further — DU), Latvia. The participants of this study were 60 students from
12 master and doctoral study programs at DU. The analysis of structured interviews with the students
made it possible to identify the typical characteristic features of DU internal quality assessment. The
research showed that students assess highly lecturers’ personal qualities (attitude to their profession,
personal interest in students’ success, empathy, striving for cooperation) and their professional qualities
(knowledge of the subject, didactic and communicative competence, and ability to get the feedback from
students as well). To promote the cooperation between the students and the academic staff of DU, it is
useful to practice trans-disciplinary out-of-study forms. Summer schools for students studying in master
and doctoral programs encourage students to think about the future of civilization, about a sustainable
and unsustainable behaviour on a local and global scale, goals of a sustainable development and
awareness about them, and also about the role of a qualitative education content and study environment
for achieving these goals. The use of international summer schools, academic discussions and creative
work-shops contribute to a deeper understanding of the study content, of topicalities in global education
and possibilities of synergetic thinking in cooperation between students and lecturers.

Keywords: study process quality assurance, out-of-study forms in a higher education institution.

Introduction

A further quality assurance (further — QA) of a higher education institution (further — HEI) relates to the
compliance of aims, content, practice and results of education with the future of new generations at
solving the problems of the new millennium. The increase in the HEI added value greatly depends on
the improvement of the internal processes, while the creation of value is mainly based on the adequacy
of aims and satisfaction of people who are concerned with the growth of education services (Davidova,
Kokina, 2018, 2019).

Quality management is a decisive factor in a sustainable development of HEI. The goal of the Bologna
Process is to develop the area of Europe’s higher education and make European higher education
competitive, transparent and multiform by assuring a qualitative higher education which will create
conditions for a sustainable social-economic development (The Bologna Declaration, 1999). In order to
develop quality assurance in European higher education area following the Bologna Declaration in 2000
the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA, 2019) was created as
a European network for quality assurance in higher education.

The main principles of European standards and guidelines for higher education are:
o good quality of higher education where the interests of students, employers and society are taken
into consideration;
e institutional autonomy;

proper external quality assurance for the goals of the institution (Standards and Guidelines...,
2015).

According to the ESG revised version adopted on May 15 — 16, 2015, at the Summit of European
Ministers in Erevan (Standards and Guidelines..., 2015), many aspects of quality assurance are being
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dealt with, for instance, such as a quality of academic standards, adequacy of assessment, involvement
of those concerned into the management and the reliability of internal practice. This document stresses
the fact that higher education institutions must have QA policy oriented towards:
e development of QA system;
responsibility of structural units and HEl management, staff and students for QA;
academic honesty and freedom;
intolerance to academic deceit;
struggle against lack of tolerance and discrimination of students and the staff;
involvement of external interested parties in QA.

In 2016, at the 25™ conference “Management and Qualitative Education” the ministers of education from
ES member states came to an agreement that education quality is closely related to four interrelated aims:
e training for a sustainable employment;
e getting ready for life as active citizens in a democratic society;
o personal development;
e to develop and maintain a comprehensive, progressive knowledge base via teaching, learning
and studying (Council of Europe, 2016).

The external and internal environment of HEI-s constantly changes. Over the time, the role of students,
as those concerned internally, has been different. In between 1970 and 1990, students could be seen
more frequently as members of academic community in the leading structures of HEI (Student Géteborg
Convention, 2001). HEIs compete to attract and maintain a highly qualified academic environment
(Baruch, 2006). The young generation (called Gen Y) is highly skilled people that place high value on
career development and would like to work for organizations that will provide them with career
development opportunities (Mayer, 2006; KASASA, 2019). The environment around us has an impact
on students’ consciousness and sub-consciousness. The quality of a study process determines the way
of their thinking, habits and personality on the whole.

A comprehensive QA system ought to verify the diverse quality concepts by making use of three
interrelated areas:
e quality of available human and material resources;
e quality of management and a study process;
o quality of outcomes (Frazer, 1994; Westerheijden, Kohoutek, 2013; IQM-HE, 2016; Ganseuer,
Pistor, 2017; Martin, Parikh, 2017).

In HEI, the academic factors identify an important aspect of education quality. A. Lizzio with colleagues
(Lizzio, Wilson, Simons, 2010) have established that the understanding about the HEI study environment
enhances the academic outcome, while the previous academic achievements do not influence it.

The majority of studies on the system of quality management in industry and education underline factors
that promote the development of this system, for example, such as obligations of a higher-level
management, involvement of employees and a continuous development (Curry, Kadasah, 2002; Montes,
Jover, Fernandez, 2003). Research on the quality management in higher education emphasizes the
especial importance of QA effectiveness (Welsh, Dey, 2002; Wiklund et al., 2003; Logermann, 2014;
Tomsikova, Slavik, 2014; Roskosa, Stukalina, 2018; Nemejc, Smekalova, Kriz, 2019).

Recent five years testify to essential changes in the QA system of HEI:
e a greater emphasis is put on a qualification framework, student-centred studies and learning
outcomes;
e change in the attitude from quality assurance towards the development of a teaching staff;
greater attention is given to the regulations on the financing for studies and educational
activities, adequate and easily accessible study resources and the support for students.

At the same time, these tendencies focus on the quality of students’ services, but quality in its turn
unavoidably requires students’ involvement on an institutional, national and European level. Students,
as an important internal HEI group of those concerned, are active partners with a shared responsibility
for their own learning and achievements. Actually, one of the characteristics of higher education is the
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extent to which it is based on students’ active participation in the assessment of a study process and on
students’ sense of belonging to the higher education institution. The degree of their satisfaction is an
essential indicator of HEI reputation.

A good HEI has to be aware of students’ expectations (prospective development aims) in order to work
out plans for its QA policy and strategic development, as well as to create a reasonable and humane
system of education management. Despite the fact that students’ involvement into processes of internal
quality assurance of HEI is an essential factor for achieving the Bologna goals as to the quality, the
studies on the issue of students’ integration into the procedures of internal quality assurance are very
few and fragmentary (Kohoutek, Land, Owen, 2013). Besides, little is known about students’ actual
situation or influence on processes of internal quality assurance to achieve a high study quality level. To
assess the current situation concerning the procedures of internal quality according to the Bologna
Declaration (The Bologna Declaration, 1999), this research is oriented towards studying students’
position on the process of study quality assurance at Daugavpils University.

The aim of the study is to explore the DU students’ opinions about the process of study quality assurance
at Daugavpils University.

Methodology

Studies based on a qualitative methodology allow us to more objectively identify the QA similarities,
differences and ideas about the quality of a study process and students’ satisfaction with its course. The
research process for this case study involved the use of structured interviews aimed at collecting data
about students’ position in the context of quality assurance of a study process at Daugavpils University.
The data obtained during interviews of this qualitative research were analysed according to the R. Tesch
(2990) principles.

A total of 60 informants (students from 12 master and doctoral study programs at DU) participated in
the interviews individually. Each interview was non-structured and about 30 to 40 min long. The
interview data were collected, transcribed and analysed according to regular qualitative coding
principles (Dey, 1993). Responses from each participant were analysed in detail and in isolation from
those of other participants; there were several approaches to the analysis of these responses and the key
words were identified.

The key words were classified into broader categories that might be refined and challenged until the key
words classified reasonably. The major open-ended questions in the interviews were about study process
quality: competences and personal qualities of academic staff, study program’s content, evaluation
requirements, as well as about students’ participation in study quality assessment. A qualitative data
analysis was achieved by identifying topics in the frames of research object in the collected research
data, which were synthesized and generalized.

Results and Discussion

The analysis of interviews with the students enabled us to identify the typical characteristic features of
DU study quality assessment which are shown in Table 1.

On the whole, students assess competences of DU lecturers in their respective areas and their favourable
attitude to students as high. However, to students’ mind, there could be more practical classes in some
subjects. As regards the requirements for assessing learning outcomes, students are satisfied with the
fact that the assessment requirements and criteria are clear to them and lecturers are objective when
assessing their knowledge, skills and competences.

When students evaluate their cooperation with lecturers, they greatly appreciate academic staff’s
readiness to motivate, help and support students: this encourages them to develop themselves. In regard
to students’ possibility to influence a study process as well as content quality all the informants are
positive: lecturers are obliging and work with students outside their class-time, if the students need it;
in case any problems arise, they are resolved in cooperation with a program director.
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Students state that they are active participants in assessing the study process and take part in surveys,
work in study program councils and on faculty Boards or openly and constructively communicate with
the academic and administrative staff in this context.

Table 1

DU students’ opinion about the characteristic features of quality assessment (N=60)

Study quality
parameters

Examples of students’ statements

Lecturers’
competences in
the respective
area

Assessment of
the study results
to be acquired

Cooperation
with lecturers

Students’
possibility to
influence the
quality of study
process and
content

Students’
participation in
study process
assessment

Study course content complies with the requirements [...] and the program title...;
Lecture materials are very well-considered [ ...] and structured;
Lecturers at DU are very professional.

We are always informed about assessment requirements;

Assessment requirements are clear, [...] and on a high level;

Assessment requirements are explained at the beginning of a study course;

Lecturers give objective assessment of study results...;

...study results are assessed according to specific criteria [...] which are explained by
the lectures at the beginning of the semester.

Regular cooperation...on both lecturer’s and my own initiative...;

Lecturers’ attitude is always motivating, supporting and patient;

...in case of need, a lecturer gives assistance and support all the time...;
Cooperation is regular, on the initiative of both parties;

...a cooperation-oriented [ ...] study process encourages and motivates to perfect
oneself [...] as well as support the other students and help them in case of need.

If we wish, we can approach the lecturer about an in-depth acquisition or research of
a theme [ ...], lecturers are obliging and highly qualified in their respective fields;
Lecturers take interest in what is urgent for us at this moment, [...] and are ready to
organize additional classes for an in-depth study of the material;

We inform lecturers or a study program director about various problems arising at
acquiring one or another study course [...], as well as about our satisfaction with it.
[...] the academic staff always tries to help us to resolve the problem;

There is constantly a good dialogue with lecturers....

We regularly fill in questionnaires containing questions about different aspects of a
study process;

Students are involved in study program councils and can make their proposals
concerning the improvement of a study process...,

...we actively communicate with lecturers and a program director about various issues
of a study process.

This research showed that lecturers’ personal qualities (attitude to their profession, taking interest in
students’ achievements, empathy, striving for cooperation) as well as their professional qualities
(knowledge of the subject, didactic and communicative competence, and also the ability to get feedback
from students) are very important for students. In this aspect, the data obtained in our research are closely
analogous to the results of the research done by S. Arnon and N. Reichel, who established that such
lecturers’ qualities as general knowledge, orientation to a specific social mission are considered by
students as less important (Arnon, Reichel, 2007).

What concerns the diversity of out-of-study forms, we can say that for several years already DU has
been practicing summer schools for students in master and doctoral programs. This study process form
encourages students to think about the future of civilization, sustainable and unsustainable behaviour on
a global and local scale, about aims of a sustainable development and awareness about them, as well as
about the role of a qualitative education content and study environment for achieving these aims.

During group discussions, the summer school participants managed to identify the possible ways for
their cooperation, some complex education problems and opportunities for engaging in deeper studies
of these problems (for example, challenges in higher education, higher education quality, innovations,
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research paradigms, inter-disciplines, and other themes). Students also take part in creative work-shops
and academic discussions.

As to the questions on the influence of summer schools, students emphasize the valuable experience
gained by their participation in the discussions organized by summer schools (see Table 2).

Table 2

DU students’ opinion about the influence of summer schools in the context of assuring study
guality (N=60)

Parameters of

summer school Examples of students’ statements
influence
Improvement of - ...help to more thoroughly understand the role of education both on a global and
knowledge and local scale;
competences - ...help to have a better grasp of sustainable and unsustainable activities...;
- ...contribute to producing new ideas....
Opportunities for - Two heads are better than one;
cooperation and - Live and learn, feel inspired and cooperate!
self-development - Cooperation leads towards the goal set!

- The skill of cooperating productively is one of the basic elements of sustainability!

- ...promote the development of skills of how to cooperate productively and be
synergetic;

- ...ensure cooperation between lecturers and students based on the principles of
freedom and partnership;

- ...promote setting specific aims for developing oneself professionally;

...help to reflexively assess experience gained previously and outline broader

opportunities for the development in future.

At summarizing the opinions expressed by the majority of students about the usefulness of summer
schools, the key words used in the statements of summer school participants are as follows: sense
of strength in the community, process of creation, very good feelings, a lot of new ideas, exchange of
contacts and experience, diversity in generating ideas, positive mutual dependence, and energy for the
whole year. Students especially appreciate the opportunities for cooperation and self-development
provided by summer schools.

Conclusions

e Study process quality is one of the factors for the effectiveness of HEI internal quality assurance.
A regular study process assessment helps to maintain the internal quality of HEI as well as to
better understand changes and possible tendencies of the current period, responding in case of
need to the established changes in due time. Students’ involvement in the processes of HEI
internal quality assurance guarantees an adequate coordination between HEI management
processes and perspective needs of society. The research data show that the personal qualities
and professional qualification of the teaching staff are one of the most important factors that
influence the perception of education quality.

e A higher education institution has to provide students with better conditions for studies, with
adequate activities for acquiring the study content, as well as to promote the environment for
self-development. To encourage the cooperation between DU academic staff and students, it is
advisable to practice trans-disciplinary out-of-study forms (for example, international summer
schools, academic discussions, and creative work shops). Work in summer schools a) helps to
deeper understand the study content, global topicalities in higher education and also provide
opportunities for synergetic thinking in cooperation between lecturers and students; b) gives
creative impulses for the nearest perspective; c) creates a platform for generating new ideas; d)
provides an opportunity for identifying oneself as a researcher in the area of interdisciplinary
and trans-disciplinary problem studies.
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