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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
1.1 Background of the Study 

Accreditation, said to have originated from the United States of 
America (USA), has been in practice for over a century (Ludes III, 
2003). The concept was introduced mainly as a voluntary effort by 
colleges and universities to stem the tide of inadequate admission 
requirements and the lowering of academic standards, which seemed to 
be developing at the end of the 19th century. The US accreditation 
system has been credited with contributing two major elements to the 
quality assurance processes adopted in many other countries 
(Westerheijden et al., 1994). The best known is the use of self-studies 
in which data are gathered, analysed and interpreted by the operators of 
a programme or by the institution itself. The other is the use of peer 
review panels in which experts from outside of the academic 
department or institution visit to conduct an evaluation of the 
programme and prepare a confidential report including suggestions for 
improvement. 

The historical development of quality assurance, in general, and 
accreditation, in particular, in Europe has travelled through a rather 
chequered path. In Europe, just as in many other jurisdictions, quality 
in the sense of achieving academic excellence has always been a central 
value in higher education (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). Until the 
1970s, however, quality in higher education was controlled through 
bureaucratic means such as legal conditions for the establishment of 
institutions and state-provided means to fulfil those conditions. Other 
measures included centralized and formalized rules for the appointment 
of academic staff and the acceptance of students. Until new 
developments affecting the higher education sector emerged in the 
1970s and the 1980s, these measures of ensuring quality seemed to be 
working successfully (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). Quality 
assurance became a separate instrument in university management and 
in government policy because of the desire of the public sector to adopt 
successful business practices in their own operations. The Japanese 
fame for economic prominence, through quality control and quality 
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assurance, gained popular influence in higher education management in 
this regard (Westerheijden, Hulpiau & Waeytens, 2006). Higher 
education institutions were thus given more autonomy to be more 
efficient in the use of resources while placing the concept of ‘value for 
money’ high on the agenda (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). The 
consequent demand for external quality assurance led to the integration 
of evaluation into new schemes serving multiple and other goals than 
the improvement of individual courses. Evaluation before this era had 
been at the level of voluntary improvement of teaching methods by 
individual lecturers (Westerheijden et al, 2006). 

In Africa, the establishment of formal national quality assurance 
agencies and processes began with the creation in 1968 of the 16-
member Conseil Africain et Malgache pour l’Enseignement Superieur 

(CAMES) by Francophone African states. The main function of the 
organization then was the harmonization of the recognition and 
equivalence of awards among member states. This responsibility has 
since been increased to include the accreditation of private universities 
and a select number of professional programmes (Materu, 2007; p. 18). 
In 1981, Nigeria became the first Anglophone African state to enter the 
field of quality assurance with the creation of the National Board for 
Technical Education (NBTE). South Africa followed in 1986, with the 
setting up of the Committee of Technikon Principals. Both 
organizations took charge of quality assurance in technical education in 
their respective countries. 

Kenya’s Commission for Higher Education (CHE) is the first 
national accreditation agency set up in Africa to oversee university-
level education, in that country by legislation, in 1985. The performance 
of the agency’s functions commenced in 1989 and this included 
accreditation and inspection of institutions of higher education, after the 
establishment of standards for accreditation in the same year. Although 
the Kenyan agency began operations with the accreditation of private 
universities only, its mandate has now been broadened to include new 
public universities, foreign universities and/or other agencies operating 
on their behalf (CHE, 2006). 

The second African country to commence university-level 
accreditation was Nigeria whose National Universities Commission 
(NUC) – a body originally established in 1962 to have oversight 
responsibility for the country’s higher education system – conducted 
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the first programme accreditations in 1990-91. After conducting a 
second round of programme accreditation exercises in 1999-2000, the 
NUC, notably, included the ranking of universities using twelve 
performance indicators in the third round of accreditation exercises 
which commenced in 2005 (Jibril, 2006). Worthy of note is the fact that 
the Nigerian accreditation exercises involved only programmes and not 
institutions. 

Other African countries such as Cameroon, Ghana, Tanzania and 
Mauritius established their quality assurance agencies between 1991 
and 1997 (Materu, 2007). Most of these countries began operations with 
the accreditation of new private institutions before venturing to public 
institutions due to either limited resources, limited legal mandate or 
both. South Africa, which has had a longer tradition of well-established 
university education system than many African countries, established 
the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) of the Council for 
Higher Education (CHE) in 2001.  

In Ghana, the law establishing the National Accreditation Board 
(NAB) was passed in 1993 after the then government had decided to 
liberalize provision of tertiary education to bring in private providers. 
For practical purposes – acquiring and furnishing office space, hiring 
staff for the secretariat and more importantly, putting the regulatory 
procedures in place – the board became operational in 1995 with the 
evaluation and accreditation of the first few private university colleges. 
It was however, not until the year 2005 that the board began evaluating 
and accrediting public universities and their programmes. 

The concept and practice of accreditation was introduced in Ghana 
against the backdrop of an increased crave for tertiary, especially 
university, education and political activity (please refer to Chapter 2 -  
Environmental Scan of Ghana). As pertained in many African 
countries,  (already alluded to by Materu, 2007), the quality of provision 
in existing state universities was perceived to be declining mainly due 
to their inability to resist the pressure to increase enrolments when there 
had not been corresponding expansion of infrastructure and human 
resources to accommodate such increases. Although private provision 
had been meant to help address the issue of increased enrolments, there 
was the perception that private providers were more interested in 
recouping their investments in the shortest possible time and make 
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profits for themselves even if at the expense of quality provision 
(Materu & Righetti, 2010). 

The accrediting agency – National Accreditation Board – was 
therefore established as a regulatory and external quality assurance 
body to keep the public tertiary education institutions focused on 
training quality graduates for national development and prevent rogue 
providers from the private sector from entering the field. The agency 
was also to ensure that the training and the resultant academic and 
professional certificates awarded were comparable to those awarded 
anywhere in the world (University Rationalisation Committee Report, 
1988; National Accreditation Board Act, 2007; Materu, 2007). 

1.2 Objectives of study 

Having instituted and operated the system of accreditation against the 
recounted background for a little over two decades, this study aims at 
assessing the impact, however limited, the system has made on the 
quality of university education in Ghana, using specified factors as 
indicators. Thus, the study assesses the influence accreditation has had 
in selected Ghanaian public and private universities, exploring from 
evaluation reports of at least two cycles of assessments, whether there 
had been improvements in the academic programmes, and facilities for 
teaching and learning, in those institutions. In the same vein, the study 
attempts to determine, from the perspectives of key stakeholders – 
evaluators, academics teaching on the assessed programmes and 
students - whether improvements, if any, had been mainly instigated, 
directly or indirectly by the accreditation procedure’s assessments and 
quality measures.  

For purposes of this study, impact is defined as changes effected in 
any aspect of an institution’s programme and facilities in conformity 
with the accreditation procedure’s established norms and, or as a result 
of suggestions for improvement by its appointed evaluators, during 
accreditation exercises.  

The study will finally compare the responses from the various 
stakeholders and institutional categories and attempt an explanation of 
those responses in the perspectives of the reviewed theoretical notions.  
The study’s main question is: Has accreditation made an impact on 
quality assurance in Ghanaian universities? 
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This main question is narrowed down to research sub-questions to 
address specific aspects of the study. The first sub-question is: Has 
accreditation influenced the quality of specified indicators in 
Ghanaian universities after two or more cycles of assessments? 

The Ghanaian accreditation agency appointed evaluators to assess 
specified indicators in the country’s universities to determine whether 
they met known minimum standards before the agency granted them 
accreditation. Thus, the study examined the evaluators’ reports on these 
indicators from one cycle of assessment to a succeeding one to 
determine the level of changes that had occurred in them. The results 
were assessed quantitatively to find out whether the changes were for 
better or worse and, if for better, whether those changes were mainly 
attributable to the implementation of suggestions for improvement 
made by the evaluators. 

The second sub-question is: Were there differential impacts of 
accreditation measures on the public and private universities in 
Ghana, between two evaluations in the period 2006-2014 and what 
might have accounted for any such differences?  

With this question, the study sought to determine, from the reports 
by the evaluators the differential improvements or deterioration in the 
specified indicators between the two assessment cycles, and between 
the public and private universities. Additionally, the opinions of 
academics teaching on the programmes, from which the assessed 
indicators were selected, were sought to determine whether there had 
been improvements or deterioration in those specified indicators. Their 
opinions were also compared between the respective institution 
categories.  

To complete the cycle of opinions from all the major stakeholders 
with respect to quality improvement in university education, the study 
elicited students’ views through a third research sub-question. Thus, Do 
students’ perspectives confirm or deny the existence of policies/ 
measures in line with accreditation requirements, in their 
universities and do their responses have any association with the 
type of university – public or private – attended? 

1.3 Theoretical Notions 

In the absence of any direct applicable theory in the field of 
accreditation, two theories – Neo Institutional theory and Resource 
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Dependency theory – are borrowed from the broader social sciences to 
explain the underlying circumstances that compel higher education 
institutions to seek accreditation. In this chapter, the study explores the 
link between accreditation and quality assurance in the selected 
institutions. More importantly, efforts are made to utilise the cited 
theories to explain the development. The theories also assist in 
providing the reasons for the differential accreditation impacts on 
quality, if any, on the public, as compared to the private universities in 
Ghana.  

A discussion of DiMaggio & Powell’s (1991) postulation on how 
organizations strive to maintain a fit between their operations and their 
environments to achieve legitimation, among others, and how this could 
be extended to the operations of higher education institutions is 
discussed. It should be noted that achieving and maintaining legitimacy 
require the continual acquisition of resources by organizations mainly 
form their environments. In the particular case of higher education 
institutions, the legitimacy attained will, all things being equal, enhance 
their competitiveness in acquiring resources such as research grants and 
students to maintain their survival. It is against this backdrop that the 
Resource Dependency Theory is discussed to link the institutions’ quest 
for legitimacy (accreditation) to the acquisition of resources to maintain 
their legitimacy. 
Underlying the adopted theoretical notions is the practical doctrine of 

New Managerialism, which demands the opening up of higher 
education institutions, like all organizations, for monitoring and 
evaluation as well as the assessment and reassessment of their activities 
– which informs accreditation exercises. The doctrine has been 
classified as ‘new’ because it deploys managerialist principles in public 
sector and other non-governmental organizations (Lynch, Grummell & 
Devine, 2012; McCrea, 2014). Reforms in higher education institutions 
arising out of the application of the concept were to make the 
institutions more competitive, entrepreneurial or market-oriented 
(Clark, 1998).  

1.4 Focus of Study  

The study focuses on an analysis of the improvement or deterioration 
of input factors that contributed to the quality of teaching and learning 
in Ghanaian universities. Admittedly, this constitutes a limitation 
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because there are obviously other factors – process and outcomes – that 
also contribute to quality assurance in the universities. At the time of 
the study, however, the systems in place in Ghana had not developed 
effective mechanisms to assess the process/outcomes factors although 
some work was going on by the accreditation agency to address this 
shortcoming eventually. 

The study also analyses data gathered from active stakeholders in the 
university system – evaluators, academics teaching on the assessed 
programmes and students studying on the assessed programmes. 
Student responses to questionnaires were, however, to assess the impact 
of quality measures, albeit indirectly, put in place by the accreditation 
procedure and provide verification as to whether the requirements of 
the accrediting body were in place in their respective institutions. This 
was because apart from the occasional interviewing of students for their 
opinions by visitation teams from the accreditation agency, there was 
no systematised student participation in the accreditation process in 
Ghana as at the time of the study.  

Programme and facility evaluators were expected to do independent 
assessments based on their knowledge and professional competence. In 
the case of the other respondent stakeholders – academics and students 
– their views were expected to be based on their teaching and learning 
experiences.  

What this study attempts to do is to make a useful beginning in 
adding to the body of knowledge on the accreditation processes and the 
contribution they make to the quality development of universities in 
emerging countries. 

1.5 Study’s Methodological Bases 

The expanse of the theories and scope of the subject matter for the study 
necessitates the adoption of both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches for data collection and analysis. This follows from a distinct 
tradition in the literature on social science research methods that 
advocate the use of multiple methods. This research strategy has been 
variously described as multi-trait, convergent-, multi-methodology, 
convergent validation or, triangulation (Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Webb 
et al., 1966; Jick, 1979; Baskerville, Stage & DeGross, 2000). These 
various notions share the conception that qualitative and quantitative 
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methods may be viewed as complementary rather than rival (Jick, 
1979).

1.6 Structure of dissertation

The remainder of this dissertation is structured into e chapters as 
follows:

Chapter 2 provides a general overview of developments in 
tertiary/higher education and an environmental scan of the West 
African country of Ghana, where the study was conducted. 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the concept of accreditation as it 
relates to quality and quality assurance in higher education institutions.

Chapter 4 discusses the theoretical perspectives adopted from the 
social sciences to explain aspects of the study’s findings.     

Chapter 5 provides and explains the general methodology utilised for
the study. 

Chapter 6 examines the impact accreditation has had on the 
improvement of operational inputs (indicators) after two cycles of 
assessments in some Ghanaian universities. The chapter addresses the 
first sub research questions.  

Chapter 7 presents the findings and conclusions on the differential 
impacts the accreditation processes have had on the Ghanaian public 
and private universities in terms of quality development. This published 
article addresses the second sub research question.

Chapter 8 This penultimate chapter presents students’ views on the 
compliance of accreditation measures, especially those relating to their 
learning experiences in their respective universities.    

Chapter 9 concludes the dissertation with a summary of findings and 
conclusions of the study. 
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Chapter 2 
Overview of developments in 
tertiary education and an 
environmental scan of Ghana 
2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will briefly recount developments in higher education, 
especially in Europe, in the 1980s and 1990s, and draw up parallels on 
how these developments reflected on the African continent. I will do an 
environmental scan of Ghana, where this study took place, and narrate 
developments in its immediate past history that affected tertiary 
education in the country. The chapter will conclude with a provision of 
the circumstances that culminated in the establishment of the National 
Accreditation Board, as Ghana’s tertiary education regulatory body. 

2.2 Developments in higher education – 1980s to 1990s 

The period from late 1960s through to the 1990s witnessed large 
enrolments, usually referred to as ‘massification’ of higher education in 
most European countries in particular and the developed world in 
general. The World Bank Report (2002) quoted tertiary student 
enrolment figures in the OECD region as rising from about 25 per cent 
in 1980 to slightly less than 50 per cent in 1995. Particular examples 
from Great Britain and the Netherlands indicated growth in student 
enrolments into higher education from 19 per cent to 50 per cent and 
from 29 per cent to 49 per cent, in the respective countries, for students 
of age group 18-22 in the period between 1985 and 1995. Some of the 
factors accounting for this development included the rise in welfare, 
consequence of growing wealth and growth in the ranks of middle class 
families (Kogan & Hanney, 2000). 

The resultant expansion in higher education institutions and the 
consequent increased budgetary provision for that sector by 
governments, therefore, resulted in the latter’s wish to exercise more 
oversight responsibility, either directly or indirectly, in ensuring the 
effective and efficient use of funds (Scott, 1995). The institution of 
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quality control measures – either in the form of accreditation or quality 
audits, partially resulted from the sequence of events recounted above.  

2.2.1 The African Scene 

The global trend of increased higher education enrolments was also 
reflected on the African continent. Figures cited by Materu (2007) 
indicate that between 1985 and 2002, the number of tertiary education 
students increased by 3.6 times – from 800,000 to 3 million – an annual 
average of about 15 per cent. More recent figures indicate that 
universities in many African countries are still experiencing a surge in 
their enrolments. For instance, figures cited by the African-American 
Institute (2015) show that between the years 2000 and 2010, higher 
education enrolments more than doubled, increasing from 2.3 million 
to 5.2 million. Perhaps, even more prominently than in the West, public 
investment did not keep up with this pace thus forcing governments, 
especially under donor agency inspiration, to liberalize provision to 
include private providers. From the year 2000 to 2007, about a third of 
the roughly 300 universities that operated in Sub-Saharan Africa were 
privately funded (Materu, 2007). This significantly reduced, but did not 
eliminate, the pressure of social demand for higher education. Quite a 
number of otherwise qualified students remained outside the higher 
education system due to lack of space for them in the already 
overcrowded public higher education institutions. Many of such 
students were also unable to pay the high fees demanded by private 
providers. Meanwhile, the rapid growth in student enrolments, in most 
cases, did not take into account the existing capacity of facilities, human 
resources and budgetary provision in the public higher education 
institutions. This, no doubt, created problems with regard to quality 
provision, during the 1980s and 1990s, in the continent’s higher 
education. Ghana, for instance, witnessed a 400 per cent growth rate in 
higher education enrolment from the 1991/92 figure of 11,857 to 63,576 
in 2003/2004 (World Bank Report, 2007). In Nigeria the number of 
universities grew from six in 1970 to 240 in 2006 with an enrolment of 
over 1.5 million (Okebukola, 2006). The quality of teaching and 
learning suffered profoundly in both countries consequently, 
necessitating concerns and complaints from stakeholders including 
parents and employers. 
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Private provision of higher education in Africa, mainly sponsored by 
faith-based organizations and private businesspersons, is a relatively 
recent development. There is a perception that the profit motive of these 
providers makes them relax on the rigours of quality demanded of 
higher education institutions (Materu, 2007). Fuelling this perception 
perhaps, is the fact that most of the private university students are 
recruited from the ‘left-overs’ of the public universities (mainly after 
the public universities’ admission processes had ended). This, however, 
remains only a perception as a scientific study to confirm or deny it is 
yet to be conducted. 

The need for increased access has not only led to the liberalization 
of higher education provision to include private providers but also the 
setting up of regulatory bodies to establish and enforce minimum 
standards in the institutions. It has also led to a combination of cost 
sharing between government and students as well as the introduction of 
pure fee-paying courses to those who can afford. The consequent 
demand for more transparency and accountability in the use of 
resources places an added responsibility on the regulatory bodies to 
monitor and enforce value for money and quality measures in the higher 
education institutions they regulate. Thus, the regulatory body’s role is 
to ensure that students are not being short-changed and, like their 
European counterparts, assure resource providers that their 
contributions are utilised effectively and efficiently for the intended 
purpose (Materu & Righetti, 2010). 

In sum, the establishment of quality assurance agencies in many 
countries in Africa is to address issues and problems related to: 

x Increased demand for higher education and rising private 
provision – public higher education institutions are to stick to 
their core mandate of producing highly trained personnel while 
preventing private providers from letting their profit motive 
cloud the quest for quality training. 

x Rapid growth in enrolment without matching budgetary 
provision – agencies are to ensure that this does not constitute a 
pretext by higher education institutions to fall below established 
minimum standards. 

x Demands for increased transparency and accountability – 
regulatory agencies are to ensure that resources provided by 
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stakeholders (governments, parents, etc.) are used effectively 
and efficiently for their intended purpose to achieve value for 
money. 

x Need for reforms to address new challenges – higher education 
institutions are to reorganize (e.g. use new technologies) to 
expand access without compromising on quality and re-focus 
their training and research activities to priority areas to speed up 
socio-economic development of their societies. 

x Ensure harmonization with global trends in order to ensure 
comparability, and therefore, continued recognition of 
qualifications and awards worldwide. 

2.2.2 Historical Development of Higher Education in Ghana   

After a series of studies and reports, the then colonial power, Britain, 
established the University College of the Gold Coast (now Ghana) by 
an ordinance dated 11 August 1948. The purpose of the college was to 
provide and promote university education, learning and research’ 
(University of Ghana’s 50th Anniversary Brochure, 1998: p.5). This was 
done alongside the establishment of another university college in 
Ibadan, Nigeria to cater for the needs of the inhabitants of that (British) 
colonial territory. The colonial government then established an inter-
university council officially to advise her on higher education in the 
British colonies but, presumably as a quality assurance measure, to 
approve all academic appointments in the established university 
colleges (Agbodeka, 1998). Another measure that was put in place to 
ensure that the new university colleges, in Accra and in Ibadan 
conformed to standards, albeit those of the University of London, was 
what became known as the ‘scheme of special relationship’ (Agbodeka, 
1998, p.7). Under this scheme, the new university colleges taught 
programmes of the University of London, which in some cases had been 
modified to suit local conditions. The University of London conducted 
examinations for students of the university colleges and awarded their 
degrees and diplomas to successful candidates. Thus, the University 
College of the Gold Coast could be described as an affiliate institution 
of the University of London. 
The Gold Coast became the new sovereign state of Ghana upon gaining 
independence from the United Kingdom on 6th March 1957. An 
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International Commission on Higher Education, was established by the 
post-colonial government in 1960 to, among others, advise on the 
direction tertiary education was to go under the new dispensation. An 
Act of Parliament created the University of Ghana from the University 
College of the Gold Coast in 1961, based on the recommendation of the 
international commission. 

2.2.2.1 Post-Colonial Policy on Education 

The post-colonial government began an aggressive policy of increasing 
literacy rates of Ghanaians at all levels of education to enable them take 
over the civil and public services. The mostly British expatriate staff 
had hitherto, exclusively occupied the management ranks of these 
services and it was the desire of the new government to reverse this 
trend to give true meaning to independence. Additionally, the post-
colonial government’s major objective was to produce a well-educated 
workforce capable of propelling Ghana into a middle income country 
as early as possible (Akyeampong, 2010). Thus basic and secondary 
schools were not only provided throughout the country but were also 
made free (and compulsory at the basic level). Students in the secondary 
schools paid token fees for boarding and lodging while those who 
proceeded to the universities enjoyed a completely fee-free education. 

The government also utilized the recommendations of the 
international commission to establish additional universities in Ghana’s 
second city, Kumasi, and in the coastal town of Cape Coast to increase 
access to university education and to ensure a rapid socio-economic 
development of the new nation-state. The government’s education 
policies enabled it to achieve its set objective of ‘Africanizing’ the top 
echelons of the public services (including those of the police and 
military services) in stark contrast to what obtained in many other 
African countries. The policy of expanding facilities, especially of 
tertiary education and making it free and accessible to all qualified 
candidates, however, came to an abrupt end with the overthrow of the 
immediate post-colonial government by the military and the police in a 
coup d’état in 1966.  
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2.2.2.2 Politico-Socio-Economic Environment after first coup 
d’état. 

The period after the first coup d’état to the restoration of a stable 
democratic government in Ghana (February 1966 – January 1993) 
could be regarded as very tumultuous with severe adverse consequences 
for the development of tertiary education in the country. The military 
continued to dominate the political scene in Ghana after overthrowing 
elected civilian governments (1969 and 1979 respectively). 
Suppression of civil liberties, economic decline and general 
despondency characterised the socio-economic situation in the country. 
This obviously affected the growth of tertiary education, as there were 
no new investments in the sector while existing facilities deteriorated 
because of lack of funds for maintenance. 

Two major incidents that caused rapid retrogression to university 
education in Ghana occurred in the early eighties and mid-nineties 
respectively. In the first incident, student agitations for the return of 
civil rule to the country led to the then military government closing 
down the universities for an academic year. In the second incident, 
university lecturers to back their demand for better remuneration again 
closed down Ghanaian public universities for one more academic year 
in the mid-nineties following a strike action. These situations created a 
huge backlog of students desiring admission to the universities while a 
mass exodus of lecturers to other countries to seek “greener pastures” 
compounded the problem. 

Back in 1983, the difficult economic situation prevailing in the 
country led the then military government to change its stance from the 
adoption of the populist/socialist ideology to seek assistance from the 
capitalist Breton Woods institutions – the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (Boafo-Arthur, 2007). The government 
adopted an imposed policy called Structural Adjustment Programme 
(SAP) that had negative consequences for social interventions, 
particularly the hitherto free provision of university education to 
Ghanaian citizens. The focus of international development assistance, 
under this programme, shifted radically from emphasis on tertiary 
education to that of basic education (Akyeampong, 2010). One of the 
immediate outcomes of the SAP was the setting up of a University 
Rationalisation Committee (URC) in December 1986. The main 
objective of this committee was to; ‘provide the basic information and 
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recommendations to enable a medium-term university sector 
development plan to be formulated for Ghana’ (URC Final Report, 
1988). The report summarised the crisis afflicting Ghanaian university 
education as follows: 

x Lack of growth in enrolments over the past six years (1982-88); 

x Fall in real expenditure levels by about a third; 

x High faculty attrition rates resulting in high student-staff ratios; 

x Non-availability of all types of teaching materials and 
inadequate provision of support services such as libraries; and 

x Low morale in the universities that had undoubtedly affected the 
quality of teaching and learning negatively. 

With a few exceptions, notably the recommendation for the creation of 
the National Accreditation Board, most of the recommendations of the 
URC sought to address the problem of access to tertiary education more 
than quality issues in that sector. Some of the recommendations 
included: 

x Broadening the definition of tertiary education to include that of 
all post-secondary institutions; 

x Better use of existing facilities, including de-emphasising 
residential facilities, to increase enrolments to the universities; 
and 

x Keeping institutions open all-year round to enrol more students 
including part-time, evening and week-end students; 

x Increasing avenues for generating additional incomes from 
internal sources. 

Thus increasing enrolment figures became the prime concern of 
government, after the submission of the URC report in 1988 with the 
constant comparison of enrolment figures of the University of Ibadan 
(about 25,000 students then) as against that of the University of Ghana 
(about 3,000 students then) although both institutions were established 
almost simultaneously. Indeed, the URC had reported that enrolment 
figures represented only 0.7 per cent of the relevant age group at 
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university whereas a much higher rate of attendance was the case in 
many developing countries. In the late 1980s, over 50 per cent of the 
relevant age group in developed countries such as the US and South 
Korea, could hope to attend one form of tertiary institution or the other. 
Expansion in higher education enrolments in Europe followed closely 
later. 

Certainly, the Ghanaian government was mindful of the fallout of 
the first closure of the universities and the backlog it had created of 
students waiting, for up to one year at home, to gain admission to the 
universities. Thus, although the government accepted the URC report 
that had recommended norms for student-staff ratios for the various 
academic disciplines, the same government’s policy of allocating funds 
based on student numbers all but defeated the URC’s quality intention 
in that regard. 

2.2.2.3 Legal Environment 

Two important developments came out of the government’s acceptance 
of the URC Report and the publication of a White Paper on it. First was 
the liberalization of provision of tertiary6 education to make room for 
private providers. The government, in its quest to increase access to 
tertiary education and also solve the problem of the backlog of students 
passed decrees establishing two new universities - the University for 
Development Studies (UDS) at Tamale in Northern Ghana in 1992 and 
the University College of Education at Winneba in the Central Region 
of Ghana in 1993. More importantly, private providers, who had the 
means, were granted permission to establish and operate tertiary 
education institutions to create more access to qualified applicants.  

Secondly, the government passed a decree, towards the end of 
military rule in 1993, establishing the National Accreditation Board 
(NAB) to operate as the state regulatory and quality assurance body, to 
supervise and regulate the establishment and operation of all tertiary 
education institutions – both state- and private-owned. 

The law establishing the NAB required both public and private 
tertiary institutions to seek accreditation, although the existing public 
institutions had their own specific legislations establishing them as 
autonomous entities. The government requested the two newest public 
university colleges – University College of Education, Winneba and the 
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Tarkwa School of Mines – to have their respective programmes 
assessed by NAB before passing legislation to grant them autonomy.  

It was, however, not until the year 2005 that assessment of the 
programmes of the older public universities commenced. A number of 
factors accounted for the late start of the assessment of programmes of 
the older public universities. 

Although the government passed the NAB Law in 1993, it was not 
until the year 2002 that regulations operationalizing the law were put in 
place in the form of a Legislative Instrument. The older conservative 
universities, which were noted for jealously guarding their autonomies, 
would have most probably, resorted to any means, including litigation, 
to resist this new “encroachment” on their territories by NAB without 
the necessary legal framework in place. 

Secondly, NAB itself had very limited capacity to combine the 
assessment of the newly emerging private university colleges with the 
older and well-established public universities. Indeed, most of the 
programme panels constituted to assess the new institutions came from 
these older public universities. The latter also became the unofficial 
quality assurance agents of NAB in response to the requirement that 
private institutions seek affiliation with the autonomous universities. 

Thirdly, most of the experts available for use by NAB as evaluators 
in Ghana were products of the older universities. Anecdotal parallels of 
this could be drawn from the United Kingdom where during the early 
years of quality assessments, evaluators had to be drawn from Oxford 
and Cambridge universities. In Ghana, almost all the engineers 
practising in the country during the period assessments commenced had 
had their first degrees in the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science 
and Technology (KNUST) in Kumasi.  NAB therefore sought to bring 
independent (foreign) experts who were also expected to bring their 
respective experiences on assessment to bear on the older public 
universities. 

NAB, however, lacked the wherewithal – money for air tickets, 
allowances etc. – to implement this plan to meaningfully assess the 
public universities. This problem was partially solved when the 
government agreed to make budgetary provision through the Ghana 
Education Trust Fund (GETFund) to enable NAB to do a phased 
assessment of programmes of the public universities from the year, 
2005. 
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The plan of action drawn by NAB for the assessment of the three 
older public universities entailed flying in experts, mainly from the 
United Kingdom, South Africa and Nigeria, to tackle programmes in 
Medicine, Engineering, Information Communication Technology 
(ICT) and the Physical Sciences in the first cycle in 2005-2006. The UK 
was chosen because as the former colonial power, Ghana’s education 
system was modelled on hers. South Africa was acknowledged as a 
“giant” in Africa in terms of tertiary education, and Nigeria had similar 
beginnings – same colonial relationship with U.K., and history of 
university education. Nigeria also had a better experience than Ghana 
in the practice of the accreditation enterprise. 

In the second cycle of the exercise (2006-2007), experts from the 
three countries – for similar reasons, were brought in to assess 
programmes in Agricultural Sciences, Clinical Sciences, 
Pharmaceutical Sciences and Nursing. The third round of the project – 
2007/2008 – embraced programmes in Law, Business, Nutrition and 
Food Science. The assessment exercises in the public universities were 
done concurrently with assessments of new and existing programmes, 
due for accreditation, in the other tertiary education institutions. 

Various consequences arose out of the legal framework put in place 
to ensure increased access to tertiary education by Ghanaians. First was 
the increased competition for limited resources within the tertiary 
education environment. In the public sector alone, enrolment figures 
grew from 11,857 in the 1991/92 academic year, to 63,576 in the 
2003/2004 academic year (Materu, 2007, p.16). Through indirect 
encouragement by the government, admission spaces were created for 
many of the disciplines which were in high demand (business 
programmes, for instance) and these were made fee-paying. Private 
provision was also concentrated in these programmes to meet the high 
demand. Thus, the public and private universities had to compete for 
both students and qualified and experienced staff, such as lecturers. 
Student loans, places for industrial attachments and employment 
opportunities after graduation were also areas where competition 
became intense. 

Positive implications included better and easier access to university 
education, better opportunities for self-improvement by working people 
and hence better opportunities for career advancement. This was due to 
the flexible time tabling by the institutions, mainly meant to attract 
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students. Students were also able to make choices as to where they 
wanted to study. 

Key stakeholders such as funding agencies, students and staff always 
requested to know the accreditation status of an institution before 
deciding to have any dealings with such an institution. This imposed 
additional responsibility on NAB to ensure that it kept abreast with 
current practices in assessment for accreditation exercises. NAB also 
had to put in mechanisms for effective quality monitoring to assure 
stakeholders that products coming out of Ghanaian universities were 
comparable, in terms of quality with their counterparts anywhere. 
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Chapter 3 
The concept of accreditation, in 
relation to quality and quality 
assurance 
3.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to create a conceptual understanding of accreditation 
and its role in higher education. Before then, we attempt to set the stage 
by seeing accreditation as a specific form of evaluation. The object of 
the evaluation is quality of higher education; so we will treat that 
concept in some depth. Thence, we move to quality assurance, and its 
attributes, in higher education institutions, as a general way to link 
quality to evaluation. Quality assurance in higher education comes to 
education institutions in two main types - external and internal quality 
assurance – and, as I will explain in due course, one of the forms of 
external quality assurance is accreditation.   

This chapter will first, provide a clear distinction in terms of 
definitions and functions of the concepts as provided in the literature. 
Although, as we shall see presently, different definitions have been 
assigned in the literature to these concepts, especially in higher 
education, there are links established between them and these links need 
to be demonstrated to have a better appreciation of how each of them 
influences the other. Thus, this chapter seeks to do that. Finally, as the 
main objective of this study is to assess the impact the accrediting 
system had made on the quality development of universities and their 
programmes in Ghana, it is important to come out with an operational 
definition that links the two concepts – accreditation and quality – 
together, especially in the environment where the study was conducted. 
In Ghana, accreditation is scarcely differentiated from quality and its 
assurance in higher education. This appears to be so as the same agency 
oversees the implementation of the two concepts in higher education in 
the country. Indeed, one would hardly hear any discussion on the 
quality of higher education in Ghana without the name of the 
accrediting agency being mentioned. Defining and discussing the 
concepts in this chapter, are therefore intended to provide the 
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appropriate background and operational definitions in subsequent 
references in the thesis. 

3.2 Evaluation  

Before an attempt is made to define the concept of accreditation, it will 
be important to understand that of evaluation, as the processes 
culminating in the grant of accreditation are associated with the 
evaluation of various factors, e.g. staffing and physical facilities. 
Vlasceanu et al. (2007, p.56) define evaluation as, ‘the general process 
of a systematic and critical analysis leading to judgements and, or 
recommendations regarding the quality of a higher education institution 
or a programme’. The procedures associated with an evaluation can be 
carried out either internally or externally. In the latter case, the object 
of evaluation may be an institution, a particular unit of an institution, or 
a core activity of an institution, but the evaluator must be located 
outside of the object of evaluation (Vlasceanu et al., 2007). In the more 
formal or systematic forms of evaluation, a report is compiled at the end 
of the evaluation. In a formative evaluation, the report has a view to 
improving the quality of operations of the institution and, or its core 
activities. A summative evaluation, on the other hand, is aimed at 
arriving at a statement summarising the performance of the institution 
or programme (Stakes, 2009). An evaluation process may have both 
formative and summative purposes simultaneously. Although in most 
accreditation schemes both formative and summative evaluations are 
aimed at, in the end, accreditation’s ‘yes/no’ decision to higher 
education institutions, is eminently summative.  

Internal Evaluation or Self-Evaluation is either conducted by the 
institution itself or consultants appointed by the institution and consists 
of activities such as the systematic collection of administrative data, 
questioning of students and graduates and the holding of moderated 
interviews with lecturers and students (Vlasceanu et al., 2007). A self-
study report is compiled out of this and this report is aimed at quality 
enhancement, institutional effectiveness, and or competitiveness and 
may provide information for an external evaluation team or agency such 
as that for accreditation. It must be emphasised however, that evaluation 
is not the same as accreditation (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). 
Decisions on the grant of accreditation are usually based on previously 
published criteria, and as agreed on with the higher education sector. 



33 

 

3.3 The Concept of Quality in Higher Education 

The concept of quality assumed prominence from the 1980s through the 
1990s to the present and features in the description of almost every facet 
of life – quality of life, quality of products, quality of human resources 
and quality of service. Indeed, the concept has become all-pervasive in 
almost every sphere of human endeavour, not the least in organizations 
and the products coming out of them. Interest in the concept intensified 
with the perceived competitive advantage by Japanese firms over their 
European and American counterparts in the 1980s and 1990s (Hall, 
1996). 

In higher education, the concept of quality attracted tremendous 
interest across the globe in the period beginning from the early 1980s. 
Three main factors accounted for this upsurge. First, were the rapid 
increase in student numbers and the accompanying increase in the 
number of fields of study, departments and institutions (van Vught & 
Westerheijden, 1994). These developments raised questions about the 
amount and direction of public expenditure on higher education. While 
stakeholders in the larger society demanded some basic quality in the 
face of the increased enrolments, providers of resources, both public 
and private, demanded accountability and ‘value for money’ in the 
utilization of such resources from the institutions. Second, but related 
to the first factor was the inability of governments to accommodate the 
extra budget arising out of the expansion of student numbers and 
institutions. Stakeholders often raised questions about the relative 
quality of processes and products in higher education when budgets 
seemed to be overstretched. Finally, the transition process to knowledge 
economies generated interest in quality issues in many countries, 
particularly with regard to policies to guide student demand to fields 
perceived to be important for further economic development (Neave, 
1986). 

Other factors led to the remarkable trend towards attention to quality 
and its improvement in higher education. The factors that manifested 
themselves especially in Europe during the last decade included 
government policies stressing on decentralization, the growing trend of 
internationalization of students and studies that gave priority to 
international comparison of well-defined levels of quality (Thune, 
1998). 



34 

 

Parallel developments that have also influenced this trend include 
the move in higher education from elite to a mass-system, which has 
consequently changed the nature of the student population. This 
development, in turn, produced the need for quality in higher education 
that may meet the diverse students’ needs and abilities.  

The foregoing appears to suggest that some definition of quality 
would be the cure to address the identified issues that had arisen in the 
new dynamics of higher education. The diverse students’ needs, 
however, coupled with the expectations of other stakeholders, such as 
employers; seem to have rather added to the confusion in providing an 
acceptable definition for the concept of quality. For now, Harvey & 
Green’s (1993) five classifications of quality in higher education, often 
cited in discourses on quality in higher education, are utilized as bases 
for discussion of the concept. This is because their classifications do not 
only look at attributions of quality in higher education but also 
interested parties – who may be referred to as stakeholders – likely to 
support each classification. They also identify the expected outcomes 
of each classification. 

3.3.1 Quality as exceptional or as excellence 

The traditional notion of quality here implies exclusivity, 
distinctiveness, elitist or very special and inaccessible to most. In the 
realm of education, it would be hard to attain this notion of excellence 
or ‘high quality’ as it does not lend itself to assessment against any 
definable criteria. Reputation constitutes the main basis for its 
assurance. 

This approach to quality places emphasis on the maintenance of 
some high level academic standards, that are not easy to attain, but must 
be surpassed before quality can be said to have been achieved. Quality 
would be adjudged through the summative assessment of knowledge 
and implies the presumption of a normative ‘gold standard’ for both 
learning and research (Harvey, 1999). ‘Privileged’ internal stakeholders 
– academics, for instance – are more likely to support this approach.  

Certainly, this classification of quality, although may be found in the 
vision statements of many higher education institutions for whatever 
reason, not excluding marketing purposes, would appear too utopian to 
be measured for purposes of impact by an accrediting body. 
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3.3.2 Quality as perfection or consistency 

The approach here sees the quality output as flawless with zero defects 
and consistent. This involves a shift from outcome standards 
measurement to process standards, with focus on reliability. The 
emphasis is on consistency in external quality monitoring of academic 
competence and on external standards, which form the core task of 
quality assurance agencies including accrediting bodies (Harvey, 
2007).  

3.3.3 Quality as fitness for purpose  

Quality is fit for purpose when it equates with the fulfilment of a 
specification or stated outcomes (Harvey, 2007). The approach relates 
standards to specified purpose-related objectives and, in theory requires 
criteria-referenced assessment of students (Harvey, 1999). Although 
the concept appears to be straightforward, issues have been raised about 
the assessment of ‘fitness’ and whose purpose quality is to serve 
(Moodie, 1986). In higher education, however, the expectation is that 
fitness for purpose will be operationalized at the academic level where 
departments articulate the specifications of particular programmes, 
their aims and expected learning outcomes to enable prospective 
students and employers determine whether or not their needs and 
requirements are likely to be met (Harvey, 2007).  

3.3.4 Quality as value for money 

An institution provides value for money – and hence attains quality 
status – if it satisfies the demands of public accountability and provides, 
for example, more graduates for fewer public resources (Harvey & 
Green 1993). Like all organizations, sponsors of higher education 
institutions – whether in the form of budgetary support or student fees 
- expect accountability from the operators. Stakeholders – parents, 
governments, society, employers, etc. - expect universities to provide 
quality education without squandering money. The standards for 
quality place emphasis on providing the customer with a ‘good deal’ 
and maintaining or improving academic standards for both education 
and research output while keeping the resource input for this 
achievement at the same level or less, per unit cost. This view almost 
equates quality with efficiency. 
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3.3.5  Quality as transformation 

Education involves cognitive transcendence with the provider ‘doing 
something to the customer’ rather than just ‘doing something for the 
customer’. University education thus transforms students’ perception of 
the world. This transformation also affects the university teacher’s 
perception of their role as well as the culture of the institution itself 
(Biggs, 2001; p 221-238). Maintenance of academic standards, under 
quality as transformation, is by the assessment of students’ acquisition 
of transformative knowledge and skills – analysis, critique, synthesis 
and innovation – against explicit objectives. The focus is on adding 
value rather than gold standards. The inclusion of empowerment as part 
of transformation requires both formative and summative assessments. 
Accrediting agencies routinely assess the institutions they accredit 
using the quality as transformation measures as part of their criteria 
when they ask explicitly or implicitly, what it is that students have 
learned, and whether that learning involves not only applying skills, but 
includes higher-order capabilities and attitudes (analysis, critique, 
synthesis and innovation). 

The foregoing discussion of the quality concept – which is by no 
means exhaustive – shows that there are several conceptual approaches 
regarding views held on the question of quality specific to higher 
education.  

The concept of quality has become a very contentious but enduring 
development in the operations of higher education institutions although 
expectations arising out of it are as diverse as the stakeholders 
considering it are. What seems to be certain, however, is that no higher 
education institution can afford not to pay attention to the concept and 
the various expectations arising out of it. Institutions that fail to accord 
the concept the needed attention may not be able to survive regulatory 
challenges, coming out of accrediting agencies for instance, and in 
attracting students and resources to survive in a very competitive 
environment.  

In Ghana, and indeed many other African countries, the concept of 
quality has become all the more important due to the dynamics of the 
changing landscape of the provision of higher education – many of such 
factors had been recounted in the previous chapter of this thesis. For 
instance, tremendous increase in demand for higher education and 
government’s inability to provide resources to existing state-owned 
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institutions to meet such demand has necessitated the liberalization of 
provision to include private investors. During the period of colonial 
rule, only a few African citizens, mainly businesspersons and cash crop 
farmers, could sponsor their wards to study in higher education 
institutions, which were located in the metropolitan countries. On the 
attainment of independence, only a few of such institutions had been 
replicated in these countries but the demand for skilled human resources 
to take over the reins of government was immense. The resources left 
by the colonial masters were therefore utilized to establish many 
second-cycle and a few additional higher education institutions. Undue 
populism by civilian governments and consequent interruption by 
military regimes resulted in lack of proper planning to address the 
human resource requirements in such African countries, including 
Ghana. The need to create access for the increased youthful population 
who could not find places in the already overcrowded existing state-
sponsored higher education institutions led African governments to 
make room for private providers. African states, however, had to 
establish regulatory bodies – such as the National Accreditation Board 
of Ghana – first to prevent rogue providers, whose sole aim was to make 
money, and to ensure that both state and private providers did not go 
below agreed minimum levels of quality provision. These regulatory 
bodies have been given additional responsibilities to ensure that quality 
does not remain at minimum levels only but must grow, as the 
institutions mature, taking into consideration current developments 
worldwide, as well as addressing the developmental needs of the 
individual countries. 

Looking at Harvey and Green’s five-point classification of quality 
in relation to African higher education institutions and their regulatory 
bodies’ perception of quality, it is obvious that although one may find 
such lofty sentences in an institution’s vision statement, it remains just 
that -  quality as perfection or excellence. No African country, at least 
on the face of it, wants to implement policies that will create elitism, 
implied in that first definition of quality. None may even have the sort 
of resources that will ensure that kind of quality, if it even exists 
anywhere. 

With regard to Harvey & Green’s second classification of quality as 
that of perfection and consistency, African quality assurance agencies 
recognize that as desirable but the reality on the scene is that limited – 
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human and physical – resources exist to ensure that. Measures these 
agencies therefore adopt, in order not to fall below what is generally 
acceptable, for instance by professional organizations to which they 
belong, is to set minimum standards for some core indicators for newly 
established institutions. While these institutions, at their inception, are 
not permitted to fall below the set standards failure of which would 
attract specified sanctions, they are also expected to progressively 
improve beyond the minimum requirements as they grow failure of 
which may result in the non-renewal of their accreditation to operate. 

Harvey & Green’s classification of quality as fitness for purpose in 
higher education is enforced by African accrediting bodies, which 
require that higher education institutions state the aims and objectives, 
as well as the desired outcomes of their study programmes. These are 
routinely checked and their implementation monitored through periodic 
assessments and auditing exercises. 

Ghanaian, and for that matter many African quality assurance 
agencies in higher education, have included ‘value for money’ as a 
criterion for evaluating quality in their institutions. Among others, they 
ensure that the institutions employ qualified accounting personnel to 
keep their books and subject such books to periodic auditing by 
independent and certified agencies. An agreed criterion has also been 
set with regard to the disbursement of budgetary funds for key sectors 
on the institutions such as academic departments, library resources, 
laboratories and workshops, etc. These are all geared towards ensuring 
that students obtain value for money in their quest to acquire 
knowledge. 

Three main factors have made quality as transformation an important 
concept in the provision of higher education in African countries. First, 
the objective of higher education has moved from training personnel for 
government employment, which used to be the case at the immediate 
post-colonial era and during the era of the cold war when many African 
countries tilted towards the socialist ideology. Thus, higher education 
is now expected to transform the perception of graduates from the 
thinking that they would walk into ready-made government 
employment into that of creating their own jobs as entrepreneurs. 

Second, many African governments have come to the realization, 
although belatedly, that unless they moved away from being producers 
and exporters of primary commodities their economies would remain 
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underdeveloped. With the examples of the ‘Asian Tigers’, who attained 
political independence around the same period, in mind, African 
governments are now realizing the importance and relevance of 
providing higher education as a catalyst for this transformation agenda 
for development. 

Finally, Ghana and many African countries, have realized that the 
discovery of new natural resources, for example crude oil, would have 
very little impact on their countries’ development without local 
expertise to handle their exploitation. Higher education must itself 
acquire the expertise not only to handle the increasing enrolments but 
also to impart relevant high-level knowledge, skills and abilities to 
handle the new realities in Africa’s developmental agenda. 

The foregoing obviously imposes new and greater challenges in the 
provision of transformational quality in higher education, to address the 
development agenda in Africa. Thus African quality assurance 
agencies, in addition to ensuring that the higher education institutions 
they regulate operate within the minimum quality requirements, also 
guide the institutions to play an effective role in helping to improve the 
living standards of the general populace. 

3.4  Quality assurance in higher education institutions 

Harvey (2007) has drawn a distinction between the processes of quality 
assurance and the concept of quality. He describes quality as the 
provider of the conceptual underpinning for quality assurance processes 
and not a shorthand for those processes. 

The Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council (2006, p.34) 
defines quality assurance, in operational terms as, ‘embracing all the 
procedures, systems and processes through which the maintenance and 
strengthening of quality is assured’.  It is therefore an umbrella concept 
covering all activities undertaken to investigate, monitor and improve 
the effectiveness and efficiency of institutions in the delivery of their 
mandates.  

From the industrial perspective, Barnett (1992, p.117) defines 
quality assurance as looking to develop, ‘processes so rigorous that 
imperfections are heavily reduced and ideally eradicated’. As a human 
process, however, quality assurance in education cannot eliminate error 
as could be done in an industrial environment. Indeed, commission of 
errors in the educational setting may be functional especially as it may 
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provide an opportunity to players, such as academics and students, to 
learn from the error and improve themselves, as well as the system. 
What quality assurance does in educational settings therefore, is to 
provide the platform for the intended and planned activities to assure 
quality (Segers & Dochy, 1996). The focus on ‘intended and planned 
activities’ in this definition points to the fact that quality assurance 
cannot be a haphazard, one-off activity but a continuous process geared 
towards operationalizing the concept as a way of life in an institution. 
In general, quality assurance includes maintaining and improving 
quality (Ursin & Huusko, 2006). To external stakeholders, such as 
parents and employers, quality assurance in higher education attempts 
to provide a reasonable guarantee that institutions, the courses they 
offer and their graduates meet certain required standards. There are also 
systems in place to ensure continuous improvement in quality and to 
assure stakeholders of continual efforts to meet their expectations both 
in quality provision and in accountability. 

In order for higher education institutions to work on the quality of 
their education, quality assurance has become a topical issue in their 
systems, first in the western countries and now almost throughout the 
world.  

In Europe, the United Kingdom introduced formal quality assurance 
schemes at the end of the twentieth century with a declaration of the 
concept as the most important feature in British higher education. 
Following closely on their heels were France and The Netherlands 
(Westerheijden, Hulpiau & Waeytens, 2006). 

As had been stated elsewhere in this review, the Ghanaian 
accreditation agency, just like many others from Africa and elsewhere, 
double as the quality assurance agency for higher education institutions. 
What this means is that institutions that want to maintain their 
accreditation statuses with the agency must comply and conform to the 
set norms (standards) of the agency at all times or risk revocation of 
that status. Maintaining those minimum levels of quality will however, 
not be enough for such institutions to be granted autonomy (charter) to 
award their own qualifications – degree certificates, etc. – to students 
graduating from such institutions. Institutions desiring autonomy will 
have to demonstrate quality improvement by, among others, employing 
academic staff of a certain pedigree in terms of qualifications, teaching 
and research experience. That appears to be the Ghanaian accrediting 
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body’s way of combining the functions of assuring both quality 
maintenance and quality improvement. 

Added to the difficulty associated with definition of the concept is 
the assessment methods to be adopted in adjudging issues of quality. 
According to van Vught & Westerheijden (2012), higher education may 
be classified, in economic terms, as an experience good or even a 
credence good. They explain an experience good as one whose quality 
can only be judged after consumption, in contrast to the textbook case 
of ‘search goods’ whose quality can be judged in advance by 
consumers. In the case of credence goods, consumers are unable to 
judge their quality even after consumption – standard examples being, 
doctors’ consults, computer repairs and education (Bonroy & 
Constantatos, 2008; Dulleck & Kerschbamer, 2006). The explanation 
given is that students, at the initial stages of their higher education 
experience, may not know beforehand how good the teaching would be 
in enhancing their knowledge, skills and competencies. The argument 
can be extended to the anticipations of other stakeholders such as 
companies, governments and the professions. As a consequence, 
assessing quality of higher education cannot simply be left to the 
‘market’ or to stakeholders such as students or employers. Achieving 
transparency about quality needs the cooperation of the higher 
education institutions, which solely have inside knowledge about the 
education they provide. Hence, quality assurance in higher education 
systems consists of two interrelated processes - internal quality 
assurance and external quality assurance.  

3.5  Internal Quality Assurance  

Recalling the definition provided by The Finnish Higher Education 
Evaluation Council (2006, p.34), quality assurance embraces all the 
procedures, systems and processes through which the maintenance and 
strengthening of quality is assured in higher education. Within the 
higher education institutions, internal quality assurance embraces 
procedures through which these institutions evaluate their own 
operations and functions. The underlying principle here is that quality 
is primarily the responsibility of the higher education institution itself. 
There is therefore the need for the institution to develop an efficient 
internal quality assurance system to serve as a kind of self-evaluation 
(Ursin & Huusko, 2006). Self-evaluation is the critical examination by 
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the object of evaluation of its own operations with the aim of improving 
those operations (Saarinen, 1995). Adelman (2005) describes 
institutional self-evaluation as intrusive; from the point of view of 
academic teachers and researchers in that, it entails explanation of 
activities and actions that used to be their professional private realm. 
The process involves the periodic description, by an institution and its 
members of their activities and actions with regard to education. There 
is also a critical evaluation of such activities through which the 
organization gains views – ideally shared views for the further 
development of its future education. Thus, self-evaluation creates an 
arena for communication and knowledge transmission on both the 
organizational and disciplinary dimensions of higher education. In 
addition, the assessments done under self-evaluation provides a 
legitimate way for an open discussion of possible solutions to present 
problems (Saarinen, 1995). 

Saari (2002) adds that the power position of the institution 
conducting the evaluation, or the group producing it, frames the 
discourse on self-evaluation. The educational and evaluation policy 
context also influences the discourse. According to him, the 
conventional nature of the written outcomes of self-evaluation, results 
in either their publicly expressed developmental function being unclear 
or never being put into effect.  

Continuing the discourse on quality assurance two, out of four, main 
purposes identified by Harvey and Newton (2005) for its practice in the 
higher education setting, are accountability and improvement.  

1. Accountability - has been the dominant underlying rationale for 
the introduction of quality assurance and its evaluation in higher 
education institutions. It is about institutions taking 
responsibility for the service they provide and the public money 
they spend. The mixture of functions that is usually performed 
to ensure accountability during self-evaluation by the 
institutions includes rendering an account of stewardship and 
creating platforms for the development of the institution and its 
structures. Others are, displaying the relationship between 
institutional self-sufficiency and external evaluations, 
persuading outsiders to appreciate the good efforts of the 
institution and demonstrating the excellence of the institution.  
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While these may be appropriate in tackling the multi-faceted challenges 
the institution faces in its environment, they may cloud, or even crowd 
out, the objective of internal quality assurance. Ursin & Huusko (2006) 
thus, have suggested that while self-evaluations contribute in various 
ways to university departments’ developmental work, those 
departments do not find enough time to handle a succession of the 
evaluation projects. They are, therefore unable to maintain it 
continuously, as they should, to make it a sustainable venture. In order 
not to reduce quality assessment into a mere ritualistic game-playing 
(Newton, 2002), the authors suggest again that when quality assurance 
systems are introduced, the culture of self-evaluation should be 
acknowledged to enable it maintain its emancipatory effect. The 
consequence for not doing that will result in self-evaluation and other 
quality assurance practices becoming control devices reflecting the 
worst elements of, what they call ‘academic capitalism’. 

2. Improvement or quality enhancement - is about the 
encouragement of adjustment and change. Quality assurance 
procedures under the improvement function normally 
encourages institutions to reflect upon their practices with a 
view to enabling a process of continuous improvement of the 
learning process and the range of outcomes (Harvey, 2007). 
This would require a systematised and periodic self-evaluation 
by the institutions.  

Critical factors identified by some authors, that well-established quality 
assurance systems must be able to address include: 

1. The level on which the evaluation process will take place – 
institutional, departmental or course level? 

2. The main goals or functions of the evaluation – validation, 
accreditation or quality monitoring? 

3. A clear description of the institution’s aims and objectives to 
serve as a reference for the choice of valid indicators. 

4. Description of the institution’s/department’s/course’s strengths 
and weaknesses – it is in this context that quality can be 
understood - and the development of a plan to enhance quality. 

5. Evaluation of the implementation of the proposed plan (Jessee, 
1984; Barnett, 1992; Green, 1994; Segers & Dochy, 1996). 
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Thus, quality assurance must be systematized in a cyclical plan under 
which conclusions from the factors listed above are used to begin 
another process of assessments periodically. This procedure will be 
akin to the Deming Wheel, originally adopted as a model for 
improvement in industrial production.  

The four step PDCA cycle (Fig. 3-1) developed by the Japanese from 
the Deming wheel was originally meant to be a problem solving 
measure and it included planning – defining the problem, possible 
causes and solutions; doing/implementing; checking – evaluating the 
results and action – back to plan, if results are unsatisfactory or 
standardization, if results are satisfactory. 

 

   Action Plan

   Check Do

 

Figure 3-1 PDCA Cycle 

 
After a series of modifications, Langley et al. (1996 & 2009) 
transformed the PDCA cycle into a PDSA cycle to form the basis of a 
model for improvement that can be applied to the improvement of 
processes, products and services in any organization (Fig. 3-2).  
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Figure 3-2 PDSA Cycle 

Note should be taken of the replacement of ‘check’ in the third phase 
of the cycle with ‘study’, which the authors explain is meant to build 
new knowledge in that phase. In addition to determining whether a 
change resulted in an improvement during a particular test, it is also 
important to build knowledge that will be able to predict whether a 
change will result in improvement under different future conditions.  

Three questions added to the PDSA cycle are not only relevant for 
the objectives of this study but also for practitioners desiring to use 
quality assurance to improve quality in higher education institutions. 
These are: 

1. What are we trying to accomplish? 
2. How will we know that a change is an improvement? 
3. What changes can we make that will result in an improvement? 

The PDSA model for improvement (Fig. 3-3), as had been alluded to, 
was originally designed for the improvement of quality of products 
coming out of industry.  
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   Act Plan

   Study Do

  

 

Figure 3-3 Model for Improvement 

Langley et al (1996 & 2009) have stated that the model can be applied 
to improve services, presumably like the quality of provision in higher 
education institutions. Although there seems to be little consensus 
among writers on quality assurance as to how precisely this could be 
achieved there seems to be a broad consensus that some sort of quality 
improvement or quality enhancement cycle is relevant for higher 
education. 

In Ghana, the accreditation procedure adopts a cyclical review of higher 
education institutions and the programmes they run. This effort is, not 
only to ensure the maintenance of minimum standards but also, to 
ensure that the institutions put in mechanisms to improve the quality of 
their facilities and provision between the assessment cycles. 

In the US, higher education institutions employ internal quality 
assurance procedures to: 
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a. provide detailed evidence of how they are carrying out their 
mission,  

b. determine how well they are performing,  
c. show mechanisms adopted to assess their own effectiveness, 

and 
d. identify their shortfalls and measures put in place to correct 

those shortfalls (Graham et al., 1995).  

The higher education institutions adopt a number of overlapping 
processes to ensure internal quality assurance. These include the 
conduct of programme reviews, institutional assessments, evaluation of 
all scheduled courses and periodic evaluation of academic staff 
(faculty) and their achievements.  

In the year 2014, UNESCO’s International Institute for Educational 
Planning (IIEP) launched an international research project on effective 
internal quality assurance (IQA) solutions for higher education 
institutions (cf. Martin, 2016). The studies were conducted in eight 
public and private universities in Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin 
America. The institutions sampled indicated that IQA had helped to 
initiate a large set of reforms, particularly in the domain of teaching and 
learning there was general improvement in the internal coherence of 
study programmes as well as their alignment with labour market needs. 
Additionally, management processes in the cited institutions had been 
streamlined while evidence-based decisions arrived at by collecting 
data from internal and external stakeholders had been enhanced. 
Finally, the study found general support for the IQA system among 
majority of students and administrators while academic staff were 
somewhat sceptical of the system seeing it mainly as a management 
tool. Students supported the system as a tool to enhance their 
employability through the improvement of the quality of their 
university education and called for more involvement in discussions to 
improve the system. To administrators, more human resources was 
needed to effectively carry out IQA-related tasks while academics 
highlighted the fact that the benefits of the different processes were not 
immediately obvious. 

It can be deduced from the practice of internal quality assurance in 
European higher education institutions that the activities involved are 
normally scheduled to happen in a cyclical format. The evaluations are 
done either on institution-wide basis or on some aspects of it e.g. 
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teaching and research. The major aim of internal quality assurance is to 
evaluate the operations of the institution during the period under review 
with the view to improving those operations. The exercise is also to 
expose the institutions to the principles of transparency and 
accountability to their stakeholders. Perception of what the practice of 
internal quality assurance is meant to achieve, in the main, determines 
the extent of support the practice enjoys among the various population 
groups within an institution. The various authors on the subject have 
treated it from varying angles. These include evaluation of the total 
operations of the institution (The Finnish Higher Education Evaluation 
Council, 2006) and its intrusiveness, especially from the point of view 
of academics (Adelman, 2005). Others are the power position of the 
institution or group conducting the evaluations involved in the practice 
(Saari, 2002) and, accountability and quality improvement (Harvey & 
Newton, 2005). Whatever the approach adopted, the advice given by 
Ursin & Huusko (2006) to the effect of having an inbuilt self-evaluation 
mechanism in quality assessment processes to achieve their 
emancipatory effect instead of mere ritual games, is worth taking by all 
practitioners.  

In Africa, like in other parts of the world, internal quality assurance 
measures in higher education institutions include input factors such as 
screening of candidates for admission, adequacy of qualified staff – in 
terms of qualifications and experience, availability and adequacy of 
good facilities for teaching and learning and sustainable funding 
mechanisms. Internal quality assurance measures also seek to address 
process factors such as the development and delivery of good quality 
curriculum, effective teaching methods, adequacy and quality of 
student assessment methods, student engagement and student 
satisfaction. Other factors sought to be addressed by internal quality 
assurance measures are in the areas of output (quantity, efficiency and 
quality of graduates) and outcomes (employability, employment, 
citizenship, etc.). 

3.6  External quality assurance  

External quality assurance refers to assessments undertaken by external 
agencies with a view to maintaining and, or improving defined levels 
of quality in higher education institutions. Assessments undertaken by 
these agencies include: 
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x Institutional accreditation, where items evaluated include 
physical facilities, library facilities, governance of the 
institution and funding. 

x Programme accreditation, includes evaluation of 
teaching/learning quality of staff and research. 

x In some jurisdictions, such as the UK and the Netherlands, only 
research is evaluated. 

x In institutional audits, quite often institutional management is 
evaluated (which might include management of research and of 
community outreach, but that depends on the higher education 
institution’s mission. 

In this thesis the focus is on the evaluation of certain core indicators 
which must meet specified quality criteria before higher education 
institutions are granted accreditation or reaccreditation in Ghana, as will 
be shown later when that country’s accrediting agency (NAB) is 
introduced. 

Measures to assure quality have existed (and continue to exist) in 
many African higher education institutions, especially the state-owned 
ones. These measures had, mainly been bequeathed to these institutions 
by older institutions in Europe, to which they had been affiliated during 
colonial rule. With the liberalisation of provision of higher education to 
include private investors and the consequent establishment of external 
quality assurance bodies, most of the hitherto internal quality assurance 
measures have been adopted and formalised for use by these external 
bodies. The enforcement of the quality measures has also been made 
mandatory to avoid unilateral adjustments to the specified minimum 
standards by the institutions, without reference to the external quality 
assurance agencies.  

External agencies assure the quality of higher education institutions 
and their programmes by, either them or the state, putting in place, supra 
institutional policies and practices to be followed by the institutions 
(Dill, 2007). From the cited author’s research, many writers on the 
subject argue that external quality assurance leans towards an 
orientation of accountability, summative and judgemental policies in 
approach and assumes the conception of quality as fitness for purpose 
and value for money. This assertion also reflects that of opinion leaders, 
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such as politicians and industry leaders, in Ghana judging from their 
pronouncements on various public platforms. 

In addition to accountability and quality improvement/enhancement, 
already discussed under internal quality assurance, Harvey and Newton 
(2005) also identified two other purposes of quality assurance in the 
higher education setting, which embrace the various facets of the 
subject. These are control and compliance.  

1. Control - is about ensuring the integrity of the higher education 
sector, particularly making it difficult for poor or rogue providers to 
continue operating and making access to the sector dependent on the 
fulfilment of adequacy criteria (Harvey, 2007). With the increasing 
participation of the private sector in higher education, governments 
seek the protection of the public interest mainly through external quality 
assurance agencies by, among others, applying controls such as quality 
monitoring and accreditation. The implementation of control measures, 
such as external reviews, is to prevent the flouting, eroding and 
undermining of basic standards acceptable in the provision of 
university-level education and research. The control aspect of quality 
evaluation also ensures the non-compromising of national and 
international comparability of standards in student academic and 
professional achievement.  

It may be acknowledged that this measure might not have informed 
the introduction of the system of external quality monitoring in places 
such as Europe. Various writers, however, have pointed to the potential 
danger of lowering standards to attract many more students if funders 
introduce or insist on providing funding based on student or graduate 
numbers (Boer, Jongbloed, Benneworth, Cremonini, Kolster, Kottmann 
& Vossensteyn, 2015).  

2. Compliance - ensures that institutions adopt procedures, practices 
and policies that funding agencies and governments consider desirable 
for the proper conduct of the sector. Beyond financial accountability, 
governments place increasing emphasis on securing specified outputs 
and outcomes from publicly funded activities. This is in response to 
citizens’ expectations about improving service quality and policy 
effectiveness (PA Consulting, 2000). Other stakeholders such as 
professional and regulatory bodies seek compliance through quality 
monitoring and the enforcement of policies on acceptable standards. 
Accreditation had been the preferred mode of checking this and had 
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usually focused on inputs such as facilities, curricula and staffing 
(Harvey, 2007). Lately, however, the focus of accreditation in this 
respect has been broadened to include factors such as institutional 
effectiveness and outcomes such as graduate employability thereby 
enhancing the compliance function of the external quality assurance 
agencies. 

Some authors on the subject and practitioners in the field are 
however, sceptical about the ability of external quality agencies such as 
accrediting bodies, to enforce or enhance quality in higher education 
institutions. Westerheijden (2013) for instance has listed a number of 
reasons why quality assurance does not enhance quality. Three of these 
reasons are discussed below: 

To him, many quality assurance schemes are designed mainly for 
purposes of accountability and accreditation and mostly focus on 
maintaining standards and achieving externally determined indicators. 
In the quest to satisfy the measurable ‘conditionalities’ and thus achieve 
accreditation status, efforts are concentrated on the indicators to the 
detriment of experimenting with innovations that may have led to 
quality enhancement. In Ghana, private providers of higher education 
appear to be the main ‘victims’ of the circumstances stated by 
Westerheijden, as they have to contend with two sets of externally-
determined ‘conditionalities’ – first from their mentors (who may also 
be their competitors) and the accreditation agency – in order to 
commence and or legally continue to operate in the country. This, of 
course leaves them with little time and resources to think about 
innovation. Indeed, in many cases, the mentoring institutions, which are 
required to award their degree certificates to graduands from the private 
institutions, would not countenance any major deviations from their 
methods of provision by the latter institutions. Bringing the problems 
faced by some private providers to the fore however, does not remove 
the threat posed by some (potential) rogue providers, including faith-
based ones in many African countries. Although the extreme cases cited 
in Africa may not be prevalent in Europe or other western countries, 
one wonders whether measures designed to ensure accountability and 
control in higher education are not seen as quality initiatives by 
beneficiaries and clients of those institutions such as students and 
parents. Could it be that academics would want to control and demand 
accountability from everyone else but themselves? Are there any 
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findings showing that the institution of quality measures by the quality 
assurance schemes had actually led to deterioration, rather than 
improvement of the institutions? Alternatively, this further compounds 
the definition of quality. 

The second argument advanced by Westerheijden (2013) as a reason 
why quality assurance does not enhance quality seems to suggest that 
governments hide behind such schemes to advance their real agenda of 
control and budget cuts to the institutions. He cites, for instance, the 
role played by the New Public Management (NPM) policy in making 
quality assessments popular instruments ostensibly to deliver better 
services to citizens. The NPM’s actual emphasis has however, been the 
development of new forms of control which had not been conducive to 
experimenting with innovative, and possibly, better forms of education. 
While this argument appears plausible, it would seem that governments, 
while on the face of it, appear to be using quality assurance schemes 
and agencies to prosecute their hidden agenda, rather undermine the 
genuine intentions of the schemes and thereby undermine their 
credibility. If quality assurance schemes are unable to achieve the 
objective of enhancing quality, then the real cause in this regard should 
be traced to governments’ schemes and not those of external quality 
assurance. 

The third argument seems to suggest that quality assurance schemes 
have adopted terms such as globalisation, internationalisation, or 
reputation enhanced by the rankings as quality indicators while the real 
purpose of these schemes is to attract international students mainly as a 
source of income generation. In the European higher education area, 
under the Bologna Process, for instance, achievement of accreditation 
is seen as attainment of the goal of quality instead of putting in place 
real quality enhancement schemes to attain international 
competitiveness (Westerheijden, 2013). 

While acknowledging that criticisms laid against the objectives, real 
or perceived, may not be out of place, further research may have to be 
conducted to determine issues such as the relationship between the 
objectives of quality assurance schemes and those designed to achieve 
quality enhancement. There may also be the need to determine from 
such research whether there is a need to have ‘referees’ – such as 
external quality assurance agencies - to regulate and determine the 
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quality status of higher education institutions or that should be left to 
the institutions themselves. 

3.7 Link between internal and external quality assurance 

Although new developments in the higher education have led to the 
introduction of external quality assurance schemes, there can be no 
denying the fact that internal schemes in one form or the other had 
always existed in these institutions before then. Some of the objectives 
internal quality assurance schemes seek to achieve have already been 
recounted in an earlier section of this chapter. Developments that have 
led to the introduction of external quality assurance schemes despite the 
existence of internal schemes include, ‘the massification and 
diversification of higher education and widespread reductions in the 
levels of funding to support it’ (Brennan & Shah, 2000; p.332). These 
developments called for new forms of accountability that placed more 
emphasis on assessment and improvement rather than regulation and 
control. The distinction between internal and external quality assurance 
schemes becomes apparent from the scheme that makes the ultimate 
decision. Reichert & Tauch (2003) indicate that internal quality 
assurance schemes form part of preparation of an institution for external 
quality monitoring. While a similar assertion had been made earlier on 
by Brennan & Shah (2000, p.336), the latter were quick to add that there 
were many examples also of external assessment contributing to an 
internally led process. They cited examples of situations where internal 
reviews, however might have no connections with external evaluation. 
These include situations where an institution might decide to conduct 
surveys of student opinions, of performance and progression data and 
of views of employers. According to them, self-evaluations or internal 
reviews now feature commonly in many higher education institutions 
albeit, with significant variations. The dominant feature, however, lies 
in peer review as an assessment mechanism for research although this 
is also increasingly being applied to the assessment of education. The 
authors note that substantial differences however, remain in who is 
regarded as a peer for assessment purposes. In Ghana and for that matter 
many African countries, assessment of new institutions and their 
programmes is done by experienced senior lecturers and professors 
from the older institutions. Although the exercise is touted as that of 
peer review, the fact that the academics in the new institutions are 
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mainly fresh from school, and the evaluators had taught many of them, 
not quite long ago, hardly make the exercise look like one of peer 
review. 

Reichert & Tauch (2003) again cite research results indicating that 
internal quality assurance procedures are just as widespread as external 
ones. This, however, is not the case in many African countries as formal 
internal quality assurance schemes are now taking root in many African 
universities with training being facilitated with external assistance from 
bodies such as the German DAAD. 

In the cited research results by Reichert & Tauch, 82% of European 
heads of higher education institutions reported having internal 
procedures to monitor the quality of teaching while 53% had internal 
procedures to monitor the quality of research. A quarter of the higher 
education institutions addressed other aspects than teaching and 
research. They however, did not find the internal procedures developed 
robust enough as to make external quality assurance superfluous. 

3.8 Accreditation 

The historical antecedent of accreditation dates back to the 19th century 
in the United States essentially as a means to clarify the boundaries and 
roles of colleges and universities by professionals from both categories 
of institutions, who were also concerned about student mobility and 
transfer of credit (Eaton, 2016). Accreditation has since emerged as a 
process of external quality review used by higher education to 
scrutinize colleges, universities and or, higher education programmes 
for quality assurance and quality improvement. This definition 
reinforces the earlier introduction of the concept of quality as an 
objective of accreditation that must not only be maintained at a certain 
defined threshold, but also improved as well. 

In a more specific definition, Harvey (2003, p.5) sees accreditation 
as ‘the establishment or re-statement of the status, legitimacy or 
appropriateness of an institution, programme (composite of modules) 
or module of study’. His definition shows that the process of 
accreditation may cover programmes of the institution as well as the 
institution itself. 

The key principle underlying accreditation is that it is a status 
acquired by higher education institutions after undergoing a process of 
evaluation based on known criteria or standards and may be conferred 



55 

 

on institutions or programmes, or both, after they had met the set criteria 
or standards. They are then referred to as accredited institutions or 
programmes. The status conferred on an accredited institution or 
programme thus informs all stakeholders and the public that such an 
institution and or programme is legitimate and appropriate.  

Programme accreditation in higher education may focus on inputs 
such as staffing and curriculum content; process such as teaching and 
student support; and outputs such as graduate abilities and 
employability.  

In the case of institutional accreditation, the focus is on overall 
infrastructure such as classroom and office space, library resources and 
the general ambiance of the teaching and learning environment. Other 
factors normally taken into consideration during the institutional 
accreditation evaluation process include financial sustainability and the 
governance structure of the institution. In short, institutional 
accreditation effectively provides (an institution) the licence to operate 
based on an estimation of its potential to produce graduates that meet 
explicit or implicit academic standards or professional competence 
(Harvey, 2003). 

The foregoing characterisations of institutional accreditation is 
mainly true of developing countries, such as Ghana, where 
liberalisation of provision of higher education to accommodate 
increasing enrolments is a recent phenomenon. The state-owned 
universities enjoy guaranteed demand by students, due to their 
relatively cheaper fees, and de jure accreditation as they were set up by 
legislation as well as preceded the establishment of many African 
Quality Assurance agencies. Most of them, by virtue of these facts, ‘are 
likely to allow trade-offs in quality to accommodate the social demand 
for access and to offset the effects of reduced funding from 
governments instead of confronting the challenge of searching for 
alternative solutions’ (Materu, p.31).  In the US, the focus of 
institutional accreditation, under some form of pressure, is gradually 
shifting from input factors such as faculty credentials and library 
holdings to institutional effectiveness and student learning outcomes. 
Similarly, in Europe, the discussion on accreditation is focussing more 
on the strengthening of internal quality management systems in 
countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, U.K. and the Scandinavian 
states. (Westerheijden & van der Wende, 2001; Harvey, 2004). 
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The foregoing definitions imply the existence of a binary distinction 
between the status of an accredited institution and or programme and 
that of an unaccredited institution and or programme after an evaluation 
process. Harvey (2003), however, postulates that this implied sharp 
distinction or binary state is blurred or softened by what he calls a 
‘holding’ decision that permits, in effect, progression to accreditation. 
This decision ranges from ‘accreditation subject to further action’, 
through ‘probationary accreditation’ to ‘permission to reapply for 
accreditation’. Thus, depending on the gravity of the deficiencies 
identified by an evaluation team, an institution and, or its programmes 
may be granted a status short of full, usually for periods shorter than the 
standard period of full accreditation. This is intended to enable the 
institution to correct deficiencies found during the initial evaluation 
process. Depending on the previous status of the evaluated institution 
and on the precise terms of the regulations, the ‘holding decision’ may 
mean one of several things. For instance, it may mean that a new 
institution may begin operations on a temporary basis – or may not 
begin until the deficiencies have been remedied. For an existing and 
previously accredited institution, it may mean that education operations 
continue as normal, or that enrolment of new students stop temporarily. 
If during a second, or usually shorter and more targeted evaluation 
process, the accreditation agency finds that the deficiencies have indeed 
been corrected, full accreditation is awarded. However, accreditation 
may be denied permanently if the corrective measures are not taken or 
fail to meet the expectation of the accrediting agency within the 
specified period.  

This leads to some definitions of accreditation that include the 
periodicity of the process. Sursock (2001, p.8) for instance, defines 
accreditation as, ‘a formal, published statement regarding the quality of 
an institution or a programme, following a cyclical evaluation based on 
agreed standards’. The stress on the periodicity of the practice of an 
accreditation process, however depends on the country and its 
regulations. In Norway, for instance, there is a once-and-for-all 
‘accreditation’ to decide if a college may upgrade to become a 
university. However, according to Sursock, this cannot be classified as 
accreditation as it is not cyclical. But the Norwegian government 
classifies the process as accreditation and has enacted a law to that 
effect.  
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Finally, accreditation may be classified as official or private 
(Hamalainen et al., 2004). Official accreditation is granted for the 
operation of higher education institutions that meet the criteria by 
governmental or delegated statutory agencies. This type of 
accreditation is distinctively non-American and, leads to formal 
approval decisions. Private accreditation, on the other hand, is in 
principle, voluntary in nature and not directly linked to the authorities.  
Private accreditation, a distinctively American concept, is granted by 
private/voluntary bodies, but over the decades has been given an 
increasing array of official consequences. It is important to clarify, for 
instance, that US accreditation can be said to be voluntary only to the 
extent that a higher education institution may operate without 
accreditation. However, unaccredited institutions and their students 
may not be granted state sponsored research grants and financial 
assistance respectively (Eaton, 2016). Accordingly, in fact every 
serious higher education institution in the USA needs accreditation 
even if such accreditation is officially classified as private and 
voluntary.  

Still on the subject of accreditation, it is worthy of note that some 
authorities on the subject have stated that accreditation and quality 
enhancement sometimes do not go together (Westerheijden, 2013). 
Again, although it is said that there are both formative and summative 
purposes to an accreditation scheme, only the summative goals get 
attention (Stensaker & Harvey, 2010; Harvey (2006). The assertions by 
the cited authorities have thus led some to conclude that it appears the 
dimension of quality is a secondary objective that is gradually being 
added to the original purpose of accreditation. Whether institutions will 
be able to strive for quality, howsoever it is defined, while maintaining 
their accreditation status is one of the objectives that will be explored 
by this study. 

In relation to the Ghanaian scene, it must be restated that 
accreditation as understood in the country goes beyond the conventional 
definition of meeting minimum standards to attain or retain that status. 
That definition may be relevant and apply only to newly established 
institutions and their programmes during their initial assessments for 
accreditation. In subsequent cycles of assessments, the procedure 
expects institutions to grow beyond minimum standards if they are to 
attain full autonomy status (i.e. with respect to institutions being 
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mentored by chartered institutions) or retain the accreditation status of 
their programmes – with respect to all institutions. Institutions adjudged 
to have made positive moves to improve on specified indicators, such 
as staffing and student/staff ratios, are therefore seen as improving on 
their quality. 

Thus, the initial mission of the Ghanaian accreditation procedure, is 
to establish whether an institution meets the minimum standards during 
an initial assessment exercise. This is in response to the first question 
in the above model for improvement. The second question – how to 
know if any change constitutes an improvement – will be addressed if 
in a subsequent assessment cycle, an institution experiences positive 
changes in the specified indicators. These may include improvement in 
academic staffing – in terms of numbers, academic qualifications, 
research and publications and positive student evaluations, etc. In 
answering the third question – changes to be made that will likely result 
in improvement – the accreditation procedure in Ghana relies on 
suggestions for improvement made by evaluators, both from the 
country and abroad, and which had been debated and accepted by 
members of the Board as well as student examination outcomes. 

3.9 Summary 

In this chapter, efforts have been made to create a comprehensive 
understanding of what accreditation means in higher education and how 
it is related to each of the more general concepts of evaluation, quality 
and quality assurance, and their attributes, as they operate in higher 
education institutions. It has been noted that many definitions of what 
constitutes quality exist depending on the authors writing about the 
concept. Harvey & Green’s (1993) classical definitions and 
classifications of the concept have however, seen a lot of mention in the 
higher education quality literature. This was therefore, appropriately 
reviewed in this chapter and some relations drawn with the 
accreditation concept.  

The related concept of quality assurance was also reviewed in the 
chapter drawing a distinction between internal and external quality 
assurance and the objectives they seek to achieve in higher education. 
The PDSA cycle that had evolved from the Deming Wheel in Japanese 
business circles and which had now culminated into a Model for 
Improvement, that can be utilised both in businesses and services was 
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suggested as possible steps to use for quality assurance in higher 
education. This allowed us to understand better, the role accreditation 
plays in higher education quality assurance; it is engaged, therefore in 
assuring maintenance of minimum standards of quality and in quality 
enhancement.  
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Chapter 4 
Theoretical perspectives 
4.1 Theoretical underpinnings of study 

The main focus of this study is to assess the impact accreditation has 
had on higher education institutions (HEIs) in Ghana and which 
compelling environmental factors had influenced the institutions to 
comply with the tenets of accreditation. With no established 
accreditation theory prevailing at the moment, the study sought to 
borrow theoretical frameworks from the social sciences which have 
relevance for the topic under study.  

4.1.1 Neo-institutionalism 

One such framework is Di Maggio & Powell’s 1983 work on New 
Institutionalism. Old Institutionalism, championed by diverse 
economists such as Veblen, Mitchell and Commons dates back to the 
early 20th century and focused mainly on evolutionary process and the 
role institutions played in shaping economic behaviour (cf: Rutherford, 
1995). Neo-institutionalism, however, stresses on the legitimacy and 
symbolic compliance to social norms rather than competition in purely 
economic terms The theory will be utilised to explain how institutions, 
generally, strive to achieve and maintain legitimacy in their 
environments in the face of competitition for limited resources. We will 
see how in that pursuit, institutions learn from the experiences and 
adopt practices of others they perceive to be more successful, to 
enhance their own competitive edge. It may also be, possibly, 
discovered that such institutions dwell so much on the pursuit of 
legitimacy without linking it to what ‘really’ works in competition. 
Scott, in Powell & DiMaggio (1991), stresses that adapting to social 
norms (compliance) may be the motivation, rather than actual 
competition in terms of economic efficiency. This may make 
compliance to accreditation standards symbolic – hence the problems of 
‘window dressing’ by higher education institutions rather than 
wholeheartedly embarking on quality improvement journeys. 

Be that as it may, such institutions, and those they seek to learn from, 
become more and more alike or isormorphic. While the theory’s 
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original objective is not to explain why institutions adopt measures to 
improve or enhance their quality, this study borrows it to attempt to 
explain why, and the extent to which, various higher education 
institutions in Ghana comply with prescribed measures by the country’s 
accrediting agency meant for that purpose. It would be realised that, in 
their quest to achieve and maintain legitimacy and enhance their image 
before various audiences in and outside Ghana, both public and private 
universities are exposed to various degrees of isomorphic pressures 
including one that makes them strive to comply with the accrediting 
body’s quality prescriptions. 

The resource dependency theory will also be examined in an attempt 
to provide additional explanation as to why, compliance with legislation 
aside, universities in Ghana, public and private, strive to acquire 
accreditation. This theory is chosen as an alternative to the purely 
rationalistic competition with utility maximisation at its core, and as an 
alternative that works better, probably, in organisations that are 
operating in a regulated environment rather than in an open market, 
such as higher education institutions (especially the public ones). 

It will be seen that accreditation is sought by institutions and the 
programmes they run, to enable them have regular access to resources, 
including human resources such as academic staff and students. This, 
they (the institutions – public and private) will do by complying with 
the accrediting body’s prescribed quality measures. 

The basis for the study is rooted in the fact that universities, like 
other organizations, will adopt and go by measures that will ensure, not 
only their survival in an environment where competition – for good 
students and academic staff - is very rife, but also enhance their 
legitimacy and relevance. The competition, in this context may be 
differentiated from the economist’s understanding of that aimed at 
profit maximization. Such measures will include adopting practices like 
accreditation and quality assurance that will aid the attraction of 
resources, both human and physical, from the affected institutions’ 
respective environments. They will also adopt practices of similar 
organizations they adjudge to be more successful in the quest for 
legitimation in other geographical jurisdictions. 

Before delving into the two theories and their relevance to the study, 
this chapter will look at the concept of New Managerialism that 
apparently underpins the introduction of practices like accreditation (in 
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Ghana and perhaps in other African countries) and quality assurance in 
the discourse of the political process. For instance, could it be that the 
concepts of accreditation and quality assurance had been introduced 
mainly or partially because governments had been unable to meet their 
political goals of providing resources to meet social demands such as 
addressing increasing enrolments in the universities? Could this latter 
reason be the cause, or one of the causes, for the privatisation of hitherto 
public services, such as provision of higher education that had 
consequently led to the introduction of regulatory mechanisms such as 
accreditation?  

4.1.2 The Concept of New Managerialism 

The concept of New Managerialism or New Public Management 
emerged out of the welfare state reforms, especially in the USA and the 
UK, in the 1980s. It involved new forms of welfare organizing giving 
an enhanced role for management (Burden, 1998; Clarke & Newman, 
1997). The concept largely advocated the introduction of private sector 
techniques to public sector management in the name of effectiveness 
and efficiency. Achieving social progress, under New Managerialism, 
lies in the continual increases in productivity. Public sector managers, 
just like their private sector counterparts, have the freedom to plan, 
implement and measure resources in any way they feel appropriate 
(Bottery, 2000). This business-like approach replaces management 
principles based on bureaucratic professionalism. 

Applying the concept to higher education, New Managerialism is 
grounded in an ideological, cultural and political critique of existing 
institutional structures and organizational forms within higher 
education institutions. These forms articulate endemic lack of external 
accountability, internal managerial discipline and routine operational 
efficiency (Ackroyd, Hughes & Soothill, 1989). As a meta-narrative of 
social and organizational transformation, New Managerialism can be 
contextualized within an ideology of market-based Managerialism ‘that 
would be mobilized right across the public sector of an institutional 
logic that would simultaneously break the power of professional 
“producer cartels” (Ackroyd et al., 1989; Exworthy & Halford, 1999). 
Two issues (out of four) identified by Reed (2002) for potential impact 
of new managerialist philosophy and practice on higher education are 
of relevance to this study. These are: 
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1. The direct and indirect regulation of the professional academic 
labour process and practice through the design, implementation 
and monitoring of various control mechanisms geared to the 
detailed and relatively intrusive auditing and continuing 
evaluation of professional academic work in relation to various, 
externally-determined, performance measures; and 

2. The redefinition and legitimating of higher education as a 
commodity - providing service in which education needs and 
priorities are reduced to modifiable and measurable 
performance outcomes and indicators that become 
institutionalised benchmarks against which individual 
institutional operations and outcomes can be assessed and 
continually re-assessed. 

In sum, the doctrine of New Managerialism demands the opening up of 
higher education institutions, like all organizations, for monitoring and 
evaluation as well as the assessment and reassessment of their activities. 
Reforms in higher education institutions arising out of the application 
of the concept were to make the institutions more competitive, 
entrepreneurial or market-oriented (Clarke, 1998). 

Indeed, the United Nations Education Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) had, in 1994 called for better management in 
the universities and a higher degree of accountability to society while 
the World Bank (1994) had also called for a greater autonomy in the 
management of universities and the introduction of evaluation and 
accountability mechanisms.  

The relevance of the New Managerialism doctrine came into play in 
Ghana when the government’s inability to provide the needed resources 
to expand tertiary education to accommodate all qualified students led 
to liberalization to make room for private providers. The anticipated 
competition between the public higher education institutions - which 
had hitherto enjoyed a guaranteed supply of students and public 
resources - and the private institutions required the former to reposition 
itself to face the new realities. These realities included competing for 
staff and students and exploring new avenues to generate income to 
make up for the shortfall from traditional sources. Indeed, public higher 
education institutions in Ghana now had to brace themselves to face the 
impact of the global movement to turn higher education into a 
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marketable commodity. This could attract competition between 
themselves and providers from the private sector based on New 
Managerialist policies (Marginson, 2006). That, invariably, would lead 
to the opening up of the institutions for periodic assessments for 
accreditation, as demanded by the regulatory regime. Evidence of 
accreditation is often demanded by parents and state and international 
funding agencies (which provide funds for infrastructural and research 
projects etc.). Foreign universities into which Ghanaian students apply 
to pursue further studies, often request the accreditation status of the 
home institution where they had attended before considering such 
applications. 

For the incoming private tertiary education providers, there was the 
need to put in regulatory mechanisms to prevent their profit motive 
from overriding quality provision. Compliance with set minimum 
standards to ensure national and international comparability of 
knowledge, skills and abilities, was paramount in this regard. 

To all intents and purposes, the setting up of the accrediting agency 
in Ghana was to ensure compliance with the tenets espoused by the New 
Managerialist doctrine. These included direct and indirect regulation of 
the professional academic labour process and practice, as indicated 
above (Reed, 2002). The agency’s work also involved the design, 
implementation and monitoring of various control mechanisms geared 
to the detailed and relatively intrusive auditing and continuing 
evaluation of professional academic work in relation to various, 
externally-determined (by the accrediting agency) performance 
measures. 

Again, in consonance with Reed’s (2002) assertions, the accrediting 
agency had reduced higher education needs and priorities to codifiable 
and measurable performance outcomes and indicators and these had 
become institutionalised benchmarks against which individual 
institutional operations and outcomes were assessed (for accreditation) 
and continually re-assessed (for reaccreditation). Having performed 
these functions over a period, this study seeks to determine the impact 
they have had as far as quality provision is concerned. 

4.1.3 Neo Institutional Theory 

The theory identifies professional mechanisms by which systems of 
organizations become more and more alike or “isomorphic” (Rhoades 
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& Sporn, 2002). Isomorphism is defined as importing and internalizing 
approved processes, techniques, ceremonies, and ideas from the 
external environment. The concept is often associated with 
organizational success and can convince external and internal monitors 
of the organization’s capability of change and readiness to modify its 
course by adopting externally approved structures and activities 
(Bloland, 1994). 

The theory postulates that organizations constantly seek to maintain 
a fit between their practices and practices in the environment regarded 
as legitimate by the prevailing norms and values (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1991; Meyer & Scott, 1983). Organizations conforming to the 
collective normative order, which isomorphism brings, increase their 
ability to attract the flow of societal resources and enhance their “long-
run survival prospects” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p.252). The chances of 
gaining, maintaining and increasing legitimacy, by an organization, are 
greatly enhanced under isomorphism.  

Although proponents of the theory did not specifically talk about 
education, their expositions on legitimacy may be said to apply to 
education too and, perhaps even more so, than in the industrial or 
business world. This is so because education, unlike tangible products 
from factories, cannot be evaluated by customers as they do to products 
such as phones or cars. The distinction usually drawn by economists is 
that, in contrast to the normal ‘inspection goods’, education is an 
‘experience good’ the quality of which can only be really assessed by 
customers afterwards, or even a ‘credence good’ whose quality can 
never be strictly evaluated (Bonroy & Constantatos, 2008; Dulleck & 
Kerschbamer, 2006). This enhances the argument for the importance of 
legitimacy in education and hence the need for the establishment of 
signalling devices such as accreditation’s ‘stamp of approval’ in that 
pursuit. Thus, the cardinal role legitimacy plays in the educational 
enterprise, how it is won or lost, is very crucial for the survival and 
continuation of educational organizations and for the operations of 
education in general (Bloland, 1994). 

Changes brought about by isomorphism occur through three 
mechanisms: coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism and 
normative isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991b, p. 67). Coercive 
isomorphism emanates from sources such as governments, funding 
sources and other more influential organizations that can enforce the 
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legitimation or delegitimation of other organizations and their practices. 
In mimetic isomorphism, organizations tend to model themselves after 
similar organizations in their field of operation that they perceive to be 
more legitimate or more successful. In the contention of DiMaggio & 
Powell (1991), the ubiquity of certain kinds of structural arrangements 
can more likely be credited to the universality of mimetic processes than 
to any concrete evidence that the adopted models enhance efficiency. 
Meyer & Scott (1983) have also concluded from their research that once 
a nation accepts the principles of modernity, as reflected in symbols 
such as its constitution, it is also likely to adopt other modernizing 
elements, such as universalistic education systems. Normative 
isomorphism stems primarily from professionalization, which has been 
defined by Larson (1977) and by Collins (1979) as the collective 
struggle of members of an occupation to define the conditions and 
methods of their work, to control “the production of producers” 
(Larson, 1977, p. 49-52), and to establish a cognitive base and 
legitimation to their occupational autonomy. Aspects of 
professionalization important to sources of isomorphism are two fold, 
as stated by DiMaggio & Powell (1991, p. 152): First is, ‘the resting of 
formal education and of legitimation in a cognitive base produced by 
university specialists. Second is the growth and elaboration of 
professional networks that span organizations and across which new 
models diffuse rapidly’. 

Professional processes, including state of the art practices 
disseminated through professional associations, conferences and 
journals, and through associations, formal education and career 
mobility, are some of the key mechanisms through which such norms 
and values are acquired (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Through these 
identified professional processes, organizations become more and more 
alike or “isomorphic” in their formal policies and structures. 

The theory clearly establishes, as related to Ghana and indeed in 
many other jurisdictions, that higher education institutions need 
legitimacy both to exist and to attract resources to enable them operate 
as such. This legitimacy needs to be acquired both formally – through 
complying with the demands of legislative enactments such as an 
institution submitting itself and its programmes for evaluation and 
accreditation – and informally – such as learning from others perceived 
to be more successful in the field. In the art of learning from each other 
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and adopting similar practices, institutions become more alike or 
isomorphic such that one does not need to ask how a university in 
Ghana looks or operates like even if one had not been to that country 
before. The three forms of isomorphism reviewed in this study – 
coercive, mimetic and normative – generate their individual and 
collective forms of pressures on higher education institutions, including 
those in Ghana that inform their various levels of compliance with the 
prescribed norms of the regulatory agencies. Hessels & Terjesen (2008) 
suggest that, ‘to the extent a firm sees itself as part of a global (rather 
than local) organisation field, the firm will progressively adopt the 
behaviours and processes that provide legitimacy within that field’. 
Ghanaian universities certainly want to be seen to be rubbing shoulders 
with their counterparts in the global world, for instance by having their 
graduates accepted for further studies in the so-called prestigious 
universities abroad. Some of these institutions also send their students 
to Ghanaian universities on exchange programmes. The overseas 
counterpart universities will deal only with those that had been duly 
accredited by the legal authorities locally. Compliance with the 
accreditation agency’s prescribed norms, to ensure their legitimate 
existence had additionally served as an image enhancer to Ghanaian 
universities globally. Whether the accreditation procedure had 
additionally made any impact, in terms of the quality development of 
these institutions, is what this study sets about to determine.  

The isomorphic pressures that compel Ghanaian universities to 
comply with the prescribed requirements are further discussed in some 
detail in chapter seven of this study. Meanwhile, I take a look at another 
theoretical perspective and how it likely informs Ghanaian higher 
education institutions’ compliance with the quality requirements of the 
accrediting agency – the resource dependency theory.  

4.1.4 Resource Dependency Theory 

Like the doctrine of New Managerialism, the resource dependency 
theory provides us an idea about the relevance of financial tools, 
relative to the previous bureaucratic focus on regulation, in sometimes 
becoming the main tool for compliance by higher education institutions 
(in Ghana) with accreditation measures. In this regard, the resource 
dependency theory is therefore discussed to explain how funding (and 



68 

 

other resources) guide organisations’ - higher education institutions in 
this respect - behaviour in markets. 

The theory focuses on the acquisition and exchange of resources 
from an organization’s environment to enable it operate and the 
implications the dependence on these resources may have on the 
internal structure of the organization. The resources in the environment 
constitute a basis of power as other organizations are also not only 
competing for them but may actually be controlling them. The theory 
highlights that legally independent organizations are dependent on each 
other – this dependence usually is not equal in terms of the opportunities 
they offer to each of the parties involved. Thus power and resource 
dependence are directly linked.  

Two tenets are discernible from the Resource Dependency Theory 
about the concept of power and the influence those who possess it wield 
both within and outside the organization. What is of relevance to this 
study is however, the second tenet – that is, the influence actors who 
possess power wield outside the organization. This tenet of the 
Resource Dependency Theory deals with how the organization survives 
in the competitive environment.  

The external tenet of the Resource Dependency Theory dealing with 
the survival of the university in a competitive environment is of direct 
interest to this study. In a simplified form, universities exchange 
resources with their environments. Resources come in various forms – 
grants and subventions from public and private sources, technology, 
relevant human resources, etc. These resources are limited and must be 
competed for with other organizations in the environment, which may 
have equal or better claims to similar resources. The products coming 
out of the universities – graduates, research results, etc. – must also fit 
the quality or specification for which elements in the environment are 
willing to exchange resources required by the universities. The starting 
point for determining this fit, it would appear, is the institution 
undergoing assessment towards the grant of accreditation. 

There are increasingly stringent demands from stakeholders who 
provide the resources for the sustenance of the universities in the 
environment. These include the demand for the introduction of 
practices such as New Public Management in the administration of the 
universities by governments, more accountability and quality by 
parents and employers.  
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In the universities’ exchanges with their environments, whether for 
inputs such as financial grants, faculty and students or outputs such as 
graduates and research results, the institutions have to compete for 
legitimacy and sustainability. Thus in almost all jurisdictions, 
universities must undergo some form of assessment and, or accredited 
in order to have access to resources – governmental or private – and for 
their products to be accepted into the world of work.  

Comparing the two theories – resource dependency and institutional 
– Hessels & Terjesen (2010) state that both are concerned with the 
relationship between an organization and a set of actors in the 
environment. It is a common assumption by both theories that 
organizational choice is constrained by multiple external pressures in 
their quest at building legitimacy and acceptance by their external 
stakeholders. The focus of resource dependency theory is on an 
organization’s need to have access to resources from other actors in the 
environment while describing how resource scarcities force 
organizations to pursue new innovations that use alternative resources 
(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Sherer & Lee, 2002). Applying the theory to 
the Ghanaian higher education scene, one could observe the various 
lengths institutions go not only to achieve accredited status but also to 
maintain it in order to attract, especially full fee-paying students not 
only from Ghana but also from neighbouring countries. While students 
regularly check the accrediting body’s website to convince themselves 
of the good standing of the institutions before enrolling or continuing 
their studies in them, funding agencies, including the banks, seek the 
accrediting status of such institutions before having any dealings with 
them. Thus, the institutions strive to not only comply with the minimum 
standards, but also introduce acceptable innovations that will attract 
students and funders as well as give their products a competitive edge 
in the job market after graduation. This fits into the institutional theory, 
which describes how an organization adopts practices that are 
considered acceptable and legitimate within the organizational field 
(Scott. 1995). 

Both theories share in the common description of how organizations 
face competitive pressures in their environments and may depend on 
other actors whose activities may have an influence on such 
organizations within those environments. Examples of such actors are 
accrediting bodies and funding agencies, in the case of higher education 
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institutions. The theories, however, differ in the explanations they 
proffer on why the activities of other actors have an impact on 
organizations within the environment (Hessels & Terjesen, 2010). 
Resource dependency theory argues that dependence on other actors 
relates to the need for resources while institutional theory predicts that 
organizations are inclined to imitate the behavioural norms of other 
actors in the organization field. The conclusions from both arguments 
obviously could be used to explain why universities – public and private 
– act in particular ways. It would appear not farfetched to presume that, 
in their expected responses to the accrediting agency’s demands, the 
ultimate objective is to ‘command’ or ‘control’ as much resources as 
possible from their respective environments to enhance their 
competitive edge. Thus, the expected behaviour of both the public and 
private universities – in the extent to which they go to comply with the 
accrediting agency’s demands and, or their imitation of the ways of 
other universities they perceive to be more successful – is hypothesized 
to be conditioned on the expected rewards they hope to reap. These 
rewards include those that make the operation of the institutions 
sustainable and competitive and may come in the form of human 
resources (excellent academic and administrative staff and students) 
and access to various other resources such as funding.  

This topic is treated in some detail in the article on, the Impact of 
accreditation on public and private universities: A comparative study, 
in chapter seven of this thesis.  
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Chapter 5 
Methodology 
5.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the methodology and procedures used in 
conducting the study. This includes the framework of approaches, 
research design, assurance of validity and processes involved in the 
pursuit of data collection and an unbiased and objective analysis of the 
data. It discusses the justification for each of the data collection 
methods used and measures taken to ensure reliability in the 
instruments employed for the research. These include pretesting and the 
conduct of reliability studies of the constructs in the questionnaire.  

As had been stated in the introductory pages of this dissertation, the 
study aims at answering the main question, “Has accreditation made an 
impact on quality assurance in Ghanaian universities”?  

Three specific questions are addressed in this study: 

1. Has accreditation had influence on the quality of specified 
indicators in Ghanaian universities after two or more cycles of 
assessments?  

2. Were there differential impacts of accreditation measures on the 
public and private universities in Ghana, between two 
evaluations in the period 2006-2014 and what might have 
accounted for any such difference? 

3. Do students’ perspectives confirm or deny compliance with 
policies/measures in line with accreditation requirements, in 
their universities and do their responses have any association 
with the type of university – public or private – attended? 

It should be noted that the actual study of this thesis was published in 
three articles, each of them tackling one of the research questions 
above.The influence accreditation has on assuring quality in higher 
education institutions could be assessed by considering input factors 
and or process factors, such as pedagological methods, or output 
factors, such as graduates’ output in the labour market. This study, 
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however, concentrates on input factors such as curriculum structure, 
staffing quality, student/staff ratios and library resources of which 
minimum standards specified by the accrediting agency, Ghanaian 
universities are expected to meet before accreditation could be granted. 
It must be noted that the accrediting agency was yet to develop a 
consistent and elaborate procedure to assess process and output factors 
in the higher education institutions as at the time of the commencement 
of the study in 2012. 

It was the expectation of the agency that accredited universities 
would go beyond the minimum requirements at the time of a second 
assessment for reaccreditation. Aside from the legal regime requiring 
universities to undergo assessments, with regard to the institutions and 
their programmes for accreditation before operation, the institutions 
themselves recognised the need for doing so in order to enhance their 
competitive edge in their environments. Thus, the universities, among 
others, adopted practices of other institutions of higher learning they 
perceived to be more successful, both locally and abroad, to achieve 
their objectives. The concepts of coercive, mimetic and normative 
isomorphism, defined by Dimaggio and Powell (1983 & 1991) and 
which trace their source to the Neo Institutional Theory are utilised to 
explain the behaviour of the universities. It must be emphasised that the 
ability of the universities and their students to have access to any form 
of funds depends, first and foremost, on the accreditation  status of the 
university. This condition by funding agencies, including the state, gave 
the accrediting agency a great leverage in getting the institutions to 
conform with its set standards. It was for this reason also that the agency 
was able to direct the universities not to confine themselves to the 
minimum standards but to go beyond them, as a quality improvement 
measure, in subsequent assessments for accreditation. The resource 
dependency theory therefore enables us to explain why universities 
would go to various lengths to meet the expectations of the accreditation 
procedure to enable them have access to needed resources, both 
physical and human. It was the assumption of the study therefore, that 
the universities would strive to implement the recommendations for 
improvement made by the accrediting agency’s evaluators before any 
subsequent assessment for accreditation was conducted on their 
institutions. This would, hopefully result in quality improvement of the 
indicators to be assessed in the subsequent evaluation exercise. 
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In addressing the second research question, the study researched into 
the level of impact the accrediting body’s measures had on public as 
against private universities over the study period. The study here 
examined the varying degrees of the different isomorphic pressures 
exerted on the two categories of universities that made them conform 
to the accrediting body’s measures. The expectation was that the private 
universities, more than the public ones would experience more 
pressures but would that necessarily result in better improvement in 
their indicators than the public universities? The study sought to anwer 
the question. 

Finally, students’ perspectives on compliance levels with 
requirements for accreditation were sought and measured quantitatively 
by the study. Although students did not participate directly in evaluation 
processes leading to the grant of accreditation, it is realised that most of 
the accreditation requirements are meant to ensure and assure the 
students’ successful acquisition of knowledge. Their perspectives were 
therefore sought on the existence and compliance by the institutions of 
the measures meant to determine this assurance. 

5.2 Defining the variables 

This study makes a crucial assumption that the maintenance and 
improvement in quality may be associated with accreditation measures. 
The reliance on a probabilistic causation was due to the fact that it could 
not be readily established at the time of the study that, by all standards 
(through space and time) improvement in all the identified indicators 
under review was as a result of accreditation measures in the selected 
universities. Suppes (1970) observes that most causal thinking in the 
social sciences is probabilistic rather than deterministic. In probabilistic 
determination, strict conditions are not specified as in a deterministic 
causation. In measuring the impact of accreditation through cohort data 
in part retrospectively collected, the ratings for the specified indicators 
in the two assessment periods were compared. The assumption was that 
the impact of accreditation would be evident in the quality of the 
indicators in the second assessment. Unfortunately, however, not all 
potential interfering factors could be taken into account.  
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5.3 Design  

The study utilised a cross-sectional analysis and a longitudinal 
approach for its investigation. This was based on the expectation that 
changes would likely occur in the identified variables between one 
cycle of assessments for accreditation and a subsequent one. Thus, the 
first cycle of assessments served to indicate the situation that prevailed, 
during which evaluators identified deficiencies in the indicators and 
made suggestions that would likely correct the identified deficiencies 
and help improve their quality. The reports from the subsequent 
assessments therefore, granted that the suggestions of the first cycle 
evaluators were faithfully implemented by the assessed universities, 
would be expected to show quality improvements in a longitudinal 
study. 

Various data sources were utilised for the study. These were from 
evaluation reports, survey of academics teaching on the assessed 
programmes and student feedback on the existence and usefulness (in 
their estimation) of accreditation requirements in their respective 
institutions.   Cohen et al (2013, p.141) classifies this ‘use of two or 
more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human 
behaviour as triangulation’. Social science research experts believe that 
conclusions from such studies, utilising various data collection 
methods, are likely to be more convincing (Eurepos et al, 2010). Thus 
in this study quantitative and qualitative data are combined from self-
reported questionnaires and surveys in order to produce valid results 
regarding the impact of accreditation on the quality improvement of the 
sampled institutions. 

The advantage of the adopted data collection strategy, that is from 
varied sources, was that it had the potential of exposing unique 
differences or meaningful information that might have remained 
undiscovered with the use of only one data collection technique. In this 
method, stress is put on the paradigmatic connection between 
qualitative and quantitative methods and, as noted by Lincoln & Guba 
(2000), blending elements of one with the other is possible, especially 
if the approaches have similar axiologies.  
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5.4  Sample and Sampling Methodology 

For the first research question, the study selected 64 academic 
programmes from the seven, out of the nine, oldest public universities 
and the four, out of the forty, oldest private universities, in Ghana, that 
had undergone, at least, two cycles of assessments-for-accreditation 
between the years 2005 and 2012, for analysis. 

Similarly, the participating institutions in the study for the second 
research question consisted of seven of the nine state and four of the 
forty private universities. These were also the oldest institutions in each 
category that agreed to participate in the study. Again, like the first 
study, the selected institutions had programmes of study that had 
undergone two cycles of assessments by the accrediting body between 
2006 and 2012. In addressing both research questions, the study 
collected secondary data from the evaluation reports of the selected 
study programmes from the sampled universities. The evaluation 
reports utilised for the study were chosen purposively to meet the two 
cycles assessment criterion. Two (2) latest reports – one from a cycle 
of assessment and the other from the succeeding cycle - were collected 
from each sampled programme file of the selected 
universities/university colleges, for analysis. Thus, the reports on all 
such programmes that met that criterion were selected as not many of 
them had undergone two cycles of assessments as at the time of the 
study in 2012. Care was however taken to avoid the selection of 
programmes with almost identical characteristics from the same broad 
category. For instance, the sample would not include a Bachelor of 
Finance programme and also a Bachelor of Banking & Finance 
programme from the same institution. One was chosen over the other. 
Apart from a study programme having had to go through 2 cycles of 
assessments to merit selection in this study, efforts were also made to 
balance the number of programmes selected from the public institutions 
with those of the private institutions. Thus, 40 programmes were 
selected from the public institutions and 24 programmes from the 
private institutions. The disparity in sample sizes stems from the fact 
that the public institutions, with a relatively longer period of existence, 
had a wider range and variety of programmes than their private 
counterparts. The private institutions had a tendency of starting with 
programmes with fewer overhead costs, thus they had a concentration 
of Business and Computer Science programmes. These programmes 
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were common to both public and private institutions while programmes 
in the basic sciences were mostly found in the public institutions. Basic 
science programmes were grouped under the broad heading of Science 
and Technology and this also accommodated programmes in Computer 
Science, Information Technology and Engineering. Similarly, Business 
and Arts programmes were classified under Humanities. Thirty-one 
(31) programmes were thus categorised under Science and Technology 
while 33 programmes fell under the Humanities. Table 5-1 below shows 
the number of programmes selected in the various categories. 

Table 5-1  
Programmes’ sample size.  
Determined by the no. of cycles of assessments 

 Public Private 

Selection of programmes 40 24 

Selection of Humanities programmes 190 14 

Selection of Science and Tech. programmes 21 10 

The next stage involved eliciting the views (through questionnaires) of 
all 288 academics, who had taught during the two assessment periods, 
on their perception of changes that had occurred in the indicators 
between the two periods.  

Two hundred and two (out of the 288) academics could be reached. 
Based on the relative sizes of the institutions, 147 academics from the 
selected public universities were invited to provide responses to 
questionnaires designed to elicit their views. Eighty-two (56%) of them 
provided responses. Fifty-five academics were similarly invited from 
the private universities, out of whom 43 (78%) provided responses. 
Respondents were made aware that this study was an independent 
project – not connected with the accreditation agency – and they were 
free to agree or decline to participate. One hundred and twenty-five 
(125) academics in total provided responses to the questionnaire – a 
response rate of 62%. Academics who participated in the study were 
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selected from all ranks - professors, senior lecturers, and lecturers – the 
only proviso being that their departments or courses they taught had 
undergone at least two cycles of assessments for accreditation and they 
had been at post then.  

For the study on students’ perspectives on the impact of 
accreditation, 1,100 students were randomly selected from six (out of 
the 9) public universities and five (out of the 60) private universities in 
Ghana (Table 5-2). A breakdown of the response rates indicates 89 per 
cent of student responses from the public and 78 per cent of student 
responses from the private universities.  

Table 5-2  
Sample characteristics 

Type of institutions  Population of 
Institutions and 
students:  

Inst. (Students) 

Sample 
institutions and 
students: 

Inst.(Students) 

Response 
rate (%) 

Public Universities  9 (205,000) 6 (780) 696 
(89%) 

Private Universities 60 (65,000) 5 (520) 404 
(78%) 

Total  69 (270,000) 11 (1,300) 1,100 
(85%) 

The sample selected from the study population of public and private 
universities, constituted about 0.3 per cent of the total university student 
population of about 350,000 in Ghana, 70 per cent of whom were 
enrolled in the public universities. Six hundred and ninety-six (63 per 
cent) of the sampled students were from the public universities while 
404 (37 per cent) of the students were enrolled in the private 
universities. These students were reading various programmes, at 
various levels - bachelor, master and doctoral - in the sciences and in 
the humanities. The distribution of students sampled within the 
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universities was motivated by the higher number of departments in the 
public as compared to that of the private universities. 

It must be emphasized that since students did not directly participate 
in the assessment processes leading to the grant of accreditation in 
Ghana, what this study sought to do was to find out, albeit indirectly, 
from the students whether the agency’s set minimum standards were 
being maintained by the universities. Nevertheless, the students were 
assured of their anonymity in the study and that the results were not 
meant to be relayed to the accrediting agency to exact any form of 
sanctions on defaulting universities. The study, they were assured, was 
meant to be a pure academic and research exercise. Student participants 
came from all academic disciplines – humanities, the sciences and 
technology. Those selected for the study were those in their second year 
through to their fourth year of undergraduate study and those in the 
graduate study category.  

5.5  Main research methods 

For the first research question, the study utilized research techniques, 
including content analysis, to bring out commonalities of identified 
issues, and the frequencies of their occurrences, in the indicators. Tests 
regarding changes in the indicators were conducted and the mean and 
spread measures, such as the standard deviation, were shown. It must 
be noted that the transformation function:  𝑥𝑥′ =  −1 (𝑥𝑥 + 1)2⁄  - was 
used to correct the positive/right skewness or upward skew of the 
curriculum data using a modification of Tukey’s ladder of 
transformations, where 𝑥𝑥 is the original score, and 𝑥𝑥′ is the transformed 
score. 

In the study addressing the second research question, secondary data 
collected from reports submitted by evaluators’ on the five key 
indicators assessed for accreditation were statistically analysed. The 
study utilized the median as a measure of central tendency to describe 
the general performance of the assessed institutions and their 
programmes. The study employed the Wilcoxon signed-rank test as a 
further verification measure to test the significance of the results of the 
median scores and for the differences between the outcomes of the 
evaluation of the same indicators recorded at the two different times. 
The paired sample t-test was used to compare aggregate changes in the 
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indicators (as a measure of accreditation impact) between the two 
assessment periods, and between the public and private universities.  

For the study on students’ perspectives on accreditation, statistical 
tests were mainly non-parametric, involving chi-square analysis and 
Mann-Whitney U Test.  

5.6  Instrumentation  

The main research instrument employed in the survey of the opinions 
of academics and students in research questions one and two 
respectively was in the form of questionnaires. 

The academics’ questionnaire (Appendix 1) contained 35 items that 
required them to: 

1. Rate, in order of importance, the reasons for their institutions 
undergoing accreditation exercises -  the assumption behind this was 
that institutions were more likely to take the accreditation exercises 
more seriously and implement any recommendations arising out of 
them, if the academics, especially, found the exercises to be beneficial. 

2. Rate the helpfulness of the assessment team in the accreditation 
process – the expectation being that results from the assessment would 
serve as explanatory variables for the extent of impact of accreditation 
on an institution. 

3. Rate the extent and level of implementation of recommendations or 
directives from the accrediting agency -  the opinion of academics in 
this regard was considered very important as they form crucial partners 
in the implemention (especially the academic aspects) of any such 
recommendations and, or directives.   

4. Assign likely reasons for the improvement (if any) of students’ 
performance in examinations – although it might be argued that no 
single factor, for example accreditation, could be cited as accounting 
for the direct improvement of student performance, the expectation was 
that this item would help define some dominant contributing factors 
coming out of the process of accreditation.  
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5. Express an opinion as to whether obtaining the accreditation 
certificate assisted an institution in the competition for resources – 
human or material - in the tertiary education market.  

6. Indicate their perception about the whole concept and practice of the 
system of accreditation – as major stakeholders in university education,  
academics’ perception about accreditation would  inform the extent to 
which they, did not only participate in the exercise but also saw to the 
implementation of recommendations meant to ensure the quality 
development of the institutions. 

7. Provide their respective opinions on the impact of accreditation on 
indicators such as curriculum structure, teaching delivery, student 
learning outcomes, library facilities and funding.   

The students’ questionnaire containing 9 items (Appendix 2), was 
more like a customer satisfaction survey and was also designed to seek 
confirmation, albeit indirect, whether standards set by the accreditation 
procedure were being complied with by the institutions. The students’ 
questionnaire also sought responses that would serve as verification for 
some of the responses provided by the academics. These included: 

1. The quality of information on course outlines – the purpose was to 
obtain a hint on changes effected in the curriculum as a result of the 
possible implementation of recommendations by the last assessment 
panel.  

2. Quality of classroom facilities – this would similarly show whether 
recommendations suggested on the physical facilities had been 
effected.  

3. Total lecture/ credit hours and class sizes – this would assist in 
determining the level of conformity with the norms (benchmarks) on 
student/staff ratios. 

All the questions were close-ended and most of them came with 
anwering options  to be rated on a scale (largely in conformity with the 
Likert scale). 
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5.7 Issues of validity and reliability 

The questionnaires developed and administered for the study was 
guided by Churchill’s (1979) seven-step approach. However, the 
methodology did not utilize robust statistical measures of reliability. 
The questionnaires were pretested using face validity and undeclared 
pre-testing methods. Face validity, involving the seeking of expert 
advice to scrutinize and improve the questionnaires and undeclared pre-
test were used to redesign the respective questionnaires for academics 
and students. 

Pretesting the questionnaires by eliciting responses from academics 
and students from two different universities in Accra helped to improve 
the quality and wording of the instrument. Towards that objective, the 
questionnaires were administered to 10 academics and 20 students 
(undeclared pre-test) for responses and comments. In consonance with 
recommendations by Weinberg et al. (2002) on the assessment of 
reliability in research, the responses to the pretested questionnaires 
from the two institutions were compared. Validity was then tested by, 
for instance, comparing  responses to questions asked in opposites. This 
pretesting procedure allowed for the identification and rectification of 
errors and deficiencies in the structure of the questionnaires including 
clarification of ambiguous questions or wording and unclear 
instructions. The pre-test exercise, which took one month to complete, 
was used to verify the satisfactory intent of  the scoring criteria and 
nature of the listed items on the questionnaires.   
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Table 5-3  
A matrix of informational need from different sources 

 Deans/ 
HODs Academics Students Documents 

Impact on 
Curriculum  

3 3 3* 3 

Impact on Library 
facilities 

3 3  3 

Impact on 
Student/Staff Ratio 

3 3 3 3 

Impact on Physical 
Facilities 

3 3 3 3 

Impact on Funding 3 3  3 
Reason for 
accreditation  

3 3 3  

Assessment of 
panels of assessors 

3 3   

Implementation of 
recommendations/ 
compliance with 
norms 

3 3   

Improvement in 
performance of 
students 

3 3   

Coping with 
competition  

3 3 3  

Perception about 
accreditation 

3 3   

Ensuring standards 
in programmes 

3 3   

*measured indirectly in the context of accreditation influence 

The approach adopted helped to validate results of the study in that 
responses from academics could refute or confirm results from the 
assessment reports and, or those from students. Indeed in this study, 
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students responses were elicited mainly to either reject or confirm 
results from the assessment reports and those from academics.  

5.8 Data collection procedure 

Respective reports from two cycles of assessments – a first cycle and 
the succeeding one - on the selected programmes  were retrieved from 
files for compilation of the relevant information. The information 
consisted mainly of the ratings scored by the evaluators on the chosen 
indicators - curriculum structure, student class sizes, library facilities, 
physical facilities and funding. Particular note was taken of the 
evaluators’ recommendations for the correction of identified 
deficiencies in the quality of the indicators in the first cycle assessment 
reports. Similarly, the comments of the evaluators, on the extent of 
implementation of their recommendations from the first cycle 
assessments and the current state of the indicators, were taken note of 
from the second cycle reports.  

Upon written permission granted by heads of the selected 
institutions, questionnaires were administered to academics and 
students, selected through the sampling procedure outlined above, in 
the participating public and private universities. This field exercise 
covered both categories of universities spread throughout the country. 
While some respondents completed  the questionnaires for collection 
on the same day others took time to do so which sometimes necessitated 
a second visit by contracted research assistants.  In the  case of students, 
permission was sought from their respective course lecturers to have 
them complete the questionnaires before their scheduled class sessions. 
The research assistants were present in all cases to provide clarifications 
whenever and wherever required. 

5.9 Data analysis 

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was utilized for the 
cleaning process, running frequencies of items to remove illogical or 
impossible responses and the cross-checking of responses from 
individual questionnaires to ensure that the correct data had been 
entered.  

Data from three sources – evaluation reports, academics’ responses 
and students’ responses to questionnaires – were analysed by, first 
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producing descriptive statistics of central tendency and spread 
measures. The evaluators’ reports were further analysed using non-
parametric tests of comparison such as the Wilcoxon Sign Rank test. 
However, the normal approximations to the test were applied because 
of the large sample size. On the aggregate level (of all the indicators) 
the paired sample t-test was employed to test for the hypothesised 
difference. Specifically, the tests helped to determine the significance 
of improvements in the indicators from one cycle of assessments to the 
succeeding one and also between the public and private universities. 

The academics’perception survey was expected to reflect the impact 
of accreditation on the two institutional categories, hence the tests were 
mainly on proportions – using chi square – for the respective 
frequencies of responses. These responses pertained to the indicated 
degree of implementation of accreditation directives to the institutions 
for the implementation of evaluators’ recommendations for 
improvement. 

Responses from students were analysed using relative frequencies 
on selected features such as quality of information on course outlines, 
quality of physical facilities, academic staff quality and class sizes. 
These pieces of information were to essentially confirm or deny the 
existence of requirements specified by the accreditation procedure in its 
instruments and responses to the questionnaires administered to the 
academic staff (Annex 1).  
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Chapter 6 
Impact of accreditation on 
improvement of operational 
inputs after two cycles of 
assessments in some Ghanaian 
universities. 

Abstract: The study assesses the influence of accreditation, after two 
cycles of evaluation on some selected Ghanaian universities. This was 
done by examining the changes that had occurred in specified 
indicators, mainly because of the implementation of suggestions for 
improvement made by the previous cycle’s evaluators. The study 
employed quantitative research methods in analysing the changes – for 
better or for worse - that had occurred in the selected indicators from 
one cycle of assessments to the other and as observed in the reports of 
the evaluators. The results showed varying degrees of improvements in 
the selected indicators at the subsequent assessments over the previous 
ones. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

This article is based on: 

Dattey, K., Westerheijden, D. F. and Hofman W. H. A (2017). Impact of accreditation 
on improvement of operational inputs after two cycles of assessments in some 
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6.1 Introduction 

The programme accreditation procedure in Ghana involves the 
assessment of specified indicators by panels of experts constituted for 
that purpose by the external quality assurance agency. Information 
obtained from the agency’s (unpublished) manual - National 
Accreditation Board (NAB) Manual (2011) – and the agency’s 
assessment instruments, showed that the indicators evaluated for 
accreditation were mainly in the areas of curriculum, academic staffing 
(qualifications and experience), student/staff ratio, library facilities, 
physical facilities and funding (National Accreditation Board website: 
www.nab.gov.gh, 2014). Professionals – Not necessarily, academics - 
in those areas, using specified criteria, did assessments of physical 
facilities and funding. The accrediting agency selected experienced 
academics, usually professors, as external evaluators for the other 
indicators mentioned in this study.  

  The intention of this study was to determine whether the processes 
of accreditation have had any influence on the selected institutions, after 
having undergone two, or more, cycles of assessments for accreditation 
going by subsequent reports. The study examined the latest reports (up 
to the year 2015) of a cycle’s evaluations to determine whether 
suggestions for improvements made by evaluators in the previous 
report had been implemented and certified as such in the subsequent 
evaluation report. The assumption underlying the study is that, 
evaluators’ observations of improvements in the specified input 
indicators at a second cycle assessment, would signal that their 
suggestions (for improvement) made in their earlier -1st cycle – report 
had been implemented by the assessed institutions. The accreditation 
procedure, for which the evaluators worked as agents, would therefore 
have had an impact on the quality of those specified input indicators. 
The importance of the role played by the specified operational input 
indicators in ensuring quality outcomes in higher education is discussed 
under the Methodology section of this article. We need to emphasize 
that this study is not about the quality of learning or outcomes but rather 
inputs.  

In developing countries such as Ghana, accreditation is in its not only 
nascent stages but also doubles as a quality assurance and enforcement 
mechanism. It is important therefore, to focus on the management of 
the inputs to the quality of the education process to build the base for 
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future understanding of how these inputs make an impact on teaching 
and learning outcomes. Indeed, it is our conviction that input measures 
are critical in building the foundation for quality improvements 
especially in higher education institutions in developing countries. The 
study thus sought to answer the main question: Has accreditation had 
influence on the quality of specified input indicators in Ghanaian 
universities after two or more cycles of assessments?  

6.2 Developments in African Higher Education  

The massive enrolments in higher education in the developed world in 
the 1980s through to the 1990s and the consequent increased budgetary 
provision culminating in governments introducing various quality 
control measures have been well documented in the literature (Scott, 
1995; Kogan & Hanney, 2000; World Bank Report, 2002; 
Westerheijden et al., 2006).     The African continent has had its share 
of this global trend. Figures cited by Materu (2007, p.9) showed that 
between 1985 and 2002, the number of tertiary education students in 
Africa increased dramatically – from 800,000 to 3 million – an annual 
average growth of about 3.6 per cent. The rapid growth in student 
enrolments created problems with regard to educational quality. This 
was mainly because the growth had not been accompanied by a 
corresponding expansion in existing facilities - human, financial and 
physical - in the existing institutions. Ghana, for instance, witnessed a 
400 per cent growth rate in higher education enrolment from the 
1991/92 figure of 11,857 to 63,576 in 2003/2004 (World Bank Report, 
2007). In Nigeria the number of universities grew from six in 1970 to 
about 200 (24 of them privately owned) in 2006 with an enrolment of 
over 1.5 million (Okebukola, 2006). The quality of teaching and 
learning suffered profoundly in both countries consequently, 
necessitating concerns and complaints from stakeholders including 
parents and employers. With public investments unable to keep pace 
with this development, African governments, mostly under donor 
influence, resorted to the liberalization of provision to include private 
providers. Materu & Righetti (2010, p.4) quote a 2009 World Bank 
Report showing private participation in higher education accounting for 
20 per cent of enrolments in some African countries. This had 
significantly reduced, but not eliminated, the pressure of social demand 
for higher education.  
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Private provision of higher education in Africa, mainly sponsored by 
faith-based organizations and private businesspersons, is a relatively 
recent development. There was also a perception that the profit motive 
of these providers made them relax on the rigours of quality demanded 
of higher education institutions (Materu, 2007, p.9). Most of the faith-
based institutions claimed to be not-for-profit but their admission of 
large numbers of students, including those who had not met the set 
minimum requirements, as recently found by the Ghanaian accrediting 
agency’s academic audit reports, cast doubt on such claims. (National 
Accreditation Board website, www.nab.gov.gh, 2012). 

African governments thus established quality assurance agencies 
mainly in response to complaints about the quality of higher education 
and the fear of compromise in quality provision in the effort to expand 
enrolments (Materu & Righetti, 2010, p.4). The agencies’ main 
assigned task was to put in measures to reverse the decline in quality 
and to regulate the new providers. In that pursuit, public higher 
education institutions would be directed to stick to their core mandate 
of fostering a highly educated population while private providers would 
also be prevented from letting their profit motive cloud the quest for the 
provision of quality higher education. Harmonization with global trends 
to ensure and maintain comparability, and therefore, continued 
recognition of qualifications and awards worldwide were to be kept in 
focus by the agencies. 

6.3 Research studies on quality impact 

Assessing the impact of quality on higher education has attracted the 
attention of researchers over the years. Some researchers have focused 
on national quality monitoring by external agencies. An example is the 
research by Stensaker et al. (2010) which indicated a moderate to high 
positive impact of external quality monitoring on Norwegian higher 
education institutions.  

Most of the other research on quality impact or effect of quality 
measures has tended to focus on whether recommendations by 
evaluators of institutions and their programmes had been implemented. 
The expectation had been that any action taken on the evaluation results 
would enhance quality improvement and better quality education.   

For instance, studies in Dutch higher education institutions indicate 
an active usage of recommendations from external quality assurance 
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systems (Weusthof, 1994; Frederiks et al., 1994; Frederiks, 1996; 
Westerheijden et al., 2006). Weusthof (1994), for instance, found that 
87 per cent of faculties sampled, used recommendations in external 
evaluation reports. Westerheijden et al. (2006) again cited the setting 
up of internal monitoring systems for quality of the educational process 
as an outcome of the external evaluation system that had resulted in the 
establishment of systems for the constant update of curriculum 
overviews. 

Shah (2012) concluded from discussions with 40 workshop 
participants and detailed analysis of audit reports that external quality 
audits in Australia played a key role in improving quality assurance 
processes in universities’ core areas. The external audit process 
provided the impetus for rapid change in areas of the university 
requiring improvement. 

Similar studies in Sweden and Finland had indicated results of 
varying degrees of impact of external quality monitoring (Askling, 
1997; Välimaa et al., 1998; Massy, 1999; Wahlén, 2004). Askling, for 
instance, concluded that several factors influenced institutional quality 
and internal monitoring. External quality monitoring, however, was a 
key element among those factors in an institution’s quality 
improvement efforts. From studies in the UK, New Zealand, Hong 
Kong and Sweden, Dill (2000) listed several effects of academic audits, 
including increased institutional attention towards teaching and 
learning. 

However, other studies could not link significant improvements in 
higher education directly to external quality monitoring or evaluation. 
An international survey of the views of academics on the impact of 
evaluations on teaching quality found such evaluations not relevant in 
the participants’ scheme (Wright, 1995). Horsburgh (1999) similarly 
concluded from her study of the role of external processes on 
transformative learning that quality monitoring might have to focus on 
more than systems, inputs and outputs to enhance its effectiveness. 

The works cited above show that external quality monitoring and 
evaluation might be regarded as one of many causes of quality 
improvement in higher education institutions. It would be farfetched, at 
least for now, to attribute quality development wholly to effects of 
external quality monitoring and, or evaluation.  
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6.3 Hypothesis 

This study focuses on specific indicators that were reviewed and passed 
either as having met threshold standards, where they existed, or close 
to meeting such standards before programme accreditation was granted.  
It seeks to find whether a review of the critical factors that had to be in 
place before programme accreditation was granted to the selected 
institutions had been or were being improved, at the time of the second 
cycle assessment especially because of suggestions made to that effect 
in earlier reviews.  

It was the assumption of the authors that with the professional and 
academic backgrounds of the evaluators, there would be some 
consistency in their views on the changes in the selected indicators. It 
was expected that the professionalism and experience of the evaluators 
would not make their judgments subjective. Thus, the researchers 
refrain from making any value judgments about the objectiveness of the 
external evaluators and the reports they submitted which were utilised 
in this study. After all, most of the evaluators were also academics who 
taught on some of the assessed programmes by colleagues from other 
institutions. For purposes of this study, we safely make the assumption 
that all the evaluators were interested in making the accreditation 
procedure work for the improvement of the institutions and their 
programmes. The hypothesis tested for the study is: 
Input indicators assessed for accreditation in Universities will 
improve from one assessment cycle to a succeeding one. 

6.4 Methodology 

The study examines the influence the accreditation process has had on 
the quality of input factors - curriculum, academic staffing & 
student/staff ratios and library facilities - in the course of two cycles of 
assessments. The process consisted of the initial cycle of assessments – 
to consider, essentially, whether the institutions had met specified 
minimum standards to merit accreditation. A succeeding cycle of 
assessments, three to five years later followed - when the expectation 
of the institutions would be a fully tuned up one that had gone beyond 
the meeting of minimum standards to achieve quality development with 
regard to the indicators to be assessed. The study employed both 
descriptive and explanatory research design. 
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Curriculum was chosen as a key indicator for the study as it is very 
important for determining the quality of academic programmes offered 
in any education institution and one of the key determinants for defining 
the quality of teaching and intended learning outcomes. Curriculum 
specifies modes of teaching and learning and forms of student 
assessment (Massy, 2003). Dill (1992) and Massy (2003) therefore 
included curricula in their respective quality process design and 
implementation models. In Dill’s Academic Quality Framework 
(DAQF), curricula were seen as teaching carried out through a designed 
programme that features specific educational processes, including the 
sequencing of various academic programme components, to make for 
more effective student learning.  

In academic circles, the library is traditionally seen as ‘the heart of 
the university’ although this notion has lately been subjected to 
criticism for not reflecting institutional realities (Virkus & Metsar, 
2004; Brophy, 2001). It must however, be noted that the criticisms do 
not negate the centrality of the library’s place in the university but rather 
make suggestions to strengthen that position. Suggestions for 
improvement, including recruitment of qualified librarians, provision of 
facilities such as Information Communication Technology, access to 
current journals, supported by adequate budgetary provision, will no 
doubt, contribute to strengthening the library’s position in the centre of 
learning in the university. 

A prevalent conventional wisdom seems to emphasize that it is much 
more beneficial for postsecondary education institutions to have small 
class sizes (Van den Berg & Hofman, 2005; Monks & Schmidt, 2010). 
Indeed, the U.S. News and World Report college rankings formula lists 
class size in two of its fifteen inputs. In Africa, mention has already 
been made of the effect rising student numbers without corresponding 
increase in resources (including human resources) has had on the 
quality of tertiary education provision. Accrediting bodies, set up to 
assure minimum standards in tertiary education, have therefore 
established norms (benchmarks) on student/staff ratios for different 
study programmes, as key indicators for the assessment of institutions 
for the grant of accreditation. 

The accrediting agency in Ghana assesses the relevant academic 
courses, resources and facilities to ensure they met set minimum 
standards before granting accreditation for the running of a programme. 
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The indicators looked at, in this regard; included key ones such as the 
curriculum structure, staffing and student/staff ratios and library 
facilities. Panels of experienced academics and professionals evaluate 
the programmes and the facilities that go with them and write reports 
detailing deficiencies detected and suggestions for remedies and 
improvements. It is the expectation of the accreditation procedure that 
implementation of panels’ recommendations would help ensure the 
improvement of the quality of indicators by the time of the next cycle 
of assessments for reaccreditation (usually between 3 – 5 years) are 
held.  

Sixty-four (64) academic programmes from the seven oldest public 
universities and the four oldest private universities, in Ghana, that had 
undergone, at least, two cycles of assessments-for-accreditation 
between the years 2005 and 2012, were selected for the study 
(Table 6-1).  
 

Table 6-1  
Selected Programmes 

Type of programmes No. of programmes 
Business  15 (23%) 
Other Humanities 18 (28%) 
Science and Allied Health Science 16 (25%) 
Technology and Engineering  15 (23%) 
Total  64 

The study collected data on changes (improvement or deterioration) that 
had occurred in the specified indicators - curriculum, staffing 
(academic), library and student/staff ratio - between two cycles of 
assessments as reported by evaluators. 

The accreditation procedure assessed curricula of programmes on 
key components such as structure and presentation, details of course 
content and course descriptions vis-à-vis objectives of the programme 
and their suitability for the level of programme being taught – 
undergraduate or graduate etc. Other thematic areas of usually covered 
by the evaluators in their assessment reports of curricula were course 
details – quality and aptness, sequencing, titles, codes, etc. – 
designation of core and elective courses and credit allocations. We 
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collected and analysed data from the textual reports of the evaluators 
along these thematic areas noting the frequencies of the occurrence of 
deficiencies in each of the programmes to make for an objective 
comparison in the report from one cycle of assessment to the succeeding 
one. A number of senior academics who also served as the accrediting 
body’s evaluators, were consulted to rate the thematic areas on their 
importance to the quality of a curriculum and the extent to which they 
affected their recommendations on accrediting decisions to the agency. 
Their ratings thus reflected average weights placed on the thematic 
areas of the curricula assessed by the various evaluation panels for 
accreditation (Table 6-2). They signalled how serious deficiencies 
affected their views of quality of a study programme.1  

 

Table 6-2  
Weights placed on features of curriculum by evaluators 

 Feature Ae 
a. Course content/details 6.6 
b. Structure and presentation 6.2 
c. Other important courses missing 5.8 
d. Course description omitted 5.8 
e. Sequencing of courses 5.4 
f. Redundant courses (to be expunged) 5.4 
g. Splits in courses and mergers 5.0 
h. Change in course titles 5.0 
i. Content replication/ overlapping 4.8 
j. Elective to core & vice-versa 4.8 
k. Credit allocation 3.8 
l. Course codes 1.6 

7 = highest level of importance; 1 = least level of importance 

                                                 

1 The accreditation decision usually depended on how a deficiency in an aspect of the 
indicator was likely to affect the general standard of the whole. If the agency deemed 
that it was possible to correct the defect within a relatively short period, it deferred a 
decision for the correction to be effected first. 
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For the academic staff indicator, assigned weights commensurate with 
the rank earned by the staff concerned. This study used the assigned 
weights to determine the improvements that had occurred between the 
two assessment cycles. The numerical weights assigned to the ranks 
were as follows: Professor - 3, Associate Professor – 2.5, Senior 
Lecturer - 2, Lecturer – 1.5 and Assistant Lecturer – 1. For part-time 
academics, the utilised the accreditation procedure’s norm that equated 
three part-timers to one full-timer to determine the weights for such 
staff.  

6.5 Data analysis 

Evaluation reports from two consecutive assessment cycles were 
analysed to bring out commonalities of identified issues in the 
indicators. Thus, the presentation of results begins with descriptive 
statistics – mainly frequencies of similar issues raised – on the various 
indicators. Tests, with respect to the mean and spread measures such as 
standard deviation, showing changes in the indicators, from one 
assessment cycle to a succeeding one, are presented in Tables 6-3 – 6-
5b. The transformation function:  𝑥𝑥′ =  −1 (𝑥𝑥 + 1)2⁄  - was used to 
correct the positive/right skewness or upward skew of the curriculum 
data using a modification of Tukey’s ladder of transformations, where 
𝑥𝑥 is the original score of an identified issue in a report on the 
curriculum, and 𝑥𝑥′ is the transformed score. The reported means (in 
Table 6-4) is a performance index ([100-average deficiency score]/100) 
of the indicator, meaning that a higher index suggests a better 
performance/provision of that indicator. 

6.6 Results   

6.6.1 Curriculum evaluation  

The recurrent issues noted by the various evaluating panels in both 
cycles of assessments were mostly in connection with content 
inadequacy, overload or irrelevant material in content; bad course 
sequencing, lack of relevant courses and lack of clarity in course 
descriptions. Other issues raised related to credit allocations and course 
names (Table 6-3).   



95 

 

During the first cycle assessments, evaluators raised higher numbers 
of issues in thematic areas in the curricula such as inappropriate 
assignments of core and elective courses and course specifications. 
Other issues that  
attracted greater evaluator attention were course overlaps or 
duplications and lack of proper descriptions for some courses. 

In the succeeding cycle of assessments, evaluators raised a higher 
number of issues on aspects of the contents of the curricula such as, 
course sequencing; course splits (mainly resulting from overloads) 
mergers; redundant courses; course descriptions and missing courses. 
The rest were in the areas of course names and credit allocations. 
 

Table 6-3  
Changes in the curriculum indicator between the first and second 
cycles of assessments 

  Mean (SD) Paired Samples Test 

 Changes  associated 
with Curriculum 

1st 
Assessment 

2nd 
Assessment 

Mean 
differences  t Sign. 

(1-tailed) 

Major aspects of curriculum assessed     

Pair 1 Details of content -.73 (.44) -.61 (.49) -.12 -1.42 .081 

Pair 2 Course sequencing  -.92 (.27) -.62 (.48) -.29 -4.55 .000 

Pair 3 Missing courses   -.65 (.48) -.59 (.49) -.06 -.90 .187 

Pair 4 Credit overload  -1.0 (0.0) -.91 (.29) -.09 -2.55 .006 

Others      

Pair 5 Elective & core  
courses 

-.89 (.31) -.91 (.29) .02 .298 .383 

Pair 6 Content duplication/ 
overlapping  

-.98 (.12) -1.0 (.00) .02 1.00 .161 

Pair 7 Credit allocation -.94 (.23) -.92 (.27) -.02 -.39 .349 

Pair 8 No course description  -.98 (.12) -1.0 (.00) .02 1.00 .161 

Pair 9 Course titles  -.95 (.22) -.75 (.43) -.2 -3.02 .004 

Pair 10 Redundant courses -.97 (1.5) -.69 (.46) -.28 -4.63 .000 

Overall curriculum scores   -.45 (.5) -.19 (.39) -.26 -2.91 .003 
 
Note: A higher negative mean difference shows that additional issues had been 
raised in relation to the item in the second assessment 
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Table 6-4  
Improvements in the library facilities indicator between the two cycles 
of assessments 

  Mean (SD) Paired Samples Test 

 Deficiencies associated 
with: 

1st 
Assessment 

2nd 
Assessment 

Mean 
differences t Sign. 

(1-tailed) 

Pair 1 Currency of books .984(.027) .986(.026) .002 .444 .329 

Pair 2 Adequacy of books .977(.024) .985(.022) .008 2.270 .014 

Pair 3 Availability of books .996(.017) 1(.0) .004 2.049 .023 

Pair 4 Currency of journals .991(.021) .996(.014) .005 1.760 .042 

Pair 5 Adequacy of journals .986(.021) .993(.017) .007 2.311 .012 

Pair 6 Availability of journals .997(.013) .997(.013) .000 .000   0.5 

Pair 7 Photocopier  .997(.011) .999 (.007) .002 1.350 .091 

Pair 8 Entire lib. facilities  .927(.061) .955(.062) .028 2.870 .003 
 
Note: Mean (Performance index) = ((100 – Deficiencies score)/100), where 
100 percentile represent zero defect. 

6.6.2 Library evaluation  

The various programme evaluators had more issues with regard to the 
currency and relevance of textbooks in the Departmental Libraries in 
the second cycle assessments than in the previous cycle. For the first 
cycle assessments, evaluators noted more cases of inadequate texts than 
in the succeeding cycle. Further, in the first cycle, evaluators recorded 
five cases of programmes that had no relevant books but recorded no 
such issue in the succeeding cycle. In the case of journals, evaluators 
found more deficiencies with regard to outdated and, or, lack of relevant 
materials in the first cycle assessments as against the second. Where 
they existed, evaluators found more cases of inadequate numbers of 
copies in the first cycle as against the second. During the first cycle 
assessments, evaluators recorded more cases of non-availability of 
relevant journals than in the second.  

Six institutions, as against three in the second cycle, registered lack 
of reprographic equipment in the first cycle assessments. Evaluators 
also noted inadequacy of library space in twelve institutions in the first 
cycle assessments while they recorded none in the second cycle. 
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6.6.3 Student/Staff Ratio (SSR) evaluation 

Taking the accreditation procedure’s norm (benchmark) on student/ 
(academic) staff ratios (SSR) into consideration, figures collected by 
the evaluators indicated that the ratios had been increasing 
(deteriorating). While in the previous cycle 73 per cent of the selected 
programmes had SSRs within the prescribed norms, this had fallen to 
59 per cent in the succeeding assessment cycle. The class sizes ranged 
from 33 to 290 with an average class size being 127. 

Test of Hypothesis: Input indicators assessed for accreditation in 
Universities will improve from one assessment cycle to a succeeding 
one. 

Tests of comparison between scores in one assessment cycle followed 
by the other were utilised to determine changes in the indicators – 
curriculum, library and staffing. In the case of the SSR, the applicable 
norms were utilised to determine improvements or otherwise. 

6.7 Improvements in the curriculum indicator 

Improvements in the curriculum indicator was the most difficult to 
measure, taking into consideration the evaluators’ recorded changes 
from the first assessment cycle to the succeeding one. The accreditation 
procedure required institutions to meet specified minimum standards to 
earn an initial grant of accreditation to operate. Subsequent assessments 
for accreditation expected universities to go beyond minimum 
standards in order to achieve full accreditation. What this meant was 
that in subsequent rounds, evaluators adopted higher standards in 
assessing the curriculum and thus were inclined to raise more issues 
than they had done for the initial assessment for accreditation. Thus, it 
would appear that determining improvements or deterioration in the 
curriculum indicator, solely by comparing the number of issues raised 
in one assessment cycle to another, might not be very accurate. 
Additional issues raised by the evaluators at the second cycle 
assessments, therefore did not necessarily reflect deterioration in the 
curriculum. These additional issues might have been raised for the 
purpose of ensuring further improvements in the curriculum. 
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The paired sample t-tests indeed indicate the raising of a lot more 
issues in the curriculum indicators in the second cycle assessments over 
the first assessment cycle (t = -2.91, p = .003 < .05). The tests reveal 
that components in the curriculum such as course sequencing, course 
overload, as well as issues with redundant courses showed significant 
changes at the second assessments (p < .05). Based on the argument 
raised in the previous paragraph, conclusion cannot be drawn from the 
test results as to whether these changes were for better or for worse in 
the overall curriculum. From the distribution of the original scores and 
in reference to the skewness correction function, it would appear 
however, that the institutions implemented several suggestions for 
improvement by the evaluating panel in the previous assessment cycle. 

6.8 Improvements in the library indicator 

Test results on the library facilities indicator reveal significant changes 
between the two cycles of assessments (t = 2.87; p = 0.003<.05) with 
the mean values showing improvements in the second assessments over 
the previous cycle’s (Table 6-4). Similarly, components of the indicator 
such as adequacy of journals, existence and adequacy of relevant books 
had improved at the succeeding assessment cycle (p<.05) over the 
previous one. Although the mean differences appeared minimal, the 
improvements noted at the second cycle assessments did not occur by 
chance, as shown by the tests of significance (Table 6-4). Other 
components such as availability of journals, currency of books and 
journals and reprographic equipment did not show any significant 
changes between the two cycles of assessments (p > .05). Overall, 
however, the test results supported the hypothesis. 

6.9 Improvements in the academic staffing (including the 
student-staff ratio) indicator 

The accrediting body in Ghana required all programme departments to 
employ an initial full time academic staff complement of three to 
commence the running of a study programme. At least, one of the three 
would be expected to hold a minimum rank of Senior Lecturer to 
provide academic and administrative leadership for the department. It 
was the expectation of the agency that the staff numbers would double 
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at the end of each academic year until the full complement for the 
establishment was attained to assure acceptable student/staff ratios. 

An analysis of the evaluators’ reports on the quality of academic 
staff in the 64 programmes studied showed that the raw numbers of 
academics increased by almost 80 per cent from 625 in the first cycle 
assessments to 1128 in the second cycle. There were nominal increases 
– from 19 in the first cycle to 27 in the next cycle - in the number of 
(Full) Professors working full-time in the institutions. The number of 
part-time Professors increased from five to 12; full time Senior 
Lecturers, from 99 to 146; full-time Lecturers, from 277 to 484 and 
part-time Lecturers, from 154 to 325 (Table 6-5).  

The number of full-time Associate Professors, however, decreased 
from 30 in the first cycle to 29 in the second cycle assessments. 
Nonetheless, taking into consideration the proportion of academics in 
each rank, the percentage changes were minimal between the two cycles 
of assessments. For example, the first cycle assessments of the 64 
programmes recorded 425 full-time academics, which represented 68 
per cent of all academic staff in the selected institutions. With 61 per 
cent staff (686 academics) during the second cycle, this indicator did 
not change significantly. One might observe that the first cycle 
assessments recorded an average number of eight academics per 
programme, when one applied the full-time equivalency measure, while 
the succeeding assessments recorded 13. 
 



100 

 

Table 6-5  
Staff Strength in the first and second cycles of assessments 

Rank of academic staff 

First cycle of Assessment Second cycle of Assessment 

No. (%) FTE In no. of 
programmes 

No. (%) FTE In no. of 
programme
s 

Full-time Professors 19  (3%) 19 15 27  (2%) 27 18 

Part-time Professors 5  (.8%) 2 4 12  (1%) 4 10 

Full-time Associate 
Professors 

30  (4.8%) 30 19 29  (3%) 29 20 

Part-time Associate 
Professors 

5  (.8%) 2 5 16  (1%) 5 10 

Full-time Senior Lecturer  99  (16%) 99 36 146  (13%) 146 47 

Part-time Senior Lecturer 36  (6%) 12 17 89  (9%) 30 23 

Full–time Lecturer 277  (44%) 277 55 484  (43%) 484 59 

Part – time Lecturer 154  (25%) 51 42 325  (29%) 108 35 

Total 625 492  1128 833  

Note: FTE = Full-time equivalent 

Note should be taken of the fact that the Ghanaian accreditation 
procedure computed student-staff ratios using a full-time equivalency 
measure of three part-time academic staff to one full-timer. This yielded 
a full-time equivalency of 833 in the second assessments, representing 
a 33 per cent improvement over that of the first cycle. This change is 
significant (t = -3.663, p = .0005 < .01) (Table 6-6) and thus supports 
the hypothesis. 

In assessing compliance with the prescribed norms of the 
accreditation agency (which required the head of a programme 
department to be of a Senior Lecturer rank or better), the study found 
that 30 per cent of the programme departments were headed by Full 
Professors in the 1st-cycle assessments. A slightly lower proportion (28 
per cent) of academics of the same rank headed programme 
departments in the succeeding cycle (Table 6-7). Associate Professors 
headed seventeen per cent of departments in the 1st cycle assessments 
as against 23 per cent in the 2nd cycle, while Senior Lecturers headed 
31 per cent of departments in the 1st cycle as against 41 per cent in the 
succeeding cycle. Thus, taking the cumulative figure of academics – 
Senior Lecturer to Full Professor – permitted to head a department into 
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consideration, 92 per cent (as against 78 per cent in the first cycle) of 
study departments met the norm in the 2nd cycle. This situation appeared 
to be an improvement, in a country where staff of that calibre was not 
easy to come by due to the attraction or ‘brain drain’ of such staff to 
developed countries. The situation would however, appear to have 
slightly deteriorated in the second cycle assessment if the ideal of 
having a Full Professor to head a department is considered. 

Table 6-6  
Improvements in staffing using full-time equivalency (FTE) measure 

Staff (FTE) Mean  SD Mean diff T p-value 
FTE_1 7.68 5.0 -5.33 -3.663 .0005 
FTE_2 13.02 13.4       

 

Table 6-7  
Headship of programme between the two cycles of assessments 

 
Further analysis of the quality of staff and student/staff ratio (SSR) 
indicated that although there had been increases in staff numbers over 
the two cycles of assessments under review, the associated SSRs for all 
the programme categories were still high (Table 6-8).   

The sciences and the allied health sciences recorded the largest 
increase of 111.8 per cent. Next were the Technology and Engineering 
programmes that recorded an increase of 98 per cent over the initial 
figure recorded in the first assessment. A high proportional increase in 
staff full time equivalency (FTE) had a direct relation with a low SSR 
value. For example, Science and Allied Health Science programmes 
which recorded the highest proportional staff increases resulted in the 

  1st cycle Assessment 2nd cycle Assessment 
Professor 19 (30%) 18  (28%) 

Associate Professor 11  (17%) 15  (23%) 

Senior Lecturer 20  (31%) 26  (41%) 

Lecturer 14  (22%) 5   (8%) 

  64 64 
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lowering of their SSRs to 52:1. The increase of 97.9 per cent for the 
Technology and Engineering programmes resulted in the lowering of 
their SSR to 88:1. Business programmes that recorded the lowest 
increase (of 19.7 per cent) had the highest SSR of 140:1 - which is 
approximately seven times above the prescribed norm. The SSR levels 
of the other programmes in the Humanities were no better – 135:1, 
while the Sciences and Allied Health Sciences recorded figures almost 
three times above the prescribed norm of 18:1. In sum, the student-staff 
ratio values were rather far above the prescribed norms of the 
accreditation agency (Table 6-8). 
 

Table 6-8 
Changes in staff quality and SSR 

 Staff (FTE) at 1st 
Assessment 

Staff (FTE) at 2nd 
Assessment 

% increase in Staff 
(FTE) 

Current 
SSR 

Business  147  176  19.7 140:1 

Other Humanities  138  232  68.4 135:1 

Science & Allied Health Science  110  233  111.8   52:1 

Technology & Engineering   97  192   97.9   88:1 

All programmes   492  833  69.3 127:1 
 
Notes: FTE = Full-time equivalent; Staff-staff Norms: Business- 27:1; Other 
Humanities- 27:1; Science and Allied Health Science-18:1; Technology and 
Engineering programmes 18:1. 

6.10 Conclusion  

Earlier definitions of the concept of accreditation had tended to stress 
on the attainment of certain predefined minimum or threshold standards 
by an institution or a study programme for that status to be conferred 
on them (Sursock, 2001; Hamalainen, 2004; Harvey, 2003). 
Contemporary discussions however, appear to be putting more stress on 
moving the concentration of accreditation from the stress on threshold 
standards to quality assurance and quality improvement even if this 
latter development appears to be an afterthought as seen by some 
authors (Eaton, 2016; Westerheijden, 2013; Stensaker & Harvey, 
2010). Indeed, in Ghana, where the study took place, while the 
accreditation procedure granted accreditation status to institutions that 
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met the specified minimum standards in the first cycle, such institutions 
were expected to move above such standards at subsequent assessments 
to merit full accreditation (of five years). Depending on the gravity of 
the deficiencies identified at a subsequent assessment, a university and 
or its programme of study might have its period of accreditation 
shortened or directed to cease the admission of fresh students by the 
accrediting agency. What the foregoing analysis shows is that all the 
universities selected for this study had either maintained the threshold 
standards at the second cycle assessments or improved upon them. The 
conclusion is that most universities implemented the evaluators’ 
suggestions for improvement. 

While not all separate indicators showed improvement from the first 
cycle assessments for accreditation to the second cycle, overall, library 
and staff aspects seem to indicate support for the hypothesis. The results 
suggest that the studied institutions had largely implemented 
recommendations for improvement made at the previous evaluation 
exercises. This suggestion gives an indication that the accreditation 
procedure in Ghana was having a positive influence, at least in 
maintaining standards in university education.  

Indeed, we noticed, from the further suggestions for improvement 
(after reviewing the status of the implementation of the previous cycle’s 
recommendations) by the evaluators in the second cycle assessments, 
that they (the evaluators) did not concern themselves only with 
minimum standards. They obviously brought their knowledge, in the 
dynamics involved in running higher education programmes, to bear on 
their assessments of the indicators to ensure quality improvement. In 
follow up interactions with some of the chairs of the panels of 
evaluators, it came to the fore that correction of the identified 
deficiencies (from the previous cycles’ assessments) did not form the 
only basis for their judgments. At a second cycle assessment, they 
expected more from the institutions as they regarded such institutions 
as more mature and expected them to go beyond the minimum standards 
required for purposes of accreditation. This was especially true in the 
case of the curriculum and the library indicators, where constant 
revision to reflect current trends (in the curriculum) and current reading 
material and modern equipment (for the library), were mostly required. 

The accreditation procedure’s influence was very apparent in 
ensuring that only qualified academic staff taught in the universities. It 



104 

 

would appear that the agency was however less successful in 
maintaining student/staff ratios within the stated norms. This was due 
to the vast increase in student numbers (by about 14 per cent between 
the 2011/2012 to the 2012/ 2013 academic years) which had not been 
matched by equal increases in academic staff numbers. 

Linking the overall results of this study to the reviewed literature, it 
would not be easy to conclude whether the changes observed from the 
first-cycle evaluations to the succeeding ones arose out of expected 
rewards and, or changing policies and structures as posited by Brennan 
& Shah (2000). It could however, be safe to state that the evaluated 
institutions were aware that attracting students to enrol in them 
depended on their accreditation status. Positioning the institution to 
make it attractive in the competition for students was very essential, 
especially for the relatively young institutions and/or newly introduced 
programmes. The accredited institutions, we had been reliably 
informed, subsisted mainly on student fees and none of them, as at the 
time of the study, had folded up for lack of students in adequate 
numbers. We assume, therefore that the institutions achieved some 
rewards for complying with accreditation requirements in the form of 
the attraction of resources, including students. 

Some of the suggestions made for improvement in the assessed 
indicators also would certainly require changing policies and structures 
in the institutions to make an impact. Examples include the insistence 
on the institution of policies on peer review of courses and the external 
examination system to moderate courses and examinations. These 
would be attributable to the external quality monitoring procedure as 
shown by the results of this study.  

Overall, Brennan and Shah’s (2000) classification of impact through 
expected rewards and policies would account for the assessed 
institutions’ striving to implement the recommended measures for 
improvement. The consequence of inaction on their part could have 
been the non-renewal of their accreditation status. 

This study, like earlier ones conducted by Weusthof (1994); 
Frederiks et al. (1994); Frederiks (1996); Westerheijden (1997); 
Westerheijden et al. (2006) was based on the assumption that 
implementation of recommendations by evaluators would necessarily 
result in quality improvement of the programmes run by institutions. 
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Indeed, the results from all the indicators – especially those of library 
and staffing - in this study corroborate the findings of the cited authors.  

As a modest beginning in a relatively young quality evaluation 
system, this research was limited to the assessment of input factors and 
this may not give a full picture of the quality status of the institutions 
and their evaluated programmes. Indeed, we may recall the relevance 
of Horsburgh’s (1999) conclusion from her study that quality 
monitoring might have to focus on more than systems, inputs and 
outputs to enhance its effectiveness, here. Nevertheless, the results, 
from the evaluators’ reports indicated implementation of 
recommendations suggested in earlier assessment reports.  

In conclusion, the overall findings on the curriculum, library and 
staffing indicators provide an affirmation that accreditation in Ghana 
has had influence on the quality of those specified indicators in 
Ghanaian universities after two cycles of assessments. This is so even 
if the conclusion on the curriculum was less clear-cut. 
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Chapter 7 
Impact of accreditation on public 
and private universities: 
A comparative study 

Abstract: Based on two cycles of assessments for accreditation, the 
study assesses the differential impacts of accreditation on the quality of 
public and private universities in Ghana. Statistical tests comparing the 
two-cycle aggregated assessment scores between the two categories of 
universities indicated a significant difference; with the public 
universities, achieving better scores (improvements). From the results 
of the evaluators’ reports and, largely, the results of the opinions of 
academics from both categories of institutions, the conclusion was that 
isomorphic pressures, mainly faced by the private universities, 
accounted for their implementation of suggestions for improvement by 
the evaluators. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article is based on: 

Dattey, K., Westerheijden, D. F. and Hofman W. H. A (2014). Impact of accreditation 
on public and private universities: A comparative study. Tertiary Education and 
Management, 20 (4), 307-319. 
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7.1 Introduction 

This study assesses the differential impacts of accreditation on public 
and private universities in Ghana after two cycles of assessments, using 
specified indicators. Impact in this context, is defined as producing 
effects aimed at conformance with the minimum standards established 
by the accreditation procedure in Ghana. The five main indicators, 
which had been assessed and agreed before accreditation was granted, 
were curriculum structure, library facilities, student/staff ratios, 
physical facilities and funding. The overall research question is: 

Were there differential impacts of accreditation measures on the 
public and private universities in Ghana, between two evaluations in the 
period 2006-2012 and what might have accounted for any such 
differences? 

7.2 Background to Study 

Accreditation procedures were put in place in Ghana in 1993 following 
the opening up of tertiary education to include private providers. The 
relevant legislation, the Provisional National Defence Council Law 
317, 1993 (since replaced by Parliamentary Act 744, 2007) required 
both the 9 public and 40 private universities (as at the time of this study 
in 2012) to seek accreditation with regard to the contents and standards 
of their programmes. The establishment of each public university in 
Ghana is usually preceded by the passage of an enabling act by the 
legislature, while all prospective private tertiary education institutions 
are required to apply and go through the accreditation procedure 
(including institutional accreditation) before commencing operations. 
Public universities, whose establishment preceded that of the 
accrediting agency, were required to register and have their existing 
programmes evaluated for purposes of accreditation while both 
categories of universities were required to submit each new study 
programme for evaluation and accreditation before enrolling students 
on it. In Ghana, programme accreditation is usually valid for three years 
for new programmes and a maximum of five years for existing 
programmes. The sheer enormity of the task and challenges, mainly 
with regard to finances, put off the commencement of the accreditation 
procedures for the three oldest public universities until the year 2006. 
Therefore, by the middle of the year 2012, there had been two cycles of 



108 

 

programme assessments in these public universities while the oldest 
private universities have had three or four assessments.   

The accreditation procedure, among other things, requires the 
private universities to be mentored by autonomous universities running 
similar programmes before they would be considered for institutional 
and programme accreditations. The mentor institutions invariably turn 
out to be public universities, which have been around for some time and 
which also, derive income from charging the private institutions for 
their mentoring services. To be permitted to serve as mentor, however, 
an institution needs to have its own programmes regularly evaluated 
and accredited. Almost all public universities serve as mentors to non-
chartered private universities. These public universities had themselves 
been mentored in their formative years by reputable universities in the 
colonial country (the United Kingdom). They are therefore expected to 
pass on the internalised norms, good university culture and structures 
governing modern higher education institutions to their mentored 
institutions. 

Public universities in Ghana normally do not have problems 
attracting good students as they usually receive more applications than 
their capacity would allow. Good reputation, established over the years, 
and relatively low fees mainly account for this. Fees paid by students in 
the public universities are generally regulated and subsidised by the 
state. The administrators of the public universities, however, complain 
about the inadequacy of the funds provided for the effective running of 
their institutions. They, therefore, admit some students, including 
foreign ones who pay full fees, mainly to assist in making up the 
shortfall. The inability of the state to fully fund the public universities 
while putting a cap on the fees those universities can charge as well as 
the number of full fee-paying students they can admit, severely limits 
the growth and expansion of these universities. With respect to staffing, 
relatively stable incomes and good retirement benefits, supported by 
public funds, put the public universities ahead of the competition. 

The private universities have the luxury of admitting full fee-paying 
students whose numbers are capped only by the available human and 
physical resources, as regulated by the accreditation procedure. Many 
of those institutions only offer courses in the humanities, which are 
popular with students, yet initial and overhead costs are low. Ironically, 
it is in this area that the public universities mainly recruit full fee-paying 
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students. Potential students however, would seek the accreditation 
status of a programme before applying to enrol. The relatively 
‘unknown’ status of the private universities requires them to display 
always their accreditation certificates in order to attract both academic 
staff and students. Indeed, most of their teaching staff is made up of 
part-time or retired academics from the public universities.  

Local and foreign funding sources often require evidence of 
accreditation as a condition for the provision of funding. Private 
universities usually provide their own funding but those seeking loans 
from the banks and international sources would normally be required to 
show proof of their accreditation status. Students from both public and 
private universities would have access to publicly funded loans only if 
their institutions and programmes had been registered/accredited. 

The foregoing factors are thus some of the key developments that 
would likely inform and influence the decision by the universities to 
maintain a clean bill of health with the accreditation procedure. The 
accreditation procedure also uses these factors as advantage to influence 
the institutions to maintain minimum standards of quality and, even 
more importantly, ensure a level of international comparability.  

7.2.1 Liberalization of Provision of Higher Education in Africa. 

The end of colonial rule, especially in the UK-ruled territories, led to 
the establishment of a few higher education institutions mainly to 
prepare a critical mass of educated citizens to assume roles in various 
levels of governance in these territories. These institutions included the 
University College of Gold Coast (in Ghana), University College of 
Ibadan (Nigeria) and Makerere University College (Uganda). Post-
colonial governments, realising the important role education played in 
the socio-economic development of nations, expanded opportunities for 
access to higher education by, among others, building additional 
universities and making studying free for students. Economic 
hardships, arising mainly out of political instability and the consequent 
imposition of sanctions by donor countries, and the perception by 
dictatorial regimes of the universities as seats of opposition to their rule, 
led to the neglect and deterioration of facilities in these institutions. In 
Ghana, for instance, the lengthy closure of universities on two different 
occasions because of student demonstrations against military regimes 
led to a huge backlog of candidates waiting to be admitted to the 
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universities in the 1980s and 1990s. The return of political stability led 
to reforms in their economies mainly inspired by donor countries and 
agencies such as the World Bank. African governments thus took 
radical measures, including the liberalization of the hitherto state-
controlled higher education sector, to make room for private 
participation in provision. Indeed, since 2000, about a third of the 
roughly 300 universities in Sub-Saharan Africa had been established 
and funded by private providers (Materu, 2007).   

As a consequence of the liberalization of provision of higher 
education, many African governments established regulatory bodies to 
accredit and ensure the maintenance of minimum standards of quality 
in all higher education institutions, both public- and private-owned 
(Materu & Righetti, 2010). This was to ensure harmonization with 
global trends by maintaining comparability, and therefore, continued 
recognition of qualifications and awards worldwide. 

7.3 Theoretical Perspectives 

The study relies on neo-institutional theory to explain the motivation 
for higher education institutions’ adoption of prescribed measures to 
keep them legitimate and competitive. Briefly, this theory identifies 
professional mechanisms by which systems of organizations become 
more and more alike or “isomorphic” (Rhoades & Sporn, 2002). 
Isomorphism is defined as importing and internalizing approved 
processes, techniques, ceremonies, and ideas from the external 
environment. The concept is often associated with organizational 
success and can convince external and internal monitors of the 
organization’s capability of change and readiness to modify its course 
by adopting externally approved structures and activities (Bloland, 
1994). 

The theory postulates that organizations constantly seek to maintain 
a fit between their practices and practices in the environment regarded 
as legitimate by the prevailing norms and values (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1991; Meyer & Scott, 1983). Organizations conforming to the 
collective normative order, which isomorphism brings, increase their 
ability to attract the flow of societal resources and enhance their “long-
run survival prospects” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 252). The chances 
of gaining, maintaining and increasing legitimacy, by an organization, 
are greatly enhanced under isomorphism. With the cardinal role 
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legitimacy plays in the educational enterprise, how it is won or lost is 
crucial for the survival and continuation of educational organizations 
and for the operations of education in general (Bloland, 1994). 

Changes brought about by isomorphism occur through three 
mechanisms: coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991b, p. 67). Coercive isomorphism emanates 
from sources such as governments, funding sources and organizations 
that can influence the legitimation of other organizations and their 
practices. In mimetic isomorphism, organizations tend to model 
themselves after similar organizations in their field of operation that 
they perceive to be more legitimate or more successful. Normative 
isomorphism stems primarily from professional networks (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1991). State-of-the-art practices disseminated through 
professional associations, conferences and journals, and through 
associations are some of the mechanisms through which normative 
isomorphism is acquired (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

The regulatory framework for setting up and operating both public 
and private universities in Ghana clearly brings the concept of coercive 
isomorphism to bear on that venture. The legal instruments – Act 744 
(2007) operationalized by the Legislative Instrument 1984 (2010) – not 
only prescribe that all such institutions and their programmes must be 
assessed and accredited before commencing operations, but also 
prescribe sanctions for failing to do so. An institution’s legitimacy, 
whether public or private, as a legal entity thus hinges on its compliance 
with the tenets of coercive isomorphism. This comes with incentives 
such as attraction of good students and staff and funding from various 
sources. 

It appears possible that an institution will experience all three forms 
of isomorphism in an overlapping manner, in their quest for legitimacy 
in their operations. For instance, in addition to direct coercive 
isomorphism inherent in the legislative framework, the accreditation 
procedure implicitly sees the public universities as the norm by 
requiring the private institutions to affiliate with them (normative 
isomorphism). This requirement compels them to comply with 
conditions set by the mentor institutions before graduands from the 
private universities could be awarded qualifications (coercive 
isomorphism). Both the mentorship procedures and the private 
universities’ quest for speedy accreditation are compelling factors for 
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those institutions to readily adopt recommendations from assessment 
panels (made up of professors appointed mainly from the public 
universities). These recommendations, no doubt, would be along the 
experiences acquired by the mentors and evaluators from their regular 
places of work – the public universities. Adopting and implementing 
the evaluators’ recommendations, therefore, would necessarily result in 
the modelling of the private universities along the operations of the 
public universities (mimetic isomorphism). 

The accreditation procedure exerts a lot of pressure on the 
universities to do more research, publish their findings in refereed 
journals, and contribute papers at scholarly conferences and workshops. 
The procedure also insists on moderation of programmes and 
examinations by external examiners, as well as on the periodic 
importation of the services of foreign evaluators for accreditation 
exercises. These measures exert normative isomorphic pressures 
mainly through the exchange of ideas on current best practices in the 
institutions. These provide an impetus for normative pressure on the 
universities to comply with accreditation procedures even if only to 
project themselves internationally. 

The extent to which mimetic isomorphism exerts pressure, 
especially, on the public universities to comply with accreditation 
procedures is yet to be determined. However, experience indicates that 
academics favourably disposed to accreditation measures are usually 
those with one or more qualifications acquired from western higher 
education institutions. By inference, such academics would wish their 
institutions to adopt practices - considered modern and superior - along 
the lines of those of their foreign alma mater (mimetic isomorphism). 

7.4 Research Questions 

To guide the analysis of the differential impacts accreditation measures 
have had on the public and private universities in Ghana, this study will 
attempt to answer the following research questions: 

1. Were there differences in scores between the two cycles of 
assessments for accreditation? 

2. How did the existence of any such differences vary between the 
public and the private universities? 
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3. Could the differences in scores between the public and private 
universities be accounted for by different isomorphic pressures 
exerted on each category of institution? 

7.5 Research Methodology 

The participating institutions in the study were seven of the nine state 
and four of the forty private universities. These were the oldest 
institutions in each category, which agreed to participate in the study. 
They also had programmes of study that had undergone two cycles of 
assessments between 2006 and 2011.  

Secondary data on the assessments were first collected from 54 study 
programme evaluation reports of the sampled universities. Evaluators’ 
assessments from five key indicators, which must meet the 
accreditation procedure’s minimum standards in order for a study 
programme to be accredited were analysed statistically using the 
median as a measure of central tendency to describe the general 
performance of institutions. These indicators were curriculum structure, 
student/staff ratio, library facilities, physical facilities and funding. 
Further verification of the significance of the results of the median 
scores was done using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test to test for 
differences between the outcomes of the evaluation of the same 
indicators recorded at the different times. The paired sample t-test was 
used to compare aggregate changes in the indicators (as a measure of 
accreditation impact) between the two assessment periods, and also 
between the public and private universities.  

The next stage involved eliciting the views (through questionnaires) 
of all 288 academics, who had taught during the two assessment 
periods, on their perception of changes that had occurred in the 
indicators between the two periods. Two hundred and two (out of the 
288) academics could be reached. Based on the relative sizes of the 
institutions, 147 academics from the selected public universities were 
invited to provide responses to questionnaires designed to elicit their 
views. Eighty-two (56%) of them provided responses. Fifty-five 
academics were similarly invited from the private universities, out of 
whom 43 (78%) provided responses. It had been made clear to 
respondents that this study was an independent project – not connected 
with the accreditation agency – and the academics were free to agree or 
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decline to participate. One hundred and twenty-five (125) academics in 
total provided responses to the questionnaire – a response rate of 62%.  

7.6 Results from the analysis of the assessment reports  

The accreditation procedure in Ghana requires universities to meet 
threshold standards in the five key indicators in order to be accredited. 
The scores provide information on the changes that occurred in each of 
the indicators – deterioration, improvement or maintenance of the status 
quo -in the second cycle assessment from what was observed during the 
first cycle. The results are then compared between the public and 
private universities. 

Two indicators - curriculum and library facilities – had a median 
score of two, interpreted as ‘good’ in both cycles of the assessments 
(see Table 7-1). This suggests that there was no change – improvement 
or deterioration - in the two indicators between the two assessment 
periods. On the other hand, the student/staff ratio (SSR) improved from 
‘good’ to ‘excellent’ (for a median score of 1) while the score for 
funding declined from ‘excellent’ to ‘good’. Physical facilities scored 
‘excellent’ for both cycles of assessment. The mean value for the 
aggregated score, which defined the overall performance as measured 
by the evaluation process for the first assessment, was 1.73 but 
deteriorated marginally to 1.81 in the second assessment. Statistically, 
there was no difference in the scores between the two cycles of 
assessments (p>.05). 

For public universities, the scores for curriculum and funding 
indicated ‘good’ (2) for both assessment periods but improved from 
‘good’ to ‘excellent’ for student/staff ratios and library facilities. 
Physical facilities on the other hand indicated ‘excellent’ (1) for both 
cycles. This led to a significant improvement - from 1.87 to 1.65 - in 
the overall assessment scores in the reports - (t=-2.199, p<.05). 

While private universities, interestingly, had the same median scores 
for student/staff ratios, library and physical facilities, those for 
curriculum and funding deteriorated from ‘good’ (2) to ‘satisfactory’ 
(3). Consequently, the overall assessment scores in the indicators 
deteriorated from 1.72 in the first assessment to 1.83 in the second 
assessment, albeit insignificantly (t=-.98, p>.05). 

Finally, a single test comparing the two-cycle aggregated assessment 
scores between the two categories of universities indicated a significant 
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difference (t=2.18, p=.03<.05), with the public universities achieving 
better scores (improvement). 
 

Table 7-1 
Performance indicators compared over time 

Assessed indicators  
in 1st & 2nd cycles  
of assessment  General   Public  Private  

 M Z (p-value) M  Z ((p-value) M  Z ((p-value) 

Curriculum   - 1st 2 -.888 p (.374) 2  -.849 q (.396) 2 -1.872 p (.061) 

                      - 2nd  2  2   3  

SSR               - 1st  2 -1.773 q (.076) 2  -1.593 q (.111) 2  -.832 q (.405) 

 - 2nd  1  1  1  

Library         - 1st  2 -1.526 q (.127) 2  -2.023 q (.043)* 2  -.111 q (.912) 

                     - 2nd  2  1  1  

Funding       - 1st  2 -.765 q (.444) 2  -1.577 q  (.115) 2  -.728 p (.467) 

                     - 2nd  1  2  3  

Physical      - 1st  1 -.200 q (.841) 1  -.707 q (.480) 1  -.243 p (.808) 

Facilities     - 2nd  1  1  1  

Aggregate Score  - 1st  
1.733 a 

(t=-.966,p>.05) 
 

1.87 a;  
(t=-2.199,p<.05) 

 
1.72 a ;  
(t=-.982,p>.05) 

                            - 2nd  1.807 a  1.65 a  1.83 a 

Change in Assessment of 
programmes (1st - 2nd) 

Public  Mean = 1.0645  t = 2.175(.034) 

Private  Mean = -.5652   

NB: using the Wilcoxon test (W), z scores computed by Central limit theorem, are 
based on the difference: 2nd assessment minus 1st assessment 

M = Median score 
p Based on negative ranks. 
q Based on positive ranks. 
a Values are mean values 
* Significant at α =.05 (2-tail) 

7.7 Results from the academics’ survey 

This section presents the opinions of academics, in the two categories 
of institutions, on the extent of implementation of evaluators’ 
recommended measures for improvement and their main motivation for 
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doing so. The academics’ perception is expected to reflect the impact 
of accreditation on the two institutional categories. It must be noted that, 
while the assessments of three of the indicators – curriculum, 
student/staff ratio and library facilities were carried out by evaluators 
who are also academics, those for the two other indicators – funding 
and physical facilities – were done by professionals (accountants and 
architects, respectively) who were not necessarily academics. A 
question on the hiring of additional staff was also asked to provide 
further verification of efforts being made by the institutions to 
implement evaluators’ suggestions for improvement of the student/staff 
ratios. A question on additional teaching and learning materials relates 
to physical facilities, which directly aid and enhance teaching and 
learning. These include projectors, screens and power generators (in a 
country where power supply can be erratic). 

7.8 Implementation of Evaluators’ Recommendations. 

Almost the same proportion of respondent academics from the two 
categories of universities –private (78%) and public universities (76%)– 
claimed that their respective institutions had fully implemented 
evaluators’ recommendations for the improvement of their curriculum 
structures (see Table 7-2). However, proportionately more respondents 
from private universities (12%) indicated that their institutions had not 
implemented the recommendations as compared to those from the 
public institutions (6%). 

There was a significant difference (p<.05) between respondents’ 
opinions on the matter of full implementation of recommendations for 
the improvement of student/staff ratios by the private, as opposed to, 
the public university academics. Thirty-seven per cent of respondents 
from private universities indicated full implementation of 
recommendations on student/staff ratios as opposed to 20% from the 
public universities. More respondents from public universities (62%) 
than those from private universities (42%) indicated partial 
implementation of recommendations on the student/staff ratios. More 
academics from private universities (22%) submitted that their 
institutions had not implemented the evaluators’ recommendations on 
student/staff ratios than their counterparts from the public universities 
(18%). 
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A significantly (p < .01) larger number of respondents from the 
private (68%) than public (31%) universities indicated that 
recommendations for the hiring of additional teaching staff (to improve 
the student/staff ratios) had been implemented in their institutions. 
More academics from public universities (48%) perceived partial 
implementation, in comparison to those from private universities 
(12%). Almost equal proportions of academics in both private and 
public universities indicated that their institutions had not implemented 
recommendations on recruitment of additional teaching staff. 

More than half of academics from private universities (59%) stated 
that their institutions had improved on the stock and relevance of library 
materials, compared to a significantly lower proportion of academics 
from the public universities (34%) (p < .01). Partial implementation of 
this measure, however, saw a reversal in results, with more academics 
from public universities indicating improvement than those from the 
private universities.  

The responses indicated an almost equal distribution with regard to 
the implementation of recommendations on the provision of teaching 
and learning aids. Thirty-one per cent of academics from public 
universities as against 36% of those from private universities stated that 
their institutions had implemented the recommendations in full; while 
a larger proportion from both categories of institutions, (52% public and 
47% private) responded that the recommendations had been partially 
implemented. 

If we are to deduce the impact of accreditation from the extent of 
implementation of recommendations by the evaluators, then the results 
show that the private universities had done more than their public 
university counterparts had.   

Table 7-2 
Implementation of evaluators’ recommendations for improvement. 

   Ownership  Test of proportions  
(considering only Yes) 

 Feature Response Public  Private  Total 

A Curriculum structure,  Yes 50  (76%) 32  (78%)  82  .507  (.476) 

  Partially 12  (18%)   4  (10%)  16  

  No   4    (6%)   5  (12%)   

   66 41 107  
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   Ownership  Test of proportions  
(considering only Yes) 

 Feature Response Public  Private  Total 

B Student-staff ratio, Yes 13  (20%) 15 (37%)  28  4.364 (.037)* 

  Partially 41  (62%) 17  (42%)  58  

  No 12  (18%)   9 (22%)  21  

   66 41  107  

C Recruitment of 
additional teaching 
staff 

Yes 20  (31%) 28  (68%)  48  15.535 (.000)* 

 Partially 31  (48%)   5  (12%)  36  

  No 13  (20%)   8  (20%)  21  

   64 41  105  

D Improvement of  the 
stock and relevance 
of library  materials  

Yes 22  (34%) 24  (59%)  46  7.397 (.007)* 

 Partially 35  (54%) 12  (29%)  47  

 No   8  (12%)   5  (12%)  13  

   65 41  106  

E Provision of other 
teaching and learning 
aids 

Yes 19  (31%) 13  (36%)  32  .271 (.603) 

 Partially 32  (52%) 17  (47%)  49  

 No 11  (18%)   6  (17%)  17  

   62 36  98  
 
* Test (Chi-square) is significant at 5% significance level 

7.9 Reasons for Seeking Accreditation 

The study requested academics from the public and private universities 
to provide the main reasons for seeking accreditation from listed 
options. Figure 7-1 shows the results for the two categories of 
universities. The responses were expected to give an idea of the type of 
isomorphic pressure experienced by each category of institution that 
drove it to seek accreditation. 
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Figure 7-1 Reasons for seeking accreditation 

Note: chi-square (X) on the differences in academics’ views on the various indicators.  

Sixty per cent of all respondents generally, perceived accreditation as 
an attraction for funding. A higher proportion also shared the view that 
accreditation was important in attracting good students (79%), qualified 
teaching staff 81%), for improvement in quality education (90%) and 
as a form of compliance with legislation (81%).  
Academics from the private universities attached greater importance to 
four of these factors. However, although those who held these views 
may have been higher in proportion compared to those in the public 
universities, the chi-square statistics show that there are no significant 
differences (p>.05). A larger proportion of public university academics 
(61%) saw the attraction of funding through accreditation as of more 
importance than their private university counterparts (57%). However, 
this difference was not statistically significant either. Good students for 
enrolment into their institutions than the public universities (73%).  

In the case of teaching staff, more private university academics 
(92%) found accreditation as a good attraction for well-qualified and 
experienced staff than their public university counterparts (75%).  

A higher number of public university academics (61%) saw the 
attraction of funding through accreditation as of much more importance 
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than their private university counterparts (57%).With regard to 
achieving and improving quality education, a higher percentage of 
private university academics (93%) perceived this factor as a good 
motivation for seeking accreditation than those from the public 
universities (89%).  

Finally, more private university academics (88%), than those in the 
public universities (78%), indicated the perception that their institutions 
had only complied with accreditation measures as an obligation under 
the law.  

7.10 Discussion and Conclusion  

The analysis of the public universities indicated a mixture of fortunes, 
in terms of the scores, in the indicators between the two rounds of 
assessments. Three of the indicators - curriculum, funding and physical 
facilities - maintained the status quo while two others – student/staff 
ratios and library facilities – showed an improvement over the first 
assessment. Statistically, the public universities exhibited a significant 
improvement - from 1.87 to 1.65 - in the overall assessment scores in 
the reports.  

The private universities, on the other hand, maintained the status quo 
for three of their indicators - student/staff ratios, library and physical 
facilities - while those for curriculum and funding declined slightly 
from ‘good’ to ‘satisfactory’. Their overall rating in the indicators 
deteriorated from 1.72, in the first assessment, to 1.83 in the second 
assessment, albeit this change was statistically insignificant. 

To answer the first research question, therefore, we would state that, 
while some of the assessed indicators maintained their values, from the 
first-cycle to the second-cycle assessments, there were changes –for 
better or for worse– in the values achieved in the other assessed 
indicators. These occasioned differences in the aggregated scores 
between the two cycles of assessments for accreditation. 

The answer to the second question follows from this. When we 
compare the aggregated performance for the two-cycles of assessments 
of the indicators for both categories of universities, we conclude that 
the public universities showed a slight improvement over their private 
university counterparts.   

Given that private universities showed a higher implementation rate 
of recommendations by panels of evaluators, and yet had an inferior 
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score in the assessments for accreditation, one could infer a number of 
possible explanations. These explanations do not contradict the 
expectations from neo-institutional theories, because we did not see that 
all higher education institutions followed the (coercive) pressure to be 
accredited. First, it is possible that suggestions from the foreign 
evaluators, which the private universities did not have access to, worked 
to the advantage of the public universities. The accrediting body in 
Ghana usually engaged independent foreign evaluators to join local 
ones to assess the programmes of public universities. This was to ensure 
that a more objective report was produced from the assessment exercise, 
as most of the local evaluators were alumni of those universities. The 
measure also ensured comparability of quality with programmes 
outside Ghana. In addition, public universities might have started from 
a higher level of educational standards, as they had had exposure to 
international environments and expectations over a much longer period. 
Second, it could mean that the implementation strategies, of 
suggestions for improvement, by the private universities were weak 
because private universities in Ghana were mostly organised very ‘lean’ 
to provide routine undergraduate education. Their often-heavy reliance 
on part-time teaching staff did not make for enough commitment 
towards institutional development and support (e.g. in building capacity 
for a quality assurance unit). 

The programme evaluation reports could result in the exacting of 
sanctions against institutions that went against the norms of the 
accreditation procedure. This coercive isomorphic pressure held for 
both categories of institutions. Apart from this particular threat of 
sanction, it would not be easy to determine from the assessment reports 
what informed the reasons for the institutions’ compliance with the 
accreditation measures. The follow-up survey of the academics’ 
opinions, however, provided hints of such reasons – attracting good 
students, funding, qualified teaching staff and the achievement and 
maintenance of quality education. 

The perspectives of respondents on the implementation of 
recommendations make for an interesting analysis. From the results on 
curriculum structure, for instance, one sees that the percentage of 
respondents from both categories of institutions who thought they had 
been implemented was quite high (Table 7-2). The inference is that both 
categories of institutions attached high importance to compliance with 
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the norm. Indeed, both categories of institutions met the expectations of 
the evaluators, according to the scores in the assessment reports on the 
curriculum indicator (Table7-1). The deduction here is that all 
academics –evaluators and course lecturers– realised that the 
curriculum indicator was cardinal in the teaching and learning process 
in the university institution. Evaluators therefore, might not recommend 
accreditation for a programme with a very weak curriculum structure. 
This may count as coercive pressure on universities but at the level of 
individual academics, normative isomorphic pressures could be added. 
Academics, after all, want to think of themselves as ‘world citizens’ on 
the ‘planet of academia’. Being unable to perform a basic responsibility 
required of such citizens (good curricula) might dent the image of such 
academics before their peers. 

The results on the implementation of measures to achieve acceptable 
student/staff ratios in both categories of institutions were not that 
encouraging (Table 7-2). The private universities, however, appeared 
to be making better efforts (37% of respondents) than their public 
university counterparts (20%) in the implementation of measures to 
achieve the acceptable norm. In one such measure – recruitment of 
additional staff - the public universities trailed their private university 
counterparts (31-68%) in their respective respondents’ perception of 
efforts being made. We must concede that, as respondents were making 
judgements about their own institutions, an element of subjectivity in 
their responses could not be discounted.  It must, however, be 
emphasised that, unlike the public universities which enjoyed better 
security in terms of conditions of service, the private universities 
needed accreditation to attract any semblance of qualified staff. The 
pressure to conform to the norm (coercive isomorphism) was thus real 
if they were to gain accreditation in order to attain the objective of 
attracting qualified staff. Indeed, many more of them cited the attraction 
of good quality staff as a reason for seeking accreditation (Figure 7-1). 
Yet the public universities, apart from serving as a major source of part-
time staff for the private universities, would hardly employ staff whose 
quality fell below the threshold standards. This, perhaps, was due to 
their continuous quest to protect their reputation and rub shoulders with 
recognised institutions all over the world (normative isomorphism). In 
contrast with the public universities, the general opinion around the 
accreditation agency seemed to be that the accreditation procedure had 
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to be alert to prevent some private universities from committing 
aberrations in that regard – that is, employing unqualified staff to teach. 
In the area of attracting students, Ghanaians would normally wish to 
enrol in the public universities due to the latter’s long-established 
reputation and the subvention they enjoyed from the state. The same 
goes for qualified academics who wish to lecture in the universities. 
Private universities, therefore, had to put in extra effort to compete, 
among themselves, for qualified students who could not enrol in the 
public system due to lack of adequate facilities. Most of the private 
universities had, consequently, put up impressive physical and library 
facilities, in the mould of the public universities (mimetic 
isomorphism), as an attraction for students.  

More respondents (61%) from the public universities than the private 
universities (57%) cited funding as a reason for seeking accreditation. 
Both quasi-state agencies (which funded student loans, for instance) 
and foreign donors (of whom public universities were major 
beneficiaries) required the universities to be accredited in order for 
benefits to be extended to them. Public universities mainly subsisted on 
state resources, which had been dwindling over the years. It would have 
been near suicidal on their part to refuse to conform to measures that 
would put them in good standing with the accreditation procedure, as 
that would have deprived them of the required extra resources that they 
so badly needed to enable them run effectively and efficiently. They 
thus had to bow to the coercive isomorphic pressures, which the 
accreditation measures brought, in that respect. The private universities 
are mainly for-profit institutions and were permitted to charge ‘realistic’ 
fees to recoup their investments and make a profit. The main – coercive 
isomorphic – pressure they had to contend with was to seek 
accreditation in order to attract students who were in a position to pay 
‘realistic fees’. They therefore, had a narrower objective for seeking 
accreditation than the public universities, as far as the funding indicator 
was concerned. 

The study concludes that the private universities, more that the 
public universities, by reason of legislation and the accreditation 
procedure’s processes, had to contend with all the isomorphic pressures 
– coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism – in compliance with 
the accreditation measures. These pressures, in the main, were exerted 
simultaneously and in an overlapping manner. For instance, by 
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compelling the private universities to affiliate to the established public 
universities, the accreditation procedure had accepted, de facto, that the 
latter institutions’ norms should serve as reference points for the private 
ones. Using evaluators from the public universities to assess private 
universities’ programmes adds to this. Additionally, the mentor 
institutions, in awarding their qualifications to graduands of the private 
institutions, require the latter to ‘mimic’ most their practices. Thus, all 
three isomorphic pressures are experienced by the private universities 
in their quest to be in good standing with the accreditation procedure. 
These come in the form of complying with legislation (coercive 
isomorphism), accepting the norms as established by the mentor 
institutions and the accreditation procedure (normative isomorphism) 
and copying the ways of their mentors (mimetic isomorphism).  

In the case of the public universities, the isomorphic pressures that 
informed their reasoning for complying with accreditation measures 
were mainly coercive (legislation). This is followed by normative 
isomorphism through compliance with the broad norms of the 
accreditation procedure and their interaction with foreign compatriots 
and literature. To a lesser degree, mimetic isomorphic pressure is 
exerted on them in their quest to copy best practices from elsewhere to 
make them internationally competitive - to attract foreign students, for 
instance. 
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Chapter 8 
Compliance with accreditation 
measures in Ghanaian 
universities – Students’ 
perspectives 
Abstract: The article is based on a study conducted among students in 
selected Ghanaian universities in the year 2014 to confirm the 
continued maintenance of the standards, based on which accreditation 
was granted, in their institutions. Although the students might not have 
been conversant with the accrediting agency’s standards, these 
requirements were provided as possible answers from which the 
students were to select appropriate and unbiased responses, based on 
their observations. These indicators related to curriculum, student 
assessment policies, student assessment of course content and teaching 
(SACT), policy on ethics, student/staff ratios, physical facilities and 
library provisions. Students from eleven – six oldest public and the five 
oldest private – universities were selected to constitute the sampled 
population from which responses to questionnaires, were elicited. The 
study also sought to find out whether the students’ responses had any 
association with the type of university – public or private – attended. 
The statistical tests, employed for analysis of the data collected, were 
mainly non-parametric, involving chi-square analysis and Mann-
Whitney U Test. The students’ responses, from both categories of 
institutions, confirmed varying degrees of conformity and, or 
compliance with the Ghanaian accrediting agency’s standards by the 
universities under its regulation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This article is based on: 

Dattey, K., Westerheijden, D. F. and Hofman W. H. A (n.d). Compliance with 
accreditation measures in Ghanaian universities – Students’ perspectives. Africa 
Education Review Journal, (Under review for publication)  
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8.1 Introduction  

There is no gainsaying the fact that students are major stakeholders in 
the higher education enterprise and many, if not most, of the quality 
measures put in place by regulatory bodies such as accrediting agencies, 
are geared towards satisfying students’ teaching and learning needs. 
The conclusions from the focused literature review, of student feedback 
systems in higher education, by Alderman et al. (2012) support this 
assertion. They concluded from their work that students were widely 
regarded as important stakeholders in the universities and surveys of 
their experience were established components of evaluation systems. 
Student evaluations, as we shall see, have become part and parcel of 
many universities’ internal processes. While such student evaluations 
may not form part of the external evaluation system, some accrediting 
agencies often  demand evidence of their existence in the universities 
as part of their external review systems (Salmi & Saroyan, 2007; 
Okojie, 2008).  

This study aims to find out from students in Ghanaian universities, 
the continued existence of, and compliance with, measures designed by 
the accrediting body to ensure, at least, the maintenance of minimum 
standards in seven key areas that the agency assessed and passed before 
granting accreditation to the universities. These key areas were, as 
stated in the accrediting body’s evaluation instruments, in the areas of 
curriculum, student assessment policies, student assessment of course 
content and teaching, policy on ethics, student/staff ratios, physical 
facilities and library provisions. It is important to emphasise that, at the 
time of the study, students might not have known that all seven 
identified areas formed part of the accrediting body’s assessment 
criteria.  

The setting of the study (Ghana) notwithstanding, the results of the 
study may be useful to policy makers and higher education 
practitioners, especially, in Africa and other developing countries as the 
practice of accreditation in these countries mostly follow similar 
patterns. The results of the study would likely enhance the 
understanding of the impact quality assurance measures, as practised by 
accrediting bodies in Africa could have on African students’ learning 
experiences. 

In the case of higher education practitioners in the developed world, 
this study will enable them have a better appreciation of the various 
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student experiences with respect to quality issues acquired in their 
formative studies in the native countries before migrating for graduate 
studies, in institutions within the developed countries. 

The study sought responses on issues that related directly to student 
matters in the accreditation agency’s requirements for accrediting 
universities. In the agency’s instrument – labelled Accreditation Panel 
Reporting Form (APRF) - evaluators were to collect students’ views on 
teaching and learning with the aim of monitoring compliance with the 
agency’s requirements (National Accreditation Board website, 
www.nab.gov.gh, 2014). The evaluators usually collected these student 
views, during (programme reaccreditation) assessment exercises. This 
study, however, sought to do an independent and more detailed 
monitoring exercise to determine, whether the accrediting body’s 
requirements were still present in, and being complied with, by the 
universities. 

In Ghana, and perhaps many other jurisdictions, evaluation panels 
conducting assessments for the grant of accreditation, do not have 
provision for the inclusion of students. Thus, this study sought their 
(students’) unbiased views to help determine whether the accreditation 
procedure’s requirements, as found in the evaluation instruments, 
existed in their respective universities. We compared the responses 
provided to determine the extent of compliance with the accreditation 
requirements, between the state-funded (public) universities as against 
those of the private universities. The expectation was that the private 
universities would be more compliant with the accreditation body’s 
requirements as private provision of university education was permitted 
after the regulatory body had been established to supervise that new 
development. Thus, the private universities had the benefit of best 
practices to adopt from the public universities, many of whose 
establishment preceded that of the regulatory body. It was also the 
expectation that the regulatory body would prevent the private 
universities from adopting ‘unhealthy’ practices such as excessive 
student intake, not matched by existing capacities, which had 
characterised some of the public universities.  
The research question is: 

Do students’ perspectives confirm or deny the existence of 
policies/measures in line with accreditation requirements, in their 
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universities and do their responses have any association with the 
type of university – public or private – attended? 

8.2 Brief review of the enforcement of accreditation measures 
in developing countries. 

Developments leading to the establishment of regulatory regimes such 
as accreditation and the enforcement of its measures mainly to assure 
quality provision, have been well documented in the literature 
(Westerheijden, 2013; Materu & Righetti, 2010). In many developing 
countries, the thirst for higher education and the consequent expansion 
of provision to include investors other than the state, mainly led to the 
institution of accrediting bodies to regulate the sector and also ensure 
compliance with some minimum standards by the institutions. The 
mode of operation of the accrediting bodies often show some 
similarities while others indicate differences. For instance, some of the 
bodies operate at the institutional level only while others operate at the 
programme level only and, still others, at both levels (Harvey, 2004; 
Materu, 2007). 

The mandate of the accrediting bodies sometimes differ from one 
jurisdiction to the other. In certain countries, Nigeria for example, these 
bodies regulate only universities while in others, Ghana as an instance, 
the mandate covers all tertiary education institutions. Countries such as 
Mexico, technically do not regard accreditation as compulsory but, like 
its northern neigbour U.S., external accreditation influences funding 
decisions (Kapur & Crowley, 2008). 

Howsoever the mandates of these accrediting bodies, a common 
function that almost runs through them is the development and 
enforcement of minimum standards that govern the establishment and 
operation of the higher education enterprise. Brazil for instance requires 
any institution that desires to address itself as a university to have a third 
of its staff possessing advanced degrees and been employed on full time 
basis (Sidhu & Torres, 2006). In El Salvador, a period of 24 months is 
given to those wishing to establish universities to comply with specified 
standards. Institutions that flout the standards after establishment risk 
closure by the accrediting authorities (Kapur & Crowley, 2008).Some 
developing countries have formed regional accrediting bodies to 
coordinate the activities of their individual accrediting agencies, 
especially in the areas of quality development and in rooting out rogue 
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providers. The Central American Accreditation Council, for instance, 
has been formed to coordinate accreditation programmes of the 
countries in the Latin American region and to set standards for the 
evaluation of degree programmes for both public and private 
universities in the area (Lloyd, 2005). The Southern African 
Universities Regional Association (SARUA) was also formed to 
increase collaboration among its member countries, develop graduate 
programmes and improve quality provision (Materu, 2007). 

Common features that run through the mandates of African 
accrediting bodies are the assessment of institutions and, or their 
programmes for accreditation/reaccreditation and the approval/denial 
for the establishment of private higher education institutions (Materu, 
2007). For decisions on approval for the establishment of new 
institutions, input factors such as staffing, curricula and physical 
facilities are assessed against specified criteria. Institutions are 
approved for establishment only if they met the minimum standards set 
for those indicators. Accredited institutions due for reaccreditation are 
expected to show improvements beyond the set minimum standards 
failure of which the validity periods of their accreditation may be 
shortened or admission of fresh students banned until acceptable 
remedial measures had been put in place. 

Either academics or professionals such as architects (for physical 
facilities) or accountants (for financial sustainability) do assessments 
conducted for the grant of accreditation. Although the evaluators, to 
ascertain their levels of satisfaction with provision sometimes interview 
students, as the Ghana system requires, very scanty information is 
available as to if students are directly involved anywhere in assessments 
leading to the grant of accreditation either in their institutions or in other 
institutions. The closest students come to be associated with the 
processes leading to accreditation of institutions and, or their 
programmes appear to be the requirement for them to periodically 
evaluate the courses taught them, the mode of delivery and the facilities 
provided to ensure the likelihood of success in their learning 
experience. 

It was against this backdrop that this study was conducted to explore 
students’ perspectives on the impact of accreditation on their 
institutions, if even indirectly. It is hoped that this would enable some 
knowledge to be added as to whether that important segment of 
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stakeholders were benefitting from reform measures that had 
culminated in the institution of the system of accreditation in higher 
education, especially in the developing world. 

8.3 Background 

Student evaluations within higher education institutions had been traced 
to the mid-1920s, with the main purpose being the provision of  
feedback to academics on their teaching delivery. In contemporary 
times, student evaluations have been routinised in many universities 
worldwide with their results utilised for formative - to guide teaching 
practice, and summative - to inform management decision-making - 
purposes (Algozzine et al., 2004; Richardson, 2005). These 
evaluations, such as have been alluded to by the authors, are usually 
carried out by academics or administrators within the institutions. The 
current study, however, was carried out by researchers outside the 
subject institutions.  

Marsh (2007), in his work on student evaluation surveys spanning a 
period of almost three decades, identified five main purposes of such 
surveys as, to provide: 

x Diagnostic feedback for academics about the effectiveness of 
their teaching; 

x A measure of teaching effectiveness for decisions regarding 
appointment and promotion; 

x Information for students to use in the selection of units of study 
and teachers; 

x A component for use in quality assurance processes; 

x Data for use in research. 

The listed purpose that is of particular relevance to this study is that on 
the component for use in quality assurance processes. This factor’s 
relevance to the study is to the extent that it is a requirement and an 
objective of the external accrediting body in Ghana.  

From an extensive review of the literature, Richardson (2005) 
concluded that student feedback surveys had the potential to provide 
valuable data for utilisation by students, academics and administrators. 
Oftentimes, however, the relevant authorities did not act on the data 
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from such surveys and students were therefore, left in the dark as to the 
outcomes of their feedback. Practical relevance would require 
developers of student evaluation surveys to pay attention to matters 
such as rationale, focus, content and design, fitness for purpose, 
importance of response rates and the intended use of the data to be 
collected. Richardson therefore, suggests, among others, that: 

x Student evaluation surveys can be used both as evidence for 
assessing quality and for improving quality.  

x Feedback should be sought at the level at which one is making  
attempts at monitoring quality.  

x The focus should be on student perceptions of key aspects of 
teaching or on key aspects of the quality of their   programmes. 

x A 60 per cent response rate is desirable and achievable for 
students who have satisfactorily completed their course units or 
programmes. 

It is, especially, the first suggestion by Richardson that would be 
relevant to this study’s quest for determining evidence, from students 
in this case, whether the Ghanaian accreditation procedure’s measures 
had made any impact, with regard to the quality of the institutions and 
the programmes they run. Quality here may be defined as improvements 
in specified indicators beyond the accrediting body’s set minimum 
standards, especially from one evaluation cycle to another. 

Other facets of student feedback surveys have attracted the attention 
of many writers on the subject and these include those of Wiers-Jensen 
et al.  (2002); Spooren & Mortelmans (2006); Driscoll & Cadden 
(2010) and Williams & Kane (2010); whose studies focused mainly on 
determinants of student satisfaction variables and potential biases.  

Student responses, and their comments and expectations would 
hopefully, improve the toolkits of quality assurance agencies 
internationally to the ultimate benefit of this important segment of the 
knowledge acquisition enterprise – students 

8.4 Methodology   

The study sought students’ confirmation of the existence and, or, the 
prevailing state of specified indicators picked from the instruments 
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employed by the accrediting agency to evaluate various levels of 
academic programmes in Ghanaian universities. The instruments – 
found on the agency’s website, www.nab.gov.gh - had been labelled as, 
Panel Evaluation Form (PEF) and Accreditation Panel Reporting Form 
(APRF). The indicators, so lifted from the instruments were curriculum 
and course structure; course assessments; student assessment of course 
content and teaching (SACT); staffing; administration of 
department/programme; physical facilities and library provisions.  

Questionnaires administered to the selected students were designed, 
not only to elicit responses that would confirm the existence of the 
indicators mentioned above, but also in the specifications required by 
the accrediting body or close to them. The students, most probably, did 
not previously know these requirements but the questionnaires provided 
them as possible responses for selection. Thus, instead of asking 
students respondents directly whether a (programme in a social science) 
class met the accreditation agency’s requirement on class sizes, the 
questionnaire requested the student to choose, from ranges of possible 
class sizes, what a typical (social science) programme’s class looked 
like. Again, to determine whether the set standards of the agency on 
libraries, for example, were being adhered to by the universities, 
students were requested to answer questions on access to textbooks, 
currency of the textbooks and improved access to online databases for 
learning and research work. We did this deliberately to prevent lack of 
candour in the students’ responses for fear of eliciting a backlash – real 
or perceived - against their institutions in accreditation decisions. The 
selected students were from eleven – six oldest public and five oldest 
private – universities in Ghana and were at comparable levels of studies, 
as in the year 2014 when the study was conducted. The study also 
compared the responses provided between students, offering similar 
courses, in the public and in the private universities.  

The survey method was employed in which 1,100 students were 
randomly selected from six (out of the nine) public universities and five 
(out of the 60) private universities in Ghana (Table 8-1). A breakdown 
of the response rates indicates 89 per cent of student responses from the 
public and 78 per cent of student responses from the private 
universities.  
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Table 8-1 
Sample characteristics 

Type of 
institutions 

Population of 
institutions and 
students: 

Inst. (Students) 

Sample 
institutions and 
students: 

Inst.(Students) 

Response 
rate (%) 

Public 
Universities  

 9 
 (205,000) 

 6 
 (780) 

696 
(89%) 

Private 
Universities 

 60 
 (65,000) 

 5 
 (520) 

404 
(78%) 

Total   69 
 (270,000) 

 11 
 (1,300) 

1,100 
(85%) 

The sample selected from the study population of public and private 
universities, constituted about 0.3 per cent of the total university 
population of about 350,000 in Ghana, about 70 per cent of whom were 
enrolled in the public universities. Six hundred and ninety-six (63 per 
cent) of the sampled students were from the public universities while 
404 (37 per cent) of the students were enrolled in the private 
universities. These students were reading various taught programmes, 
at the bachelor’s and master’s degree levels, in the sciences and in the 
humanities. Determination of the distribution of students sampled 
within the universities was motivated by the higher number of 
departments in the public as compared to that of the private universities. 

It must be emphasized that since students did not directly participate 
in the assessment processes leading to the grant of accreditation in 
Ghana, what this study sought to do was to find out, albeit indirectly, 
from the students whether the agency’s set minimum standards were 
being maintained by the universities. Students were assured of their 
anonymity in the study and the fact that the results were not meant to 
be relayed to the accrediting agency to exact any form of sanction on 
defaulting universities. The assurance was that the purposes of the study 
were for purely academic and research exercises. 
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The items on the questionnaire were structured to be independent of 
each other, with expected responses not dependent on that of a 
preceding question. This helped to develop a legitimate index function 
for the analysis of the responses.  

8.5 Coding and Indexing of accreditation outcomes 

As had been stated earlier, the items in the questionnaire mainly sought 
to determine whether certain requirements of the accreditation 
procedure were available in a university which would signify then, that 
the university was still complying with the initial measures that earned 
it the grant of accreditation. Respondents were to provide either a ‘Yes’ 
(coded as 1) being the presence of an accreditation requirement or a 
‘No’ (coded as 0) being the lack of a requirement, answers. Thus, for 
unidirectional questions, the sum of the ‘Yeses’ would feed positively 
into compliance with an accreditation requirement and would determine 
the degree of compliance of those group of items with that accreditation 
requirement. The items in Appendix one serve as an illustration of 
questions posed to students. 

The indexing function was developed for some of the accreditation 
indicators (specifically, course structure, student feedback on 
assessment of course content and teaching (SACT), ethics policy, 
physical facilities and library), where several questions were asked 
about various aspects of the indicator. The indices show the number of 
items answered positively by each of the respondents normalised to the 
maximum possible number of questions in the scale) and they tersely 
indicate the compliance level. This approach to the analysis, 
compressed the volume of statistical results.  

A distribution of the index values for the various factors showed that 
the score points were few. For instance, the library provision index had 
the following scores: 0, 0.33, 0.67 and 1.0 that may be treated as ranks; 
higher scores indicate better conformity with the accrediting body’s 
stated standards. Statistical tests were mainly non-parametric, involving 
chi-square analysis and Mann-Whitney U Test. 
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8.6 Results 

It must be emphasised, once more, that questionnaires designed for the 
sampled students were not meant to elicit direct responses as to whether 
their respective institutions were fulfilling accreditation requirements 
or not. They were, in the main, requested to confirm, or deny, the 
existence of those requirements – which were provided as possible 
answers to the questions asked - in their institutions. 

8.7 Curriculum issues 
Questionnaires administered to the students solicited responses on the 
following issues with regard to the accreditation procedure’s 
requirements on the curriculum:  

(i) Provision of course outlines to the students at the onset of the 
academic session,  

(ii) Conformity of the structure of course outlines with the 
recommended format,  
(iii) Inclusion of liberal arts (institution-wide) courses in the various 
programmes of study and  
(iv) Appropriate allocation of credits within the prescribed standards.  

Responses from the sampled students, from both public and private 
universities, were unanimous that their institutions had provided them 
with course outlines at the beginning of the academic session. On 
conformity with the prescribed format for course outlines, students’ 
responses from the private universities indicated a higher compliance 
rate (641.68) than those from the public universities (496.92) - Table 8-
2. Statistical tests – using the Mann-Whitney U test - show that 
compliance level among private universities was significantly higher 
than that in the public universities (U=103298, p<.01).  

All the students sampled, from both university categories, indicated 
their respective institutions’ compliance with the accrediting body’s 
requirement that they offer prescribed university-wide courses in areas 
such as computer applications and good writing skills. Seventy-four per 
cent of students from the public universities indicated an average of 
three credit hours for such mandatory courses but proportionately more 
private university students (83 per cent) gave the same number of (3) 
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credit hours (Table 8-2). The student responses showed a significant 
relationship ( 2= 11.59, p=.001) between their type of university – 
public or private - and the allotted credits for the compulsory university-
wide courses.  

 

Table 8-2 
Student responses on curriculum issues 

 Feature   Type of institution  

   Public Univs. Private Univs. ( ) 

2.1 Students given course outlines  Yes 696 (100%) 404  (100%) - 

 No - -  

2.2 Course Outline structure (index) Mean ranks 496.92 641.68 103298 
(.000)* 

2.3 Average credit hour for 
Mandatory courses  

2 credits 179  (25.7%) 68  (16.8%) 11.59 
(.001) 

 3 credits 517  (74.3%) 336  (83.2%)  

2.4 Liberal arts courses taken 
[French, Psychology, logical 
reasoning, etc.] 

Yes 567  (81.5%) 207  (51.2%) 112.01 
(.000) 

 No 129  (18.5%) 197  (48.8%)  
 
* Test is Mann-Whitney U test for Course Outline Structure. Figures in cells to the 
left are Mean ranks provided for Public and Private Universities. 

The relationship between the type of university and the assignment of 
mandatory liberal arts courses to students was significant ( 2= 112.01, 
p<.001): 82 per cent of students from the public universities undertook 
courses in liberal arts as add-on to their regular  programmes of study 
while 51 per cent of their counterparts in the private universities did the 
same. There is therefore a significant difference between the responses 
from the public as against the private students. 

8.8 Student Assessment policy 
The Ghanaian accrediting body required institutions it regulated to 
adopt both formative and summative assessments for students enrolled 
on their programmes. The sampled students – from both public and 
private universities - indicated that their institutions conducted 
continuous assessments in the course of their studies. They also had to 
write end-of-semester examinations, thus confirming compliance with 



137 

 

the accrediting procedure’s requirement for formative and summative 
assessments of students.  

In respect of examination coverage, 19 per cent of students, from 
both types of institutions, indicated that there was complete coverage 
of all topics in the course outline all the time while 70  per cent indicated 
that was most often the case. Proportionally, more students from the 
private universities (34 per cent approximately) than the public 
universities (almost 11 per cent) indicated that their examinations 
covered almost all topics in the provided course outline (Table 8-3). 
However, over 80 per cent of the sampled public university students, as 
against over 57 per cent from the private universities responded that the 
course outlines ‘most often’ covered all topics (Table 8-3). The third 
category of answers was that only about half of the courses included all 
topics from the course outline in examinations. There was thus a 
statistical association between the types of institutions and the 
responses from their students on examination coverage in relation to the 
provided course outlines - 2= 98.22, p<.001 – (Table 8-3). On the issue 
of providing feedback on student assessments, only a third of students, 
overall, indicated that their respective institutions did this. Relatively, 
more students (56%) in the private universities indicated receiving 
feedback from their institutions as compared to 16% of students from 
the public universities (Table 8-3). 
 

Table 8-3 
Relationship between Type of Institution and Course Assessment 

 Feature   Type of institution  

   Public Univs. Private Univs. ( ) 

3.1 Conducted continuous 
assessments & and end of 
semester exams. 

Yes 696 (100%) 404 (100%) - 

 No - -  

3.2 Exams covered all topics in 
course outline 

all the time 74 (10.6%) 139 (34.4%) 98.22 
(.000) 

 very often 577 (82.9%) 232 (57.4%)  

  only half of 
the time 

45 (6.5%) 33 (8.2%)  

3.3 Students received feedback 
from supervisor of project 
work 

Yes  113 (16.2%) 227 (56.2%) 191.06 
(.000) 

 No 583 (83.8%) 177 (43.8%)  



138 

 

8.9 Responses on student assessment of course content and 
teaching (SACT) 

The accreditation procedure in Ghana required universities to ensure 
that students periodically evaluated the contents of courses they pursued 
and their experiences with regard to teaching delivery. Questions asked 
to the sampled students in this regard were to elicit responses as to 
whether the universities had complied with this requirement by, for 
instance, requesting periodic completion of student evaluation forms on 
course contents and teaching delivery. Other items on the questionnaire 
included those requesting responses on which outfit (academic or 
administrative) exercised responsibility for the administration of the 
process and the implementation of recommendations arising therefrom, 
as well as receipt and address of complaints. The scores for the student 
assessment of courses and teaching (SACT) index suggested better 
conformity with the requirements by the private universities (528.5) 
than the public universities (488.4) – Table 8-4. Statistically, from the 
students’ responses, it can be deduced that private universities complied 
better with SACT requirement than the public universities (U=112310, 
p=0.026<0.05).  

Issues on the mode of administration of the SACT requirement (e.g. 
manually or electronically) and the skewness of the SACT form (in 
favour of course content or that of teaching or balanced between the 
two) were explored. The results showed that a significant number of the 
sampled public university students (about 79 per cent) – marginally, 
more than the 73 per cent from the private universities – completed the 
SACT forms manually - 2= 4.24, p=.039<.05 - (Table 8-4). 

The SACT form was generally seen as balanced in the quest for the 
evaluation of both course content and teaching delivery. Approximately 
71 per cent of the sampled public university students as against 27 per 
cent of those from the private universities indicated such balance (Table 
8-4). Almost half of the students from the private universities indicated 
that the SACT evaluation form was mostly geared towards assessment 
of teaching delivery; only 13 per cent of the sampled public university 
students shared the same opinion. The relationship between the 
responses and the type of universities was thus significant - 2= 201.11, 
p<.01 – (Table 8-4).   
 



139 

 

Table 8-4 
Relationship between Type of Institution and Course Assessment 

 Feature   Type of institution  

   Public Univs. Private Univs. ( ) 

4.1 SACT index: Mean ranks 488.44 528.50 112310 

(.026)* 

4.2 SACT Mode Manual 475 (78.6%) 295 (73%) 4.24 
(.039) 

 Online 129 (21.4%) 109 (27%)  

4.3 Components of 
SACT 

Course content 97 (16.1%) 110 (27.2%) 201.11 
(.000) 

 Teaching delivery 79 (13.1%) 185 (45.8%)  

  Bal. bet. the 2  428 (70.9%) 109 (27%)  

* Test is Mann-Whitney U test for Students Assessment of Course Content and 
Teaching (SACT). Figures in cells to the left are Mean ranks provided for Public and 
Private Universities 

8.10 The institutions’ compliance with the accreditation 
agency’s requirements 

The Ghanaian accrediting body required the institutions they regulated 
to document ethics policies for their staff and students, which provided 
for acceptable behaviour in their institutions. Highlights of those 
policies included those, which should regulate staff–student relations, 
student–student relations and plagiarism, etc. 

Responses from students in the public universities indicated high 
fulfilment of the requirement on ethics policy (572.99) in comparison 
to responses from their private university counterparts (511.76) – Table 
8-5. The Mann-Whitney U test indicated a significant difference in the 
levels of compliance with the ethics policy depending on the type of 
university – public or private – attended (U=124941, p=.001<.01).  

With physical facilities, the mean ranks for the public and private 
universities respectively indicated 651.28 and 376.88 suggesting higher 
compliance by the public universities and this was statistically 
significant (U=70450.5, p=.000<.01). Thus, the inference from the 
students’ responses was that the physical facilities in the public 
universities conformed better to the accrediting body’s requirements, as 
specified in the evaluation instruments, than those in the private 
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universities. The physical facility requirements included availability of 
office space for staff, adequacy and safety of classroom space, 
availability of technical equipment for teaching and demonstration, and 
accessibility of the facilities to the physically challenged. 

On the library facilities, the student responses indicated that 
compliance with the accrediting body’s requirements was higher in the 
public universities (407.21) than the private Universities (365.83). It 
may be concluded that compliance levels with the accrediting body’s 
requirements in the public universities was significantly higher in the 
private universities (U=64974, p=.006<.01) - Table 8-5. The 
accreditation requirements for library facilities included availability 
and adequacy of library space, currency of textbooks and journals and 
provision of equipment such as computers and reprographic equipment. 

Table 8-5 
Compliance with accreditation requirements by the public & private 
universities 

 Feature  Type of institution (Mean Ranks)  

  Public Univs. Private Univs. ( ) 

5.1 Ethics Policy index: 572.99 511.76 124941.5  (.001) * 

5.2 Physical Facility index: 651.28 376.88 70450  (.000) 

5.3 Library Provision index*: 407.21 365.83 64974  (.006) 
 

Mann-Whitney U test  
* 29% of students, with incomplete responses on library items, were removed from 
the analysis 

8.11 Class sizes  

The questionnaire on this indicator requested students to provide 
responses on the largest and the smallest class sizes they had sat in 
during the semester immediately preceding the research period. We 
should take note that full-time students who participated in the survey 
took six courses each within the semester. The calculations from these 
data gave a range of 67 – 209 for Business courses and 41 – 210 for 
courses in the other Humanities in the universities. The class sizes 
computed from the figures provided from the student responses 
suggested a range of 80 – 240 for the Business courses in the public 
universities. These were higher than the corresponding ranges of 54 – 
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179 for similar courses in the private universities within the same period 
(Table 8-6). 

We could see from the table below that generally, private 
universities had lower class sizes. 

Table 8-6 
Class Sizes 

Courses in: Public Private  

 

Average 
Small class 
Size 

Average 
Large class 
size 

Average 
Small class 
Size 

Average 
Large class 
size 

NAB’s SSR 
norm (No. of 
students to a 
lecturer) 

Business 80 240 54 179 27:1 

Other Humanities 52 274 31 146 27:1 

Science and Applied Science 71 310 29 145 18:1 

Technology and Engineering 57 157 16 83 18:1 

All programmes 65 245 33 138  

 

8.12 Discussion of results 

Responses from the students to the administered questionnaires 
confirmed, in overall terms, conformity with the curriculum 
requirements (excluding the mandatory courses) by both the public and 
private universities, with the latter indicating better conformity levels. 
Assessment of curricula by evaluators was one of the key exercises by 
the accrediting agency in the determination of the grant of accreditation 
to Ghanaian universities. Private universities essentially, underwent a 
two-tier evaluation process – one by its mentoring university and the 
other by the accrediting agency – while the public ones underwent only 
one, by the agency. This, perhaps, accounted for the better performance 
of the private universities, if the student responses indeed reflected the 
real situation.  

The student responses on the requirements for assessments showed, 
on the face of it, that more students from the public universities 
indicated higher rates of conformity with the accrediting body’s 
requirements than those of the private universities, although responses 
from the private university students appeared more consistent. Note 
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must be taken of the fact that the public universities had been operating 
with better structures and more qualified and experienced staff for some 
time before private provision was permitted, in the 1990s. On the other 
hand, the private universities were still struggling, with weak structures 
and relatively inexperienced academic staff, to cope with the standards 
set by the accrediting body.  

Students from both categories of universities reported compliance 
with the requirement for student evaluations of teaching and course 
contents. Those from the public universities indicated a better balance 
between questions posed on issues of course contents and teaching, than 
students from the private universities. We take note of the fact that 
previous researchers had been sceptical about student evaluations on 
this subject, within the universities. As explained in the introductory 
part of this article, student respondents were made aware that there 
could be no benefits for not been candid in their responses, as the 
researchers had nothing to do with any such expectations. The 
explanation proffered for the differences in responses between the 
public and private university students, with respect to their views on 
student assessments, also held for that on the structure of questionnaires 
for internal student evaluations on course content and teaching.  

An analysis of the responses from students from the public 
universities indicated better compliance by their institutions with the 
requirement for an ethics policy as against their private university 
counterparts. This significant compliance rate by the public universities 
could be attributed to their long assimilation of the practice, first from 
mentoring institutions – from colonial times – and lately from 
normative cultural contacts. The latter would include attendance at 
conferences and interactions with external examiners, during which 
they might have shared views on quality and best practices. Secondly, 
public universities in Ghana see themselves as comparable with other 
world-class universities such as Oxford University and Harvard 
University in the United Kingdom and the United States respectively. 
Institution of ethics policies had thus become part of the general 
operations of the public universities just like counterpart higher 
education institutions in other parts of the world. They were therefore, 
more likely to adopt policies that would at least sustain them in that 
position than their relatively unknown private counterparts which were 
in their infancy, as far as imbibing those virtues were concerned. 
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The reasons for the better compliance rates by the public universities 
with the physical facilities requirements are not hard to determine. 
Unlike their private university counterparts, almost all the public 
universities had their purpose-built facilities, often modelled after other 
world class universities, put up by the state which also made annual 
budgetary provisions, even if inadequate, for their maintenance. The 
private universities, many of which had started from rented facilities, 
were now struggling to construct their own facilities with funds, mainly 
from loans and student fees. With their relatively excellent facilities and 
reputation, many students preferred to enrol in the public universities 
rather than the private universities most of which had to be literarily 
cajoled to move into their permanent structures, by the accrediting 
agency, if they had to maintain their accreditation.  

The same reason, as per the physical facilities above, held for the 
provision of library facilities, the results from the student respondents 
of which indicated a proportionately higher compliance rate with the 
required standards by the public universities than the private ones. With 
state support, the public universities were not only in a better position 
to replenish their stocks of equipment and textbooks with current ones, 
but were also able to keep abreast with subscriptions of current and 
relevant journals for their programmes ahead of the private universities. 

With regard to class sizes, Materu (2007, p.31) had alluded to the 
likelihood of African public universities allowing ‘trade-offs in quality 
to accommodate the social demand for access and to offset the effects 
of reduced funding from governments’, as a major reason for the larger 
than normal enrolments, resulting in large class sizes in the public 
universities. It should be noted that this phenomenon preceded the 
establishment of most African accrediting bodies, including the 
Ghanaian agency. Although the regulatory bodies were doing their best 
to bring down the large class sizes to acceptable levels, the socio-
economic pressures prevailing in these countries were likely to prevent 
rapid results in that regard. With respect to wielding the big stick on the 
maintenance of optimum class sizes, it would appear that the 
accreditation procedure was harder on the private universities than it 
was with the public universities. The socio-political pressure exerted on 
the public universities to admit more student numbers than their 
existing facilities could optimally handle appeared to be immense. 
Many African governments counted as part of their achievements, 
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increases in the placement of qualified applicants in the universities, 
especially the state-funded ones, although they could not always 
provide the needed resources to support such universities to achieve that 
objective. With relatively cheaper fees, the general populace saw the 
admission of their wards to the public universities as a right; after all, 
those institutions subsisted on taxes from the public. Such factors, 
among others, conspired to exert greater pressure on the state-funded 
universities to exceed the officially sanctioned class sizes, perhaps with 
the unofficial connivance of the regulatory body. 

Unlike the public universities, the private ones have had to obtain 
accreditation from the onset before commencing operations. Harvey & 
Newton (2005) had listed control and compliance as two of the four 
purposes cited for quality assurance. It was obvious that the accrediting 
body had been applying the two measures scrupulously on the private 
universities in order for them to retain their accreditation and this 
perhaps accounted for their relatively smaller class sizes than the public 
universities.  

8.13 Conclusion 

We recognize that students may not be experts in curriculum design or 
any of the other indicators on which they had to provide their views in 
the form of responses to questionnaires. It might seem inappropriate, 
therefore to request them to confirm whether curricula for particular 
courses, for instance, conformed to desired standards or not. That is 
why their responses were restricted to confirming the existence of 
particular requirements as stated in the accrediting body’s instruments 
for assessments.  

The students’ responses, from both categories of institutions, 
confirm at varying degrees, conformity and, or compliance with the 
Ghanaian accrediting agency’s requirements by the universities under 
its regulation. This conclusion may not come as a surprise, especially 
for the public universities. Many of these public universities, mainly, 
the older ones, whose establishment predated that of the accrediting 
body, had self-regulatory structures which had been replicated from 
institutions that had mentored them in their formative years. The public 
universities also participate in many normative cultural exchanges as a 
result of various links arrangements with foreign counterparts and 
related agencies. Thus, they were already used to, and were compliant 
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with most of the external regulatory agency’s requirements. This 
situation, perhaps partially accounted for the differences in conformity 
and, or compliance with the accrediting body’s requirements by the two 
different categories of universities in Ghana, as indicated by the 
respective student responses. 

It is recommended that students be educated vigorously about the 
accrediting body’s requirements of the institutions to enable them 
provide a more informed feedback on the agency’s measures and how 
they impact on quality delivery in the universities. Student feedback on 
the measures must also be sought more systematically and frequently 
in order to factor them in all future quality improvement efforts in the 
universities. Formal communication avenues between students and the 
accrediting agency must also be instituted to inform students 
periodically on measures put in place to address their legitimate 
concerns and to ensure that they are not been short-changed, in terms 
of quality provision of higher education. 
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Chapter 9 
Summary findings, conclusions 
and recommendations 
9.1 Introduction and summary 

The main objective of the study has been to determine the influence 
accreditation has had on the quality of Ghanaian universities after 
various cycles of assessments for that purpose. This was against the 
backdrop of the immense importance the concept of quality, and its 
assurance in higher education institutions, had assumed in the world. 
Thus, the general state of affairs in higher education before the concept 
of quality assurance gained popularity was first reviewed to set the stage 
for the study. Particular mention was made of increasing enrolments 
against the backdrop of decreasing budgets and some of the measures 
adopted by world governments to confront these challenges. This was 
then narrowed down to developments on the African higher education 
scene prior to the introduction of formal quality assurance measures. It 
was noted that Africa had its fair share of increased higher education 
enrolments especially for the period from 1985 onwards with 
enrolments increasing up to 3.6 times by the year 2002. More recent 
figures indicated that universities in many African countries were still 
experiencing a surge in their enrolments. For instance, between 2000 
and 2010, higher education enrolments more than doubled, increasing 
from 2.3 million to 5.2 million (Africa-America Institute, 2015). Public 
investments, however, had been unable to keep up with the pace of 
enrolments, often times due to pressure from donor countries to cut 
down on such investments. As an alternative measure, African 
governments had decided to liberalise provision of tertiary education to 
bring in private investors. Figures cited from the literature indicated 
rapid growth in student enrolments in the public institutions, in many 
cases without regard to the capacity of existing facilities and qualified 
human resources. The involvement of private providers had brought in 
its trail the general perception of inferior provision. Rightly or wrongly, 
the general belief had been that their desire to quickly recoup their 
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investments and make profits made them relax on the rigours of quality 
required of higher education institutions. 

This had been the main reason, and the genesis, for the establishment 
of regulatory bodies for higher education in Africa. Governments, in 
their desire to address the issues recounted, charged these bodies to 
ensure that increased demand for higher education and participation by 
private providers did not lead to compromises in the quality of 
provision. Towards that objective, regulatory bodies had been tasked to 
ensure that: 

x Public higher education institutions stuck to their core mandate 
of producing highly trained personnel while preventing private 
providers from letting their profit motive cloud the quest for 
quality training; 

x Rapid growth in enrolment without matching budgetary 
provision was not used as a pretext by higher education 
institutions to provide services below established minimum 
standards. 

x Demands for increased transparency and accountability were 
met by ensuring that resources provided by stakeholders 
(governments, parents, etc.) were used effectively and 
efficiently for their intended purpose to achieve value for 
money. 

x Reforms were introduced to address new challenges – 
reorganizing higher education institutions (e.g. using new 
technologies) to expand access without compromising on 
quality and re-focussing their training and research activities to 
priority areas to speed up socio-economic development of their 
societies. 

x Measures to ensure harmonization with global trends were put 
in place to ensure comparability, and therefore, continued 
recognition of qualifications and awards worldwide. 
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9.2 Research questions 

The study sought to address the main research question: Has 
accreditation made an impact on quality assurance in Ghanaian 
universities? 

The question was further broken down into three sub questions: 

1. Has accreditation influenced the quality of specified indicators 
in Ghanaian universities after two or more cycles of 
assessments?  

2. Were there differential impacts of accreditation measures on the 
public and private universities in Ghana, between two 
evaluations in the period 2006-2014 and what might have 
accounted for any such differences? 

3. Do students’ perspectives confirm or deny the existence of 
policies/measures in line with accreditation requirements, in 
their universities and do their responses have any association 
with the type of university – public or private – attended?  

9.3 Research Design 

The study utilised a cross-sectional analysis and a longitudinal 
approach for its investigation. This was based on the expectation that 
changes would likely occur in the identified variables between one 
cycle of assessments for accreditation and a subsequent one. Thus, in 
accord with the accreditation procedure, evaluators assessed and 
identified deficiencies in the studied indicators and provided 
suggestions for improvement. The suggestions provided by the 
evaluators, if implemented, were expected to correct the identified 
deficiencies and help improve their quality. Reports from subsequent 
assessments therefore, would likely show that  there had been 
improvements, at least, over what prevailed in the previous situation. 

The various data sources utilised for the study were evaluation 
reports and cross-sectional data from the survey of academics teaching 
on the assessed programmes and that of students’ that sought 
confirmation of the existence of accreditation requirements in their 
respective institutions.  
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9.4 Sample and Sampling Methodology 

The study selected 64 academic programmes from seven, out of the 
nine, oldest public universities and four, out of the forty, oldest private 
universities in Ghana to address the first research question. These 
universities had undergone, at least, two cycles of assessments-for-
accreditation between the years 2006 and 2015. 

The selection of participating institutions in the study for the second 
research question was again based on such institutions having 
programmes that had undergone two cycles of evaluations for 
accreditation between 2006 and 2015. Secondary data from two latest 
evaluation reports – one from a cycle of assessment and the other from 
the succeeding cycle – were selected for analysis. Note should be taken 
of the fact that the public universities had very large student numbers 
ranging from 15,000 to 50,000 as at the time of the study while the 
largest private university had a maximum student population of 3,000. 
The public universities, with a much longer period of existence had a 
wider variety of study programmes than the private universities. Efforts 
were however made to select a fair balance of study programmes from 
similar categories to enable a good comparison between the two types 
of universities. Thus, 40 programmes were selected from the public 
institutions and 24 programmes from the private institutions. The 
private institutions had a tendency of starting with programmes with 
fewer overhead costs, thus they had a large concentration of Business 
and Computer Science programmes. These programmes were mostly 
common to both public and private institutions while programmes in 
the basic sciences were mostly found in the public institutions. Basic 
science programmes were grouped under the broad heading of Science 
and Technology and this also accommodated programmes in Computer 
Science, Information Technology and Engineering. Similarly, Business 
and Arts programmes were classified under Humanities. Thirty-one 
(31) programmes were thus categorised under Science and Technology 
while 33 programmes fell under the Humanities.  

The next stage involved eliciting the views (through questionnaires) 
of all academics, who had taught during the two assessment periods, on 
their perception of changes that had occurred in the selected indicators 
between the two periods. Of the 288 academics involved, 202 were 
actually reached out of which, based on comparative staff numbers, 147 
were selected from the public universities and 55 from the private 



150 

 

universities. Eighty-two academics from the public universities, 
constituting a response rate of 56 per cent, provided responses to the 
administered questionnaires while 43 academics, out of 55 constituting 
a response rate of 78 per cent responded from the private universities. 
One hundred and twenty-five (125) academics in total constituting a 
response rate of 62 per cent, provided responses to the questionnaire 
and these were selected from all ranks - professors, senior lecturers, and 
lecturers – the only proviso being that their departments or courses they 
taught had undergone at least two cycles of assessments for 
accreditation and they had been at post then.  

For the study on students’ perspectives on accreditation impact, 
1,300 students (from the approximately 350,000 university student 
population in Ghana) were randomly selected from six (out of the 9) 
public universities and five (out of the 60) private universities in Ghana. 
It should be noted that 70 per cent of Ghana’s university student 
population were enrolled in the public universities as at the time of the 
study. One thousand and one hundred students – made up of 63 per cent 
public and 37 per cent private university - provided responses.  

These students were reading various programmes, at various degree 
levels –bachelor, master and doctoral– in the sciences and in the 
humanities. The selected students strode across second- through to 
fourth-year of undergraduate study as well as those in the graduate 
studies’ category. 

9.5 Research methods 

Changes – for better or worse - that had been seen in the indicators 
studied between the two assessment-cycles were taken from the 
evaluation reports. Quantitative tests regarding those changes in the 
indicators were conducted to address the first research question. 
Secondary data, collected from reports submitted by evaluators on the 
five key indicators assessed for accreditation, were statistically 
analysed to address the study’s second research question.  

9.6 Instrumentation  

The respective opinions of academics and students, in research 
questions two and three, were solicited through questionnaires. The 
structured questionnaires for the academics contained 35 items 
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(Appendix 1) while those for the students, that took more of the form 
of a customer satisfaction survey, contained nine items (Appendix 2). 

9.7 Issues of validity and reliability 

Churchill’s (1979) seven-step approach guided the development and 
administration of questionnaires utilised for the study. While conceding 
that robust statistical measures of reliability were not used, other 
measures such as pretesting of the questionnaires using face validity 
and undeclared pre-testing methods were employed. For the face 
validity, expert advice to scrutinize and improve the questionnaires for 
example, was sought. The quality and wording of the questionnaires 
were also improved after pretesting them on academics and students 
separately in two different universities from the selected sample. 
Falling on the recommendations by Weinberg et al. (2002) on the 
assessment of reliability in research, the responses to the pretested 
questionnaires from the two institutions were compared to remove any 
inconsistencies in wording, for instance. Measures to assure validity 
were instituted by, for instance, comparing  responses to questions 
asked in opposites. This pretesting procedure allowed for the 
identification and rectification of a few errors and deficiencies in the 
structure of the questionnaires including clarification of ambiguous 
questions or wording and unclear instructions.  

9.8 Data collection procedure 

The separate reports from two cycles of assessments – a first cycle and 
the succeeding one - on the selected programmes  were retrieved from 
files for compilation of the relevant information. Information compiled 
from the evaluators’ reports consisted mainly of the ratings scored on 
the chosen indicators - curriculum structure, student class sizes, library 
facilities, physical facilities and funding. Particular note was taken of 
the evaluators’ recommendations for the correction of identified 
deficiencies in the quality of the indicators in the first cycle assessment 
reports. In the second cycle evaluation reports, the extent of 
implementation of the recommendations from the first cycle 
assessments and the current state of the indicators, as noted by the 
evaluators, were compiled.  
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With the written permission from heads of the selected institutions, 
questionnaires were administered, at different times, to academics and 
students respectively. These two categories of respondents were 
selected through the specified sampling procedure as outlined above, 
from the participating public and private universities.  

The use of survey methods in the collection of data from academics 
and students for the study presented some advantages. These included 
the ability to sample the views of a cross section of the population that 
helped to establish differences and similarities between subgroups, for 
instance those between private and public university students. The 
procedure also allowed for the examination of relationships between 
variables. In this study, subjects, especially students, completed 
questionnaires mostly in the presence of research assistants and this 
provided the added advantage of yielding good response rates as well 
as providing clarifications, whenever respondents sought any. The 
survey method enabled the probing of the background of respondents 
to ensure, for instance, that only academics who had been present in 
their institutions for, at least, two cycles of assessments, participated in 
the study.  

The advantages recounted notwithstanding, the (direct) survey 
method employed was more expensive and time consuming when 
compared with other survey methods such as phone in, responses by 
mail and, or online. The adopted method was a limiting factor for a 
wider sample coverage. 

9.9 Data analysis 

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was utilized for the 
cleaning process, running frequencies of items to remove illogical or 
impossible responses and the cross-checking of responses from 
individual questionnaires to ensure that only the requisite data was 
entered.  

The three sets of data from – evaluation reports, academics’ 
responses and students’ responses to questionnaires – were analysed 
quantitatively using assessments such as descriptive statistics of central 
tendency and spread measures. The evaluators’ reports were further 
analysed using non-parametric tests of comparison such as the 
Wilcoxon Sign Rank test while applying the normal approximations to 
the test because of the large sample size. On the aggregate level (of all 
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the indicators) the paired sample t-test was employed to test for the 
hypothesised difference – specifically to help determine the 
significance of improvements in the indicators from one cycle of 
assessments to the succeeding one. The differences in the significance 
levels between the public and private universities were also determined. 

The academics’perception survey was expected to reflect the impact 
of accreditation on the two institutional categories, hence the tests were 
mainly on proportions – using chi square – for the respective 
frequencies of responses. These responses pertained to the indicated 
degree of implementation of accreditation directives and, or 
recommendations for improvement, made by  evaluators to the 
institutions. 

Responses from students were analysed using relative frequencies 
on selected features such as quality of information on course outlines, 
quality of physical facilities and class sizes. These pieces of information 
were essentially, to confirm or deny the existence of requirements 
specified by the accreditation procedure in its instruments (Annex 1). 
The statistical tests conducted in the study on students’ perspectives on 
accreditation, were mainly non-parametric, involving chi-square 
analysis and Mann-Whitney U Test.  

9.10 Findings: Results of hypotheses 
The first research sub question was: Has accreditation influenced the 
quality of specified indicators in Ghanaian universities after two or 
more cycles of assessments? To address the question, the following 
hypothesis was formulated and tested:  

Input indicators assessed for accreditation in universities will 
improve from one assessment cycle to a succeeding one.  

The objective was to find out whether, between a first assessment cycle 
and the subsequent one, there were any changes – improvement or 
deterioration - in the specified indicators. Secondly, it was to determine 
whether improvements, if there was any, could be linked to the 
implementation, by the institutions, of recommendations by evaluators 
during the first assessment. The underlying assumption, if that link 
could be established, would be that the accreditation procedure had 
made a positive impact on the institutions that showed improvement in 
their indicators. 
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The results from the statistical tests conducted by the study showed 
varying degrees of overall improvements in the curriculum, library and 
staffing indicators during the second assessment cycle over that of the 
first. There were however some intervening factors that caused the 
improvements in some of the indicators not to become so apparent.  

For instance, in the case of the academic staff, although the figures 
showed nominal increases in the majority of the various ranks, high 
student enrolment numbers, especially in the well-patronized study 
programmes negated any obvious improvement from the first to the 
second cycle assessments. The student/staff ratios (SSR) thus remained 
high over and above the accreditation procedure’s prescribed norms. 
The positive news though, fell in the area of compliance with the 
requirement that only academics of ranks not below Senior Lecturer be 
selected as heads of departments. For this requirement, a significant 
improvement (92 per cent) was recorded at the second assessment cycle 
as against what prevailed at the first cycle (78 per cent). 

The study’s second sub-question was: Were there differential 
impacts of accreditation measures on the public and private 
universities in Ghana, between two evaluations in the period 2006-
2012 and what might have accounted for any such differences?  

The prime objective of this study was to find out whether there had 
been improvements in five key indicators that had to meet threshold 
standards before an institution and its programmes were approved for 
accreditation in Ghana. It was also to determine how any such 
improvements compared between public and private universities.  

The study, to answer the second research question, found a 
significant improvement in the overall assessment scores in the reports 
for both categories of universities at the second cycle assessments. A 
test of comparison between the two categories of universities indicated 
the public universities achieving better scores (i.e. more improvement) 
than their private university counterparts. 

A survey of the opinions of academics teaching in each of the 
categories of universities was conducted to confirm the extent of 
implementation of recommendations for improvement made by the first 
cycle evaluators in their respective institutions and programmes. 
Varying responses, ranging from full implementation to non-
implementation, were provided by the respondents. Academics in the 
private universities indicated more follow-up actions on the 
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recommendations for improvement than those in the public universities. 
This could be due to the fact that private universities had more 
‘catching-up’ to do as a result of their relatively inexperienced 
academic staff, among others. 

For the study to answer the latter part of the research question, we 
determined whether academics linked their views of improvement in 
their institutions to accreditation measures. Respondents selected 
responses from the following fields in the questionnaires. That their 
institutions underwent assessments for accreditation mainly: 

x For the attraction of funding,  

x For the attraction of good students,  

x For the attraction of qualified and experienced teaching staff,  

x For the institution of quality education and, 

x To comply with legislation.  

Respondents, from both the public and private universities, indicated 
what they perceived to be the main reasons for seeking accreditation in 
the following order (the most important first):  

1. Improvement in the quality of education;  

2. Compliance with legislation;  

3. Attraction of qualified teaching staff;  

4. Attraction of good students;  

5. Attraction for funding.  

In the views of Ghanaian academics, in both public and private 
institutions therefore, accreditation played a role first of all, and indeed, 
had an impact on the quality development of their universities. It is 
interesting to note that a study among Portuguese academics indicated 
comparable result in the support for improvement as the main agenda 
for quality assessment of higher education (M.J. Rosa et al., 2012). 

The third research question was: Do students’ perspectives 
confirm or deny the existence of policies/measures in line with 
accreditation requirements, in their universities and do their 
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responses have any association with the type of university – public 
or private – attended? 

The objective of the study was to verify whether the institutions were 
adhering to the accrediting body’s requirements, especially those that 
related directly to students’ learning experience, from students of the 
institutions.  

Student respondents, from both the public and private universities, 
confirmed varying degrees of conformity and, or compliance with the 
Ghanaian accrediting agency’s requirements by the universities under 
its regulation. In overall terms, however, respondents from the public 
universities indicated better levels of conformity than those from their 
counterparts in the private universities.  

A possible explanation to account for the better compliance levels 
by the public universities, according to the students’ responses, would 
include the fact that the older public universities, especially those whose 
establishment predated that of the accrediting body, had self-regulatory 
structures. These structures, replicated from institutions that had 
mentored those public universities at their inception, gave them a head 
start at imbibing the acceptable norms of operation. Additionally, the 
public universities had better resources to enable them to engage in 
cultural interactions/exchanges with other institutions outside the 
country. These normative interactions served as platforms for learning 
and acculturating current and acceptable norms. Thus, the public 
universities were already used to, and were compliant with most of the 
requirements put in place by the external regulatory agency.  

9.11 Main research question 

The main research question of this study - Has accreditation made an 
impact on quality assurance in Ghanaian universities – could be 
answered when linked to the conclusions of the three sub-questions 
(published as articles) of the research. Conclusions from the first article 
showed general improvements in the studied specified input indicators, 
at a second assessment over that of the first cycle. The indication by the 
evaluators at the second cycle assessments was that their earlier 
recommendations for improvement had been implemented in all the 
cases where improvements had been observed. To that extent, the 
conclusion could be drawn that the accreditation system had made an 
impact on quality development of the universities in Ghana.  
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The next article, that covered the second research question provided 
conclusions that projected the status of the universities – public/private 
– as major explanatory factors for the level of improvement in the 
institutions. The motivation to pursue improvements specified by the 
accrediting body, and beyond that, was discussed in the article. The 
study concluded that isomorphic pressures on both public and private 
universities in Ghana informed their motivation to seek improvements 
under accreditation measures. These pressures were differentially 
applied and, or felt differentially by the two university types. While the 
private universities were subjected to all three – coercive, normative 
and mimetic – isomorphic pressures, which often came simultaneously, 
the motivation for undergoing accreditation by the public universities 
were mostly due to coercive isomorphism arising out of legislation. 

The third article which addressed the last research sub-question 
sought to confirm the conclusions of the two previous sub-questions, 
from students’ perspectives, especially with regard to matters that were 
related to students’ learning experience. Although the accrediting 
procedures’ measures were mainly geared towards ensuring and 
improving students’ learning experiences, students had minimal 
participation in the accrediting body’s evaluation processes. While 
exclusion of students from the evaluation processes might not be 
described as an international best quality assurance practice, the 
advantage to this study was that students’ responses could be seen as 
essentially candid to the extent that they had no prior direct involvement 
in the accrediting body’s assessment processes. 

Student responses indeed confirmed improvements in the various 
indicators on which their opinions were sought, with those from the 
public-owned universities slightly indicating better improvements than 
their private university counterparts. The marked exception, however, 
was in the area of student enrolments where the public universities, 
especially, far exceeded the specified norms by the accrediting body 
and continued to do so notwithstanding remarks in the accreditation 
reports. 

Possible explanations to this development could be traced to any or 
all of factors such as the relatively low fees charged by the state-
supported public universities and the ‘entitlement mentality’ of the tax-
paying citizenry. Others were the image acquired by the public 
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universities over the years and political pressure exerted by the 
authorities on them to increase enrolments. 

Conclusions from the three sub-research questions, therefore, 
essentially support the fact that there had been improvements in the 
universities and their programmes going by the input indicators studied. 
Some of the facilitative measures in this regard, derived from the 
compliance provisions of the legal regime that required all universities 
and their programmes to be accredited before commencing or 
continuing to operate in Ghana. Also deriving from legislation was the 
empowerment of the accrediting body to possibly revoke the 
accreditation of a university that was not maintaining the requisite 
standards or even improving on them. Additionally, in the event of 
stagnation or inadequate improvement in standards, as adjudged by the 
accrediting agency, a university – mainly the private ones – might never 
be permitted to be autonomous in the award of its own qualifications. 

These measures had provided the accrediting body with the muscle 
to enable it to have an impact on the quality development of Ghanaian 
universities. This appeared to be a good beginning for a fledgling 
quality assurance system such as that instituted by the Ghanaian 
accrediting body. The caution thrown by authorities such as Horsburgh 
(1999) however, must be held in view. The author, it would be recalled 
had cautioned that a good quality evaluation system must go beyond 
systems, input and output factors only. For now, the Ghanaian 
accrediting system was yet to go beyond those factors and thus, to that 
extent, one could not categorically attribute all improvements observed, 
solely to the institution of accreditation measures. 

It would also not be easy to estimate the magnitude of the role played 
by the Ghanaian accreditation procedure, which was relatively at a 
nascent stage of existence, in these improvements. That the 
accreditation procedure played an influential role, however, seems 
likely. For the future, it would be helpful to keep track of further 
improvements in the universities and link them to specific roles played 
by the accreditation system for purposes of consistency, over a longer 
period of time, to establish the system’s impact with little doubt. 

9.12 Linking theory with the study 

Stensaker & Lieber (2015) cite J.P. Olsen as positing that the 
involvement of higher education institutions in the dynamics of change 
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has the potential power to transform their institutional identity with 
respect to purpose, work practices, organization, governance as well as 
the relationship with and role in the socio-political and economic 
system. The consequent reforms in higher education’s operations have 
been driven by the belief in the pivotal role such institutions are 
expected to play in the knowledge economy. As had been the case in 
Ghana (please see the chapter on Environment Scan) these system level 
reforms in higher education are often initiated by governments often as 
part of general public sector reforms. These have been related, in the 
European context, to the changing role of the state (Neave, 2012 cf. de 
Boer et al., 2017). These externally driven and largely global dynamics 
of change are based on several factors, which include the demise of the 
welfare state, the commodification of knowledge and the massification 
of higher education. Thus, authors such as Ferlie et al (2008) have stated 
that the transformations experienced in higher education are similar to 
those experienced by other key public services. They can therefore be 
understood as a redefinition of the role of the nation state in the public 
generally. As centres devoted to higher learning, universities are by 
nature at the centre of policy interests and are, as such, under constant 
pressure from national and regional stakeholders (Karjalainen et al, 
2006). Reforms in university systems and structures have culminated in 
changes that have made academics and their institutions vulnerable just 
like other institutions set up for utilitarian objectives. Additionally, 
society demands accountability (which increases vulnerability) for 
spending tax money (in the public sector, including public universities) 
or wants to be protected from sham universities (mostly in the private 
sector). 

In the words of Henkel, ‘previously taken-for-granted academic 
ideologies now compete with Managerialism and neo-liberalism in the 
university as a corporate enterprise’ (Henkel, 2004). Some of these 
changes have led to increases in the numbers of students, academic 
staff, and the demand for universities to be run like other service-
providing organizations. 

Neo-Institutional theorists are interested in the processes by which 
items become institutionalized and the role institutions play in the 
society (Scott, 1987). In applying the theory to higher education, the 
study seeks to provide an understanding as to how concepts such as 
accreditation and quality assurance, came to be accepted as contributors 
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to organizational quality, stability and sustainability (Enders & 
Westerheijden, 2014). These have been influenced by reforms 
championed by the imported concept of New Public Management with 
its stress on strong performance measurement, monitoring and 
management systems and the growth of audit systems (Ferlie et al, 
2008). These usually inform the evaluation processes leading to the 
grant of accreditation. The accreditation system has been 
institutionalized to provide assurance to stakeholders that universities 
that had been evaluated by the established authorities and accredited, 
meet some quality and therefore have to be accepted as legitimate 
(Martin et al, 2007).  

Three levels of legitimacy are sought by universities all over the 
world. First, they find themselves operating in an increasingly 
internationalizing and globalizing environment (Van Damme, 2001). 
Indeed, they define themselves as the heirs and safeguards of 
universalistic traditions in the history of mankind. These universalistic 
pretensions, notwithstanding, universities institutionally, have grown 
up within their particular national frameworks and have established 
specific national educational systems, regulations and procedures, 
adapted to meet the needs of the domestic economy and culture (Van 
Damme, 2001). Secondly, therefore, the university has to adapt its 
universalistic mission to national rules and local circumstances. For 
instance, societal challenges faced by universities all over the world, 
including perhaps the most important one of transformation towards a 
mass higher education system, have taken place within the context of 
the national environment. With many of these universities, especially 
those from developing countries highly dependent on national 
governments for their budgets, they have to conform to, and comply 
with nationally-established norms and regulations (for instance, on 
quality assurance, funding etc.) in order to achieve political legitimacy. 
Thirdly, universities are located in specific towns/regions in the country 
with its own local/regional economies and cultures. Many universities 
derive their resources, including students, from their immediate 
environs. The importance, therefore, of attracting legitimacy from their 
localities cannot be overemphasized. 

The foregoing helps to understand the background that encourages 
procedures to be adopted to institutionalize practices such as 
accreditation and quality assurance in the universities (Scott & Meyer, 
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1994). It must be clarified that the adopted theories may not be able to 
assist to explain the findings of the study with respect to why precisely 
improvements in some but not in all indicators were observed in the 
universities and their programmes. What they do is to help in 
understanding why the accrediting system’s role had made some impact 
on the institutions even if their responses to the system’s measures have 
had to come involuntarily or otherwise. The neo-institutional 
approaches and the resource dependency theory were thus searched for 
to provide more meaningful and more informative explanations. These 
are reviewed in the following sections. 

9.12.1 Institutional Theory 

This theory, with its isomorphic mechanisms, has been used in this 
study to explain how regulatory systems such as those of accreditation 
had been established and institutionalized to ensure minimum standards 
and accountability by the universities. On the part of the universities, 
their quest for universal acceptability and legitimacy had driven them 
to adopt practices perceived to have made similar institutions more 
successful and legitimate. Indeed, with regard to developing countries, 
Meyer (1981) had succinctly stated that, it is easy to predict the 
organization of a newly emerging nation’s administration without 
knowing anything about the nation itself. He continued that, “peripheral 
nations are far more isomorphic – in administrative form and economic 
pattern – than any theory of the world system of economic division of 
labour would lead one to expect” (cf. DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 
152).  

Extending the moral of Meyer’s statement to the field of higher 
education, it is easy to understand why currently, the concept of 
accreditation, and other quality assurance measures attract lots of 
attention in many institutions in developing countries. Isomorphism, in 
all its forms – normative, mimetic and coercive – arising out of 
institutional theory, helps in understanding why. Institutions from 
developing countries obviously have to put in extra efforts to merit 
recognition and acceptability than those from the developed economies. 

From the results of the study, it is evident that private universities, 
more than the public universities, by reason of legislation and the 
accreditation agency’s processes, had to contend with all isomorphic 
pressures – coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism – in 
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compliance with the accreditation measures. These pressures, in the 
main, were exerted simultaneously and in an overlapping manner. Note 
should be taken of the fact that the establishment and operation of 
private universities was a relatively new development at the time of the 
study. In that regard, proprietors of those institutions had a lot more to 
do in meeting requirements such as in the areas of physical, 
administrative and governance structures. These therefore, accounted 
for the greater isomorphic pressures exerted on the private universities.  

In the case of the public universities, the isomorphic pressures that 
informed the reason for their compliance with accreditation measures 
were mainly coercive (legislation). This was followed by normative 
isomorphism through compliance with the broad norms of the 
accreditation procedure and their interaction with foreign colleagues 
and literature.  

As stated in chapter four of this thesis, the original objective of the 
neo-institutional theory was not that of explaining why institutions 
adopted measures to improve or enhance their quality. We are reminded 
that the theory was borrowed – in the absence of any relevant 
accreditation theory – to explain why, and the extent to which Ghanaian 
universities complied with prescribed measures by the country’s 
accrediting agency meant for that purpose. Generally, one could 
conclude that the various forms of isomorphic pressures exerted on the 
universities compelled them to comply with the measures put in place 
by the accrediting agency in Ghana. The exception perhaps might be 
that of normative isomorphism. The universities, it must be stated 
unequivocally, had no choice but to submit themselves and their 
programmes for evaluation for accreditation because it was required of 
them by law to do so. Obviously, isomorphic pressures alone and in 
themselves, were not enough to inspire the universities, especially the 
private ones, to go beyond the minimum standards specified by the 
accrediting body to assure quality development in the institutions and 
their programmes. If that were so the private universities, which the 
findings indicated were subjected to all three forms – normative, 
coercive and mimetic – of isomorphic pressures, simultaneously and in 
an overlapping manner, would have achieved better results, in terms of 
the quality development of the studied indicators than that shown by the 
(study’s) findings. Efforts by the private universities to maintain or 
improve their input indicators were, perhaps only aimed at satisfying 



163 

 

the accrediting procedure in order to retain their accreditation to operate 
rather than a genuine effort to ensure quality development. 

An interesting observation about authors who had written about the 
attributes of the neo-institutional theory was that none of them wrote 
about the imposition of those attributes on particular institutions. For 
instance, Rhoades and Sporn (2002) wrote about isomorphism being 
the importation and internalization of approved processes, techniques, 
ceremonies and ideas from the external environment and the concept 
being associated with organizational success. Earlier on, Bloland 
(1994) had also written about the concept being about convincing 
internal and external monitors of an organization to change course by 
adopting externally approved structures and activities to enable the 
organization become more legitimate. To DiMaggio & Powell (1991) 
and Meyer & Scott (1983) the theory was about the need to maintain a 
fit between an organization’s practices and those within the 
environment regarded as legitimate to achieve success. While these 
writers stressed on isomorphism aiming at achieving success, attracting 
resources and achieving legitimacy, none of them wrote about its 
imposition by external agencies for that purpose. The assumption 
therefore, is that organizations became isomorphic or adopted measures 
to become more and more isomorphic out of their own volition or out 
of pragmatism rather than out of deliberate pressures imposed on them 
by external bodies. This study however, shows that by requiring the 
private universities to affiliate to the chartered public universities for 
purposes of supervision, an isomorphic pressure, not borne out by the 
private universities’ voluntary and genuine desire for improvement was 
foisted on them by the accreditation procedure. 

9.12.2 Resource Dependency Theory 

The discernible tenet from the Resource Dependency Theory that was 
of interest to this study is about the concept of power and the influence 
those who possess it wield over other organizations in a competitive 
environment. In a simplified form, universities exchange resources with 
their environments. Resources come in various forms – grants and 
subventions from public and private sources, technology, relevant 
human resources, etc. These resources are limited and must be 
competed for with other organizations in the environment, which may 
have equal or better claims to similar resources. The products coming 
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out of the universities – graduates, research results, etc. – must also fit 
the quality or specification for which elements in the environment are 
willing to exchange resources required by the universities. The starting 
point for determining this fit, it would appear, is the institution 
undergoing assessment towards the grant of accreditation. 

There are increasingly stringent demands from stakeholders who 
provide the resources for the sustenance of the universities in the 
environment. These include the demand for the introduction of 
practices such as New Public Management in the administration of the 
universities by governments, more accountability and quality by 
parents and employers (Ferlie et al, 2008).  

 Universities require resources such as financial grants, good 
academic and administrative staff and students from their environments 
while they provide outputs such as graduates and research results in 
exchange. These activities must be discharged constantly and often in 
competition with others, to ensure their legitimacy and sustainability. 
Regulatory regimes are established to ensure that the universities’ 
operations conform to certain minimum standards and the resources put 
in such operations are appropriately utilized for set purposes. It is when 
a determination is made by relevant stakeholders that those set purposes 
are being achieved that the regulatory bodies can also be said to be 
making a meaningful impact on the activities of the regulated 
institutions. The universities, in this case, knowing that they rely on the 
resources of their environments to survive will also seek to conform to 
the regulations put in place by the regime. Thus, universities undergo 
assessments for accreditation in order to have access to resources – 
governmental or private – and for their products to be accepted into the 
world of work. 

The accrediting procedure in Ghana takes the availability and quality 
of various resources to the universities into consideration before 
deciding on the grant of accreditation for them to operate.  

Ghanaian universities, like many others in Africa, have been badly 
hit by the migration of qualified personnel from the country to the 
developed world for what had been called ‘greener pastures’. Indeed 
most of these universities find it extremely difficult to attract and retain 
academic staff in the required numbers for disciplines such as medicine, 
engineering and technology and yet these are areas that the country 
needs human resources most to develop. There is intense competition 
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for the few that are left in the country by the many universities that had 
been established by both the state and private providers, mainly to 
address the hunger for university education. Universities likely to have 
a head start in this competition for limited human resources would 
foremost be those that would be in good standing with the regulatory 
(accrediting) agency. With state support and the relative job security as 
well as better remuneration, public universities in Ghana had an 
advantage over their private university counterparts in the competition 
for qualified human resources. They were also able to venture into the 
running of programmes, which required higher overhead costs such as 
in the sciences and technological fields, and had better access to 
resources required to meet the set standards of the accreditation 
procedure.  

Thus, situated within the framework of the Resource Dependency 
Theory, the public universities controlled the lion’s share of needed 
physical and human resources that enabled them to exercise power 
relations over the private universities. A form of this power relation 
came in the provision of mentoring services to the private universities 
as required by the accreditation procedure. The private universities, on 
their part, were able to hire mainly newly qualified young and 
inexperienced academic and administrative staff that ‘condemned’ 
them to serving under mentorship – as was required by the accreditation 
procedure - of the chartered public universities for a long period.  

In the competition for good students, including international 
students, the reputation of the public universities acquired both locally 
and internationally over the years coupled with state support enabled 
them to have a head start against their private university counterparts. 
After admitting the permitted quota of students, who enjoyed heavily 
subsidized fees by the state, the public universities were also allowed 
to admit full fee-paying students provided the university had the 
requisite facilities. These students did not enjoy any state subsidies on 
their fees and their payments helped the public universities to cover 
budgetary shortfalls from the state.  

Increasingly becoming veritable sources of income for the 
universities, both public and private, were also fees from international 
students either recruited directly from neighbouring countries or 
through ‘links’ arrangements mainly between the public universities 
and foreign counterparts (usually from the United States). The public 
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universities had a competitive edge with such student recruitments due 
to factors already recounted above. The public universities thus had 
better financial resources that enabled them to, among others, offer a 
broader spectrum of courses and in some instances, institute financial 
support for brilliant but needy students. 

Private universities, unlike their public university counterparts, had 
to look for resources to finance their activities such as provision of 
physical facilities and remuneration for their staff. Most of them hoped 
to recoup the investments made from the single source of fee payments 
by students. Public universities on the other hand, had fewer challenges 
to contend with as costs like staff emoluments were met by the state 
which also provided grants for their infrastructural requirements. 
Additionally, public universities were able to attract funding for 
research and set up facilities such as centres of excellence, from 
international organizations, which enhanced their operations as world-
class institutions. This was largely unavailable to the private 
universities.  

The relevance of the Resource Dependency Theory to the study 
relates to how competition for and dependence on particular actors in a 
university’s environment for resources pressurize the university to 
comply with regulations such as those set by an accrediting body. The 
universities were aware that obtaining accreditation for the institution 
and their programmes was necessary, as students would enquire about 
that status before they enrolled. Accreditation was also a condition for 
having access to financial resources, whether in the form of grants or 
loans. Dependence on the accreditation procedure for open doors to 
human and financial resources by the universities was therefore not in 
doubt. The question then is, to what extent did this competition for 
limited resources directly or indirectly contribute or lead the 
universities to adopt measures – including those from the accrediting 
procedure – to improve quality in their institutions? This is where we 
look at the responses from the sampled academics on their perception 
of their universities’ reasons for seeking accreditation. The academics 
ranked improvement in quality education as their first choice but the 
closeness of their scores for this reason with those for the attraction of 
resources – both physical and human – most probably points to the 
direction of the ‘one good turn deserves another’ approach in the 
responses. It can be safely assumed that, in their minds’ eyes, the 
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adoption of measures geared towards quality improvement might 
enhance their institutions’ competitiveness for resource acquisition.  

9.12.3 Comparison between the relevance of the two theories 

The two theories share in the common description of how organizations 
face competition for the acquisition of resources in their environments. 
Such organizations may fall on the assistance of other actors whose 
activities, they believe, could positively influence the affected 
organizations within their environments. In the case of higher education 
institutions, examples of such actors would be accrediting bodies and 
funding agencies. The difference between the theories lay in the 
explanations they proffer on why the activities of other actors have an 
impact on organizations within the environment (Hessels & Terjesen, 
2010; Cairns et al, 2005). Resource dependency theory argues that 
dependence on other actors relates to the need for resources while 
institutional theory predicts that organizations are inclined to imitate the 
behavioural norms of other actors in the field. The conclusions from 
both arguments obviously could be used to explain why universities – 
public and private – act in particular ways. It would appear not 
farfetched to presume that, in their expected responses to the accrediting 
agency’s demands, the ultimate objective is to ‘command’ or ‘control’ 
as much resources as possible from their respective environments to 
enhance their competitive edge. Thus, the expected behaviour of both 
the public and private universities – in the extent to which they go to 
comply with the accrediting agency’s demands and, or their imitation 
of the ways of other universities they perceive to be more successful – 
is hypothesized to be conditioned on the expected rewards they hope to 
reap. These rewards include those that make the operation of the 
institutions sustainable and competitive and may come in the form of 
human resources (excellent academic and administrative staff and 
students) and access to various other resources such as funding.  

Looking at the two theories, it would appear that the Resource 
Dependency Theory gave a better insight as to why Ghanaian 
universities sought and obtained accreditation to operate. As had 
already been stated elsewhere in this thesis, the supply of human 
resources, especially highly qualified and experienced academics and 
administrators was highly elastic in Ghana. The public universities, 
with state support, were better able to attract those available in the 
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country than the private universities. Payment of staff emoluments by 
the state had however, come at the expense of other budgetary 
allocations for running costs in the public universities, which therefore 
had to adopt other means to raise funds for that purpose. A fundamental 
condition for advancing funds – loans, grants, fees, etc. – was the 
accreditation status of the university, whether public or private. The 
public universities, unlike the situation before liberalization of 
provision of university education now had to compete, especially for, 
qualified but, full fee-paying students to meet their extra expenditures.  

The situation was even worse for the private universities, which had 
to provide their own physical infrastructure in addition to meeting staff 
emoluments and payment of affiliation fees to the public (mentoring) 
universities, all from expected fee payments from students they 
attracted in competition with the public universities. Their struggle to 
stay afloat in the tertiary education enterprise and, possibly wean 
themselves off the mentorship of the public universities amidst very 
difficult circumstances, pressurize them to comply as much as possible 
with the accreditation measures. 

The resource dependency theory assists in explaining current 
behaviour of the universities vis-à-vis compliance with the accrediting 
body’s measures. It could however, not help in anticipating whether 
universities would continue to strive for quality improvement when 
their circumstances change with regard to competition for resources. 
From the point of view of Economics however, competition for 
resources will never end. Therefore the likelihood of the theory 
enduring in explaining circumstances such as had just been recounted 
is very real. In the case of the neo-institutional theory, the aspect of 
isomorphic pressure that would have perhaps given an idea of what 
would motivate the universities to be interested in quality development 
is normative isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism gives the impression 
of an external imposition instead of an inner desire for improvement 
while by the accrediting body’s affiliation requirement, mimetic 
isomorphic pressure turns into a coercive one on the private 
universities.  

Indeed, unlike the past when universities globally exercised 
authority over their own evaluation in quality matters, things have 
changed substantially in contemporary times (Gornitzka & Stensaker, 
2014). Like the utility services - water, electricity and 
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telecommunications – for instance, higher education has increasingly 
come under the regulatory functions of agencies such as accreditation 
boards for purposes such as standards setting, monitoring and 
enforcement to secure behaviour modification (Carroll, 2014; King, 
2007). Watchers of quality assurance in higher education see the 
concept as a tool of politics of surveillance serving as an instrument of 
accreditation and a mechanism for compliance (Jarvis, 2014; 
Engebretsen et al, 2012; Lucas, 2014). Although this situation has been 
variously criticized by some academics as an unnecessary intrusion to 
academic autonomy, others see the establishment of accrediting bodies 
as a means of checking fraudulent provision and ensuring a modicum 
of comparability with academic provision and qualifications awarded 
anywhere. 

It is in this light that the accreditation procedure in Ghana is seen as 
a key player in contemporary higher education quality assurance. 
Indeed Ghana’s external quality assurance system is ranked as one of 
the well-established on the continent (Njoku, 2012; Kigotho, 2013) The 
impact the accreditation system has made on Ghanaian universities may 
thus be attributed, first to the overarching support provided by the state 
– in the form of legislation, and the institutions’ quest for the needed 
resources – physical and human – to survive and be legitimate in their 
environment. It is, however, beyond the scope of this study to conclude 
as to whether the universities, by themselves, and without competition 
would have had an innate desire to strive for quality development. This 
is mainly because there is no such case of Ghanaian higher education 
without accreditation. The data seem to suggest that, at least private 
universities try to satisfy the accreditation agency’s minimum 
requirements in order to continue to exist, with little urge to go beyond 
that. This, perhaps, could be attributed to lack of requisite resources 
(expertise, time) to do more than was strictly necessary. This appears to 
go against the liberal view that competition always creates quality.       

To the extent that the evaluation process in Ghana, and in Africa in 
most cases, concentrated on input factors and the fact that most of the 
new universities were not operating very differently from the older 
ones, the findings of the study could be mostly generalized to all 
universities on the continent as at the time of the study. Indeed Ghana’s 
system of affiliation – by new universities to older ones – appear to be 
appealing to some African countries which had thus made enquiries 
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about the possibility of having the system replicated in their countries. 
Information from the Ghanaian accrediting body suggests that there is 
a marked decline in the initial rush to establish private universities after 
the liberalization of provision by the authorities. No scientific study had 
been done to estimate the real demand for university education while 
there appeared to be a saturation of the few employment avenues to 
absorb graduates coming out of the many universities that had been 
established. Student enrolments, even in the public universities had 
begun to decline leading to speculation that some universities might 
close down due to inability to endure the competition for students. It 
must also be noted that the accrediting body was beginning to intensify 
and diversify its evaluation methods, learning from its association with 
external counterparts from both Europe and the United States. A 
replication of the study in future would therefore likely produce not so 
similar results.  

9.13 Future study 

It would be interesting to replicate the study in a decade or two from 
the time of this study to determine whether the conclusions would be 
similar or substantially different from the current one. Apart from the 
fact that the accreditation system might have, hopefully, brought in 
further improvements in its own operations, private universities might 
also have grown in maturity in terms of expansion of programmes and 
autonomy in their operations. It would be knowledge enhancing to see 
how the findings of such a future study would look like in such 
circumstances - having the benefit of sampling a larger number and a 
wider variety of programmes from both categories of universities. The 
greater number of assessment cycles the universities, especially the 
public ones, would have undergone might also help in a genuine 
longitudinal study, establishing clear trends of impact accreditation 
might have had on the quality of programmes run by the institutions.  

Perhaps, in the future, private universities that had survived their 
initial challenges and achieved autonomy could turn around the tide of 
isomorphic pressures in order to provide real challenge to the public 
universities. Such a challenge may go to the ultimate advantage of 
students and the country if it results in further improvements in the 
universities and the programmes they offer. For instance, an intense 
competition for resources, both human and material, on a near equal 
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footing, may be in accord with the resource dependency theory, in 
translating into more quality outcomes for both categories of 
universities. In a such changed Ghanaian context, and based on the 
resource dependency theory, it may be hypothesized that: If the 
competition for limited resources by the public universities and their 
private counterparts is on equal or near-equal footing, it will inure to 
the benefit of quality development for both types of universities.  

With respect to neo-institutionalism, it may be hypothesized that: If 
the pressures of isomorphism are unequally exerted on the public 
universities and their private counterparts, quality development may be 
adversely affected in one or both categories of universities. 

A future study may wish to consider broadening the sample size to 
include other stakeholders such as registrars and accountants. It would 
be interesting to know their views on the implementation strategies of 
the accreditation measures and their perspectives on the impact they 
have on the quality development of their institutions. Information on 
the quality of students admitted, trends in examinations results for the 
period an institution has been accredited may better be provided by a 
university administrator such as a registrar. So would one expect the 
health of the universities’ finances under accreditation to be better 
provided by accountants of the institutions. Finally, it would be helpful 
for a future study to assess impact to include some form of tracer study 
and an interaction with employers where graduates from the accredited 
universities are working to determine satisfaction with their 
performance. If employers are satisfied with the performance of 
graduates from particular institutions, then those institutions will have 
a head start in the competition for resources such as students and funds 
in consonance with the resource dependency theory.  

9.14 Lessons from study 

The Ghanaian, and for that matter African accrediting bodies, and the 
higher education institutions they regulate have some lessons to learn 
from this study. For the regulatory agencies, it would be important for 
them to revisit periodically the main reasons why they had been set up 
and do some assessment to determine whether they were achieving their 
objectives. Earlier in the study, the main objectives for the regulatory 
bodies’ establishment were identified as: 
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1. Ensuring that the existing state universities stuck to their core 
mandate of training high calibre human resources for the 
development of their countries; 

2. Regulating the new, mainly private, higher education providers 
to prevent ‘rogue’ provision and, 

3. Ensuring comparability between the qualifications awarded 
with others legitimately awarded and obtained elsewhere. 

Achieving these objectives will definitely require new and better ways 
of regulating higher education than assessing input factors although it 
had been a good beginning. First, African governments must be 
persuaded to move away from the thinking that increased access to 
higher education, in itself is a great achievement. This thinking has 
accounted for the public universities’ inability to stick to the acceptable 
norms on student/staff ratios, for instance, and why regulatory bodies’ 
initiatives in that regard, are almost always defeated. 

Secondly, the study brings out the need for accrediting bodies to 
intensify their activities, especially by encouraging universities to 
establish self-regulatory mechanisms instead of relying on other 
competing institutions for quality assurance. The regulatory body could 
then concentrate on setting, and monitoring compliance with 
appropriate benchmarks designed to ensure quality development in the 
universities. 

Finally, the quality monitoring systems of the regulatory agencies 
must involve all relevant stakeholders, not least of which are the 
students, who are expected to be the major beneficiaries of any such 
effective quality systems. 

On the part of the universities, it is important for them to constantly 
wake up to the fact that the term, ‘quality’ has become and will continue 
to be a major factor in the provision of higher education. The term will 
continue to feature prominently in the attraction and, or competition for 
students, high calibre human and other resources for the running of the 
academic and research enterprises. Having come up to that realisation, 
they should constantly take stock of their activities and the resources 
available to them and concentrate on the provision of higher education 
where their resources would give them the most competitive advantage. 
Experimenting with the provision of programmes before doing the 
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requisite market survey and taking stock of the resources available to 
them would almost likely lead to one end – failure. 

Secondly, African higher education institutions, especially the 
private ones must learn to cooperate among themselves in areas such as 
provision of graduate studies, to train the requisite human resources to 
teach and run their institutions. Unbridled competition for the same 
limited resources will only lead to the collapse of some of them instead 
of ensuring quality provision. 

Finally, the universities must not only establish and strengthen their 
internal quality assurance systems but also cooperate with the 
regulatory bodies to improve their overall provision and international 
recognition. 
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Appendix 1:  
Questionnaire for university 
academics 
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR UNIVERSITY ACADEMICS 

Name of institution 

 ………………………………………………………………………… 

Name of department 

………………………………………………………………………… 

Designation/ Position (e.g. Head of Dept., Quality Assurance Officer, 
etc.): 
………………………………………………………………………… 

Date of employment in university 

………………………………………………………………… 

Rank [please tick]:  
Lecturer [   ]        Snr. Lecturer [   ]      Assoc. Professor [   ]     
Professor [   ] 

Courses taught:   

(i) 
…………………………………………………………………………. 

(ii) 
…………………………………………………………………………. 

(iii) 
………………………………………………………………………… 

Gender:  Male [   ]           Female [   ] 

Age  ………………………………….. 

1. How many cycles of assessments has your Department undergone 
for purposes of accreditation? 
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Once [  ] 

Twice [  ] 

More than twice [  ] 

2. Apart from permission to operate, please rank on a scale of 1- 7, what 
informs the importance your Department attaches to going through the 
processes of assessment for accreditation. 
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Attract good students        

Attract qualified teaching staff        

Attract funding        

Achieve and improve quality of 
education 

       

Comply with legislation        

Combination of any of the above [  ]. Please specify………………….. 
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3. How do you rate the work of the assessment team that last visited 
your institution with regard to the following factors? Please rank 1-5 
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i. Collegiality      

ii. Knowledge of subject area      

iii. Usefulness of suggestions      

iv. Thoroughness of assessment      

v. Grading of various indicators      

vi. Other, please specify …....      

 

4. How would you classify the extent of implementation by your 
Department of evaluators’ suggestions for improvement between one 
cycle of assessment and a succeeding one with regard to the following?  

a. implemented almost all recommendations;  
b. implemented majority of recommendations;  
c. implemented some (about 50%) of the recommendations;  
d. implemented insignificant or none of the recommendations:    

i. Curriculum structure [  ]   

ii. Student-staff ratio [  ].  

iii. Recruitment of additional teaching staff. [  ]. Please indicate current 
strength………………….. 
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iv. Improvement of the stock and relevance of library materials [  ]  

 v. Other teaching and learning aids [  ]. Please specify. 
……………………………………….....................................................
.................................................................................................................
.................................................................................................................
. 

5. Please indicate the average class sizes for the courses you taught over 
the last three years, including the current academic session.      

                        2012 - 2013     ………………………………………. 

                        2013 - 2014 ………………………………………. 

                        2014 - 2015 ……………………………………. 

6. What is your teaching load per week in your Department?  

(a) Under 9 contact hours [   ]    
(b) 9 – 10 hours [   ]   
(c) 10 -11 hours [   ]    
(d) 11-12 hours [   ]  
(e) over 12 contact hours per week [   ] 
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7. On a scale of 1-5, please indicate, from your experience, the extent 
to which the following factors likely assists the improvement in the 
academic performance of students. 
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i. Better quality teaching staff        

ii. Availability of good teaching materials 
– textbooks, journals, computers, etc 

     

iii Implementation of suggestions from 
accreditation assessment reports 

     

iv Better funding mechanisms      

v. Natural abilities of students      
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8. How do you keep up with the competition in the tertiary education 
market (e.g. competition for students, lecturers, funding, etc.)? Please 
rank the answers after reading the criteria for scoring. 
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i. Through aggressive  marketing      

ii. Strict compliance with accreditation 
requirements, including recommendations 
for improvement 

     

iii. Offer of flexible delivery schemes      

iv. Provision of superior facilities to 
clients 

     

v. Offer of more programme choices      

vi. Other. Please specify  
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9. How do you perceive accreditation?  (Please rank after reading the 
criteria for scoring 
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i. It assists in quality improvement      

ii. it provides a means of ensuring 
accountability to students and the public 

     

iii. it gives a good reputation to the 
department/institution 

     

iv. it keeps tertiary education in check      

v. it is an unnecessary infringement on 
academic autonomy 

     

vi. Other. Please specify  

 

10. Please tick the following applicable areas where you believe 
accreditation has had a positive impact in your department: 

i. Curriculum structure   [   ] 

ii. Teaching delivery    [   ] 

iii. Student learning outcomes  [   ] 

iv. Library facilities                      [   ] 

v. Funding                [   ] 

vi. Others (please state) 
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11. Please tick, as appropriate, how your Department improves the 
quality of its programmes 

i. Through departmental (peer) review meetings       [   ] 

ii. Through faculty review meetings            [   ] 

iii. By periodic evaluations conducted by the institution’s Internal 
Quality Assurance Unit                                                           [   ] 

iv. By periodic external evaluation system              [   ] 

v. A combination of the above. Please specify …   [   ] 

12. How often are courses reviewed? 

(a) Annually [   ]    
(b) Every 2 years [   ]    
(c) Every 3 years [   ]  
(d) Every 4 years [   ]  
(e) Every 5 years [   ]               
(f) after more than 5 years  
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Appendix 2:  
Questionnaire for university 
students 
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 

Instruction: Please tick the appropriate answer and do well to complete 
all open-ended questions were applicable. Be assured of complete 
confidentiality - under no circumstances would your response be 
traceable to you. 

1. Courses structure  
i. Did your institution/programme department provide you written 

course outlines at the beginning of the semester?   Yes    No 
ii. Were the following items provided in the course outlines: 
a. Objective of the course            Yes    No  
b. Detailed course description      Yes    No 
c. Learning outcomes              Yes    No 
d. Recommended reading texts.   Yes    No 
e. If you answered yes to (d) were the recommended reading texts 

current (published within the last 10 years?) Yes   No      
Some were  

f. Information on assessments.       Yes   No 
iii. Have you taken, or expect to take, the following courses in the 

course of your studies: 
                                        a. Communication skills?  Yes   No. 
                                        b. Computer skills?           Yes   No.   
iv. If the answer to (iii) is, yes what is the average credits allotted for 

them? _________________ 
 
2. Student assessment  
i. How does your institution assess its students?  

 Continuous assessment 
 End-of-semester assessment 
 Both 
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Indicate the percentage contribution of each to the overall results of 
the assessment. 
____________________________________________________ 

ii. Do your examination questions usually cover all the topics stated 
in the course outline?  

 All the time,       Most often.         Half of the time,       
 Less than half of the time      Hardly 

iii. Do you receive feedback from your lecturers after examinations 
and, or project work?  

 Yes    No 
3. Students Assessment of Course Content and Teaching 
a. Have you ever completed an evaluation form for course content 

and teaching? Yes No 
i. If the answer to (i) is yes, in which semester was this done?  

Semester 1  Semester 2  Both Semesters  
ii. Were the evaluation forms filled online or in hard copies?  

Online Hard copy     
iii. Who was responsible for coordinating the evaluation exercise in 

your institution?    
 Lecturers/ HoD ~ 1       University Administrators ~ 2 

iv. In your estimation, what have students’ participation been like?  
High  Low 

v. If you estimate students’ participation to be low, have you 
observed any action by the institution to encourage increased 
students participation?  Yes   No 

vi. Are students given feedback on their complaints and, or 
recommendations?  Yes   No 

vii. Which of the following has more emphasis in the evaluation 
form? Course content     teaching  balanced between the 
two 

4. Ethics Policy 
i. Have you been provided a copy of your academic 

programme’s ethics policy or any document that bordered on 
ethics or conduct? 

Yes   No    
ii. Does the policy address issues on: 

iii. Staff – student relations:        Yes   No 
iv. Students  - student relations   Yes   No 
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v. Relations with outsiders         Yes   No 
vi. Research      Yes    No     Yes, but never read 

it  
5. Teaching & Class size 

i. State the number of lecturers teaching you in this 
semester.  Full-time_____ Part-time_____ 

ii.    State class size: lowest class size: ___________ largest class 
size: _______________ 

6. Administration of Department/ programme 
i. Do you know the rank of your HOD? Yes   No  
ii. What is his/her highest qualification:  

 PhD,      MPhil,      MA      MSc     BSc.       
 Professional 

 
7. Physical facilities 

            Do you have the following facilities available for use?  

i. Functional projector           Yes   No 
ii. Regular water supply?        Yes   No 
iii. Regular power supply?       Yes   No 
iv. Facilities for the disabled?  Yes   No  
 

8. Library 
i. Do you have ready access to reading material in your 

academic discipline/area in the library?  Yes      No    
ii. How current (not more 10 years) are the reading 

materials?  
 Current    Mostly old 

iii. Do you have access to online library materials?   
Yes    No     Never Accessed them 

9. Respondent’s background information  
i. Name of institution:  

____________________________________________. 
ii. Programme of study: 

__________________________________________. 
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iii. Current Year of study: 1st year   2nd year  3rd year  
4th year   5th year  6th year   

iv. Gender:    Male      Female  
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Summary 
Nederlandse samenvatting 
Het hoofddoel van deze studie was het bepalen van de mogelijke 
invloed van accreditatieprocessen op de kwaliteit van universiteiten in 
Ghana nadat zij een of meerdere accreditatierondes hebben doorlopen.  
Dit tegen de achtergrond van het grote belang dat kwaliteit en 
kwaliteitszorg heeft gekregen in hoger onderwijs instellingen 
wereldwijd.  De staat van het hoger onderwijs is eerst beschreven, meer 
specifiek de toegenomen studenteninstroom terwijl de budgetten niet 
meegroeien of zelfs afnemen en de maatregelen die overheden hebben 
genomen om deze uitdagingen te weerstaan.  

Vervolgens is de focus verlegd naar de ontwikkelingen in het 
Afrikaans hoger onderwijs in de periode voor introductie van formele 
kwaliteitszorg maatregelen. In Afrika was de toename van de studenten 
aantallen enorm met een bijna verviervoudiging tussen 1985 tot 2002. 
Meer recente cijfers laten zien dat universiteiten in Afrikaanse landen 
nog steeds worden geconfronteerd met een sterke toename van het 
aantal studenten. Zo verdubbelde de instroom tussen 2000 en 2010 van 
2.3 naar 5.2 miljoen studenten.   

Overheidsinvesteringen in onderwijs daarentegen konden deze 
toename in de instroom niet bijbenen, vaak onder de invloed van 
donorlanden om investeringen in hoger onderwijs te verlagen. Als 
alternatieve maatregel besloten veel Afrikaanse overheden tot 
liberalisering van het aanbod van hoger onderwijs om op deze wijze 
private investeerders te interesseren. Onderzoek liet vervolgens zien dat 
een sterke toename van instroom in private hoger onderwijsinstellingen 
optrad, evenwel in veel gevallen niet in lijn met de capaciteit van de 
bestaande faciliteiten en gekwalificeerde human resources. Op deze 
wijze werd de betrokkenheid van private investeerders veelal, meer of 
minder terecht, geassocieerd met afnemende onderwijskwaliteit. Dit 
was een van de hoofdredenen voor overheden om over te gaan tot de 
instelling van regulerende instituties voor het hoger onderwijs. Deze 
instituties kregen de opdracht te verzekeren dat de toenemende vraag 
naar hoger onderwijs, een toenemende instroom en een grotere 
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participatie van private aanbieders van hoger onderwijs de kwaliteit van 
het hoger onderwijs niet zou ondermijnen.  

Onderzoeksvraag 

Deze studie richt zich op de vraag of accreditatie, het belangrijkste 
regulerende instrument teneinde de kwaliteit van universiteiten in 
Ghana te waarborgen, het gewenste effect heeft (gehad). Dus de 
concrete onderzoeksvraag was: In welke mate heeft accreditatie een 
effect uitgeoefend op de kwaliteit van universiteiten in Ghana? 

Onderzoeksdesign en methodes 

Er is getracht de gestelde onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden middels 
een gecombineerde cross-sectionele en longitudinale aanpak.  
Uitgangspunt is dat het aannemelijk zou zijn dat zich veranderingen 
voordoen in de geselecteerde variabelen tussen twee of meer 
accreditatie rondes. Met andere woorden: in lijn met de accreditatie 
procedure zal de assessment deficiënties in de geselecteerde indicatoren 
opleveren hetgeen tevens zou leiden tot aanbevelingen voor verbetering 
door de evaluatoren. Het is vervolgens de verwachting dat bij 
implementatie van de suggesties van de evaluatoren bij de volgende 
accreditatieronde kwaliteitsverbetering zichtbaar zal worden. 
Rapportages van opeenvolgende accreditaties zouden dan ook moeten 
laten zien dat er een relatieve verbetering in de geselecteerde 
indicatoren optreedt.  

Verschillende databronnen zijn gebruikt zoals evaluatie rapporten, 
cross-sectionele data  van de universitaire docenten die lesgaven in de 
onderzochte programma’s  en van een survey onder studenten die 
participeerden in de betreffende programma’s. De geselecteerde 
universiteiten hebben minimaal twee accreditatierondes ondergaan 
tussen 2006 en 2015.       

Indicatoren voor de kwaliteit van de onderzochte universiteiten 
richten zich op het curriculum, de academische staf, student-staff 
ratio’s, bibliotheek faciliteiten, de fysieke kwaliteiten (gebouwen, 
omgeving) en de financiering. 

De statistische significantie van wijzigingen in de indicatoren tussen 
de accreditatie metingen is bepaald. Tevens is vastgesteld of 
significante veranderingen tussen accreditatie rondes kon worden 
gerelateerd aan de suggesties van de evaluatoren en of deze wijzigingen 
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in indicatoren zijn gerelateerd aan het type, publiek of privaat, 
universiteit. 

Beschrijvende gegevens zijn gepresenteerd voor de drie datasets: 
evaluatie rapporten, de survey onder academische staf en de survey 
onder studenten.   Zowel parametrische als non-parametrische 
significantietoetsen zijn gehanteerd om de verschillen tussen 
metingen/rondes statistisch te waarderen. Verschillen in scores tussen 
publieke en private universiteiten zijn tevens op hun significantie 
beoordeeld.    

Resultaten en conclusies 

Drie specifieke onderzoeksvragen zijn beantwoord in deze studie. De 
eerste onderzoeksvraag luidt: Heeft accreditatie de kwaliteit van 
specifieke indicatoren in het universitair onderwijs van Ghana 
beinvloed na 2 of meer accreditatierondes? Aan deze onderzoeksvraag 
is de volgende hypothese gekoppeld: input indicatoren zoals bepaald in 
het kader van accreditatie van universiteiten in Ghana zullen in 
positieve zin wijzigen van de ene accreditatiecyclus naar de volgende. 

De resultaten hebben laten zien dat er in uiteenlopende mate 
verbeteringen in curriculum, bibliotheek en staf indicatoren zijn 
opgetreden in de tweede accreditatieronde in vergelijking tot de eerste 
ronde. Er deden zich evenwel tevens interfererende factoren voor die 
de positieve veranderingen in sommige van de indicatoren minder 
zichtbaar maakten. Zo lijkt het aannemelijk dat, alhoewel er een 
nominale toename van de academische staf waarneembaar is van de 
eerste tot de volgende accreditatiecyclus, de positieve effecten daarvan 
deels teniet zijn gedaan door de zeer sterke toename in 
studentenaantallen in dezelfde periode.  

De tweede onderzoeksvraag luidde: is er een differentiële impact van 
accreditatierondes waarneembaar op de publieke en private 
universiteiten in Ghana over de periode 2006-2012 en indien ja, welke 
factoren spelen hierin een rol? 

Het doel van deze studie was vast te stellen of zich verbeteringen in 
5 kernindicatoren hebben voorgedaan die als criteria golden voor de 
toelating van een instituut en haar programma’s tot het universitair 
onderwijs. Vervolgens of deze verbeteringen verschilden tussen 
publieke en private universiteiten. 
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Er werd een significante verbetering in de overall assessment scores 
vastgesteld voor zowel publieke als private universiteiten in de tweede 
evaluatiecyclus. Significantietoetsing wees uit dat de publieke 
universiteiten meer vooruitgang boekten in deze periode dan de private 
universiteiten. Evenwel rapporteerde de academische staf in de private 
universiteiten meer corrigerende follow-up activiteiten dan hun 
collega’s van de publieke universiteiten. Voor de staf in zowel publieke 
als privaat hoger onderwijs gold dat de belangrijkste motivatie om de 
accreditatiecyclus te doorlopen de wens was om de kwaliteit van het 
onderwijs te verhogen.  

De derde onderzoeksvraag luidde: In welke mate zijn de studenten 
het eens/oneens met het bestaan van beleid door en maatregelen van 
hun universiteit/programma in lijn met de accreditatie vereisten en in 
welke mate doen zich hierin verschillen voor tussen studentenoordelen 
van publieke en private universiteiten?  

In algemene zin oordelen studenten uiteenlopend op de vraag of hun 
universiteit/programma voldeed aan de accreditatie vereisten van de 
Ghanaian Accreditation Board. Studenten van de publieke 
universiteiten beoordelen de mate waarin hun universiteit/programma 
voldoet aan de accreditatie vereisen evenwel positiever dan de 
studenten aan de private universiteiten.  

De hoofdvraag van deze studie luidde: Heeft accreditatie een effect 
uitgeoefend op de kwaliteit van universiteiten in Ghana? Bezien naar 
de uitkomsten van de drie substudies kan het antwoord op deze vraag 
voorzichtig positief zijn. Op de meeste gebruikte indicatoren scoren de 
universiteiten dan wel hun programma’s na het doorlopen van het 
accreditatieproces bij een volgende ronde beter.  

Dit lijkt een hoopvol begin voor het nog tamelijk recent ingevoerde 
kwaliteitszorgsysteem in het hoger onderwijs van Ghana. Evenwel 
dient de waarschuwing zoals ook door Horsburgh (1999) geformuleerd 
in acht te worden genomen namelijk dat een goed kwaliteitsevaluatie 
systeem verder moet gaan dan het beoordelen van input en 
outputfactoren. Het accreditatiesysteem in Ghana heeft deze weg nog 
maar recent ingeslagen.   

Het is tevens moeilijk om de omvang van de rol die is gespeeld door 
de accreditatieprocedure in Ghana in de opgetreden verbeteringen te 
bepalen. Dat deze een rol heeft gespeeld lijkt evenwel aannemelijk. 
Voor de toekomst is het van belang dat de scores van universiteiten op 



221 

 

de genoemde en meer kwalitatieve indicatoren worden gemonitord 
zodat de mate van consistentie in het optreden van verbeteringen en de 
relatie met het kwaliteitsevaluatie systeem in Ghana beter kan worden 
vastgesteld.  


