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Abstract 

 

Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Pakistan was formally initiated when Quality 

Assurance Agency was established under Higher Education Commission of Pakistan. This 

Quality Assurance Agency established Quality Enhancement Cells in public and private sector 

universities and they were given the task of conducting Program Evaluation through 

Self-Assessment using the guidelines provided by the QAA of Higher Education Commission. 

All the Quality Enhancement Cells were required to submit the Self-Assessment Reports of 

all the programs being offered at their respective university on set criteria. The current paper 

is a descriptive study which was conducted to review the impact of program evaluation on 

Pakistani universities. Data available with Quality Assurance Agency, Pakistan and field notes 

were used as tools to evaluate the efficacy and impact of quality assurance initiatives in 

Pakistani universities. The data shows that a very large number of programs in different 

universities prepared program evaluation reports and submitted for external review of the 

reports. External reviews resulted into action plans for rectifications identified during external 

review. Finally, the program evaluation reports were graded on a rubric in order to rank 

departments within a university. The study shows that quality assurance mechanism has got 

its firm roots at micro level i.e. at university level in Pakistan under the supervision of Quality 

Assurance Agency of Pakistan. Different programs of the universities run program evaluation 

cycle and report to their own Quality Enhancement Cells which in turn does a regular follow 

up of issues identified for assuring the provision of quality education. These cells finally 

report to the Quality Assurance Agency of the outcomes of program evaluation cycle. 
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1. Introduction 

Quality is a relative term which has been defined differently from perspectives of the various stakeholders or 

users. Lots of researches have been done to conceptualize quality and related terms. Definition of the quality 

from customers’ point of view is different than the definition of the quality from the point of view of the 

producer. Similarly, the service provider would not have a similar opinion of the quality as that of the service 

user. To quote Vroeijenstijn, (1995, p.14) quality is ‘a matter of negotiation between the different parties 

concerned’. This definition can rightly be applied to the field of education as it implies that different stakeholders 

which may include students, faculty, employers, governing bodies and society at large need to first identify their 

needs very clearly and the academics or the higher education institution, the service providers, then would take 

into account these requirements to devise mechanisms and procedures to ensure the provision of quality 

education in a particular discipline so that the qualified graduates would not turn out to be merely degree holders 

but would be equipped with all the necessary knowledge, skills and competences required to serve in the selected 

field both academic and professional. Then, again Vroeijenstijn, (1992) maintains that quality improvement and 

its maintenance or sustainability are the two core functions of the quality assurance which are carried out by 

implementing systematic, focused and organized processes of review and evaluation (Vroeijenstijn, 1992). 

Kekäle (2002, p. 66), too, extends the same by emphasizing that quality is something valuable which is always 

measured in relation to the ‘requirements or expectations set by different users and stakeholders’. So the 

stakeholders’ requirements or expectations from a certain program or service serve the function of a yardstick to 

measure what they are gaining in return. Therefore, the program evaluators do give it a due weightage to base the 

evaluation standards along with several other concerns. 

Quality Assurance, one of the major and most common quality related functions, simply refers to an 

organized and methodical approach to quality’ (Collins, 1994). Harman (1998) citing Brennan (1996) explains 

that the term quality assurance as the ‘systematic management and assessment procedures’ designed and 

implemented carefully to attain the quality in the specified domain or institute and thus to win the confidence 

and trust of its key stakeholders who are the individuals and groups having a major interest in that institution or 

system, and its achievements in the overall management and the results achieved (Harman, 1998, p. 346). 

The term quality assurance has been echoing in higher education institutes for more than a decade (Frazer, 

1995; Vroeijenstijn, 1995; Brennan, 1996). It has become not only one of the gravest concerns of the institutes 

offering degree programs in various disciplines but also a mandatory requirement of the regulatory and 

accreditation bodies of higher education institutes. Bornmann et al. (2006) who conducted a study to evaluate the 

overall result of multi staged evaluations have found out that the structured and systematic quality assurance 

procedures are essential for the higher education reforms for being useful, effective and rewarding (Bornmann, 

Mittag, & Daniel, 2006). Another group of researchers supplement this very idea that concerns related to quality 

assurance in higher education have become a central focus in both ‘developing and transitioning countries’ 

(El-Khawas et al., 1998; El-Khawas, 2002).  

Frazer (1997) provided the opinion that there are several reasons responsible to give rise to the external 

quality assurance. Some of the most important in them include a greater sense of accountability on higher 

education institutes part to satisfy their stakeholders’ expectations, higher education institutes’ needs for 

continuous improvement and the announcement to the prospective students and employers about the academic 

standard of a certain program or degree awarding institute through ranking or accreditation and above all, by 

doing so, informing the government or the funding bodies about their better decision as to where and how much 

funds to invest or allocate. Kells (1997) has also found out the link between higher education institutes’ 

academic standards or ‘performance indicators’ and the funding resources. He concludes that the quality 
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assurance can yield better results if it becomes more focused and directed towards the desired changes and thus, 

it can be turned into a more fruitful exercise because the funding resources will automatically increase if the 

institute or the program manages to achieve its set objectives and performance indicators but if it is the vice 

versa, the link between the performance indicators and funding resources will decrease. 

Quality assurance being formative in nature results in improving the quality related issues and leads to a 

sustainable quality enhancement in higher education institutions through effective functioning and decision 

making (Sarrico et al., 2010). These researchers believe that the quality assurance systems in any higher 

education institution, serves two main purposes: first that it helps the institution achieve the desired objectives 

and second that it enables the institutions to meet the requirements of its stakeholders. 

Higher education is mainly concerned with three major domains of any course of study; teaching, learning 

and research. Quality assurance aims to develop and improve these areas (Schwarz, & Westerheijden, 2007). 

Darwin et al. (2005) view quality assurance as a mandatory part of public education policies to fulfill educational 

needs of the citizens and therefore suggest that there should be strong liaisons between what institutions want to 

give or produce and how government educational policies and procedures can support them in achieving that set 

purposes. If this alignment is missing, citizens lose their interests as well as opportunities to improve themselves 

(Darwin & Darrell, 2005). Ayeni (2012), in a recent research discussed some of the main features responsible for 

the sustainability of the quality assurance system in education that include a focused approach towards the 

attainment of predefined goals with effective strategic planning to achieve them and proper management of 

available resources to improve teaching and learning processes.  

In addition to this, highlighting the factors being responsible to give rise to the growing concerns in quality 

assurance in the higher education; Nicholson (2011) cites multiple studies showing that the pressure from 

government and the job market has created an insight in the service providers in the field of higher education to 

prepare a work-force that is not only just degree holders but are qualified and equipped with essential knowledge, 

skills and attributes required to meet market challenges and who can contribute effectively towards the 

improvement of the country economy and as it has ultimately resulted into a greater increase in the education 

funding so the demand of accountability from the degree awarding institutions has also increased considerably. 

To serve this purpose, the higher education institutes need fully functioning quality assurance systems, processes 

and procedures to check and measure the level of the successful attainment of the program outcomes (Nicholson, 

2011). 

In Pakistan, Quality Assurance Agency was established by Higher Education Commission of Pakistan for 

assuring the quality of graduate and post graduate programs. Before the establishment of QAA agency, 

evaluation was not systematic in Pakistani higher education system. It was mainly individual focused (Usmani & 

Khatoon, 2013). QAA of Pakistan decided to establish Quality Enhancement Cells at university level. These 

Cells were assigned to conduct Program Evaluation through Self-Assessment (Usmani et al., 2010). This paper 

focuses on the impact of quality assurance initiative of Quality Assurance Agency on Pakistani universities. The 

paper precisely addresses how Quality Enhancement Cells were established in universities and how they have 

contributed to program evaluation of different graduate and post graduate programs of Pakistani universities. The 

findings given here are based on the data compiled by the Quality Assurance Agency, Pakistan. 

2. Establishment of Quality Enhancement Cells and methodology of self-assessment 

Initially, Quality Assurance Agency, Higher Education Commission, Pakistan took initiative to establish 

Quality Enhancement Cells in 30 Public sector universities aiming to implement a quality assured system for all 

degree programs. Gradually, more universities were included phase wise. Now there are 87 universities 

altogether including private and public sector universities where Quality Enhancement Cells are fully 

functioning. 

When these cells started working, the officials had to face resistance but gradually, through the frequent 
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awareness sessions and training workshops conducted for different stakeholders such as faculty, department and 

institutional heads and higher governing authorities, a paradigm shift was noticed. They began to realize that the 

implementation of a structured quality assurance system is essential to solve many problems related to 

teaching-learning processes, resource management, and continuous assessment and evaluation. (Usmani, 2010) 

To begin the self-assessment cycle, Quality Enhancement Cells requested head of departments of the 

programs to be assessed to nominate 3-4 faculty members to work on the preparation of the Self-Assessment 

Report. These nominees were called Program Team. These program teams were established for each academic 

program selected for program evaluation through self-assessment. As a next step to the self-assessment cycle, the 

program teams were provided with frequent trainings, hands on workshops, necessary material related to the 

Self-Assessment Report such as the Self-Assessment Report guidelines prescribed by the Higher Education 

Commission, copy of templates, tables for data collection, feedback forms etc. to prepare the program evaluation 

reports. With the help of the continuous support from the Quality Enhancement Cells, the Program Teams 

prepared Self-Assessment Reports and submitted to the Quality Enhancement Cells with all support documents.  

The next phase of the self-assessment cycle began with the formulation of Assessment Teams. The 

Assessment Teams comprised of 2-3 senior faculty members of other department/institute and a subject expert 

from outside. These members were also trained to review and assess these reports in the light of the given 

checklists. Besides, in order to validate the findings of the Self-Assessment Report, the Assessment Teams were 

required to pay field visits to the concerned institute/department under evaluation. After these visits, they 

prepared their observation reports and submitted them to Quality Enhancement Cells. Based on their findings, 

the following Action/Implementation Plan was prepared that included problems identified, suggested 

rectification for each problem with specific date of implementation and resources required. This Action Plan was 

discussed further in the meeting of both Program Team and Assessment Team. After consensus, the signed copies 

were prepared and submitted to the concerned institutes to implement the suggested rectifications to the 

problems identified, to the Quality Enhancement Cells for further follow ups and to the Higher Education 

Commission for the third party validation and for their record.  

Table 1 

Self-assessment report action implantation plan 

Self-assessment report implementation/ action plan 

Name of the program:____________ Name of the institute: _________________ 

S.# Problems 

identified 

Rectification 

suggested 

Date of 

implementation 

Responsible 

body 

Resources 

needed 

      

      

      

 

Signature of the Chairman, assessment team: _______________________________ 

Signature of the Head of the department: ________________________________ 

Signature of the Director, Quality Enhancement Cell: _______________________________ 

 
 

3. Tabular output of quality assurance through self-assessment 

Quality assurance in higher education in Pakistan was initiated when Quality Assurance Agency, established 

under Higher Education Commission, Pakistan, took initiative of establishing Quality Enhancement Cells in 

different public and private sector universities phase wise. In Phase I, 10 universities were selected to establish 

Quality Enhancement Cells. In Phase II, 20 universities were chosen to start Quality Enhancement Cells. In 

Phase III, 17 more Quality Enhancement Cells were established in selected universities. The data is quite huge 

and is available with Quality Assurance Agency, Higher Education Commission.  

The current paper deals only with the data available at Quality Assurance Agency, Pakistan till Phase III. 
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The main focus of this study is the findings of the study showing the large impact on over all performances of 

higher education institutes in Pakistani context. 

Tables 2 to 4 show the gradual growth of Quality Enhancement Cells and their functioning. 

Table 2 

Phase I: Quality Enhancement Cells established during the year 2006 

No of Quality 

Enhancement 

Cells 

established 

No of 

departments 

selected for 

program 

evaluation 

No of 

program. 

evaluation 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

program 

evaluation 

reports 

prepared 

No of 

assessment 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

assessment 

team reports 

submitted 

No of action 

plans devised 

10 443 241 121 147 97 83 
 

The Table 2 shows that in Phase I, 10 universities were selected to establish Quality Enhancement Cells. 

These Quality Enhancement Cells selected 443 departments and / constituent institutes to conduct program 

evaluation. These departments/ constituent institutes were sent requests to nominate 3- 4 faculty members to 

prepare the reports and the nominees were called Program Evaluation Teams. Out of 443 departments, 241 

Program Teams were formulated. The Program Teams were equipped with formal training and awareness on how 

to conduct program evaluation through Self-Assessment. They were also provided with the relevant material to 

run the exercise. Out of these 241 Program Teams, 121 teams prepared and submitted their program evaluation 

reports. 

In the next stage, 147 Assessment Teams were formulated in 443 departments to review these reports. Out of 

147 ATs, only 97 conducted reviews, paid field visits to validate the information presented in the program teams’ 

reports and submitted their observations to Quality Enhancement Cells. These assessment team reports were 

further compiled, analyzed and used to prepare action plans to rectify the problems identified in each program. 

Total 83 action plans were devised based on the assessment team findings. These action plans categorically 

stated the problems identified after the self-assessment and its validation. Then, the program teams were asked to 

suggest rectification for each problem after the consultation with the concerned head of the department and the 

faculty members. Besides, they were also required to provide the specified timeline to implement the 

rectification suggested. Finally, they were also requested to mention the responsible body to implement the 

rectification along with the required resources to resolve the issues.  

Table 3 

Phase II: Quality Enhancement Cells established during the year 2007 

No of 

Quality 

Enhancement 

Cells 

established 

No of 

departments 

selected for 

program 

evaluation 

No of 

program. 

evaluation 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

program 

evaluation 

reports 

prepared 

No of 

assessment 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

assessment 

team reports 

submitted 

No of action 

plans devised 

20 512 400 160 178 90 85 
 

Then, as evident from Table 3, in Phase II, 20 more Quality Enhancement Cells were established in selected 

universities where 512 academic programs were being offered. These programs were selected to conduct 

program evaluation through Self-Assessment. Out of these, 400 program teams were formulated. Out of these 

400 Program Teams, 160 teams successfully prepared and submitted their Self-Assessment Reports. Likewise, to 

review these reports, in the 512 programs, 178 Assessment Teams were formulated. Out of 178 ATs, 90 

conducted reviews; paid field visits to validate the information presented in the program teams’ reports and 

submitted their observations to the Quality Enhancement Cells. After compiling and analyzing these assessment 

team reports, 85 action plans were devised and implemented to rectify the problems identified.  
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Table 4 

Phase III: Quality Enhancement Cells established during the year 2009 

No of 

Quality 

Enhancement 

Cells 

established 

No of 

departments 

selected for 

program 

evaluation 

No of 

program. 

evaluation 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

program 

evaluation 

reports 

prepared 

No of 

assessment 

teams 

formulated 

No of 

assessment 

team reports 

submitted 

No of action 

plans devised 

17 247 98 46 48 3 3 
 

Finally, as shown in Table 4, in Phase III, 17 Quality Enhancement Cells selected 247 departments 

and/constituent institutes to conduct program evaluation. Out of 247 departments, 98 Program Teams were 

formulated. Out of these 98 Program Teams, 46 teams prepared and submitted their reports. To review these 

reports in 247 departments, 48 Assessment Teams were formulated. Out of 48 Assessment Teams, only 3 

conducted reviews, paid field visits to validate the information presented in the program teams’ reports and 

submitted their observations to Quality Enhancement Cells. After compiling and analyzing these Assessment 

Team reports, 3 action plans were devised. 

4. Impact of the quality assurance measure: 

The above discussion shows a rapid growth of quality assurance departments in the universities and their 

active contribution to the process of program evaluation. The measures taken to assure quality of the academic 

programs through internal and external evaluations have brought significant changes in terms of increasing the 

motivation and the contribution of the faculty and management as well as by arousing the sense of realization in 

them that the program core areas such as program mission, objectives and outcomes should not have been just 

available in the documented form but they needed to be operational at each stage. Likewise, the higher education 

institutes where this exercise was run also began to realize that this whole effort has helped them identify the 

areas for improvement which remained neglected before the implementation of these quality assurance 

measures.  

Similarly, the self-assessment exercise helped the program teams see how well they were able to meet the 

intended objectives that the programs offered to do and how well students were able to perform in terms of 

knowledge, skills and desired attributes as documented in the program outcomes. This further led to the selection 

and application of appropriate measuring or assessment strategies or tools for each objective which was missing 

at most of the places before the implementation of the self-assessment practices. Hence, the improvements were 

very obvious in the up gradation of the academic standards in Pakistani higher education institutions. Moreover, 

this improvement further led to the increase in the level of public trust and funding bodies. While the internal 

quality assurance resulted into the gross improvement in the overall quality of academic programs, the external 

quality assurance via peer review and peer evaluation strengthened the areas which helped the institutes identify 

and meet their key performance indicators for the next cycle of evaluation and improve their ranking and ratings 

in the national QS ranking competition carried out by the Higher Education Commission, Pakistan.  

However, the data also shows that not all the departments where self-assessment was introduced submitted 

reports. This difference is because Quality Enhancement Cells initiated self-assessment and program evaluation 

teams were nominated. However, either the program team got stuck or did not wish to proceed because of the 

amount of the work required. However, several programs completed their life cycle, worked as per their action 

plan to improve teaching and learning processes which ultimately led to the improved quality of the education. 

171 action plans, so far, are in progress which is quite a good development towards the sustainability of the 

quality assurance system in a very small time of just five years. The data considered in this paper is only from 

2006-2010 and it has been accessed through the Quality Assurance Agency, Higher Education Commission, 

Pakistan. Since the data for the recent years is still in the process of compilation, it is expected such growth of 

Quality Enhancement Cells and their program evaluation in their respective universities would have yielded 
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much more positive results and the degrees from these universities would have carried more weight in the 

employment market. 

5. Conclusion 

From the above discussion and interpretation of the data, it may be concluded that as quality assurance has 

become a growing concern for higher education institutes all over the world, it has provided the degree awarding 

institutes with a challenge for healthy competition leading to provision of sustainable quality education. In 

Pakistani universities, the work on quality assurance is not much advanced though; it has started penetrating 

deeply in their roots and the initiative taken by Quality Assurance Agency by establishing Quality Enhancement 

Cells has worked as a fertile soil to yield fruitful results. Though not all the academic programs are being 

evaluated through self-assessment, those which have been through this process have improved significantly and 

if this practice is sustained as is expected, more rapid changes will be observed.  

5.1 Significance and areas for further investigation: 

The study is significant as it highlights the role of QAA of Higher Education Commission of Pakistan in 

introducing systematic program evaluation through self-assessment. This model of Quality at university level 

and its results would certainly provide positive input to other QA experts and QA agencies of the world. The 

study is based on a baseline data which provides orientations as to how Pakistan QA system is progressing in 

higher education. There is a need to conduct meta-evaluation of the program evaluation through self-assessment 

in order to see how this initiative has imbedded into the system of higher education and how stakeholders have 

felt the change in the overall output from higher education institutions in Pakistan. 
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