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Proposal 

Title: For whom is it valuable? Or: What is the value of satisfaction of the semi-finished product? 
Philosophical questions in higher education and the implications for quality. 

Abstract (150 words max): 

Not many people ask the question of what exactly in higher education is valuable, and for whom. In 

this article the author uses a sharp question to research what higher education brings, and to whom. 

Three approaches are identified. 
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In the Student-centered approach, the gained knowledge, skills and attitude are the valuables that 

are transferred to the students. Student satisfaction is the main quality indicator. The Society-

centered approach looks at society as the place where the value lands. The developed student is the 

vehicle, a main quality indicator for society is the judgement of experts: is the student worth the 

diploma? In the Employer-centered approach the working environment of the graduate is where 

value is added. Employer satisfaction on how well the graduate is performing professionally is the 

main quality indicator. 

Interestingly enough, the student moves from being receiver of the process of higher education, to 

being a ‘semi-finished product’. 

 

The corresponding sub-topic of the proposal:Student participation in governance and quality 
assurance of higher education  

Has this paper previously been published/presented elsewhere? If yes, give details. No 

Text of paper (3000 words max): 

 

For whom is it valuable? 

Or: What is the value of satisfaction of the semi-finished product? Philosophical questions in higher 

education and the implications for quality. 

Introduction 

That education is valuable does not need to be explained to anyone on the planet. People in and 

around higher education sometimes wonder about how we can better sell its value, not whether it is 

of great value. Not many people however ask the question of what exactly is valuable, and for 

whom. 

In this article, I want to bring together my various educational backgrounds to address a question I 

have been asking for years in my immediate environment. My background in philosophy is 

recognizable in asking a vexing question that seems odd but turns out to be essential. From a 

business perspective, the question is relevant because in an organization we need to know what we 

are actually doing in order to determine what to do and how. And from a quality management 

perspective, measuring and improving is nice, but only meaningful if we apply it to the right object. 

Because I keep noticing that asking the question is easier than answering it, and because I think it is 

fundamental to understand what we are actually doing in higher education, I like to pose this 

question to a wider audience. The question is about what is of value in higher education and for 

whom. Because I often feel that a little provocation helps for starting a good conversation, I usually 

phrase the question like this: 

Who is actually our customer in higher education? 

The first reaction of almost everyone in higher education is that we don't have customers, because 

we're not in a commercial enterprise and we’re not selling stuff. And that the term "customer" 

therefore does not apply to our industry. 

Now this reaction is emotionally understandable, but not that relevant. It is fine with me to rephrase 

the question as "Who is the main beneficiary of what we do?" The background to the question is 

that I want to understand what we actually do, what it means what we are doing. The terminology 

of "customer" and "product" may feel somewhat corporate, but it is still important to understand 

what we do. What do we actually do, for whom, and with what result? What exactly is the service 
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we provide? Only when we have a good understanding of the answers to these questions can we 

determine what quality is. And we can only work on quality properly if our goal is in line with our 

activities, and if we measure the right things to determine and improve the quality delivered. 

The initial questions I asked each time were "who is the customer?" and "what is our product? The 

answers that come back have implications for what we call quality, and what the roles of different 

stakeholders are, such as the student. 

Main approaches 

In the conversations I've had over the years, it appears time and again that there are three schools 

of thought, each with a radically different view of what higher education is, and who it is for. In the 

absence of generally accepted existing names, I decided to call the conceptual systems Student-

centered, Society-centered, and Employer-centered. Below I show a brief overview, after which I will 

address the implications for the concept of quality of each way of thinking. 

 Student-
centered 

Society-centered Employer-centered 

Who is 
the 
customer? 

The student The (regional) society, with the 
government as representative 

(regional) employers / 
clients 

What is 
our 
product? 

The knowledge / 
competencies 
that we teach 
the student 

Citizens who behave in an 
economically, socially and 
democratically decent way and thus 
add value to the (regional) society 

Graduates with the 
right knowledge, skills 
and attitude 

 

Student-centered approach 

The Student-centered approach is the most common one. Particularly among teachers and students, 

but also among others in and around education. The idea is that the core activity is teaching, 

because that's what we spend most of our time doing. And in those classes, students acquire the 

knowledge, skills and attitudes offered by the teaching staff. In addition, the student pays tuition. In 

itself a clear narrative. 

This line of thinking makes student satisfaction the most important measure of quality. A view that is 

recognizable in the value assigned to (national) student surveys, which often function as the main 

input PR materials and university rankings. 

Society-centered approach 

However, it is the case that the government bears the bulk of the costs of higher education. At least 

in the case of publicly funded education; for private educational institutions it is a bit of a different 

story since these are for-profit organizations. In other words, companies that need to make a profit 

in order to survive. I am not including this type of education in this consideration because other 

dynamics come into play here. 

Based on the idea that the one who pays is the real customer, the Society centered approach points 

at the government as the customer. The government-and ultimately the taxpayer-finds it valuable to 

fund higher education because it helps society: economic activity generally becomes more valuable 

when the level of education is higher. Moreover, there is more things happening in education; the 

belief is that students are becoming better citizens because work is being done on socialization and 



P a g e  | 4 

http://bit.ly/EQAFLinkedin 

personalization, see the functions of education according to the work of educational pedagogue Gert 

Biesta. 

The student is suddenly no longer the main consumer, but has become a kind of vehicle for social 

development. Student satisfaction should play a much less prominent role as a quality indicator; the 

opinion of external panels of experts who evaluate education on behalf of the government becomes 

an essential instrument in quality assurance, in addition to monitoring the effectiveness of 

taxpayers' money. 

Employer-centered approach 

Thinking a little further outside the educational institution is the Employer-centered approach. From 

this system of thought, learning and development by students is indeed a good activity, but the real 

addition of value only takes place when the graduates start working on the labor market. With 

employers or as self-employed individuals with customers and clients. This approach is central to, for 

example, the OECD, which does a lot of research into the effects of education. The OECD is also of 

the opinion that all higher education prepares people to function on the labor market, not only 

professional higher education (UAS’s) but also the traditional universities that -at least on paper- 

train scientific researchers. 

In this framework, the role of the student changes even more radically. The student is no longer a 

customer, or even a product, but the graduate is the product of higher education and the student, 

which makes the student a semi-finished product. I am aware that this might sound harsh and 

radical, but there is a lot to say for this line of thinking. For instance, by definition the student cannot 

know what is expected in terms of attitude, skills and knowledge for a starting professional in the 

chosen domain. The student might have an idea, but only the employed graduate and the employer 

really know. 

Student satisfaction can hardly be found interesting as an indicator of quality anymore. A more 

appropriate quality indicator here would be what the added value of a graduate is in an 

organization. In practice, it is probably more feasible -and still a good substitute- to look at 

satisfaction of both employers (or customers or clients) of the graduate and satisfaction of the 

graduate himself around one or two years after graduation. This type of research takes place only 

sporadically, especially when it comes to employers of graduates. 

Alternative approaches 

Incidentally, other schools of thought are possible. For example, I once heard someone claim that 

the real customer of higher education is the parent of the prospective student. Because that is the 

party who has the most influence on the choice of what and where to study. But in general, such 

alternatives are more fun as thought exercises than they are actually relevant. 

Consequences and conclusion 

Although I hope that from a quality perspective it is clear what the consequences are of the 

approach adopted, I cannot resist making some things more explicit. Constructive alignment is well 

known in most educational circles. In this approach, educational objectives, teaching methods and 

activities and methods of testing are attuned to one another. This is a good example of thinking from 

a quality perspective, but here I would argue that we should take this a step further and start with 

the purpose of higher education as such. I have described above the questions that are very suitable 

for finding out what this goal is: "Who is the customer?" and "What is the product?". The biggest 
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change is then in accepting the answer, and aligning the quality frameworks and instruments with 

the answer. 

I myself tend to follow the OECD, and take success in working life as the central quality indicator. 

Not just for professional higher education, but for all higher education. Consequences include 

conducting serious research into the performance of graduates, but also giving much less weight to 

student satisfaction. Now, by the way, don't think that I would not want to look at student 

satisfaction anymore. That is not the case; the point is that it completely changes character. To 

"produce" a good graduate, the student still needs to be well facilitated and duly motivated, and for 

that student satisfaction research is a great tool. But a semi-finished product simply does not have a 

good idea of what it means to be a good graduate young professional, and semi-finished satisfaction 

cannot be an indicator of quality of the final product. 

 

 

Discussion questions for the session:  

- What would we lose if we would follow this strict kind of thinking and choose one approach? 
How essential is it what we would lose? 

- How many students really have a good insight in what it means to be a successful starting 
professional? 

- If not one approach would be adopted, but all three approaches would be considered relevant, 
what would a clear quality concept look like? 
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