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Purpose: The overall purpose of the thesis is to investigate how accreditation of education
interrelates with quality of teaching and learning in higher education from a teacher
perspective. The research question of the thesis is: How do experienced business
schoolteachers relate to quality in higher education and what interdependence
between accreditation, quality in teaching and student learning do experienced
business schoolteachers apprehend?

Theory: The study approaches teachers’ perception of quality and accreditation through the
lens of teachers’ narratives and sensemaking. The analytical work attends to theories
of learning and empirical studies of quality grounded in studies of evaluation and
accreditation of higher education connected to the concept of constructive alignment.

Method: The study is designed as an exploratory qualitative study, and the data collection
methods consists of five in-depth semi-structured reflexive interviews with
experienced university teachers.

The interviews collected have been analysed using a thematic analysis of quality,
accreditation, teaching and learning.

Results: The result show that the perceived value of accreditation among the respondents

varies. While the individual views of the respondents differ in terms of attitudes to
accreditation most have an overall positive view to accreditation as such. The
experienced teachers all have their own view on what is quality and whether that is
supported or even hindered by systematic quality work, such as accreditation. Some
positive effects on learning were indicated but the largest impact seems to be indirect
effects that accreditation gives you through intended learning outcomes in syllabuses,
strengthening of the schools’ brand that attracts faculty and or students, and better
possibilities to partner with other accredited institutions. The study also shows that a
quality culture could develop partly with the help of accreditation.
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1 Introduction

In the introduction chapter the research problem area is framed and discussed leading us to the
overall purpose and research question for the thesis.

1.1 Personal background and research interest

Higher education is an expanding research field (Ramsden, 2003; Tight 2019) and the growth of the
sector shows that universities can play important roles as drivers to social and societal change
(Ramsden, 2003). The growth of the sector can be exemplified with Sweden where we have seen a
steady increase in the number of students admitted to higher education raising from 170 000 in 1990 to
340 000 in 2004 (Hégskoleverket, 2006) and 383 500 in 2023 (UKA, 2024).

Educational quality has been an important part not only of my professional career but also during my
undergraduate and graduate studies. I was involved in the student union and among other things
working with course evaluations. My master thesis in business administration that I defended in 1997
has the title Service quality in higher education (Gustafsson & Larsson, 1997).

In 1998 I started to work as a doctoral student at Jonkoping International Business School (JIBS). I
quickly noted that pedagogical skills were less valued compared to research skills in that environment.
It was recommended to take pedagogical courses, but you could not use them as courses in your
doctoral programme. As a consequence, | waited until 2004 before I took my first formal course in
teaching in learning in higher education. This, however, did not mean that nothing was happening
when it came to efforts to improve educational quality. To name some activities, we had pedagogical
mentors that visited our classes and gave tips on how to develop teaching. We continuously worked
with course evaluations and had prizes for best teachers to mention a few things.

Already in my first year working at the business school I got to take part in a HSV (former
Hogskoleverket, currently Universitetskanslersimbetet) evaluation of our education in business
administration. The outcome for us was positive but it struck me that the evaluators almost only
looked at the number of employees that had a PhD and very little on the processes, i.e. looking at who
is doing something instead of how they are doing it. Over my career that focus has changed. Not
saying that formal competence is unimportant but more looking at systematic ways to improve quality.

I have worked with higher education since 1998 and have had programme management or director of
studies positions since 2001. Currently I am the programme director for the largest programme at
JIBS, the Civilekonom programme. In that position I am responsible for systematic quality work and
writing yearly evaluations among other things. My thorough background in the sector has implications
in form of pre-understanding.

Within the sector that I am working in, business schools, systematic quality work in the form of third-
party accreditation has developed (e.g. Lagrosen, 2017) into the main way to secure quality. It is
assumed that if the people and processes are in place then that would lead to higher quality in higher
education. I am not entirely sure about this and have and that is the main reason for my personal
interest in this study. In the coming section I frame the research area from a theoretical perspective.

1.2 Framing the research problem area

With the growth of the sector also the interest in doing research about higher education becomes more
important (Daniel, B. K., & Harland, 2017; Ramsden, 2003; Tight, 2018), looking at higher education
from different perspectives with educational quality being one. There are many universities for
students and staff to choose between and competition between institutions is hard. Universities all over
the world want to attract top students and students look for education with high quality and promising



opportunities for employability (Makhoul, 2019). With high competition in the higher education sector
and an increased focus on quality one way to secure quality for different stakeholders is accreditation.

The contemporary higher education landscape is characterized by a wide range of institutional choices
for both students and academic staff, resulting in intense competition among universities. Institutions
worldwide seek to attract high-performing students, while prospective students increasingly prioritize
educational quality and favorable employability outcomes when selecting where to study (Makhoul,
2019). In this highly competitive environment, and amid a growing emphasis on quality assurance,
accreditation has emerged as a key mechanism through which universities seek to signal and secure
quality for multiple stakeholders.

Accreditation, as a mechanism for assuring institutional quality (Ramsden, 2003), has become
increasingly important for universities operating in competitive environments, and perhaps particularly
so for business schools (Lagrosen, 2017). As a widely recognized indicator of quality, accreditation
has been shown to contribute to increased revenues for business schools (Okulova & Shakina, 2020).
In this sense, accreditation appears to function as a proxy for quality, whereby accredited institutions
are commonly perceived as superior. Much of the existing literature implicitly assumes that
accreditation necessarily reflects high quality in teaching and learning. Accreditation processes
encompass elements of accountability, incentives, and cyclical improvement mechanisms; however,
empirical evidence demonstrating their direct impact on teaching and learning outcomes remains
inconclusive (Ramsden, 2003).

From investigating 96 different accredited institutions, working with the AACSB standard, Ulker and
Baioglu (2019) concluded some effects of quality into accreditation especially on learning outcomes.
They also saw positive effects regarding assurance processes but mainly for newly accredited
institutions (Ulker and Baioglu, 2019). Accreditation creates extra administrative work in terms of
designing and implementing and documenting systematic institutional processes to work with and
control quality of education, but at the same time it is precisely such systematic processes which offer
status to the accredited institution. Furthermore, I should be noted that the participants, in Ulker and
Baioglu study, were all working centrally with accreditation in the role as programme administrators
or equivalent (Ulker and Baioglu, 2019). and their findings is limited to the perceptions of the
respondents. The actual teaching and learning in higher education are handled by teachers and it seems
that the teacher perspective is somewhat neglected in previous studies. Lagrosen (2017) also concludes
that more empirical studies around accreditation and quality are needed, especially from a European
context.

1.3 Purpose and research question

Building on the conclusion from Ulker and Baiglou (2019) and Lagrosen (2017) the overall purpose of
the thesis is to investigate how business school accreditation of education interrelates with quality of
teaching and learning in higher education from an experienced teacher perspective.

Evaluation of higher education is a natural part of a university teacher’s work. Furthermore, since no
teacher can avoid being evaluated and the fact that accreditation and other follow-up mechanisms are
mandatory, in accredited institutions, the research question of the thesis is:

How do experienced business schoolteachers relate to quality in higher education and what
interdependence between accreditation, quality in teaching and student learning do experienced
business schoolteachers apprehend?



2 Literature Review

The literature review consists of two major parts. It sets out with a more general discussion about
learning in higher education and how quality of such processes can be evaluated to position the study
within higher education research and is concluded with a section covering accreditation of higher
education at business schools.

2.1 Studies of quality and learning in higher education

Teaching is a very special profession with long education and both pedagogical and subject specific
training is needed. However, it is also a profession often publicly contested, challenged and
depreciated. Since ‘everyone’ has experiences from meeting teachers that we might have liked or
disliked and hold as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ teachers. It often happens that such experiences are closely linked
to ideas about what we did or did not learn but rarely to how this learning was assessed and what
might have been good or bad from a quality perspective. This section deals with higher education
learning and the question about quality in higher education. The main source is Ramsden (2003) but
other sources are added to elaborate on learning and constructive alignment.

Learning in higher education is a complex and transformative process shaped by students’ conceptions
of learning, their engagement with disciplinary knowledge, and the pedagogical environments created
by institutions (Marton & Séljo, 1976). In their research Marton and Séljo distinguish between surface
and deep approaches, where the former focuses on students learning by heart and completing tasks,
and the latter involves seeking meaning and understanding (Marton & Siljo, 1976; Siljo, 2009). These
differences reflect not only individual strategies but also the ways in which students experience
academic tasks. Building on this, Ramsden argues that learning in higher education involves
developing increasingly sophisticated conceptions of subject matter, alongside the ability to think
critically and apply knowledge flexibly (Ramsden, 2003). Ramsden emphasizes that high-quality
teaching fosters deep approaches by offering clear goals, appropriate assessment, and engaging
learning environments (Ramsden, 2003).

So, what characterizes quality in terms of a ‘good’ teaching in higher education? Ramsden states that
“good teaching encourages high quality learning” (Ramsden, 2003:84). From analyzing the research in
this field Ramsden shows that a good teacher is passionate about the field and committed to making
sure that students learn what they should learn. What is more, the teacher should be respectful and
acknowledge that students have different pre-understandings when entering the classroom and work
with continuous learning from students and other sources (Ramsden, 2003). From this we learn that
input, for instance looking at pre-requisites and/or grades are important to make sure that the starting
point when starting to teach is not to disperse. But perhaps more importantly what we do in
classrooms, the actual teaching, that aims to facilitate and scaffold transformation of knowledge to the
students, i.e. learning and development of critical thinking and independent work. This must be
evaluated in terms of output, for instance in terms of reaching the intended learning outcomes of a
course or a programme (Ramsden, 2003).

Since a lot of resources are distributed to many different institutions, the need for accountability and
quality control has been made a permanent part of the higher education field (Ramsden, 2003). Such
evaluation and quality control in higher education involves many different actors at different levels,

see figure 1 overleaf.
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Ramsden looks at evaluation on inidividual level or on institution level using a main focus that is
either on improvement and learning or accountability and rewards (Ramsden, 2003).

Learning is a complex concept and has been defined and researched in many ways (Ramsden, 2003;
Siljo, 2009). Therefore, research in education should be guided by the different contexts in which the
education takes place and acknowledging that different fields or subjects have different traditions
when it comes to learning and evaluation (Séljo, 2009).

Traditional evaluation practices often relied heavily on summative assessments that privileged the
reproduction of information, surface approaches, offering limited insight into students’ deeper
understanding or capacity to apply knowledge in new contexts, deeper approaches (Marton & Séljo,
1976; Ramsden, 2003). Evaluation in higher education emphasizes not only the measurement of
student performance but also the quality of the teaching—learning environment. To integrate these
perspectives, effective evaluation must be integrally connected to teaching design and to intended
learning outcomes Biggs (1996) developed the concept of constructive alignment. The concept
provides a widely adopted framework for achieving this coherence. Constructive alignment rests on
two key principles: constructivism, which acknowledges that students actively construct meaning
through learning activities; and alignment, which asserts that learning outcomes, teaching methods,
and assessment tasks must be intentionally and systematically matched in steering documents such as
the syllabus (Biggs, 1996). The term and practice have been both criticized and praised, and it is a fact
that almost all higher education is designed using constructive alignment (Loughlin, Lygo-Baker &
Lindberg-Sand, 2021) with the intended learning outcomes in focus. However, the critique states that
constructive alignment has become:

a hollow man, on in which its journey from theory to policy have created an illusion of systematic
academic integrity at odds with reality (Loughlin et al, 2021:119)

Loughlin et al (2021) acknowledges that constructive alignment has been introduced with good
intentions but calls for more focus on the students and their learning and less focus on alignment from
the teacher that could appear as being systematic but lacking substance.



2.2 Studies of accreditation as method to secure quality

The literature in this section has been collected using the university library search engine Primo using
the combination of the following search terms, quality, learning, higher education, accreditation and
business schools. The following filters were applied journal articles, peer-review, learning, teaching,
accreditation and business education resulting in total of 36 articles were found. Reviewing those 36
and removing articles with narrow focus on topics like learning management systems, it became clear
early that very few empirical studies are available on this phenomena which is in line with the findings
of Lagrosen, 2017). The empirical studies of accredited business schools, found in Primo, together
with some conceptual articles and material from AACSB are included in this section.

Since quality of higher education is in the interest of all stakeholders, such as the state, governing
bodies, students and staff, and the way it is evaluated differs a lot we have seen an increased focus on
accreditation of universities, especially business schools (Makhoul, 2019).

There are three major accrediting bodies for business schools, AACSB, EFMD (with EQUIS for
institutional level and EPAS for programme level accreditation) and AMBA (Lagrosen, 2017) that all
have developed standards' to be met in order to be accredited. A school that has AACSB, EQUIS and
AMBA accreditations is known as a triple crown accredited business school. For this research I have
limited the standards used to focus on the standards provided by AACSB. The reason for doing that is
that they are well in line with the quality system and Jonkoping University (BRJU) and the guidelines
from The European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA). Reading the
standards it is noted that:

The fundamental purpose of AACSB accreditation is to encourage business schools to hold
themselves accountable for improving business practice through a commitment to strategic
management, learner success, and impactful thought leadership. (AACSB standards n.d. p. 8)

AACSB stresses that accreditation should not be seen as a form in which all education should be
transformed to fit in to but rather as a help for the accredited institutions to work systematically.

AACSB acknowledges and values the diversity among its membership, but it also recognizes that
all of its accredited members share a common purpose—preparing learners for meaningful
professional, societal, and personal lives. Effective business education and research can be
achieved with different balances of academic and professional engagement; however, quality
business education cannot be achieved when either academic or professional engagement is absent,
or when they do not intersect in meaningful ways. Accreditation should encourage an appropriate
intersection of academic and professional engagement that is consistent with quality in the context
of a school's mission. Accreditation standards focus on the quality of education and supporting
functions. (AACSB standards, n.d. p. 9)

Research on the evaluation of higher education is inherently multifaceted, encompassing a broad range
of dimensions related to institutional performance and educational effectiveness. Key areas of focus
include the assessment of teaching excellence, the qualifications and professional competencies of
faculty members, and the design and implementation of quality management systems within higher
education institutions (Tight, 2018). In addition, a substantial body of literature addresses the
development of effective assessment practices, emphasizing their role in supporting student learning,

! The standards are public and available at the homepage of the accrediting institutions, see web links
in the reference list. The list of schools that are accredited is also public and available online on the
same homepages.



ensuring academic standards, and providing meaningful feedback for continuous improvement
(Bloxham & Boyd, 2007).

Several studies examining quality assurance and accreditation adopt a predominantly conceptual or
theoretical approach, rather than relying on empirical investigation. Despite this, these contributions
consistently identify a strong linkage between accreditation and quality management practices,
particularly with respect to the formalization of organizational structures, process standardization, and
the promotion of continuous improvement mechanisms (Lagrosen, 2017; Cura & Alani, 2018; Jasti,
Venkateswaran, & Kota, 2020). Collectively, these studies argue that accreditation frameworks tend to
institutionalize systematic quality processes by encouraging documentation, performance monitoring,
and iterative review cycles. However, the authors also emphasize a notable gap in literature, namely
the limited availability of empirical research that assesses the tangible outcomes and impacts of
accreditation initiatives. In this regard, Lagrosen (2017) specifically calls for more empirical studies
that examine accreditation effects, with particular emphasis on the European context, where
institutional conditions and governance structures may differ from those examined in prior research.

There are also a few empirical studies looking into accreditation and business schools. Makhoul, in a
study looking at 30 faculty members from four business schools in Lebanon, either pursuing or
holding AACSB accreditation, sees a link between quality criteria often used in evaluating quality in
higher education (Ramsen, 2003) and accreditation standards set up by AACSB (Makhoul, 2019). The
assumption from Makhoul is that assessment and learning objectives updates, engaging in professional
development and continuous improvement and innovation are activities that will support accreditation
and that accreditation will lead to teaching and learning enhancement (Makhoul, 2019).

Kafaij (2020), in a quantitative study of a business school in the Middle East, with 94 responses,
identifies a positive relationship between the perceived value of accreditation and self-reported student
performance. One conclusion presented by Kafaij is that the institution should promote the benefits of
accreditation to the students (Kafaij, 2020).

Okulova and Shakina (2022) looks at panel data from 534 business schools to evaluate the monetary
value of AACSB accreditation. They argue that AACSB accreditation functions as a key quality signal
in business education by encouraging strategic alignment, assurance of learning, and continuous
improvement (Okulova & Shakina, 2022). However, they stress that accreditation alone does not
guarantee superior outcomes; its effectiveness depends on how thoroughly institutions embed AACSB
standards into their internal practices, making it both a source of external legitimacy and a driver of
organizational change. They conclude that they can see effects on financial performance after AACSB
accreditation, especially for MBA programmes Okulova & Shakina, 2022).

Prasad, Segarra, and Villanueva (2018) conducted an in-depth qualitative study at an AACSB-
accredited higher education institution in Mexico, drawing on semi-structured interviews with 22
faculty members. Their findings indicate that, alongside its perceived benefits, accreditation may also
generate unintended negative consequences. In particular, the study highlights that accreditation
processes often increase faculty workload through additional administration, assessment, and reporting
responsibilities (Prasad, et al, 2018). These expanded duties are not always accompanied by
corresponding increases in institutional support or resources, which can place considerable strain on
faculty members and potentially affect their core responsibilities in teaching and research.

Ulker and Bakioglu’ s (2019) international study indicates that accreditation is generally perceived to
enhance academic quality, although its effects are uneven across institutional contexts and quality
indicators. Their survey about accreditation, sent to self-study coordinators and program
administrators, shows that accreditation processes most strongly strengthen learning outcomes and the
systematic articulation of educational objectives



Previous studies have often assumed that accreditation implies quality in teaching and learning, the
premise being that there are direct links between accreditation and the actual learning that happens in
an institution (Ramsden, 2003). However, as seen from this section, previous studies have not reported
any clear evidence of this assumed connection. Tight also adds to a critical perspective stating that
research about quality in higher education often ignores the actual or potential impact on students, and
if there is a connection to learning (Tight, 2018). In fact, how university teachers act on basis of
quality standards and accreditation remains an open question.



3 Theoretical framework

In chapter 3 the theoretical framework used for the analysis is presented. Firstly, the narrative
approach is presented, and it is then linked to sensemaking theory. Lastly, ways to evaluate quality in
higher education are introduced.

3.1 Narratives and sensemaking

Individuals’ interpretations of their situations and their relationships to regulations and/or strategic
decisions have been widely examined through the concept of sensemaking, as introduced by Karl
Weick (1995). Sensemaking provides a theoretical lens for understanding how individuals construct
meaning in organizational contexts. To investigate sensemaking processes, access to individuals’
stories or narratives is required, which is why sensemaking and narrative approaches are employed in
combination in this study.

Narrative research focuses on individuals’ lived experiences as expressed through shorter or longer
narratives (Clough, 2002; Thomas, 2012). These experiences encompass personal, social, and
relational dimensions, including individuals’ interactions with others. Within narrative inquiry,
individual experience functions as an analytical lens through which broader meanings and
understandings can be explored. Experience is understood as a continuous and evolving process,
whereby one experience leads to another, collectively shaping an individual’s narrative over time
(Islam, Khan, & Baikady, 2022, p. 103).

Thomas (2012) highlights the methodological challenges associated with capturing respondents’
experiences in their entirety and instead advocates focusing on how individuals narrate their
experiences. This narrative-oriented approach acknowledges that meaning is constructed through
storytelling rather than through direct access to experience itself. Furthermore, Thomas (2012)
emphasizes the potential of narrative inquiry in higher education research, arguing that personal
engagement combined with narrative methods can facilitate the exploration and understanding of
complex phenomena within higher education contexts.

Narratives may be analytically examined through the framework of sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2012;
Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). Grounded in social science, sensemaking is conceptualized by
Weick as a process through which individuals interpret and give meaning to events occurring within
their organizations. Understanding sensemaking in this theoretical sense requires empirical material
that captures these ongoing processes, making the collection of process-oriented narrative data
essential (Weick, 1995).

Although Weick’s work on sensemaking was originally developed within the field of organizational
theory, the concept has also been adopted as a theoretical framework in higher education research. For
example, Degn (2014) employs sensemaking to examine department heads’ perspectives within
Danish higher education institutions, while Nabaho, Aguti, and Oonyu (2017) apply the concept to
explore academics’ understandings of quality in higher education—an application that is particularly
relevant to the present study.

This organizational perspective on sensemaking contrasts, to some extent, with Saljo’s (2009)
conceptualization of learning as a sensemaking process embedded in social, cultural, and discursive
practices. From this sociocultural perspective, quality in higher education is not primarily understood
as an outcome of formal regulations or managerial decision-making, but rather as something that
emerges through the participation of both students and teachers in shared academic practices. Higher
education is thus conceptualized as a context in which students and teachers jointly enact disciplinary
ways of thinking and acting, and where educational quality is continuously constructed through
everyday academic practices.



Given the breadth and complexity of the concept of quality in higher education, this study includes a
dedicated discussion of quality within the theoretical framework, although such a discussion could
also be in the literature review. The decision to position this discussion within the theoretical
framework is motivated by the intention to analyse respondents’ narratives through a lens that
foregrounds quality as an interpretative concept. In line with Ramsden’s (2003) understanding of
quality in higher education as closely related to teaching, learning, and students’ experiences, this
approach enables an examination of how notions of quality are constructed and understood in relation
to everyday academic practices.

3.2 Quality in higher education

Trying to define quality in higher education, we see a multifaceted topic (Schindler, L, Puls- Elvidge,
S., Welzant, H., & Crawford, L., 2015). Based on an extensive literature review aiming to develop a
synthesis on how quality is defined in higher education Schindler et al (2015) classifies quality into
four different categories being either purposeful, exceptional, transformative, or accountable, see
figure 2 overleaf.

3.2.1 Purposeful quality

Purposeful quality refers to the extent to which a school or higher education institution aligns its
activities, structures, and outcomes with its stated mission, as well as its ability to meet and sustain
standards established by external accrediting and regulatory bodies (Schindler et al., 2015). This
dimension of quality emphasizes intentionality and coherence in institutional practices, ensuring that
educational provision is consistent with strategic objectives and formally recognized benchmarks.
Such standards are typically articulated by international accreditation agencies, such as the
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), as well as by national regulatory
authorities, including the Swedish Higher Education Authority (UKA, Universitetskanslersimbetet).

3.2.2 Exceptional quality

Exceptional quality is exemplified by institutions that have established a strong reputation for
excellence over time and are widely recognized for consistently high standards of performance and
outcomes (Schindler et al., 2015). Such reputational standing is often reinforced through external
validation mechanisms, including international accreditation processes and comparative ranking
systems. Rankings, such as those published by the Financial Times, have become increasingly
influential in shaping perceptions of institutional quality at both global and national levels. Within this
framework, institutions such as Harvard University in the global context, or the Stockholm School of
Economics within the Swedish higher education system, may be regarded as illustrative examples of
exceptional quality.

3.2.3 Accountable quality

Accountable quality is closely associated with principles of responsible leadership and organizational
reliability, particularly with regard to the efficient and transparent use of resources and the capacity to
demonstrate accountability to a broad range of stakeholders, including public authorities and
governmental bodies but also employers (Schindler et al., 2015). Employability is one clear example
of accountable quality.

3.2.4 Transformative quality

Transformative quality refers to the dimension of educational quality that is concerned with students’
learning processes and outcomes, particularly the development of knowledge, skills, and critical
thinking capabilities. At the programme level, transformative learning may be assessed through
indicators such as student retention and progression, while at the course level it is commonly evaluated
using measures such as pass rates or the proportion of students who achieve the intended learning
outcomes (Ramsden, 2003; Schindler et al., 2015). The four different aspects of quality with some
examples is summarized in figure 2 overleaf:



Fulfillment of

mission and

wision Transparent
aimsiprocesses

Achievement
of standards

Attainment
of
institutional
goals

Credibility

Legitimacy

Prestige

Figure 2 Conceptual model of quality depicting broad and specific strategies for defining quality.
(Shindler et al, 2015:7)

The model presented in Figure 2 illustrates that the concept of quality is multifaceted and may be
interpreted differently by various stakeholders, depending on which dimensions are emphasized.
Consequently, perceptions of what constitutes “good” quality vary according to perspective and
evaluative focus. From this standpoint, it may be argued that no single dimension is sufficient on its
own; rather, it is the combined consideration of these interrelated aspects that together constitute a
comprehensive understanding of educational quality.

Drawing on my pre-understanding and the analytical framework presented, this study identifies
opportunities to collect narrative data through interviews in order to develop a deeper understanding of
how experienced teachers perceive, interpret, and make sense of quality-related work and accreditation
processes within the context of their everyday professional practice.
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4 Data Collection Methods and Analysis

Chapter 4 presents the data collection methods used for the thesis, including sampling, approach and
analysis methods.

4.1 Choice of a qualitative study with interviews

A qualitative interview approach is well suited for research seeking to understand participants’
perspectives, experiences, and sensemaking processes in depth and suitable when the purpose is to
further explore a topic (Daniel, B. K., & Harland, 2017).

Semi-structured interviews are a widely used qualitative method for collecting narratives because they
balance systematic inquiry with openness to participants lived experiences (Thomas, 2012; Islam et al,
2022). Guided by an interview guide containing predefined topics, semi-structured interviews provide
enough structure to ensure comparability across participants while allowing flexibility to ask why
questions (Clough, 2002; Thomas, 2012; Daniel & Harland, 2017).

To get rich material that can be analysed it is important to find respondents that have enough
experience to contribute to a study like this.

4.2 Sample

For this study a non-probability purposive sample (Daniel & Harland, 2017) was chosen. Non-
probability purposive sampling is a qualitative sampling strategy in which participants are deliberately
selected based on their relevance to the research question and their capacity to provide rich,
meaningful insights. Unlike probability sampling, which aims for statistical representativeness,
purposive sampling prioritizes depth of understanding by seeking individuals who possess specific
characteristics, experiences, or expertise central to the phenomenon under study (Daniel & Harland,
2017)). This approach is particularly valuable in exploratory or interpretive research

The intention was to get interesting narratives from experienced university teachers that have worked
for many years (a minimum of 10 years) and in both accredited and non-accredited business schools.
With this a starting point [ made a short list of possible candidates and decided to approach five
colleagues at Jonkoping International Business School that all has worked with higher education 15
years or more. | introduced the study explaining my own interest in the interrelationships between
educational quality and accreditation in higher education and asked them if they could take time to
participate in my study.

It is interesting to note, and for me a bit surprising, that all the recruited informants were enthusiastic
about taking part and interested in the research question at hand. The fact that the respondents
willingly took part is important in several aspects. Firstly, they are likely to speak their own minds and
not think about what they want the interviewer to hear. Secondly, they will not be so time sensitive
during the interview, taking the time to elaborate and by also more likely to give rich narratives.

4.3 Context for the study

It is important in all studies to know about the context as it might be critical for the analysis and the
interpretation of the collected material. For this study all the recruited informants work at the
Jonkoping International Business School, Jonkoping University in Sweden. The business school was
founded in 1994 and has a clear international profile (www.ju.se) with students from more than 70
countries and good mix of faculty in terms of gender and nationality (close to 50/50 or both). Having a
strong international profile internationally recognized accreditation has been a strategic goal for the
school. In 2008 the school got EPAS accreditation for one of the many programmes at the school but
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first in 2015 the school got institutional accreditation when it was awarded both Equis and AACSB
accreditation. Since 2025 the school has Triple crown status after achieving also AMBA accreditation.

As a Swedish school quality should be investigated systematically with a university system of quality
assurance. At Jonkoping University, the quality assurance work is governed by the Policy for Quality
Assurance of Research and Education at Jonk6ping University (www.ju.se). Education is regulated by
Regulations and guidelines for education at Jonkoping University referred to as BRJU.

I have worked for 25 years at the school in various positions and am currently course responsible and
examiner for two courses as well as programme director for one of the schools’ programmes. With this
comes responsibility for following up on students learning on both course and programme level.

4 4 Interviews

Based on the research questions and the literature review, an interview guide was developed. The
guide is organised into thematic sections, progressing from general, open-ended questions to more
focused questions that encourage elaboration, clarification, and reflection (see Appendix A). and then
semi-structured reflexive interviews were conducted. Documents, such as standards, syllabus and
policy documents, see 4.5, were used as stimuli for interviews. The use of stimuli can facilitate recall,
surface taken for granted understandings, and encourage participants to move beyond rehearsed
narratives by reacting to concrete material (Torronen, 2002), in this study in form of documents.

All interviews were carried out in person in a smaller conference room at the business school. The
interviews were recorded (voice only) in Teams which also gave a possibility to get a preliminary
transcription of the interview using the built in AL It should be noted that such transcription is quite
rough and therefore the main tool for the actual analysis has been voice-recordings. The interview with
respondent A was conducted in English and the four others in Swedish. Quotations from those have
been translated to English by the author.

Table 1 below provides an overview of respondents as well as date for and length of the interviews.

Table 1 List of respondents

Respondent Position Gender Date Length
A Assistant professor Female 241030 51 min
B Assistant professor Female 241031 41 min
C Professor Male 241101 55 min
D Assistant professor Male 241106 56 min
E Professor Male 241115 58 min

All interviews started with an opening question in which the respondent got to summarize their career
within higher education. This served two purposes. Firstly, to validate that they indeed are experienced
teachers and secondly and perhaps most importantly to create a relaxed interview situation and a good
climate for the rest of the interview.

The followed several topics divided into two main groups. Firstly, teaching, learning and educational
quality was addressed and secondly quality systems and accreditation.
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4.5 Documents used as stimuli during the interviews

To support the interviews and to help the respondents to remember and give more detailed answers
some stimuli was used. For each interview the following documents were used as stimuli. Firstly, the
AACSB standards (see appendix B for a summary of the 2020 standards) and our business schools
report to AACSB. Furthermore, policy documents in the form of the Jonkoping university quality
system (BRJU), programme syllabuses, and course syllabuses (one selected per respondent) were
used. The documents were used to prepare interviews, as visual aids during the interviews, and for the
analysis. With the documents on the table during the interview it helped the informant to explain and
give examples.

4.6 Analysis

To address the research question, five in-depth interviews were conducted to collect rich narrative
accounts from the respondents. In total, the interviews generated nearly five hours of audio material,
corresponding to approximately 100 pages of transcribed data. Given the exploratory nature of the
study, the data were analysed using a partly inductive and interpretative approach (Daniel & Harland,
2017), while the literature review provided both a theoretical and conceptual foundation for the
analysis.

An interpretative approach is particularly appropriate for research aiming to examine how individuals
make sense of their experiences through the narratives they construct. As noted by Braun and Clarke
(2006), this perspective is consistent with a reflexive and interpretative form of thematic analysis, in
which meaning is co-constructed through the researcher’s active engagement with the data and the
existing body of literature. Furthermore, the conceptual model of quality developed by Schindler et al.
(2015) was employed as an analytical framework when presenting and interpreting the respondents’
perspectives on quality and accreditation.

The interviews have been analyzed using the procedure for a thematic content analysis

as presented by Braun and Clarke (Braun and Clarke, 2023). Thematic analysis involves careful
reading and re-reading of the data while coding it into different categories aiming at identifying
themes that can help in theorizing (Tight, 2013; Braun and Clarke, 2023).

In qualitative analysis, topics can function as an intermediate analytic step in the development of
themes. Through an initial phase of data familiarization, researchers identify recurring topics that are
brought up in the different interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2023). At this stage, topics are typically
descriptive and closely anchored in the empirical material, often reflecting participants’ own language
and concerns.

Themes, however, are not equivalent to topics. As Braun and Clarke (2023) emphasize, themes are
analytic constructs that represent patterned meaning across the dataset, organized around a central
concept that addresses the research questions. The analytic move from topics to themes involves
actively interrogating and reorganizing topics to identify underlying connections and interpretative
coherence. Related topics may be clustered and synthesized into broader themes, while others may be
refined, redefined, or set aside as the analysis develops. Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
thematic analysis, the construction of themes from topics is understood as an iterative, recursive, and
reflexive process rather than a linear or procedural one (Braun & Clarke, 2023). T

Braun and Clarke (2023) suggest a six-phase guide for thematic analysis; step 1: Become familiar with

the data, step 2: Generate initial codes, step 3: Search for themes, step 4: Review themes, step 5:
Define themes, and finally step 6: Write-up.
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Following the approach to reflexive thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2023), I began
the analytical process by making brief notes during each interview, followed by more extensive
analytic memos immediately after the interviews. These initial notes focused on topics raised by the
respondents and constituted the early stages of familiarization with the data. During this phase, |
explored how these topics might relate to potential patterns of meaning and emerging themes (phases
1-2).

In the subsequent stage, I conducted a close review of the interview transcripts, correcting
transcription errors that arose when the Al transcription tool failed to accurately capture spoken words.
These corrections were made by repeatedly consulting the original audio recordings to ensure the
accuracy of the narratives. During this process, I continued to identify and refine emerging themes
(phases 1-3). Only one interview was conducted in English; the remaining interviews were analysed
using the original Swedish audio recordings and transcripts.

I then reviewed, refined, and defined the themes (phases 4-5) before producing the final written
analysis (phase 6). As part of theme development, I listened to the interview recordings multiple times
to achieve a deeper and more reflective engagement with the data and to support detailed and nuanced
coding (Braun & Clarke, 2023). The analysis was guided by an interest in how respondents understand
and construct notions of quality and how they make sense of accreditation work, drawing on
sensemaking theory (Weick, 1996, 2012).

Finally, the standards and policy documents presented in Section 4.5 were used to contextualize the
empirical material and to support the mapping of relationships between themes, as well as to situate
respondents’ accounts within the broader regulatory and institutional framework.

In Chapter 5, the presentation of the findings is organized into three analytically distinct, yet
interrelated, stages. First, I provide an overview of participants’ general attitudes towards
accreditation, accompanied by a tabulated summary of the reasons they articulated for these positions.
This initial stage offers a descriptive foundation for understanding the overall orientation of the data.
Second, I analyse participants’ responses through the analytical categories proposed by Schindler et al.
(2015), thereby situating the findings within an established conceptual framework for understanding
quality in higher education. Third, I present the key themes that emerged inductively from the data
through the analytical process.

Reliability and validity are conceptualised not as fixed criteria to be measured, but as qualities to be
demonstrated through transparency, coherence, and methodological rigour (Tight, 2018). Reliability is
addressed through the systematic documentation of the research process, while validity is strengthened
through close alignment between the research questions, theoretical framework, and methodological
choices, as well as through sustained engagement with participants and data. An important aspect of
the present study is the respondents’ willingness to participate and their evident interest in the topics
discussed, which enhances the reliability of the findings. Validity is further reinforced in the analysis
and discussion, where the findings are supported and contextualised by previous research.

Tight (2018) argues that qualitative research in higher education should prioritise trustworthiness by
explicitly articulating data collection processes and analytical procedures. In the present study,
trustworthiness is further enhanced through a set of interrelated strategies. Transparency is achieved
by providing a clear account of the research design, data collection methods, and stages of analysis.
Credibility is strengthened through sustained engagement with the data and by anchoring
interpretations in rich empirical material, including illustrative quotations.
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4.7 Ethical considerations

Interviewing colleagues might cause ethical problems and as always in research one must balance
between risk and benefits (Good Research Practice, 2024). Ethical considerations are central to any
study involving interviews with university professors, as these participants occupy professional roles
that may expose them to institutional or reputational risk. Therefore, informed consent through clear
communication about the study’s aims, procedures, and potential consequences, emphasizing
participants’ right to withdraw at any time without having to state any reason. Confidentiality and
anonymity should be rigorously protected, particularly when discussing sensitive topics such as
quality issues. Power dynamics must also be addressed, as professors may feel implicitly evaluated or
vulnerable despite their senior status. Ethical rigor further requires that researchers handle and store
data securely, represent participants’ views accurately, and remain attentive to minimizing harm while
maximizing the study’s scholarly value (Good Research Practice, 2024).

To protect the anonymity of the respondents they have been labelled A-E with gender, and job title
used as the only description (see table 1).

Since quality systems and accreditations are decided upon centrally there is always a risk that
respondents will not answer truthfully if they are critical of the current situation. For this study all the
interviewees are all people that I have had a working relationship with for many years and during that
time in different capacities or roles. Over those years we have developed trust and have often
discussed issues like the ones addressed here over a cup of coffee or in the lunchroom. When asking
the five respondents if they wanted to take part in the study, they all vocalized an interest in the study,
which demonstrates the relevance of the study conducted. The interviews became more of
conversation, which shows that a relaxed situation was created.

Research looking at quality issues could be sensitive. Especially in cases where quality is lacking.
Therefore, it is important to secure the informants integrity, in this case meaning that they will be
anonymous so that no one can trace an answer to an individual. According to chapter 1 §2 of the
Higher Education Act (1992:1434), the university has a mission to organize education. This means
that the university has the right to process personal data on the legal basis of public interest when it is
necessary to fulfil its educational mission according to article 6.1 in GDPR.

All respondents have signed a form consenting to participating in the study and informing them about
the purpose of the data collection, how data will be stored, their anonymity etc. A copy of the signed
consent form has been sent to the respondent and the supervisor. Furthermore, the respondents have
viewed the material before being added into thesis.

The interview material, recordings and transcripts, has been stored in accordance with the guidelines
from Vetenskapsradet on a safe server provided by the university (Good Research Practice, 2024).
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5 Results

In the results chapter the data collected in the interviews is presented.

The first part of the results section is structured according to the four dimensions of quality developed
by Schindler et al. (2017) and presented in Chapter 3. In the interviews, all respondents elaborated on
their understanding of quality in higher education as well as on the practices they employ to enhance it
giving insights to the first broad research question. To look at their responses using the lens of
Schindler et al helps getting a better understanding of how quality is perceived and set a foundation for
the second part of analysis when the interdependencies of quality and accreditation are further
analyzed.

The interview data were analysed thematically through a multi-stage analytic process. Analysis began
with the identification of topics emerging from the data, which were subsequently organised under
analytically appropriate headings that reflected their substantive content. These topics were then
systematically examined, compared, and categorised to generate overarching themes. The resulting
themes, together with participants’ perceptions of the interdependencies between accreditation and
quality in higher education, are synthesised and presented in Figure 3. To enhance analytic
transparency and depth, the findings are further illustrated through selected interview excerpts, chosen
for their capacity to clearly and effectively exemplify the identified themes.

Before presenting the results in detail, it is useful to examine whether the respondents expressed a
generally positive or negative stance toward accreditation. The principal attitudes toward accreditation
are summarized in Table 2. This table presents the respondents’ overall positions on accreditation as
articulated during the interviews. In addition, selected rationales underlying these positions are
identified by considering three analytical dimensions: input (i.e., the initial conditions for a
programme or course), transformation (the design and implementation of teaching and learning
activities), and output (results). Positive aspects are denoted by (+), negative aspects by (—), and cases
in which respondents perceived no substantial change are indicated by (+0).

Table 2 Summary of results from interviews

Respondent Overall attitude  Input Transformation QOutput
to accreditations
A Positive + faculty + structure + feed-back (e.g.
+students + ILOs (e.g. rubrics)
+ partners syllabus) + progression on
+0 extra work programme
level
B Indifferent + faculty + ILOs +0 Same as
recruitment before
+0 students accreditation
C Positive + faculty + ILOs + feed-back
+ partners
D Positive + faculty + ILOs + progression
+ partners + Progression (ready for next
course)
+ feed-back
E Positive + faculty + ILOs + progression on
+ partners + Structure programme
level
+ feed-back
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The table gives an overview of the attitudes from the respondents. In the coming sections I present the
results of study following the structure provided by Schindler et al (2017).

5.1 Purposeful quality

The university in which this study is conducted has been AACSB accredited several years and has also
been reaccredited demonstrating that the institution well reaches the standards set. In the preparation
to get initial accreditation all course syllabus was reviewed to make sure that Intended Learning
Outcomes was presented in a way that could be reviewed and examined. It should be noted that all
respondents have been part of that work and rewritten syllabuses. Furthermore, programme goals were
mapped so it became clear how programme goals are met through the combination of courses.

Several respondents brought up the syllabus as an important tool to achieve quality. It can be
illustrated by the quote below.

Because the syllabus has always been what is somehow the foundation of what I am going to teach
and that is always the syllabus. Nothing based on accreditations really affected my way of looking
at a syllabus or the way I teach. (Respondent B)

When asked about requirements from accreditation the same respondent added

I know what the business and economics program require, as well based on those parts. But I have
not been particularly involved in the accreditation of the school. (Respondent B)

The work with intended learning outcomes was central to the respondents and one stated that quality
does not come from “accreditation per SE, but because of the learning outcomes, but because of the
whole quality system. That's just driving how I think. (Respondent E). This way of reasoning is way in
line with how Schindler et al views purposeful quality (Schindler et al, 2017).

I think it's a really good thing because it makes us a star, very aware of what we do and why we do
things. We can stop doing things that we always done because we've always done them and we can
actually argue (based on accreditation authors remark) for example why the exam is relevant or the
individual assignment. (Respondent A)

In contrast another respondent said

Accreditation doesn't matter to me that much. I don't feel much pride in the fact that we double
credit. But one other thing is about us being ranked high based on different lists (Financial times
ranking, authors remark) affects us a lot, which of course would not have been possible without
accreditation so in that sense it is important. (Respondent B)

Perhaps a bit surprising most of the respondents were quite positive to accreditation with only one
being indifferent. A majority was positive which can be illustrated by these two quotes

Today, I experience it as a functioning system. Which of course sometimes creates more work, but
to a lesser extent than it was when we with this. So, I am positive about it. We have UKA as an
investigative authority and we have NUF in the university that has developed BRJU and then we
have the standards according to AACSB that we follow. (Respondent E)

Can you see how these systems are connected or not? (author)

I think so because the goal with all these really to have a system of quality improvement and
quality follow-up. (Respondent E)

Concerns about extra work was highlighted by a couple of respondents. Interestingly the respondent
directly defended the extra work and stress.
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I think it's a bit stressful sometimes, but I think in the long run it is a good thing. Accreditation
challenges a bit but also helps you to see how an individual course and perhaps even parts of the
course maps towards the degree objectives for the entire programme. (Respondent A)

Accreditation is one form of control with is pros and cons and as one respondent summarized
For better or worse it is clearly much more good than bad”. (Respondent E)

If quality as purposeful is achieved, it can be one important factor to arrive at other types of quality
such as exceptional quality.

5.2 Exceptional quality

Since business schools are active in a highly competitive market (Makhoul, 2019) it is important to
gain reputation and credibility, that Shindler let al labelled exceptional quality (Schindler et al, 2017).
All respondents could see some of those effects illustrated by the quotations below. One said that

it is also clear that it helps us to get in touch with good partner universities, that we are accredited.
A colleague of ours who might want to apply for a job here took into account that we were
accredited. So, I think it matters. I think that's an important aspect to being accredited. For Business
school this is a status symbol. It is an important CV item that creates additional opportunities for
other jobs and similar schools. I think it's an important career boost to work at an accredited
institution. (Respondent D)

On a similar note, another respondent said that

you play with equals. Should you have an accredited school as a partner university, you must
probably be accredited yourself.... It affects student recruitment, and it affects the recruitment of
staff. And if you think positively? That way we are more visible internationally. We get a stamp
and you can discuss what significance it has, but it is not negative to be accredited. (Respondent C)

Another respondent brought up recruitment

I would like to highlight what is positive when it comes to the recruitment of staff. It is obvious
that we are working through these relationships and contacts. For the last two years we have had
much more qualified applicants for our higher positions, and it is like night and day before we were
accredited. (Respondent E)

To be able to attract qualified faculty as well as talented students and to partner with other accredited
institutions are all important aspects that at least indirectly can increase quality in higher education.

5.3 Accountable quality

Accountable quality as described by Schindler et al (2017) was not describe so much in the interviews.
One respondent connected to the needs of business in their answer

I have worked at other places and here there are some things that are very strong like the
emphasizes on progression. And that's a very important part of what I would say. Quality of
education when it comes to accounting means that you think through the practical, very tangible
and applicable parts. Which you must be able to do in different steps in an education, so to speak.
(Respondent D)

It should also be noted that students majoring in accounting often get jobs before graduation which is
one other way of looking at accountable quality.
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The last quote also brings us to the final form of quality as suggested by Schindler et al, namely
transformative quality (Schindler et al, 2017).

5.4 Transformative quality

Of particular interest in this study is the transformative quality, that also is one of the hardest aspects
of quality to evaluate. Transformative quality aims to have a positive effect on student learning and to
develop critical thinking (Schindler et al, 2017). When discussing with the respondents about
educational quality. A topic brought up by several respondents was to be engaged and committed as
teachers which is illustrated by the following three quotes.

My mother will tell you that as a child I used to teach my dolls, and I think I’m a natural teacher. |
think I just know how to teach somehow. My grandfather was a teacher, my uncle was a teacher,
my mother’s a teacher. My family is strong in teaching, so I think it’s just in my genes. You must
be passionate about, about what you’re teaching... and, you’ve got to have knowledge.
(Respondent A)

And on a similar note, another respondent replied

For me, it’s a word that does describe that and it is commitment, committed teachers. So, if you are
committed, you are a good teacher, I think. (Respondent E)

Respondent C brought up not only commitment and passion but also linked it to structure,
demonstrating the multifaceted concepts that we are dealing with.

It makes it easier to be a little bit passionate about your subject, that the student should feel that I
am not only there because I must but because I think it is important and exciting and interesting. So
committed to the subject. Then I would probably highlight structure, that is, to have an idea of what
should this course do? What is the goal of this course? What does the journey through the course
look like? What demands do we make, what expectations we have, as well as that structure, so if
you can marry commitment and structure, I think that, like other things, it is a winning formula.
(Respondent C)

The different topics that have been introduced using Schindler et al (2017) have been synthesized into
some themes. Those themes will be introduced in 5.5.

5.5 Development of themes

The five themes, that can be argued having a direct effect to higher quality in higher education, that
emerged from the study are learning, ILO fulfilment, progression, structure and quality culture, see
figure 3.

Standards play a central role in the design of syllabuses at both course and programme levels by
providing a coherent framework that ensures systematic structure, intentional progression, and
constructive alignment. When grounded in clearly articulated standards, such as AACSB (aacsb.edu),
syllabus design can effectively map intended learning outcomes (ILOs) to teaching and learning
activities as well as to assessment criteria, thereby enhancing transparency and academic rigor. The
incorporation of standards-based rubrics further supports the consistent evaluation of student
performance, enabling reliable judgments about the extent to which ILOs are achieved. In this way,
standards function not merely as regulatory instruments but as pedagogical tools that support quality
assurance, and meaningful learning progression. (Biggs, 1996; Loughlin et al, 2021). Furthermore,
standards also regulate faculty requirements, focusing on the competence of the lecturers (Schindler et
al, 2017).
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It is possible to argue for also other connections between the different elements in the figure 3,
overleaf, especially indirect or moderating factors but these are the main interdependencies that I

found.

From the table we see that the respondents perceive that accreditation has many marketing effects
since accreditation brings status to the brand (Schindler et al, 2017; Okulova & Shakina, 2020).
Examples of this from the study is that the accreditation brand makes it easier to recruit and that
faculty that want to work at accredited institutions can be seen as part of creating a quality culture.

The study also supports that international exchange gets easier and that accredited institutions often
want to work with other accredited institutions since that the courses taken at another accredited
institution is assumed to have high quality.

Engaged
teachers

Continous
Improvement

Learning

Standards for
course ILOs

ﬂx

Syllabus

"| design

ILO fulfilment

Standards for
programme

Programme
design

Progression

\4

Faculty
qualifications

Better faculty

Structure

r Quality culture

Status Brand

Better Partner
Universities

Better Students

/

\ 4

Higher
Quality in
Higher
Education

Figure 3 Schematic model on how the respondents make sense of the value of accreditation

The results presented here will be further dealt with in chapter 6 Discussion and conclusions.
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6 Discussion and conclusions

In the final chapter of the thesis the results are discussed using the studies and theories presented in
chapters 2 and 3. Following the conclusions and recommendations, limitations of the thesis as well as
ideas for further research are presented.

6.1 Discussion

The research question of the thesis was:

How do experienced business schoolteachers relate to quality in higher education and what
interdependence between accreditation, quality in teaching and student learning do experienced
business schoolteachers apprehend?

In the following two paragraphs the first part and the second part of the research questions are
discussed.

6.1.1 How do experienced teachers relate to quality in higher education?

Previous research suggests that teachers who demonstrate commitment and passion are frequently
perceived by students as effective educators (Ramsden, 2003), a finding that also emerged as a
recurring theme in the collected narratives. The thematic analysis further indicates a strong
interdependence between teacher engagement and student learning outcomes, ultimately contributing
to higher educational quality. This relationship has likewise been identified by Kafaij (2020) and
aligns with the overarching objectives of the AACSB standards (AACSB, n.d.).

The study also shows a plurality in views on how the respondents view good quality teaching and
learning in line with the model developed by Schindler et al (2015). Interestingly accountable,
purposeful, and exceptional aspects came up most during the interviews whereas transformative
aspects seemed less important. Looking at learning per se (Ramsden, 2003; Siljo, 2009) it is a
complex concept and has to do with transformative aspects. “a positive change in student learning”
(Schindler et al, 2015:7) often evaluated through competency of lecturers and, clarity of outcomes.

It was also interesting to note that also the respondents had an interest in this line of inquiry and all
willingly participated and shared their narratives. This could be seen as a part of a quality culture at
school, which one could argue also I am part of. To work with continuous improvement is an
important part of quality systems (Lagrosen, 2017) and in this study an interdependence between
committed teachers work and how they work with continuous improvement and thereby contributes to
the creation of a quality culture is observed (Shindler et al, 2015).

6.1.2 What interdependencies between accreditation, quality in teaching and
student learning do experienced teachers apprehend?

A bit surprising to me the study shows that the respondents overall are quite positive to accreditation.
Their narratives show that they perceive several positive aspects of accreditation that can be argued
having at least indirect effects on learning. Such aspects include the fact that it is easier to attract
faculty and students to an accredited institution (Okulova & Shakina, 2021). We also see support for
an effect that being accredited gives a school the opportunity to network and partner with other
accredited institutions. To belong to an elite (a star as one responded spoke) can give pride and
strengthen the brand of the institution. Employees at an accredited school can also take personal pride
and by that make sense of the effort and resources invested (Weick, 1995, 2012; Weick et al, 2005).
The context of a business school is most likely relevant here (Kafaji, 2020; Lagrosen, 2017; Siljo,
2009) since accreditation is more common among business schools than in other higher education
disciplines (Lagrosen, 2017). For a business school like Jonkoping International Business School
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accreditation is of high importance since it helps to place and position the institution on a global
market. This can be seen as another way that the respondents make sense (Weick, 1995, Weick et al,
2005) of the fact that they must relate to accreditation in their daily work.

The study, however, shows no direct effects from accreditation on learning but again indirect effects
mainly through syllabus and ILOs. Systematic work in higher education today follows the constructive
alignment ideas (Biggs, 1996; Loughlin et al, 2021) which is clearly visible in both the Jonk&ping
University quality system (BRJU) and the AACSB standards. It is also following with what Shindler
et al (2015) labels purposeful quality in which the ability to work in accordance with institutional
goals and achieve standards. Therefore, it is not so surprising that several respondents discussed both
progression and syllabuses on both course and programme level when elaborating on quality in higher
education which also corresponds by the findings of (Ulker and Baiglou, 2019). In systematic quality
work with focus on the syllabus and the idea about constructive alignment (Biggs, 1996; Loughlin et
al, 2021) there is likely to be at least indirect effects on quality in higher education.

Critical questions regarding whether systematic quality work and/or accreditation contribute to
learning have been raised by, among others, Tight (2018) and Kafiji (2020). These scholars express
concern that such processes may encourage teachers to focus on producing specific forms of
documentation rather than directing their efforts toward student-centered learning. The findings of the
present study lend support to this critique, as transformative aspects of teaching and learning
(Ramsden, 2003; Shindler et al., 2015) were not identified by respondents as motivating factors for
engaging in systematic quality work. Moreover, the perceived connection between accreditation and
students’ actual learning appears to be weak (Makhoul, 2019). This suggests that respondents make
sense of accreditation processes (Weick, 1995, 2012) by emphasizing alternative considerations rather
than their potential impact on student learning.

The existence of a quality culture (Ramsden, 2003) is a prerequisite for accreditation (AACSB, n.d.),
and the findings of this study indicate in several respects that such a culture is present at the institution
under investigation. First, recruiting colleagues to participate in the study posed little difficulty,
suggesting a high level of engagement with issues related to quality and development. Second,
respondents articulated key values such as commitment and passion for teaching, which may be
regarded as core elements of a quality culture. These accounts underscore the perceived significance
of individual teaching practices in contributing to educational quality. While it remains open to
discussion whether accreditation actively supports and further develops a quality culture, the findings
suggest that, at the studied institution, accreditation is closely intertwined with and forms an integral
part of such a culture.

Furthermore, the study shows that committed teachers often value learning high and works with
constructive alignment to design and revise courses that both set objectives about learning in form of
intended learning outcomes and then deliver upon those objectives. (Biggs, 1996; Bloxham & Boyd,
2007; Schindler et al, 2015; Ulker and Baiglou; 2019 Loughlin et al, 2020). Accreditation and/or other
systematic quality systems could be seen as a guide or help for less experienced teachers.

Systematic quality work often leads to some administrative work (e.g. Prasad et al, 2011) that at least
initially will increase the burden on the involved teachers, but if incorporated well the way a course or
program is designed and evaluated that extra work pays of in terms of learning and ILO fulfilment
(Loughlin et al, 2015). The respondents in this study did not view this as an issue, perhaps because we
already passed that initial phase when all syllabuses had to be reviewed, which also is interesting and
of high relevance for other actors in the sector that might want to consider accreditation for their
institutions.
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6.2 Conclusions and Recommendations

6.2.1 Conclusions

An interesting finding of the present study is that respondents expressed positive attitudes toward
accreditation primarily for reasons related to institutional status and branding, which are perceived to
facilitate the recruitment of high-achieving students, faculty, and partner universities (Cura & Alani,
2018; Okulova & Shakina, 2020). A perceived sense of belonging to an elite group may contribute to
the development of a quality culture, which in turn has the potential to enhance the quality of higher
education (Shindler et al., 2015).

The findings indicate that teachers hold divergent conceptions of quality and that the perceived
connection between accreditation and students’ actual learning is relatively weak. At the same time,
the study highlights the central role of the syllabus, particularly the formulation and examination of
intended learning outcomes, which appear to have at least some influence on student learning. This
increased emphasis on the syllabus and on constructive alignment is consistent with previous research
(Loughlin et al., 2020). A potential drawback is that such processes may contribute to increased
workload and stress for teachers (Prasad et al., 2011); however, the results of the present study suggest
that the positive effects tend to outweigh these challenges.

Lagrosen (2017) concluded by calling for additional research on accreditation within a European
context, a gap to which the present study makes a clear contribution. Furthermore, the study advances
the literature methodologically through its use of interviews and its analysis of respondents’ narratives
through a sensemaking lens (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005; Nabao et al., 2017).

6.2.2 Recommendations

AACSB accreditation could be recommended as a strategy for business schools to support their
systematic quality work as well as to strengthen their position on the market.

For an institution to succeed in systematic quality work, it is essential that the concept of quality is
first clearly defined (Schindler et al., 2015). Such a definition must be context-specific in order to be
meaningful and effective (Sélj6, 2009). This recommendation is relevant both for institutions
considering accreditation and for those that are already accredited. Given that all teachers are required
to comply with standards and policy documents, it is advisable to involve all employees in the
development and interpretation of these frameworks, for example through collaborative workshops.
Such inclusive processes may reduce variation in how teachers make sense of these phenomena
(Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Moreover, broad participation provides a strong foundation for
fostering and sustaining a shared quality culture within the institution.

Accreditation and systematic quality work are not without risks, particularly in terms of the substantial
time they may require for administrative tasks. However, when more experienced teachers support
their less experienced colleagues, several positive outcomes may emerge. First, less experienced
teachers may benefit from increased efficiency as a result of guidance and shared expertise. Second,
and perhaps more importantly, sustained interaction and collaboration among colleagues contribute to
the development of a quality culture, thereby establishing a foundation for enhanced educational
quality.

6.3 Limitations

The study has several limitations. Firstly, only one business school is represented in the study (even
though some of the respondents have worked at other universities) and secondly the respondents were
not selected randomly. With this follows that no generalization can be done. Another limitation could
be the timing of the study at the institution. Maybe the respondents would not be so positive if the
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business school in which the study was performed just reached initial accreditation or were in the
process of getting accreditation.

6.4 Suggestions for future research

This study shows how some selected faculty members make sense of accreditation and how they
connect it to learning and quality in higher education. The study could also form a pre-study for a
larger quantitative study examining faculty in more institutions and their views on learning,
constructive alignment, quality work and accreditation. The analysis model, see figure 3, developed
could also serve as an input for such a study examining direct and indirect relationships. In such case
the constructs firstly need to be operationalised.

It seems like teachers with experience have learned to work with constructive alignment and syllabus
design and perhaps they experience less extra work and/or problems. It would be interesting to
contrast that with younger less experienced teachers that should develop teaching skills and at the
same time comply with quality systems and see how they experience and make sense of this
phenomena.
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Online resources regarding quality assurance of higher
education

AACSB, https://www.aacsb.edu/

EFMD, https://www.efmdglobal.org/

AMBA, https://www.associationofmbas.com/

Swedish Higher Education Authority https://www.uka.se/

The European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, ENQA www.enga.eu

Quality work at JU https://ju.se/en/about-us/goals-and-strategies/quality-assurance-work.html

About JIBS https://ju.se/en/about-us/jonkoping-international-business-school/about-us/the-jibs-
story.html
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Appendix A

Introduction

After a short welcome I gave the respondent information about my study and also got the consent form
signed. I informed the respondent that I would make an audio recording and once the recording is
started, I also got consent also on the recording itself.

Background questions to the respondent

Tell me about your background and your role at JIBS. Other Institutions?

Your educational and research education.

Teaching, Learning and Educational Quality

What is good teaching for you?

What characterize a good course.

Open discussion about the course and learning, aiming to cover the subtopics below.

Tell me about the course that you are teaching (syllabus in front of the respondent). Below are
different aspects that can be covered and used to facilitate discussion.

What is important in the course

How did you design the course

Intended Learning Outcomes

Contact Hours and types of teaching

Types of examination

Student feedback, Course evaluations
Revisions

Accreditations, Quality Systems

What is your general opinion on Accreditation. Good, bad, examples
Your view on systematic quality work
Knowledge about the standards

Your view on standards and quality systems
UKA and governmental regulations etc.
Demands, requirements

Ending

Thanking the respondent. Ask about aspects not covered in the interview.
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Appendix B 2020 standards for AACSB Business Accreditation

The 2020 standards for AACSB accreditation consist of nine standards divided into the three main
areas: strategic management and innovation, learner success, and though leadership, engagement and
societal impact (aacsb.edu).

Strategic Management and Innovation

Standard 1: Strategic Planning

Standard 2: Physical, Virtual, and Financial Resources
Standard 3: Faculty and Professional Staff Resources
Learner Success

Standard 4: Curriculum

Standard 5: Assurance of Learning

Standard 6: Learner Progression

Standard 7: Teaching Effectiveness and Impact
Thought Leadership, Engagement, and Societal Impact
Standard 8: Impact of Scholarship

Standard 9: Engagement and Societal Impact.

Guiding Principles
All accredited schools should adhere to the following ten principles (aacsb.edu).

1. Ethics and Integrity
2. Societal impact
3. Mission-Driven Focus
4. Peer-Review
5. Continuous Improvement
6. Collegiality
7. Agility

8. Global Mindset

9. Community and Connectedness

10.Continued Adherence to AACSB Guiding Principles and Business Standards
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