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I work as a university teacher, which gives me many privileges. But I still encounter pedagogic problems in my professional work. Here are three examples.

1. After I arrived in Sweden at the beginning of 1998 I raised two questions with colleagues: 'what is the difference between an A-course and a B-Course?';  and 'where can students  find a written explanation of this difference?'.  Since then, I have not been offered convincing answers to these questions.

2. Before I came to Sweden from the UK, I shared supervision of a doctoral student who repeatedly used the American phrase 'quality education'. My co-supervisor reacted negatively to this combination. She felt that the label 'quality education' is analogous to phrases like 'short pause', 'long marathon' or  'competitive race'.  The adjective, that is, adds nothing to the noun. Despite these objections, the doctoral student persisted.  She felt that 'quality education' was meaningful.  Today, I would merely ask: would you also use  'quality torture' or 'quality genocide'? 

3. Throughout my teaching career in higher education, I have had meetings with students, as individuals or in groups.  After these encounters,  I regularly ask myself: 'did anything educationally worthwhile take place?'  or  'did my presence make a difference?'

The quality paradox

Only one of the above examples includes the word quality. Yet, the  co-supervisor and myself argued that it was redundant.   Collectively, these examples illustrate the quality paradox in education. Quality is central to education yet the word quality is missing from the everyday language of working teachers. 

This paradoxical feature of education practice was recognised in Sweden during the 1990s. A new word, värdegrund, was invented to bring human values to the forefront of educational practice. In exchange for a monthly salary, licensed teachers are expected to offer something to their pupils and students which has qualities that are also identified in the Swedish läroplan. Human values provide the ideals of education; and qualities are the realisation of these ideals in educational practice and, what amount to the same thing, their embodiment in educational performance.

Here is an example of the connection between values and qualities. If a teaching programme has the ideal (or aim) of deepening students' appreciation of a field of knowledge, then a second-level course will have greater depth than the corresponding first-level course.  Further, this difference should also be evident in the practices of the course, the performance of the teachers and, especially, the performance of students.  In other words, a second-level course has different qualities than a first-level course. Second-level students will be expected to use the internet as well as libraries; they will be expected to link the ideas of the course to outside ideas (e.g. those discussed at other levels); and they will be expected to demonstrate, in their oral and written contributions to the course, that they have gone beyond the course readings and found an independent voice of their own.   

As this example suggests, there is a dynamic relationship between educational ideals, qualities, practices and performance. My goal in this chapter is to explore this relationship. Two red threads hold the narrative together: (1) the introduction of an external language of quality into educational  practice during the 1990s; and (2) the fact that  qualities and values are intrinsic to educational practice. Ultimately, my task is to problematise the idea that quality is a free-standing accessory that can be bolted on to 'ordinary' education so that it is transformed into 'quality' education. 

The first section of the chapter (defining quality) explores what is meant by quality.  The second section (auditing production) offers a brief history of the rise of auditing in private and public institutions. The third section (auditing quality in education) considers the complexities of auditing in public institutions such as schools. The fourth section (the end of quality) identifies a crisis in auditing practices that emerged at the end of the 1990s. And the final section (quality in educational practice) revisits the idea that qualities steer the realisation of all educational practice and performance.

Defining Quality

The Swedish Academy dictionary identifies a key feature of the word quality. The Latin word qualis means 'what kind of?'. A quality, therefore, is an attribute of something (beskaffenhet, natur). This person is female; that fruit is a berry; this music is baroque. This sense of quality was brought into European thought via the writings of Aristotle; and Carl von Linné  struggled with the same issue in the 1700s, as he classified animals and plants. To ascribe quality, therefore, is to allocate something to a category. 

Allocation, however, may also be an act of discrimination. It separates men from women, sheep from goats, rich from poor, legal from illegal immigrants, and so on.  Something either has the desired quality, or it does not.  As Linné's contemporaries and followers soon discovered, however, classification is never easy. Wild birds, for example,  have multiple qualities (e.g. colour, wing-span, tail markings, courtship behaviour, song).  How should these be used to allocate them to their 'true' species in the taxonomy of living things? What quality should take precedent? Why?  

Within education, for instance, some pupils are regarded as 'special'?  But what makes them special? Originally, pupils were ranked on a continuum linked to an intelligence test - a performance scale. Pupils were allocated or segregated according to this scale (e.g. more retarded, less retarded).  By the 1960s, however,  the validity of this scale had been challenged. Performance was not a one-dimensional scale but, rather, related to different qualities (visual, mental, emotional etc.).  Since that time, the identification, assessment and handling of these 'special' qualities has continued to be controversial, a source of disagreement among psychiatrists, social workers and teachers. 

The use of uni- or multi-dimensional scales of intelligence highlights a general taxonomic problem. Scales may mirror degrees of difference -  as in first class, second class etc. But where does one category - or quality - end and the next one begin? The attribution of  qualities, therefore, is always problematic since it depends on the identification of thresholds or standards  that separate one quality from another. A widely shared example of this problem is the difference in clothes and shoe sizes used by manufacturers and retailers in different countries; while the standards used to assess school performance across different countries are a more controversial example. Scales, that is, are easily transformed into rankings that, in their turn, have all kinds of political, economic and social consequences. 

But that is not all. Scales have a complexity of their own. They may comprise a handful of categories (e.g. a five-point scale of academic performance) or they may have hundreds of  units (as in the Celsius scale of temperature). Moreover, measurement scales are created in different ways and, therefore, are open to different interpretations.  For instance, distance and loudness are measured using scales that have different properties. On a scale of distance (e.g. centimetres) the units of measurement are equal in size; whereas one unit on the decibel scale represents a doubling of the loudness. 

Likewise, an academic scale can be based on absolute or relative performance?  In the case of absolute performance, everyone can be successful if they are above the pass/fail boundary. There are only two qualities: pass and fail. As a result, all pupils fall into one or other of these classes.  The variation among the members of these classes is, therefore, irrelevant to the allocation process. In the second case - relative performance - variation among the pupils is paramount. Differences in performance become the scale of different qualities; and the number of categories on the scale can be as great as the number of pupils being examined, particularly if they are ranked first, second, third etc.

The word quality, therefore, connects to a cluster of ideas that have social significance.  These ideas include allocation, discrimination, categorisation, classification, threshold, standard, measurement, scaling and ranking. Despite being embedded in these different social practices, there is a widespread assumption that qualities can be matched to  simple measuring scales, and that performance can be placed on these scales. This view of quality is held in place, however,  by an important premise: that the social categories being used  are pure, exhaustive and mutually-exclusive. Category systems are pure if their boundaries are unambiguous. They are exhaustive if they embrace all conceivable cases. And they are mutually exclusive if the categories do not overlap.

An ideal taxonomic system conforms to these criteria.   Qualities can be unambiguously  identified, discriminated and allocated. Social practice, however, cannot meet these standards.  The history of special education provides an illustration. It relies on a taxonomy of human variation whose categories range from autism, through Down's syndrome and dyslexia to visual impairment. These categories, however, are never pure, exhaustive or mutually exclusive.  New subdivisions, new labels and new interpretations are constantly being created, promoted and popularised.  The field of special education is constantly disrupted by the impact of human values that, themselves, include beliefs about the origins, classification and management of human differences.

Here is an example, drawn from my own experience. In the 1980s I taught an undergraduate student who had the following qualities.  He was Afro-american, a Vietnam war veteran, a Buddhist, a sufferer from Parkinson's disease, and a consumer of a wide variety of prescribed medicines. Not surprisingly, he also had concentration and writing difficulties. His written assignments  were below the prevailing threshold for the course. Given such unusual circumstances, university examiners in the United Kingdom can make special allowances. But what compensation was appropriate in this case? And with what justification?

Examiners are justifiably cautious. They do not want to create precedents that complicate future examining. What, then, could be done in these circumstances? It was impossible to link the student’s performance to his qualities. As far as we knew, they interacted with each other and produced complex outcomes in his performance. After prolonged discussion, a solution was reached.  The student was allocated to a new category: students who combine the qualities of being Afro-american, Buddhist, Vietnam veterans, sufferers of Parkinson's disease and consumers of medicine cocktails. Since this manufactured category had no other members, we could propose that, in our professional judgement, this student's performance was not only above the threshold for this category of student but, at the same time, above the performance threshold for the course. We knew that this was a fireproof decision.  The case had no precedent in the history of the University, nor was it likely to create one for the future.

To resolve a practical problem - the need to make a decision - the course team invented a new category that was in harmony with the humanist values of the university. In this instance, of course, human values were given a positive educational interpretation. The Afro-american student with Parkinson's disease had contributed much to the class and, therefore, was  allowed to continue his educational journey (bildningsresa). 

His story had a happy ending. But human values can also operate in the opposite direction. Throughout the 1900s, for instance, children in Sweden and elsewhere have been allocated to scientific categories saturated with eugenic values. These categories, like  'moron' or 'mongol',  both infringed the human rights and impoverished the lives of these children. 

To summarise: The attribution of quality is intimately linked to social values and the associated social practices of allocation, discrimination, and measurement. This connection, however, does not figure prominently in the literature on quality in education. Instead, three assumptions are made: (i) that qualities, like 'excellence', are pure and self evident, (ii) that clear and unambiguous standards can be identified; and (iii) that formulae can be devised for allocating performance according to these thresholds.

Practitioners, such as special education teachers, have a contrasting view of quality. They are more aware of the social dimensions of allocation, discrimination, and measurement. They recognise that logical analysis cannot be freed from its social and ethical moorings.  They accept, in short, that quality is a värdegrund issue and that excellence can never be separated from these values.

Practitioners may even probe beyond the quality paradox. They might raise questions about the hidden purposes behind the auditing of quality assurance and quality enhancement in schools.  Does it mean that teachers will cease to be professionals?  Will their professional värdegrund be replaced by something else? At the extreme, will they be reduced to 'service providers'? 

Auditing Production

This practitioner worry is defensible.  Current forms of auditing grew from the productivity concerns of earlier generations.  The founding father of quality in management was an American engineer, Frederick Winslow Taylor, who worked in the Pennsylvania steel works of Midvale and Bethlehem. From about 1880, Taylor analysed production processes and the associated division of labour. He recognised, for instance, that skilled work could be broken down into a series of unskilled operations. In turn, these tasks could be completed by workers paid at a lower rate. A further development of Taylor's thinking was the introduction of moving production lines into the Ford Motor Company before the First World War. For these reasons, the productivity movement initiated by Taylor is known as taylorism, fordism or, in his own words, scientific management.

Subsequently, it was recognised that Taylor's logical  - or engineering - analysis of production was flawed. Insufficient attention had been given to the social or human dimension of production.  It was possible to re-engineer drive systems to speed up production,  but these systems were liable to undesirable social consequences. Neither productivity nor profitability could be guaranteed by the application of Taylor's ideas. 

Attempts to overcome these production problems took several forms after the First World War. The 1920s, for instance, saw the rise of so-called 'human-relations' conceptions of production, where profitability took precedence over output. After the Wall Street crash in 1929,  the interests of shareholders received more attention (e.g. in the preparation of company accounts that they could understand). At the same time, greater attention was given to the training and regulation of accountants. Finally, the Second World War brought a military dimension to the management of production.  Attention focused, for instance, on the logistics of the battle field, on the targeting of long-range weapons, and on refining the principles of military strategy (i.e. operational research).

Between 1880 and 1950, then, two notable shifts occurred in the management of production. First, day to day production ceased to be a shop-floor issue of harmonising workers and machines. Instead, it  became the responsibility of a new breed of managers who had production engineers as their subordinates. Secondly, day to day management moved away from the shop floor.  The experiences of scientific management, human-relations management, auditing and military-style targeting were combined into a strategic activity popularly known as total quality management. In turn, total quality management  was institutionalised. It became an industrial specialism increasingly remote from the shop floor. It sought to be a science with its own body of specialist knowledge, academic journals and professional associations.

Such attention to performance and production, however, was not restricted to industrial and military life. It also spread to the public sphere, carried over by engineers and scientists who had served on the battle field, designed munitions factories or contributed to programmes of military research that extended into the Cold War era. 

Such influence can be traced, for instance, in two works, produced at the University of Chicago, that gave close attention to educational production: Ralph Tyler's Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction (1949) and Benjamin Bloom's Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (1956).  

Tyler focused on four fundamental questions:

1. What educational purposes should the school seek to attain?

2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these purposes?

3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized? 

4. How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?

Bloom’s work arose from a series of conferences held between 1949 and 1953.  It began with similar ideas about purposes, production and performance. Bloom, however, extended Tyler's rationale. He devised a 'classification of educational outcomes' with six levels of performance: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. In turn, this taxonomy could be used to 'plan learning experiences and prepare evaluation devices'. Although widely criticised for the reduction of educational  performance to changes in behaviour, the Tyler/Bloom rationale became very influential.  It served widely as a model for researching, evaluating, auditing or assessing educational production. Indeed, Bloom’s work had a renaissance in the 1990s as quality assurance turned its attention to the investigation of levels (i.e. qualities) of performance.

New Public Management

The most influential innovation in the educational field came, however, not from the United States, but in the global arena of the 1980s. Ideas about quality were borrowed from the private sector and applied through the introduction of  'new public management'. Cost control, financial transparency, the separation of purchasing from provision (via the creation of sub-units and quasi-markets) and the decentralisation of management authority (to local units) are all characteristic features of this innovation.

Such practices achieved popularity in public administration because they appealed to a variety of sentiments. As a financial strategy, new public management would curb the growing demands placed on state resources (e.g. in health and education). As a political strategy, it could reduce reliance on central state bureaucracies.  And, as a populist strategy, improvements in the responsiveness of public services would appeal to consumers. In English, these financial, political and consumerist aspirations became known as the 3Es (economy, efficiency and effectiveness). In Sweden, meanwhile, ideas about new public management were deeply implicated in the shift from rule-based to goal- and achievement-based forms of public administration. 

New public management marked a shift from the welfare to the regulatory state. Public management was drawn to new regulatory practices. Financial constraint focused attention on saving money; efficiency focused attention on the relationship between inputs and outputs; and the pursuit of effectiveness focused attention on performance and goal achievement. In turn, the new public management became associated with four regulatory phenomena: hard management, creation of knowledge systems, value-for-money auditing, and performance measurement.

Hard management is hands-off management. It arises from the shift of responsibility from shop-based engineers to system managers. It elevates institutional and system management to a super-ordinate position. Management and personnel decisions are taken, ultimately, away from the shop floor. They are impersonal, objective and strategic. They utilise the second feature of  the new public management - knowledge systems. These comprise up to date, or just-in-time data related to production and delivery. In turn, knowledge systems are used to monitor 'value for money' in the organisation, efficiency and performance of production. 

To be a hard science, management requires hard information. But can the knowledge system accommodate this demand? Will it, instead, give preference to hard data over soft data, favouring practices that are easily measured? Will it avoid controversial practices?  Will it focus on averages rather than on variations in practice? Above all, will it assume that the creation of knowledge systems has no impact on the practices of those who are expected to gather the relevant information? 

Knowledge systems, therefore, are created in accordance with the värdegrund of new public management, not with the värdegrund of public education.  Differences between these value frameworks undermine the auditing of educational  practice and performance.

Auditing quality in education

Experience in Sweden and elsewhere suggests that auditing becomes associated with a variety of social consequences. These include: 

1. Fitting internal purposes to external audits.

2. Confusion of educational improvement and managerial control.

3. Side-effects that become reverse effects. 

4. Creative compliance. 

5. The promotion of educational mediocrity.

Fitting audits to purposes

An accepted definition of quality is 'fitness for purpose'. Products have quality because they conform to customer requirements. Problems arise, however, with the word 'purpose'. Swedish schools have two kinds of purpose: mål att uppnå (goals to reach) and mål att sträva efter (goals to strive for). Only the first type of goal, target goals, can be reached. Goals to strive for, purpose goals, are different.  They are like the stars in the sky used by ancient navigators. They are never reached.  They are merely points of orientation which help in the steering of day by day practices. The quality question linked to purpose goals is not 'have we reached our destination?' but 'are we still on course?'. Both of these questions should be addressed in a 'fitness for purpose' audit in Sweden.  But the Tyler/Bloom rationale only covers target goals because, in English, it is possible to distinguish goals from purposes. Insofar as the new public management, like the Tyler/Bloom rationale, is an American import into Sweden, it fosters a one-sided, target view of mål. Perhaps the clearest difference between the Anglo-American and Swedish conceptions of mål/purpose is that, in Sweden, the navigation concept of steering has such a prominent position in educational practice, while many Swedes also enjoy an equivalent practice – orienteering – in their free time.

Fitting an audit primarily to target goals (mål att uppnå) may, therefore,  neglect purpose goals (mål att sträva mot).  Further, if external auditors focus preferentially on target goals , institutions may adjust their practices to meet the demands of the audit. The net result, however,  is a distortion of the auditing process.  Purpose goals are neglected. If the external auditors set out to conduct a fitness for purpose review, they may follow an English-language view of purpose and restrict teachers to mål att uppnå.  But if the teachers follow this constraint, they are deflected from the purposes (mål att sträva mot) included in their professional värdegrund.

Improvement and control

The language of quality is a language of improvement. There is an assumption that attention to quality fosters improvement in the practices of institutions. Yet, as already noted,  different approaches to quality exist, together with different forms of auditing. It is widely recognised that new public management is used as a political strategy to improve the efficiency of public services, rather than a management strategy to improve the provision of public services.  Viewed historically, the language of quality was created in an era of cutbacks in public spending. It came into being as a language of restraint not improvement. 

It is no accident, therefore, that, the pill of constraint is sometimes sweetened with the language of improvement. 'No pain, no gain' sounds preferable to 'more gain, more pain', even if it means the same thing.  Likewise, the use of upward imagery may be used to describe downsizing -  as when managers characterise resource cutbacks as 'efficiency gains'.

Auditing has no necessary connection with improvement. It may lead, variously, to fresh investment, selective investment, or the withdrawal of investment. Auditing, that is,  always takes place within a värdegrund which may not correspond with the värdegrund of the institution being audited.

Reverse effects

The problem of fitness for audit also impinges on the work of auditors.  They have their own value-for-money constraints. Auditors are selective.  It is unreasonable if audit costs are greater than the savings that arise from an audit. Auditing practices, therefore, are not neutral.  They have in-built biases which foster side-effects in the institution being audited.  These sides effects may even become reverse effects.  They do not merely deflect the institution from its goals or purposes, they steer it in the opposite direction.

This contrast between side and reverse effects is encountered in audits that focus on targets.  What precisely is an auditing target?  Is it something that should be reached?  Or is it something that should be exceeded?   Should targets, therefore, be regarded as ceilings or as thresholds? If an institution has continuous improvement as its primary purpose, targets are thresholds.  They are merely milestones on a continuous journey. But if targets are imagined as ceilings rather than thresholds, continuous improvement is held back whenever the ceiling is reached. Reaching a target is a cause for celebration, not an incentive to continue.   Improvement  is reduced to sporadic change, accomplished on a stop-start journey. 

This tension is further compounded when the auditing language employs the idea of 'minimum standards'. The use of the word minimum implies thresholds;  but the word standards can convey a  contrary message - of ceilings, not thresholds.  In practice, 'minimum standards' fosters ambiguity. Within the värdegrund of education, standards may be intended as thresholds but, in quality audits, they may be treated as ceilings. The minimum becomes the norm, if not the maximum.

Contract compliance

External audits conventionally expect institutions to establish a knowledge system following guidelines provided by the auditors. An audit trail is created, linking practices and performance. As suggested above, however, institutions may modify their practices to meet these requirements. 

Members of the institution become aware of the underlying goals of the audit.  They establish an audit trail that corresponds to these goals. In other words, they learn to play the game. Contract compliance becomes creative accounting.  But there is always a cost in this learning process, just as there is always a risk. The cost is that schools have to decode the written and unwritten rules of the game (e.g. by appointing a quality manager); while the risk is that they may end up playing to the wrong rules or, if they try to combine mål att uppnå with mål att sträva efter, to a hybrid set of rules.  In the process, they may be distracted from their institutional purposes. They may, for instance, try to play to their purpose goals, yet fail to follow the Anglo-American rules of the audit game (i.e. meeting and exceeding target targets).  They may play the audit game with enthusiasm yet, in the process, become confused if their attention is drawn to divergent  goals. 

Convergence to mediocrity

The absence of distraction, therefore, is fundamental to contract compliance, just as the absence of ambiguity is fundamental to human communication.  Institutions should follow the rules of the game and not be distracted by other games. The ideal is that  institutions steer themselves along pathways jointly defined by the auditing process and the purposes of the institution. Collective and individual self-control is required, something that is rarely possible in social situations. Human beings find it difficult to avoid distraction. The resultant practice is a hybrid performance.  The audit does not match the goals and purposes of the institution, while the performance does not match the goals and purposes of the audit.  There is always a risk that, in the tension between external audit and institutional purpose, institutions steer a middle path - towards mediocrity.

The end of quality?

In the previous sections, I have outlined problems associated with educational auditing. Among other things I have suggested that total quality management  and the new public management annexed ideas from engineering, business and commerce.  As I assembled these thoughts in the summer of 2002, two stories were prominent in the news media: the lack of survivors in a mid-air collision between a cargo plane and a passenger plane over Switzerland; and the collapse of one of the worlds largest communications companies, WorldCom. In turn, journalists raised questions about the auditing or risk-management procedures of air traffic control and financial accounting. Why did these accounting  - or quality assurance - processes fail? In the Swiss crash, air-traffic controllers and pilots separately conformed to standards  that, when combined, proved to be unreachable. In the case of WorldCom, a positive balance sheet relied heavily on the inclusion of assets (e.g. 'innovative capacity') whose worth evaporated in the down-turn of the stock market.

External auditing is designed as a system for the control of control. When put under pressure, in the USA and over Switzerland, these systems went out of control. External circumstances proved more powerful than the technical  rationales devised earlier by accountants, managers, and system engineers. Distractions or so-called 'human error' may be cited as the cause; but the scape-goating of personnel is a misuse of language.  The real problem is system error, misjudgement by those who devised and/or approved the knowledge systems used in air traffic control or financial management.  Their värdegrund proved to be neither safe nor secure. 

Here is another example of system failure. Logotypes are widely used as quality symbols (e.g. on furniture and foodstuffs). Typically,  these labels are devised by groups of producers.  They serve two purposes. First, logotypes attest to the origins and quality of specific products; and secondly, they help to distinguish one group of suppliers from their competitors. System failure arises, however, when this internal auditing system is opened up to external scrutiny. Consumers' organisation or government agencies may challenge the quality criteria of producers (e.g. their definitions of 'organic' or 'made in Sweden'). Logotypes may have been introduced to reassure consumers but, in a conflict between different värdegrund, they may generate confusion and mistrust (i.e. system failure). They meet neither the authenticity aspirations of consumers (e.g. healthy living), nor the commercial goals of producers, suppliers and retailers (e.g. increased sales). 

System failure creates a crisis of confidence in quality assurance. Quality assessment fails to produce a credible measuring device. As a result, managers, engineers and practitioners find it difficult to come to terms with different kinds of goals (purposes versus destinations?), the complexities of performance (what is fitness?), ill-defined criteria (how is potential to be measured?), and dysfunctional side-effects (unintended consequences). 

The aspiration to create a hard science survives, but only at the rhetorical and superficial level.  Hard language merely masks harder problems. Concealment, however, is rarely permanent, as in the eventual collapse of WorldCom. Specific case of failure also raise questions about the general validity of quality assurance. What, in fact, does it foster? Does external auditing heighten attention to quality questions, enabling institutions to engage in quality enhancement?  Or does it foster new cultures of mediocrity that merely serve the interests of institutional comfort and survival.

The latter view of quality assumes that quality assurance is an additive, like fluoride, that can be injected into educational practice. In such cases, the additive may turn out to be more like a computer virus, something whose effects are unpredictable, disruptive, even destructive. The former view of quality assurance - focusing on quality questions - assumes that quality is intrinsic to all practice. The practices of quality assurance, quality enhancement or quality transformation engage with the idea, raised earlier, that qualities represent the realisation of educational ideals in practice and performance.  All educational practice has quality or qualities.  The problem, then, is not how much quality but, rather, what kind of quality?

Quality in Educational Practice

To think about quality in public education is to go beyond the quality paradox.  It is to talk about quality and qualities in education. Above all, it is to clarify the värdegrund of practice and to link this värdegrund to practice and performance. Further, this clarification can be fostered by using the dialogic kvalitetssystem described by Holmlund and others elsewhere in this volume (jmf. 'analysera, tolka och värdera resultat och process'). If practices can be brought within the framework defined by the värdegrund, they are judged to have appropriate qualities. This process is made easier in Sweden because the värdegrund is explicitly stated in the national läroplan. It is a visible curriculum, not  a hidden curriculum.   

Yet, the värdegrund is far from being a simple scale of measurement. It is vulnerable to all the classification, categorisation, scaling and ranking problems described earlier.  In other words the published värdegrund is a resource not a template. It cannot be applied without the assistance of dialogue, democracy and human judgment. 

From this perspective, a school-based quality project entails at least four activities.  First, practitioners should disentangle the different elements of the värdegrund.  Secondly, they should prioritise these ideals, ensuring that the affirmation of one ideal (e.g. ‘individens frihet’) does not negate other ideals (e.g. ‘solidaritet med svaga och utsätta’).  Thirdly, practitioners need to ask whether it is possible to reconcile the chosen educational ideal with their specific context - this girl, these children, our school.  And finally,  practitioners need to take account of the fact that this girl, these children and our school are not frozen entities but living, loving and laughing beings whose development also needs to be channelled in directions prescribed by the värdegrund.

Quality assurance, then, is a complex human process. Practitioners work with moving targets.  Educational ideals change as young people and their teachers grow and develop as social and moral actors.  As children grow, teachers sustain their own standards but, in the process, transform the standards that are appropriate for this girl, these children and our school. While teachers assure their own qualities, they enhance and transform the qualities of their pupils.

As this last example suggests, there is a värdegrund of teaching and a differerent värdegrund of learning. The qualities expected of teachers are not necessarily the qualities expected of learners. The ideals of teaching are not the same as the ideals of learning.  Nevertheless, both sets of ideas are subsumed under the ideals of education. The quality assurance of teaching can, as suggested, lead to the quality enhancement of learning.  Moreover, this enhancement may undergo a qualitative transformation as the performance of learners moves from one social  category to another, along a dimension prescribed in the läroplan.

Quality assurance, quality enhancement and quality transformation are not separate activities.  They are merely different components in the educational production process. 

Conclusion

This paper is an essay, an attempt to understand recent discussions of quality in education. In particular, it has focused on the problem of applying industrial, commercial or new public management assumptions to education.  Difficulties arise because there is no common or universal goal for education. Different conceptions of production  compete for attention, as represented byu the distinction between, , for instance,  bildning and utbildning. 

To support this argument, I have presented and reviewed the following claims: 

1. Quality is intrinsic to education, because education always takes place within a framework of human development and human values.

2. Attention to quality entails striving towards ideals, and reconciling educational performance with these ideals.

3. Educational qualities are expressed through educational performance.

4. Auditing as a scientific theory is not the same as auditing as a social practice. 

5. External auditing has social consequences which, through feedback, have a positive, neutral or negative steering influence on practice.

To conclude:  Education is a production process.  It focuses on the transformation – or self-transformation - of humanity. A wide range of procedures are used in the production processes of education. The pursuit of quality in education not only rests on the evaluation of these production procedures, it also entails the scrutiny of educational purposes and targets.  For practitioners, like me, educational practice is the reconciliation of our purposes and goals with the way of life we adopt in our educational institutions and, ultimately, in society as a whole. Tensions between ideas, practices and performance are always present. In resolving these tensions,  of course, new values and new practices emerge.  The quality task is endless, as Ellen Key implied when she commented 'bildad man kan aldrig bli bara mer bildad' .
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