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ABSTRACT

Students are the main stakeholders in the higher education area so their involvement is 
closely related to the quality of higher education. There are a lot of factors that affect the 
understanding of the quality of higher education. Factors are used for quality planning, 
assessment, assurance, control, improvement etc. The research question is: what factors 
affect students’ understanding of the quality of higher education? 
The research was conducted in two stages. During the first stage of the research, the concept 
of the quality of higher education was analysed by using literature review and focus group 
discussion. During the second stage, a questionnaire was developed and students of the 
Faculty of Engineering Economics and Management of Riga Technical University (RTU FEEM) 
were surveyed, the results of students’ survey were analysed by using Spearman rank 
correlation.
The research shows that there are three groups of factors that affect students’ understanding 
of the quality of higher education: factors related to the study process (SP), support and 
resources (SR), and external factors and results (EFR). As a result of correlation analysis, 
SP factors have more internal correlations within the group, while SR and EFR factors more 
correlate with each other. The most significant factors that affect students’ understanding 
of the quality of higher education are the quality of educational content and professors’ 
competence. 
Some trends were observed: (1)  factors with a small number of correlations have more 
internal correlations than intergroup correlations; (2)  the more important is the factor, 
the greater is the number of relationships, and vice versa; (3)  the more important is the 
factor, the closer are relationships, and vice versa. There is one exception recognised in the 
research: although the factor ‘Quality of educational content’, according to the students, 
is the most important factor, the correlation analysis shows that it has no statistically 
significant correlations with other factors.
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Introduction

Quality is one of the most strategic drivers of higher education 
(Rossouw & Goldman, 2014). Modern managers, including management of 
higher education institutions (HEIs), are actively analysing directions of 
industry development and looking for solutions to ensure that the organi-
zation meets the requirements of the industry, the stakeholders, and edu-
cation policies (Dahlgaard-Park, 2008; Iljins et al., 2015; Iljins et al., 2017; 
Ozoliņš et al., 2018; Straujuma et al., 2017). 

HEIs operating in global settings cannot focus solely on the needs of the 
local labour market and methods and content of classical education. For 
Latvia, regaining its independence in 1991 was the starting point of a new 
stage in higher education and understanding of the notion of quality. In 
the last decades quality criteria and assessment procedures have changed 
both at the national and European levels. In 2015, the student-centred 
learning principle was included in the Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area. Student-centred learning 
moves students from passive receivers of information to active participants. 
To increase stakeholders’ mutual understanding of the quality of higher 
education is one of the most important condition for aimed and gradual 
quality improvement – step by step, in coordination with stakeholders.

Universities need not only to develop and ensure harmonised quality 
management system, but to achieve a high level of staff’s involvement in 
quality improvement. Each staff member needs to accept the quality as 
everyone’s own value and part of their behavioural system (Lanarès, 2008). 

On the one hand, quality can be seen as meeting minimum require-
ments. On the other hand, quality is seen as excellence. The concept of 
quality ranges from meaning “standards” to meaning “excellence”. It is 
impossible to draw a line between levels of requirements, and it is impos-
sible to separate the requirements of quality of input, process and output. 
In the second strategy specific indicators are used. The indicators that focus 
more on inputs are administrative, student support, instructional (Schindler 
et al., 2015), on process – procedural quality (Sallis, 2002), on outputs – 
student performance, employability etc. (Støren & Aamodt, 2010).

Socio-economic and geopolitical settings, new generations’ behaviour 
models, fast development of knowledge and technologies with a simulta-
neous outdating process, continuous educational process create a neces-
sity for HEIs to introduce innovative quality management system and new 
forms of co-operation that are based on unified understanding of quality 
of higher education (Medne et  al., 2020; Setijono & Dahlgaard, 2007).

When providing the quality of higher education, universities are affected 
by several stakeholders: students and their parents, employers, ministry 
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of education and science, society, teaching staff and administrative staff, 
investors, taxpayers and others. Much of the literature on quality in educa-
tion focuses on the student as a customer. In order to deliver high quality 
services to students, universities must manage every aspect of students’ 
interaction with all of their service offering, student judgement of univer-
sity experience is based on what happens within and beyond the classroom 
(Douglas et al., 2006). 

The results of the majority of studies show that students are the most 
important stakeholders (Geryk, 2018; Mainardes et  al., 2010; Shah & 
Nair, 2010). According to Paricio, in the terms of a new paradigm, students 
are true customers of modern higher education: 

“The idea of student-customers [..] is part of an entirely new paradigm in 
higher education, which also includes [..] the idea of higher education as 
a competitive market, public reputation as an institutional priority asso-
ciated with a greater capacity for attracting and satisfying students, [..]” 
(Paricio, 2017, p. 137). 

The authors believe that students are not just stakeholders or just cus-
tomers. Students are “involved customers” – customers with an active role 
in quality planning, assurance, assessment and improvement. Universities 
need to analyse the factors affecting students’ understanding of the quality 
of higher education, as well as use these factors to create closer relation-
ships between university staff and students.

Method

During the focus group discussion organized in 2017, 55 representa-
tives of different Student Unions of HEIs of Latvia were interviewed. The 
interview took place during the Student Leaders Forum organized by the 
Student Union of Latvia to bring together the most active representatives 
of student councils. The aim of the discussion was to determine factors that 
students consider important for the quality of higher education. As a result, 
a list of 14 factors was prepared (Degtjarjova et  al., 2018). Based on the 
literature review and factors obtained in focus group discussion, 32 factors 
affecting the quality of higher education were obtained.

During the second stage of the research, students’ opinions were ana-
lysed. A questionnaire with 32 factors was drawn up. Cronbach’s alpha 
was calculated to verify the consistency of the questions (Degtjarjova 
et  al., 2018). In 2018, a survey sample was composed of the students of 
the Faculty of Engineering Economics and Management (FEEM) of Riga 
Technical University. 

FEEM offers 24 study programs. The authors made a random selection 
of five students from each program. 120 questionnaires were handed out, 
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the sample size at the 95 per cent validity level was calculated and 92 of 
questionnaires were filled out, which was considered a representative size 
(Bell et al., 2014). According to the error selection traditionally accepted in 
research practice, the representative error in the survey is 5%. The random 
sample is calculated by the formula:

where 
n – representative respondent base; 
t – 1.96 (if reliability is 95%); 
w – relative frequency 0.5; 
N – general sample; 
∆ – sampling error.

The survey instrument was a self-explanatory questionnaire. The Likert 
scale with four values from 0 to 3 (‘very significant influence’, ‘significant 
influence’, ‘insignificant influence’ and ‘no influence’) was used. 

To make a factor correlation analysis, the Spearman rank correlation 
was used as a non-parametric test that is used to measure the degree of 
association between two variables.

Results

Factors obtained during the focus group discussion and literature 
review were grouped in three thematic groups – Study process (SP) with 
14 factors, Support and resources (SR) with 11 factors, External factors and 
results (EFR) with 7 factors (see also Degtjarjova et al., 2018). 

The SP thematic group includes factors related to the study process, 
i.  e., SP1  Strict entrance requirements, SP2  Quality of educational content, 
SP3  Professors’ competence, SP4  Strict and objective student evaluation, 
SP5  Clear achievement assessment and feedback, SP6  Quality of study mate-
rials, SP7  Teaching methods, SP8  Student-centred learning, SP9  Students’ 
active involvement in research and projects, SP10 Employers and professionals’ 
involvement in the study process, SP11  Internship opportunities, SP12  Study 
programs’ relevance to labour market requirements, SP13  International guest 
speakers, SP14 Study process organization and administration.

The SR group includes factors related to support and resources that 
affect the student’s life. Only the factors under the responsibility of the 
university were included in this group, i. e., the university staff are empow-
ered to make decisions about them and can affect them. The SR factors are 
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the following: SR1 Opportunity to study and work, SR2  International mobil-
ity, SR3 State subsidized studies according to quality criteria, SR4 Allowances, 
grants and other financial student support, SR5  Friendly administrative staff, 
SR6  Co-operation between the management and students, taking into account 
students’ needs, SR7 Students’ active involvement in student councils and in pro-
cesses to improve quality, SR8 Co-operation among secondary schools and HEIs 
when working on educational content and requirements, SR9 Purposeful partner-
ships among all stakeholders – students, employers, HEI, professional organiza-
tions, etc., SR10 Extracurricular activities (sports, arts, etc.), SR11 Equipment 
and infrastructure relevant to the needs of the study process.

The EFR group includes external environmental factors that affect stu-
dents’ understanding of the quality of higher education, as well as fac-
tors related to the university performance, i.  e., EFR1  HEI’s reputation, 
EFR2  Prospects for future education, EFR3  Students’ competitiveness on the 
labour market, EFR4  Strict accreditation requirements, EFR5  Competition 
among HEIs, EFR6  Equal study opportunities in the capital city Riga and 
regions, EFR7 Funding of higher education. The factors of EFR group cannot 
be influenced by the university at all or can be influenced very minimally. 

Based on the thematic groups of the factors a questionnaire was devel-
oped. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire (.826) indicates good 
internal consistency of questions. The internal consistency of the questions 
in each group was also determined (see Table 1). The obtained results also 
point to good internal coherence; for EFR the internal consistency of the 
questions was insignificantly lower.

Table 1.	 Cronbach’s alpha

# Thematic group of the factors Cronbach’s alpha

SP Study process .716

SR Support and resources .731

EFR External factors and results .691

The aim of the survey was to find out students’ opinion about factors’ 
importance. The Likert scale was used. It is the most universal method 
for survey collection: it is easy for respondents to understand and use to 
express their own views freely, responses are very easy to code and use for 
further research and analysis. Values of factor significance were clear, easy 
to understand, students were given written instructions.

According to the results of the survey, factors were ranked from largest 
to smallest. Intervals between factors were analysed and four groups were 
formed: G1 – the most important factors with the score of 268–261 points, 
G2 and G3 – factors of medium importance with the score of 239–212 and 
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199-158 points accordingly, and G4 – less important factors with the score 
of 133 points. Intervals of 1–2 points between the factors within the group 
were identified, whereas intervals between the groups G1–G2, G2–G3 and 
G3-G4 were 22, 13 and 25 points accordingly.

The most important factors were identified in the SP thematic group, 
these are SP2 Quality of study content and SP3 Professors’ competence. The 
opposite trend was observed in the group of EFR – there are the less impor-
tant factors, according to the students (Table 2).

Table 2.	 Number of factors by importance groups

Thematic groups
Number of factors (score interval)

G1
(268–261)

G2
(239–212)

G3
(199–158)

G4
(133)

Study process 2 (100%) 6 (50%) 6 (35%) 0

Support and 
resources 0 3 (25%) 7 (41%) 1 (100%)

External factors and 
results 0 3 (25%) 4 (24%) 0

In the next step of the research, statistically significant correlations 
between factors were identified. To make a factor correlation analysis, the 
following formula was used to calculate the Spearman rank correlation: 

where
 – the Spearman rank correlation

di – the difference between the ranks of corresponding variables
n – the number of observations

The number of correlations and the correlation strength were analysed 
in each group, between groups, as well as throughout the factor set.

As a result of correlation analysis, the biggest number of internal cor-
relations is in the SP thematic group, i. e., 28 statistically significant cor-
relations, whereas the factors of the SR thematic group have 22 internal 
correlations and the factors of the EFR thematic group have 15 internal 
correlations (Fig. 1). 

The largest number of intergroup correlations are between SR and EFR 
factors – 28 statistically significant correlations. The factors of the SP and 
SR have 24 intergroup correlations, the factors of the SP and EFR have 16 
intergroup correlations (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1.	 Internal and intergroup correlations

The factors with the largest number of correlations were analysed 
separately (Table 3). These factors have more intergroup correlations than 
internal. 

As a result, two factors with the biggest number of correlations were 
obtained – these are SR5 Friendly administrative staff and EFR4 Strict accred-
itation requirements. 

One of the most important factors SP3  Professors’ competence has 12 
statistically significant correlations, whereas SP2 Quality of study content is 
not identified as a factor with a big number of correlations.

Table 3.	 Factors with the largest number of correlations

# Factors Number of correlations 
(incl. internal/intergroup 
correlations)

Group of 
importance

SP3 Professors’ competence 12 (6/6) G1

SP5 Clear achievement assessment 
and feedback 11 (4/7) G2

SP7 Teaching methods 12 (7/5) G2

SP8 Student-centred learning 14 (7/7) G3

SR5 Friendly administrative staff 17 (7/10) G2

SR8

Co-operation among secondary 
schools and HEIs when working 
on educational content and 
requirements

12 (6/6) G3

SR11 Equipment and infrastructure 
relevant to the needs of the study 13 (5/8) G3

EFR4 Strict accreditation requirements 17 (5/12) G3

EFR5 Competition among HEIs 12 (6/6) G3

EFR7 Funding of higher education 14 (5/9) G2
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Analysis of the statistically significant correlations between the previous 
factors showed that EFR4 has statistically significant correlations with all 
of the other factors (Table 4).

Table 4.	 Spearman’s rank correlations of the factors with the largest number 
of correlations

Statistically significant Spearman’s correlation coefficients

EFR5 .365**

EFR4 .313** .519**

SR11 .207* .295** .298**

SR8 .302** .291** .233*

SR5 .298** .224* .214* .329** .368**

SP8 .336** .268** .237*

SP7 .212* .466**

SP5 .282** .382** .296** .297** .315**

SP3 .315** .215* .212* .252* .235* .278**

EFR7 EFR5 EFR4 SR11 SR8 SR5 SP8 SP7

Note. ** 99 per cent correlation, * 95 per cent correlation

Analysis of the factors with the small number of correlations showed 
that there are more internal correlations (within the thematic group SP, SR 
and EFR) and fewer intergroup correlations. Although factor SP2  Quality 
of educational content, according to the students, is the most important 
factor, the correlation analysis showed that factor SP2 has no statistically 
significant correlations with other factors (Table 5).

Table 5.	 Factors with a small number of correlations

Factors
Number of correlations 
(incl. internal/intergroup 
correlations)

Group of 
importance

SP2 Quality of educational content 0 G1

SR1 Opportunity to study and work 0 G3

SR2 International mobility 3 (1/2) G3

SP4 Strict and objective student 
evaluation 4 (3/1) G3

SP6 Quality of study materials 4 (4/0) G2

SP12 Study programs’ relevance to 
labour market requirements 4 (3/1) G2

SP13 International guest speakers 4 (3/1) G3

SP14 Study process organization and 
administration 4 (2/2) G3
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Correlation above .400 was determined within the thematic groups 
only, intergroup correlations above .400 were not identified (Table 6). 

Table 6.	 Factors with correlation above .400

SP5 .451 EFR6 .411

SP8 .428 .466 .464 EFR5 .463 .519

SP11 .581 EFR3 .413

SP12 .417 EFR7 EFR1 EFR4 EFR2

SP4 SP6 SP7 SP9 SP10

SR4 .485

SR7 .435

SR3 SR6

Analysis of the importance and correlations of the factors showed that 
there are five factors with the largest number of correlations and strong 
correlation rank, i.  e., SP7 Teaching methods, SP8 Student-centred learning, 
EFR4  Strict accreditation requirements, EFR5  Competition among HEIs and 
EFR7 Funding of higher education.

Discussion

Quality standards and principles used by HEIs to a great extent 
depend on the national and international requirements and guidelines, the 
socio-economic conditions, the short-term goals and needs, the long-term 
strategy, the organizational life cycle, as well as the management style. The 
analysis of the students’ understanding of the quality of higher education 
helps to involve the students in the university’s quality management system 
more and encourage them to take active role in quality improvement. The 
factors can be used, on the one hand, to preserve stability, and, on the 
other hand, to promote development and innovations (Fig. 2). 

The research was conducted in Riga, and 92 students of the RTU FEEM 
participated in the research. Due to the limitations of the study its results 
should not be generalized. 

There are two factors that need to be deeply analysed: SP2 Quality of 
study content and EFR4  Strict accreditation requirements. SP2, according to 
the students, is the most important factor, at the same time, it has no sta-
tistically significant correlations with the other 31 factors. The importance 
of EFR4 was evaluated as G3 (i. e., closer to the unimportant factors), this 
factor has statistically significant correlations with all of the other factors 
with the largest number of correlations.
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Figure 2.	 Factors as stability and development aspects (developed by authors)

Conclusions

According to the students, the most important factors were identi-
fied in the SP thematic group, as well as the biggest number of internal 
correlations was identified in the SP thematic group. The most impor-
tant factors are SP2 Quality of study content and SP3 Professors’ competence. 
Although SP2  Quality of educational content is the most important factor, 
the correlation analysis showed that factor SP2 has no statistically signifi-
cant correlations with other factors.

Whereas the less important factors were identified in the EFR thematic 
group and the largest number of intergroup correlations was identified 
between SR and EFR factors.

SR5 Friendly administrative staff and EFR4 Strict accreditation requirements 
are the factors with the largest number of correlations. EFR4 has statis-
tically significant correlations with all of the other factors with the largest 
number of correlations.

Some trends were observed: the more important is the factor, the 
greater is the number of relationships, and vice versa; the more important 
is the factor, the closer are relationships, and vice versa; the factors with 
the small number of correlations have more internal correlations within the 
thematic groups and less intergroup correlations. 

According to the research the most important factors that affect the 
understanding of the quality of higher education, according to the students, 
are the factors of the SP thematic group, especially the quality of study 
content and professors’ competence. 
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Changes in one of the factors cause changes in other factors. In major-
ity of cases the influence is not one-to-one, but one-to-many. That is why 
HEI need not only to identify the factors, but also to understand how they 
affect each other. It is important to analyse the influence of all of the fac-
tors separately and through the thematic groups, i. e. to distinguish weak 
factors and strong factors with broad influence and use this knowledge for 
improve the quality of higher education.
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