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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to describe a self-assessment project, the steps taken and the
tools used, and above all, focus on the evaluation made after the decision to discontinue, learning and
acquiring knowledge about self-assessment as a methodology in educational organizations.

Design/methodology/approach – In order to investigate the experiences of the project, interviews
were conducted with the Upper Secondary Education Officer and with ten School Principals and a
questionnaire was administered to gather opinions among the other staff members. The analysis
mainly consisted of searching for potential patterns among the respondents’ answers studying their
own words by use of three different criteria.

Findings – It is important how an organization enters a self-assessment project, or even any quality
project. Many people do not seem to have thought very much about what is considered to be quality in
the environment in which they operate, and even less have a shared view within the organization. Too
often organizations tend to start working with self-assessment without sufficiently thinking of “why”
and “how” to accomplish the project. The work is performed without preparing all those who are to
participate in the project and without discussing the core values that constitute the work. If the
organization has not reached the necessary maturity level it is probably a waste of resources to start a
comprehensive self-assessment project.

Orginality/value – As a synthesis form the analysis, a model for how an organization should start
self-assessment is presented, as well as a number of guiding points. Also, the new tool “Lärostegen” is
described.

Keywords Self assessment, Total quality management, Education sector, Educational administration,
Leadership, Sweden

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Total quality management (TQM) is a management concept, originally developed
during the 1980s to support private goods-producing companies. The origin of TQM is
heavily based on the ideas by Edwards Deming and Joseph Juran and their work in the
Japanese industry after the Second World War (Deming, 1986, 1994a; Juran, 1951,
1989). Some perspectives of the quality evolution and the TQM concept can be found in
Bergman and Klefsjö (2003), Park Dahlgaard (2002) and Dale (1999).

The TQM concept has subsequently been transferred to the private service sector
and, nowadays, also to the public sector. There are even examples of local
municipalities, which have used values, methodologies and tools from TQM to improve
the societal services; see Osborne and Gaebler (1992) and Fredriksson (2004).

In several countries, organizations in the education sector and the health care sector
are working with methodologies and tools from TQM. Illustrations of that can be found
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in, e.g. Rombach (1990), Lagrosen (1997) and Zbaracki (1998). The use of TQM in the
public sector is sometimes considered as part of the new public management (Hood,
1995), which is a generic term for a large number of change initiatives, or, as
Christensen and Laegreid (2001, p. 19) states: “. . . the concept is loose and multifaceted
and offers a kind of ‘shopping basket’ of different elements for reform of public
administration”.

As TQM has been applied to different organizational environments, its
appropriateness and suitability are sometimes questioned. The criticism also relates
to applications of TQM in educational organizations. For instance, Kohn (1993) states
that TQM might be useful within industrial organizations, but not in the classroom. He
describes this as educators trying to transplant a model, methods and the metaphors
included, stemming from the business world into classrooms. Another argument in the
criticism is that introducing TQM in the educational sphere implies an economization
of that sector and at the same time introduction of a new system of values that
challenge traditional pedagogical values (Kenway et al., 1995). Furthermore, Scherp
(2004) interprets TQM as just a measure of quality in terms of satisfied customers.

An example of, and perhaps even an explanation of, the increased interest in quality
improvement work and TQM in the public sector is the increasing requirements by
different governmental authorities in several countries, including Australia, Great Britain,
Singapore and Sweden (Anderson, 2002; Ahmad and Zain, 2002; Svensson, 2004).

In Sweden, for example, since 1987 a new administrative law has been in force in the
public sector, which calls for the removal of barriers and better access to authorities.
Furthermore, in 1999 the National Council for Quality and Development was
established by the Swedish Government to support quality improvements within
Swedish governmental agencies. As the educational sector is mostly in the public
domain in Sweden, the Swedish National Agency for School Improvement was
established in March 2003 to support schools in their quality work (Myndigheten för
skolutveckling, 2004).

Today, there is an interest in quality improvement work among Swedish
educational organizations, partly due to requirements laid down by authorities. For
instance, the Commission on Advanced Vocational Education in Sweden requires that
educational organizations use quality assurance and some form of quality evaluation
(Kommittén för kvalificerad yrkesutbildning, 1997). Another example is Government
Ordinance SFS, 1997:702 regarding quality accounting within the public education
system in Sweden, which requires the compilation of annual accounts.

How quality work is accomplished differs, but there are several examples of
educational organizations in Sweden and around the world performing quality work
based on TQM. Prior to beginning TQM work, an organization is often recommended
to start with self-assessment to get a picture of its strengths and improvement
possibilities. According to Dahlgaard et al. (1998, p. 328) it is “generally accepted that a
TQM process starts with a self-evaluation[1] . . . ”, and Zink (1997, p. 48) says that
“self-assessment is a powerful management tool[2]” and states that it provides a
direction for continuous improvement initiatives in key performance areas.

Some recent references here are Lagrosen (1999), Grant et al. (2004) and Saraiva et al.
(2003) discussing self-assessment using award criteria and Srikanthan and Dalrymple
(2004) discussing the use of TQM at university level and presenting a model for the
practice.
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The purpose of this paper
In this paper a TQM based self-assessment project within four upper secondary
schools in the municipality of Luleå in Sweden is described and evaluated. The aim of
the project was to support the work on quality in a structured way within the upper
secondary education in Luleå, and was launched by the upper secondary education
officer during the autumn 2003.

After about a year, the activities on self-assessment at the four schools decreased
and the interest among the staff fell. A discussion within the managerial group resulted
in a consensus decision to stop the project, at least temporarily. At the same time, the
group decided that it was important to evaluate the project and try to identify the
reasons why it had to be cut short in order to learn, and to spread the experiences to
other people planning to work with self-assessment.

The purpose of this paper is to describe the project, the steps taken and the tools
used, and above all, focus on the evaluation made after the decision to discontinue, in
order to learn and acquire knowledge about self-assessment as a methodology in
educational organizations.

Total quality management
Definition of total quality management
Before a further discussion on the usage of TQM-based self-assessment, we would like
to briefly present the concept of total quality management and the methodology of
self-assessment.

There is still no single definition of TQM. According to Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000)
several of the attempts to define TQM appear to be fairly vague descriptions. As an
illustration of this, Deming said “the trouble with Total Quality Management, the
failure of TQM, you can call it, is that there is no such thing. It is a buzzword. I have
never used the term, as it carries no meaning” (Deming, 1994b, p. 22).

According to Dahlgaard et al. (1998, p. 19), the reality of TQM is “a corporate culture
characterized by increased customer satisfaction through continuous improvements, in
which all employees in the firm actively participate” and according to Oakland (1989),
TQM can be seen as “an approach for improving the competitiveness, efficiency, and
flexibility of a whole organization”. Dale (1999, p. 9) states that “. . .TQM is the mutual
co-operation of everyone in an organization and associated business processes to
produce products and services which meet and, hopefully, exceed the needs and
expectations of customers. TQM is both a philosophy and a set of guiding principles
for managing an organization”.

Even though several descriptions of TQM exist, people seem broadly to agree today
that TQM is based on a number of core values, which should constitute a culture in the
organization. Although the number of these values, and the exact formulation, differ
slightly between authors, a number of studies have shown that there is a common basis
of core values (Sila and Ebrahimpour, 2002; Hellsten, 1997a). These core values have a
great resemblance to the following six core values discussed by Bergman and Klefsjö
(2003):

(1) focus on customers;

(2) focus on processes;

(3) improve continuously;
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(4) base decisions on facts;

(5) let everybody be committed; and

(6) commitment of leadership.

However, TQM is more than core values and some authors have recently described
TQM using a systems view (Shiba et al., 1993; Dean and Bowen, 1994). According to
Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), TQM is a management system consisting of core values,
methodologies and tools, as shown by the model in Figure 1. This model is called “the
TQM-triad” by Svensson (2004).

These three TQM components, according to Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), are
interdependent and support each other as illustrated in Figure 1. The core values are the
basis for the culture of the organization. Therefore, the idea is that we have to start by
identifying the core values, which should constitute the organization’s culture, and then,
the managers at different levels, all the time, will have to choose methodologies (ways to
work consisting of a sequence of activities) which support these values, and, also
consistently choose the tools as, for instance, “Affinity diagram” and “Criteria of MBNQA
(Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award) supporting the methodologies. According to
Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), “process management”, for instance, is one methodology
supporting the value “focus on processes”, and “process maps” and “control charts” are
examples of tools to be used within “process management”. This triad perspective of
TQM, with its systemic view, makes it easier to explain and structure the practical usage
of TQM, and in this case, also to provide the basis for self-assessment.

Self-assessment – a methodology within TQM
Self-assessment should be interpreted as “a comprehensive, systematic review of an
organization’s activities and results referenced against a TQM-based model” (EFQM,
1997). We want to emphasize that both “how we work”, i.e. the activities, and “what we

Figure 1.
TQM as a management
system
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achieve”, i.e. the results, should be assessed. Self-assessment could be described as
consisting of four phases (Svensson and Klefsjö, 2000; Klefsjö, 2003):

(1) Plan phase. Here the organization discusses and decides why self-assessment
should be performed, how and when the work should be done, who should be
involved in the work and what tool should be used as a basis for describing the
current ways of working in the organization.

(2) Describe phase. Here the description of the organization’s way of working is
obtained based on the chosen tool and the questions contained in that tool.

(3) Analyze phase. Here the description is scrutinized and strengths and
improvement possibilities are identified.

(4) Act phase. Based on the strengths and improvement possibilities, an action plan
is created for the improvement work.

These four phases are closely related to the “Plan-do-study-act” (PDSA) cycle, also
called the improvement cycle (Deming, 1994a). This is illustrated in Figure 2.

Based on the interpretation in Figure 2, self-assessment work does not consist of
improvement work. Such work has to be done afterwards through different
improvement projects, as illustrated in Figure 3.

There are several ways in which the four different phases of self-assessment,
illustrated in Figure 2, might be carried out. This holds true, in particular, for phase
two, “the Do phase”, and the third phase, “the Analysis phase”. These ways range from
simple questionnaires through management workshops, to the simulation of a full
quality award application[3]. Different approaches on similar lines are discussed by,
for instance, EFQM (1997), Porter and Tanner (1996) and Svensson (2002).

Various factors influence the way in which an organization tackles the
self-assessment procedure. Among these are, for example, the size and resources of
the organization, its current culture, the reasons for conducting self-assessment and the
values that should be supported with this methodology. These issues have been
discussed by, for instance, van der Wiele et al. (1996) and Svensson (2002).

Figure 2.
Self-assessment phases
put in the improvement

cycle
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In order to accomplish the self-assessment work, there is a need for some sort of tool built
on the TQM values. In most cases these tools consist of a number of questions related to
different aspects of the organization’s work. The description, in the “Do phase” in
Figure 2, is then obtained by answering these questions. The “Analysis phase”, when
following the quality award application process, is a consensus one, which means that a
group of examiners first individually analyze the description, and then meet and agree
on a joint evaluation, with a joint feedback report as a result. This report consists of
strengths and improvement possibilities found in the organization’s description.

Tools for self-assessment
The tools used to create the description are often quality award criteria, such as those
used in the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award (NIST, 2003) or the European
Quality Award (EFQM, 2003).

However, the use of award criteria as a tool for self-assessment has been discussed
and criticized. These booklets with award criteria are often considered too
comprehensive and difficult to understand for the self-assessment work (van der
Wiele et al., 1996; Hellsten, 1997b; Klefsjö, 2003). They also include a scale of points
summarizing the TQM maturity of the organization. This scale often results in a focus
on points instead of the improvement possibilities. Further discussions can be found in
Conti (1997, 2001) and Klefsjö (2003).

Based on these comments, as well as experiences from two earlier projects within the
education sector, in which people from Luleå University of Technology have been
involved (see description in Svensson and Klefsjö, 2000), a new tool was developed for
the self-assessment project, discussed in this paper. It was called Lärostegen in Swedish,
which roughly translates into English as “the learning steps” or “the learning ladder”.

Figure 3.
Self-assessment and
improvement work seen as
two interdependent and
consecutive cycles
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The “Lärostegen” tool
“Lärostegen” is based on the four areas:

(1) customer co-operation;

(2) leadership;

(3) employee commitment; and

(4) management of processes (Figure 4).

These provide a model of an organization’s components (Svensson, 2003). The TQM
basis in “Lärostegen” rests on the six core values mentioned earlier.

The use of “Lärostegen” for the self-assessment of an organization consists of two
major steps. First, an “overview” shall be written to describe the frame and structure of
the organization, its values, and who the customers are, for instance. Second, the work
within the organization shall be described in more detail by answering four different
questions within each of the four areas. The structure is illustrated in Figure 4.

The questions in each of the four areas are formulated to stimulate systematic work
with quality improvement and are called “area questions”. In each one of the areas, four
area questions can be found, denoted by Q1-Q4 in Figure 4. Each one of these
area-questions consists in turn of three sub-questions, which are of the type:

(1) How are we working (approach)?

(2) To what extent do we do it (deployment)?

(3) What outcome does the deployment of the approach lead to (outcome)?

In each one of the four areas, one final question related to results within that area is
included, namely: What results do the deployments of the approaches lead to (results)?

Specific to “Lärostegen”, when compared to other similar tools for self-assessment,
is that two types of results are asked for. The first type, called “outcome”, is related to
the use of a certain approach. This provides a direct link between “approach”,
“deployment” and “outcome”. The “outcome” shall answer whether the approach leads
to what is aimed for. For example, if the organization uses one special activity to collect

Figure 4.
The structure that the tool

“Lärostegen“ is based on

TQM-based
self-assessment

305



www.manaraa.com

data about customer needs and expectations, the “outcome” should show whether the
organization receives useful data about customer needs and expectations from that
particular activity. The other type of result, called “result”, is connected to what all the
information gathered within the area shows, e.g. including what needs and
expectations the customers really have.

Finally, two questions covering dimensions called “reflection” and “improvements”
are included, in relation to all the four areas (Figure 4). The first of these questions
deals with how the organization reflects on the usage of the approaches that are
described in the four areas and what the approaches imply in the form of outcome and
results. The second one is related to how the organization improves the approaches and
deployments based on these reflections. The following questions are formulated:

(1) How do we reflect on our approaches and deployments (reflection)?

(2) How do we work to improve our approaches and deployments (improvements)?

The reason for putting in “improvements” as a special dimension is to emphasize the
importance of accomplishing improvement work based on the reflections within a
company or organization. If no such improvement work follows, no improvements and
no learning will take place as a consequence of the reflection. Accordingly, this fifth
dimension emphasizes the TQM-value of “continuous improvement”.

Furthermore, the sequence of dimensions, “approach”, “deployment”, “outcome”,
“result”, “reflection” and “improvement” is closely related to organizational learning as
discussed by Kolb (1984). An organization, which starts improvement work without
basing it upon any evaluation, works unsystematically from a learning point of view.
So, the distinction between the dimensions “reflection” and “improvement” is also
made to accentuate the connection between self-assessment and organizational
learning.

The upper secondary school project
The planning of the project started with two meetings between the upper secondary
education officer in Luleå and two representatives of the Luleå University of
Technology. Discussions during these meetings led to a proposal and financing of a
five-year long project that should include two separate self-assessments (two rounds in
Figure 2) with improvement work in between, as in Figure 3. Each one of the four
upper secondary schools should perform self-assessment within their own
organization and the descriptions should be exchanged between the schools during
the analysis phase, partly in order to learn from each other. The details of the first
round are illustrated in Figure 5. This proposal was then discussed further with the
group of ten school principals at the four upper secondary schools; at each one of the
schools there were two or three principals who were responsible for different programs
or different age groups. The new tool “Lärostegen” was also presented and studied.

Accomplishment of the upper secondary school project
During the autumn of 2002 the self-assessment project was launched by the upper
secondary education officer as a part of the work with quality issues. There were two
or three school principals working at each of the four schools. Altogether they were ten
school principals.
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The upper secondary education officer and the ten school principals constituted the
management group that decided to carry out the self-assessment project. A number of
meetings were held with the representatives from the Luleå University of Technology.

The management group decided that TQM-based self-assessment should be
accomplished at each one of the four upper secondary schools. Our impression was that
the group was fairly enthusiastic and looked forward to the start. The principals declared
that it was important to include all the staff, and possibly also the pupils, in the work.

To support the work with self-assessment at the four schools, a number of meetings
were held with representatives from the Luleå University of Technology. Some of these
included education related to TQM and self-assessment given by representatives from
the university. These meetings can be summarized as:

. Discussions and planning with the upper secondary education officer.

. Discussion with representatives from the municipality to coordinate the
self-assessment project with another project related to implementing balanced
scorecards[4].

. Meetings to discuss and plan education with the upper secondary education
officer and the school principals.

. Some of the days were devoted to participation in the self-assessment work at
different schools.

During the project, attitudes of the participants were followed up using questionnaires
and interviews (Svensson, 2004). The different occasions when the empirical evidence
was gathered, were:

. The four educational events, one at each of the four different schools (January 2003).

. Questionnaires answered by all staff members, including the school principals
(May 2003).

. Interviews with the principals and the upper secondary education officer (April
2003).

. Questionnaire to all the staff (December 2003).

Figure 5.
An overview of the project
plan for the first round of

the self-assessment project
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The failure of the upper secondary school project
By May 2003 the “description phase” should have been finished (see Figure 5) and
education in how to manage the “analysis phase” was offered at the schools. At this
point, the self-assessment activities had decreased at the four schools. But also, these
schools had reached different levels in the project; some of them had not really finished
their descriptions, while others had taken small steps into the analysis phase. During
the autumn 2003, there was uncertainty at the schools whether the self-assessment
project should continue or not. As a result of this, a meeting was held with the ten
school principals, representatives from the municipal education authority and the
Luleå University of Technology.

The situation was discussed. All school principals expressed the opinion that a
majority of their staff wanted to stop the project and a decision was made to
discontinue the work. All people represented at the meeting agreed on the importance
of learning from the experience, and therefore decided to investigate why the situation
had occurred.

The evaluation of the project at the upper secondary schools
In order to investigate the experiences of the project among the staff within the four
upper secondary schools, interviews were conducted with a questionnaire chosen as
the most feasible way of collecting data.

Accomplishment of the interviews
The interviews were carried through as semi structured by use of an interview guide.

Accomplishment of the questionnaire
The questionnaire was created with both open and closed questions; see Svensson
(2004). The questions were related to:

. personal experiences of the project and the way it was performed;

. the “Lärostegen” tool;

. personal and organizational learning;

. reasons why the project had to be stopped; and

. the suitability of using the TQM-values and self-assessment in an educational
organization.

The questionnaire was distributed to all members of the staff at the four schools. In
order to obtain people’s opinions on the project when it was still fresh in their minds, it
was decided to distribute the questionnaires as soon as possible, which was in
December 2003. However, that led to a rather low response rate (about 20 percent) since
the staff had many other duties during the last weeks of the term. As a result of this,
the analysis was limited to interpretations of written words and comments, no
statistical analysis was made.

The analysis of the questionnaire replies mainly consisted of searching for potential
patterns among the respondents’ answers studying their own words. This
methodology of reading the answers carefully in order to find similarities, without
connection to a specific question is called thematic. As part of the thematic

QAE
14,4

308



www.manaraa.com

methodology, the following three criteria (Lindholm, 1999) were used in order to find
different themes:

. the respondents’ spontaneous reaction to the project;

. whether the respondents reiterate the same thing several times, i.e. do they return
to the same point in their comments;

. what do the respondents emphasize.

As a first step, the answers were put in groups depending on the content. These groups
were thereafter given headings based on the shared message. These headings are the
twelve different themes shown in the left-hand column of Table I.

The second step was to clarify what the themes dealt with, and how were they
connected to the project. The result of that step is shown in the middle column of
Table I.

The third step in the data structure dealt with searching for similarities among the
areas to which the themes are connected. This led to the themes being clustered in the
four main groups shown in the right-hand column of Table I. Most of the 12 themes
were connected to either the TQM triad model (Figure 1) or to the “planning phase” in
the four phase model of self-assessment (Figure 2). However, two themes, which could
not be included here, resulted in the separate main groups “Support” and “Result”,
respectively.

The 12 themes discovered in the first step of the thematic analysis are found in the
left-hand column. Most of these were found to be connected to either the “TQM triad”
(see Figure 1) or the “plan phase” of the self-assessment work (see Figure 2).
Additionally, two themes connected to “support” and “result” were discovered. These
connections are shown in the middle and the right-hand columns. The data is now
discussed in relation to the four main groups shown in the right-hand column of Table I.

The main group “Self-assessment phase 1”. The themes in this main group deal with
fundamental matters for the project that might be called planning issues.

Themes What the themes are connected to Found main groups

Leadership and organizational
aspects

Planning Self-assessment phase 1

Time and resources Planning
The purpose of the project Planning
The project Planning
The field of education Planning and values versus school

environment
Time period and context Planning versus school environment
The concept “customer” Values TQM-triad
Accomplishment of the self-
assessment

Methodologies

Collective assessment Methodologies (partly not
TQM-based) and Phase II

The “Lärostegen” tool Tool
Assistance from the Luleå
University of Technology

Support Support

Different view of business Result Result

Table I.
The 12 themes and the

main groups found by the
thematic analysis
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First, the theme “Leadership and organizational aspects” comprises several different
parts that might be described as four sub-themes, namely:

(1) Leadership on different organizational levels. There was dissatisfaction about
the leadership on different organizational levels. Comments not only related to
the Swedish National Agency for Education and the governmental level, but
also to educational issues on the municipality level. An example is: “sometimes I
feel that the government, the Swedish National Agency for Education, the upper
secondary education officer, and the school principals construct pedagogical
objectives that are not based on what really is needed and urgent”. Foremost,
the respondents have commented on the leadership by the principals and the
upper secondary education officer and, to some extent, the municipal education
officer. One respondent wrote: ”. . . this project was overkill, since there are large
deficiencies within the leadership as well as in the participation among
employees, and there is also unwillingness to make changes within the school in
general”.

(2) Top-down work. The fact that the self-assessment project was initiated by the
upper secondary education officer, and that the main work during the planning
phase was done by the management group, made some respondents to look on
the self-assessment project as too much top-down. One of them commented: “I’m
irritated to have been involved in a project that was controlled from above, once
again”. The top-down view has also been connected to the fact that a special
tool, “Lärostegen”, was used and led to too much control of what should be
assessed. “Lärostegen” is also commented on in the analysis of the main group
“TQM-triad”.

(3) Establishment. According to several respondents, insufficient support for the
work with self-assessment was provided for the staff involved in the project.
One comment was, for example: “It was neither established, nor checked, if the
project was feasible at the four schools”.

(4) The staff. Some of the respondents expressed their disinclination and
indifference towards participation in the self-assessment work. One example is:
“there was a lack of widespread and genuine interest among the staff”.

Second, within the theme “Time and resources” it is obvious that a lot of people felt that
they had not had time enough to work with the self-assessment. Several people said
that they had too much work to do even before the self-assessment work started. For
instance, one respondent wrote: “If you take such things seriously, some people have to
have reduced teaching hours in order to able to participate.”

Third, the theme “Purpose of the project” comprises lack of discussion or
information why the project should be accomplished at all. For instance, one of the
respondents said: “Aim and goals were unclear. For whom is this performed? And
why? This was very unclear. What was the vision of the project? What is in it for me?”
Here some links might be found to the top-down design of the project, criticized by
some of the respondents.

Fourth, the theme “The project” deals with general criticism about how the project
had been carried through: “This is a good example of how a project is not to be
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accomplished”. According to one respondent “. . .this project is another failure”, and
another one said that “it is not easy to apply a complicated quality systems in schools”.

Fifth, the theme “The field of education” embraces respondents’ views as to whether
the project assesses things that are important in schools: “withdraw the project, maybe
suitable for the industry”. Since a lot of the comments here are linked to the tool, this
theme partly overlaps the theme “The Lärostegen tool” below.

Sixth, the theme “Time period and context” comprises comments about the situation
for the upper secondary school in terms of financial problems and threats of
redundancies. As one of the respondents said: “The aim of quality work is necessary
and shall always be developed at a school for the pupils’ own good. But the
accomplishment of it might be done in an easier way; this is why the project failed.
Wrong timing due to staff redundancies and scepticism due to earlier failed projects.”

The main group “TQM triad”. There are four themes that are connected to the TQM
triad, which means that respondents have commented about the TQM values, the
self-assessment methodology, and the “Lärostegen” tool that was used in the project.

First, regarding the TQM values, there were both negative and positive attitudes
among the respondents. Customer-focus, in particular, was, mentioned by some
respondents, as a value that is impossible to use in educational organizations. For
example, one respondent said: “Do not like the word ‘customer’, it feels completely
wrong”. But, on the other hand, there were positive comments as well about the use of
the customer concept. One respondent said: “Started to think more about quality and
the customers”.

Second, the self-assessment methodology was questioned from different
perspectives by several respondents. Some respondents had experienced the
self-assessment work as complicated, and some of them thought that it should have
been performed in an alternative way. There were also opinions about the subjects
addressed in “Lärostegen”. The phenomena to be assessed, and how this should be
done, ought to be decided together with co-workers, according to some respondents.

But there was also criticism about the usage of collective methodologies on a more
general level. Respondents wanted to focus on the teaching in the classroom. One
respondent said: “The concepts are relevant, but they function individually among
teachers provided that he or she is committed to the work and reflects about what he or
she is doing. Organizing collective methods is just a waste of time, I think”. Another
respondent said: “it is the quality of knowledge that shall be assessed” and another
said that “other forms of further education are better”.

Several of the respondents commented on the “Lärostegen” tool. These comments
were given from different perspectives. One type of view was that the tool is too
comprehensive. Another comment was that it was hard to understand the questions in
“Lärostegen”, and a third view was that it does not include the parts of the work that
they thought were most relevant.

The questions were experienced as abstract, and one respondent wanted, for
instance, instead, to evaluate not only more concrete issues as mentorship, grading,
team-working and harassment, but also forms of cooperation between the school and
future employers.

In addition to what was said about “Lärostegen”, the main comments dealt with
excluding the word “customer” from the tool.
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The main group “Support”. Several different points could be identified in relation to
the respondents’ view of the support given by the Luleå University of Technology. One
thing was the “TQM specific language” that was used, and the view that it was
difficult to understand. Another thing that respondents noticed was that of, not only
the lack of communication in general, but also the more specific situation within the
upper secondary education in Luleå with the overhanging threat of redundancies and
financial problems. Too little training in self-assessment was a third thing mentioned
and also a general question whether the university representatives should not have
been more involved in the practical self-assessment work.

The main group “Result”. Several comments here were related to the fact that
respondents found out more about how other members of the staff worked.
Respondents also emphasized, however, that there was no common view in the
organization as a whole. Examples of comments were: “I now know more about how
other teachers work”, “How differently we work in the different programs”, “There is
no common view about quality within the school. We all have different opinions
depending on which subject is being taught. Control documents say one thing, the
resources another and we all try to survive in that reality.”

Analysis
The main part of the analysis is made using the structured empirical data from the
questionnaire as described above. In addition, the interviews conducted with the ten
school principals and the upper secondary education officer are also used in the
analysis. In order to complete the picture and broaden the view of the self-assessment
project, a discussion related to the organizational context in which the project was
accomplished is also included. The analysis, therefore, is divided into three parts as
follows covering all of these aspects.

Analysis of the structured empirical data
The analysis of the structured empirical data is done according to the four main groups
shown in Table I.

Self-assessment, “phase I”. When looking at the comments relating to the six themes
that have been classified in the main group dealing with planning issues
(“Self-assessment, phase I” in Table I), it is obvious that they are very similar to the
issues mentioned as important in the “planning phase” of Figure 2.

This implies at least two things. One is that the “planning phase” was not
performed carefully enough and in a satisfactory way. Also connected to the “planning
phase”, is the fact that it is important to design the work in the four phases of the
self-assessment methodology in relation to the resources, maturity and possibilities of
the organization in question.

The TQM triad. The themes connected to the main group “TQM-triad” in Table I
also point towards the need for sufficient training, where all the three components in
the triad are discussed. According to the respondents, this point was not paid sufficient
attention during the project. Due to the amount and the emphasis of the negative
comments related to the use of the word “customer”, it is obvious that this word has
caused problems. This underlines the need to emphasize the meaning of the TQM
value “Focus on customer”, but, perhaps, not use the word customer.
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However, the respondents’ statements that the questions in “Lärostegen” were too
abstract, also mentioned that mentorship, grading, issues of harassment, levels of
compatability between schools and working life, and work within teams. These things
are, nevertheless, assigned to different questions in “Lärostegen”. For instance, the fact
that the pupils should not be harassed must be considered as a need within that group
of customers, and ways of cooperation between the school and future employers should
be considered among the needs and expectations of the employers as a customer group.
One of the questions within the area of processes, in fact states: “In what way do we
stimulate communication and cooperation between actors related to our education
process?”

This question also clarified and exemplified such interactions as “between teachers
within a subject or within different subjects, between teachers and other staff
members, between employers and pupils and between employers and suppliers”.

One may wonder why the respondents do not see these relationships. Should tools
such as “Lärostegen” be made even more explicit, or is the situation dependent on bad
communication related to the interpretation of the questions? Another explanation
might be that due to the strong focus on “how” activities are done, the result of these
activities, “what” the output is, is put too much in the background, at the same time as
these things are considered by many to be the most interesting. In “Lärostegen” the
“output” is requested in the sub-questions of the area-questions. Based on earlier
experience (Svensson, 2002), this structure was chosen to avoid exactly this situation.

Mistrust of the management is something that was not discussed before the project
started. Here most comments are related to the principals’ leadership, but leadership at
other levels is also commented on.

Assistance from Luleå University of Technology. Here it is obvious that different
people, within upper secondary school education, as well as those involved from the
Luleå University of Technology, have had different views about their roles and also
different expectations. Most likely, there are several reasons for this. However, unclear
roles result from lack of communication and inadequate planning. Once again, the need
of a careful planning phase is emphasized. This is also underlined in the discussion
below on organizational aspects.

Result. Finally, there are some findings related to the result of the self-assessment
procedure conducted within the four schools. Unfortunately, one thing, mentioned by
several respondents is that self-assessment work has been experienced as something
negative. But on the other hand, several respondents also mentioned that they had
realized that different people in a unit have various views of quality, and they also use
different methodologies in their daily work. So, although the “analysis phase” (the third
in Figure 2) was not fully accomplished at some schools, some experience about the
subject for assessment were gained. It seems that, for at least some of the respondents
it has been fruitful just to discuss questions like those in “Lärostegen”. A similar result
was found in another study of self-assessment in educational organizations described
in Svensson (2002).

Analysis of the interviews with school principals and upper secondary education officer
Each one of the ten school principals, as well as the upper secondary education officer,
was interviewed individually for about one hour during March and April 2003. All
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interviews were tape-recorded and analyzed. A number of interesting points worthy of
consideration can be found and these are therefore briefly commented on below.

Knowledge about the project, TQM and self-assessment. Most of the principals had,
at the start of the project, only brief knowledge about the TQM concept and what
self-assessment really means. These concepts were probably not sufficiently
established and understood within the management group before the project started.
The principals were not quite convinced about the benefit and found it difficult to
explain the ideas when questions were asked within their organization.

Furthermore, they were not sufficiently aware of the background to the project. The
project as a whole was not sufficiently well rooted in this group by the upper secondary
education officer and the project group. The impression of enthusiasm in the beginning
was probably more due to a conviction that it was already decided that the project
should be performed rather than being a genuinely convinced of its suitability. Here it
could be added that several of the principals were employed on short-time contracts,
which might have influenced their inspiration and willingness to question the project
at the beginning.

Experiences of the project. The principals mentioned that several improvement
possibilities had been identified, but at the same time they felt that the self-assessment
process using “Lärostegen” had not “got to the bottom” of problems, and they felt
disappointed about that. They had expected an assessment on a more detailed level.
They said that they were, in general, more hesitant about the project when they were
being interviewed than they had been at the beginning. It was also apparent from the
interviews, as well, that the self-assessment work was performed quite differently at
the various schools. This is partly due to the fact that the project group emphasized
that, as much as possible, the project should be “owned” by the principals themselves,
and they should be free to perform the work the way they wanted, although support
from the project group was available if they needed it.

No exchange of experiences between the units. It was obvious from the interviews
that the project and the problems with self-assessment were not discussed at the
regular meetings the principals had with each other and the upper secondary education
officer. This seems strange, in view of the size of the project, and the fact that all the
staff were included.

Finally, we must take up the interview with the upper secondary education officer.
Her opinion was that self-assessment is a suitable methodology, since it leads to the
staff themselves identifying improvement possibilities and improvement actions. She
said that it is important to discuss such concepts as “quality” among the staff to create
a more common view and that she had hoped the project would iron out differences in
values and culture among the four units. She also said that the project needed more
resources than she had realized at the beginning, and that she has now realized that at
least a presentation of an “overview” at different schools would have been beneficial,
and created a common and significant frame of reference for the school work.
According to her, the opinions about “Lärostegen” differed among people at the
schools. Some people liked the systems view, but others had expected a more detailed
level. But, as far as she had heard, nobody had said they felt it was unsuitable. She also
confirmed that only reports of the work within the project were given at the regular
meetings with the principals, and that there had been no discussion about experiences.

QAE
14,4

314



www.manaraa.com

Analysis related to the organizational context
In order to broaden the analysis of the project, it seems appropriate to describe the
organizational context. This step is undertaken on account of the fact that several
organizational aspects have been identified in the thematic analysis. In Figure 6, the
self-assessment project makes up the core and the starting-point. Two groups of people
are involved in the work with self-assessment: the core group is that of the school
principals and other employees at the four upper secondary schools, following that, the
different organizational decision making personnel in the municipality are also shown
as involved.

The thick black lines with end dots show which levels were involved in the
self-assessment work. The black arrows show some form of communication, such as
the transfer of information and discussions between different levels. Here the
possibility of these arrows in practice going between two levels that are a long way
apart is disregarded. The white arrows show different kinds of contacts between the
upper secondary school and the Luleå University of Technology. But these two kinds
of arrows also show the possible gaps that might arise, if they just showed a possible
connection, but do not contain any substance in reality. Apart from the black arrows,
there might have been contacts between other levels than those just close to each other,
for example teachers and somebody on the political levels might have had contact.

Based on Figure 6 it is easier to describe two circumstances that have not been
mentioned earlier in this paper.
Figure 6 shows the context in which the self-assessment project in the upper secondary
school was accomplished. The two lines with dots show the active levels within the
self-assessment work. The black arrows show transfer of information between
different levels. Here the possibility that these arrows in practice might go between two
levels that are a long way apart is disregarded. The white arrows show different kinds

Figure 6.
The context where the
self-assessment project
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of contacts between the upper secondary school and the Luleå University of
Technology. But these two kinds of arrows also show that several possible gaps might
occur due to lack of communication between the organizational parts or levels that are
linked by the arrows. The shaded arrow between Luleå University of Technology and
the upper secondary education officer shows principally the initial contacts of the
project.

One of the two circumstances mentioned is related to organizational turbulence at
some levels. First, the chief education officer (level 4) left during spring 2003.
Furthermore, the upper secondary education officer (level 3) left early in the summer
2003 and this was the person who initiated the project and engaged the Luleå
University of Technology. Thereafter, the politicians involved decided that level 3
should be abolished. Instead, the new chief education officer was expected to have
direct contacts with the upper secondary school principals. A chief education officer
was hired to fill the vacancy, but left during the summer, so a temporary appointment
was made for the rest of the year 2003. In January 2004 one person was employed as
permanent chief education officer. Furthermore, among the group of school principals
two left during 2003 and one new person was hired. This turbulence received
considerable media attention and certainly influenced the project in a negative way,
since the people in different municipality levels were not sufficiently informed about
the project and, maybe, doubtful about the benefit.

Another circumstance worth mentioning is that a second quality project was
launched by the municipality during 2002. It was decided that the entire municipal
administration should use balanced scorecards. As a result, there were two large
projects being implemented in parallel, and these were seen as rival projects by many
people participating in the self-assessment project. This situation was handled by
discussions between the upper secondary education officer, people at municipality
level responsible for the implementation of balance scorecards, and representatives
from the Luleå University of Technology. However, it is doubtful whether the staff at
the four schools really saw the synergy potential in the two projects.

Nevertheless, different approaches should have been used in the case of the two
techniques. The decisions about the use of techniques were taken at different levels in
the municipal organization. The self-assessment project was launched at a lower level
(level 3 in Figure 6) and the decision about use of balanced scorecard was taken at a
higher level (level 6 in Figure 6). Note that both the upper secondary education officer
that decided about self-assessment and the leader of the implementation of balanced
scorecard left their positions during 2003.

Conclusions
When summarizing the results from the three analyses discussed above, as well as
other experiences from the two earlier projects described in this paper (Svensson, 2004;
Svensson and Klefsjö, 2000; Svensson, 2002) one important point is how an
organization enters a self-assessment project.

Many people do not seem to have thought very much about what is considered to be
quality in the environment in which they operate, and even less have a shared view
within the organization. When the requirements are laid down to perform some form of
quality improvement work, or when there is a will to work with quality improvements,
the result is too often that the organization starts working with self-assessment
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without sufficiently thinking of “why” and “how”. The work is performed without
preparing all those who are to participate in the project and without discussing the core
values that constitute the basis of TQM. One example is that quality should be defined
from the perspective of customers’ needs and expectations.

Figure 7 illustrates a number of possible options to choose when starting
self-assessment. It is reasonable to assume that alternative A should be the best way to
start the work. However, as illustrated in Figure 7, starting at “A” may lead to a
situation when a TQM-based self-assessment procedure is not performed. However, on
the other hand, the methodology is not an end in itself. If the organization has not
reached the necessary maturity level it is probably a waste of resources to start a
comprehensive self-assessment project.

In that case, for example, when somebody comes across a tool for TQM-based
self-assessment, such as “Lärostegen”, it is, of course, possible to start self-assessment
work, via “F”. But, according to what has been said above, there is a need for decision
making in the earlier boxes in Figure 7 as well. Therefore, a person has to go
backwards through the chain in Figure 7.

Based on the experiences mentioned above, it seems important that the manager,
who decides about TQM-based self-assessment, understands and accepts the different
parts in the chain shown in Figure 7 and the consequences of choosing the different
entry points A to F before starting work with self-assessment. Furthermore, those
members of the staff to be involved in the self-assessment work must also have the
same understanding.

Discussion and recommendations
Based on the experiences from this project and two earlier projects (see Svensson and
Klefsjö, 2000; Svensson, 2002), a number of points seem vital when using
self-assessment.

One is the importance of planning. It is obvious that the management group for the
project did not have enough focus on the planning phase. This shows the importance of
really devoting time and resources to accomplish the planning phase in depth, where
different aspects of the self-assessment project are discussed and decided upon. Here is,
as well, a link to leadership issues and how and which different projects shall be
adopted by a specific organization; should it be done by top-down decisions and

Figure 7.
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Points to consider during the
planning phase Comments

What is the purpose of the
self-assessment project; why
should self-assessment be
performed and who is it aimed at?

A basis for all the work with self-assessment is to
formulate an aim. The aim should clarify what the
organization wants to achieve with the resources invested
in the self-assessment work. The main aim with a
TQM-based self-assessment should be to create a platform
for the organization’s current ways of working on a
systemic basis for the improvement work. Another aim
could be to stimulate employee commitment. But then the
question arises whether all the employees want to be
involved. Another question is whether it is a TQM-based
self-assessment that should be performed and why?
Those who are to be involved in the work with
self-assessment must understand why they should
participate and why the work is to be done. Otherwise there
is a risk that the motivation to participate is low right from
the beginning since the work can be interpreted as just
another duty.

What organization is to use
self-assessment?

It must be clarified what should be assessed; which
“organization” is to be assessed. Is it, for example, the
activities within a school, a program, the responsibility
area of a school principal, a university, a department, or a
faculty? Sometimes a function can serve several
organizations and it might be questioned whether it should
be part of the assessed organization or not, and what are
the consequences it will have.

What are the conditions in an
organizational context?

Is there support in the organization for starting work with
self-assessment and the improvement work afterwards?
Examples of obstacles might be lack of long-term
perspective, lack of internal support, lack of cooperation
with higher organizational levels, forthcoming
organizational changes such as staff redundancies or new
leaders. If organizational changes are planned ahead, the
project must be structured such that it is possible to
continue the self-assessment to the end, in order to give
sufficient value.

During what time period shall the
project be carried through?

The self-assessment work should be done at a time point
when it is suitable to carry it out with other routine tasks
and projects. A long pause in self-assessment work is
negative and it is also dangerous if the work takes too long
a time, since the description then can refer to something
that was reality earlier instead of what is reality today.

Which one of the self-assessment
methodology variants shall be
used?

There are different ways to perform the self-assessment.
The description of the four phases (see Figure 2) is on a
general overview level; different ways of gathering facts
and compiling the description, as well as performing the
analysis afterwards, should be considered.

(continued )

Table II.
Some points to consider
during the planning
phase
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implementation, or by some other approach? It is important to pay attention to the
overwhelming organizational context for the organization working with
self-assessment. Here, it is also important to understand that the aim of TQM-based
self-assessment is to create a systemic view of how the organization as a whole works
today, and not merely focus on what happens in a particular classroom.

A second point of importance is resources. If a self-assessment project is to be
carried out, there must be enough resources. One possible way to assure this is to
choose a form of self-assessment methodology, including the choice of tool and the
number of people to be involved, taking care of the aim and taking the available
resources into account. The importance of the planning phase is also clear here.

Points to consider during the
planning phase Comments

What tool shall be used? Different tools imply differences related to what shall be
assessed in an organization and in what detail. This, in
turn, means differences in the resources needed.

Who shall be involved in the
project?

It is often emphasized that the more people in an
organization that are involved, the better the description
will be and the higher the employee commitment. On the
other hand it is also important to realize the practical
consequences of involving many people.
First, there is the question whether all people want to be
committed in a TQM-based self-assessment. If not, how
should that situation be handled?
Second, there is a question of resources. Can everybody get
sufficient time to participate?
Third, there is a question how those who should be
committed should be involved.
Fourth, in which parts, or in which phases of the
self-assessment should each participant be involved?

It must be decided what education
and training is needed

What previous knowledge does each project participant
have and to what extent is new knowledge needed? This is
connected to what methodology and what tool are chosen,
but also to resources; what amount of resources can be
spent on training, for teaching people as well as for those
who will or need to gain more knowledge.

It must be decided if any external
support is needed, and the role
that support should have

If external people are involved to support the work with
self-assessment, it is important to clarify the extent and the
roles of the different people involved. An external person
can, for example, be involved as a support to create the
project plan, but it is important to clarify who has the
responsibility as project leader to take the different steps
and decisions

What resources are required if the
self-assessment work is
formulated according to the
responses to the questions above?

, What total amount of resources is available to be used for
the self-assessment work?

Table II.
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A third point that cannot be overemphasized is communication. This concerns
communication of the needs and expectations within the organization that is to use the
self-assessment, as well as between this organization and any external support. As a
part of the communication, different roles among the people involved in a
self-assessment project have to be clarified.

The co-workers’ view is something that also has to be considered and handled in a
proper way if a high level of participation is to be created. This is important since there
might be differences among the co-workers’ views or differences between the views of
co-workers and leaders. Examples of important views are: their confidence in the
leadership, their perceptions of quality and whether the work in an organization shall
be based on TQM values or something else. Aspects, such as the way employees
interpret the possibility of change, is something based upon a self-assessment, as
interference from higher organizational levels might hamper the success of
self-assessment work. Such discrepancies have to be handled, preferably at the start
any assessment work, i.e. during the planning phase.

Recommendations
Out of what is concluded, some practical advice is formulated in Table II. These issues
might be considered during the planning phase of a self-assessment project in order to
increase the possibility of success. It is important that these points are seen as
suggestions that might be useful to discuss during the planning phase. The list does
not primarily consist of new ideas, but it is intended to be a way to emphasize things
that have been confirmed as important by users of self-assessment projects. The
response that is obtained by answering the questions in the list resembles a
specification of requirements, but these have to be compared to the available resources
with-in the organization.

Notes

1. In this paper the term self-assessment is preferred to self-evaluation.

2. In this paper self-assessment is considered as a methodology and not as a tool.

3. Here we think of different quality awards, such as the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality
Award in the USA (NIST, 2003) and the European Quality Award (EFQM, 2003). The
process is briefly described later in the paper.

4. Balanced scorecard is a way to control the organization by focusing on a number of
perspectives, and not only on financial measures (Kaplan and Norton, 1996). Often the four
perspectives are customers, business processes, learning and growth and financial
perspectives. We will return to the balanced scorecard project in the discussion part of this
paper.
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Porter, L. and Tanner, S. (1996), Assessing Business Excellence, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford.

Rombach, B. (1990), Kvalitet i offentlig sektor: att mäta och förbättra kvaliteten i landstingets
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