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Introduction 
In 2011 a new and rapidly designed system for quality assurance (QA) of higher education (HE) was 
launched in Sweden. It represented a marked shift towards an out-put oriented QA-system, which 
also induced a polarized debate. Still, large groups of academics were soon, on behalf of the National 
Agency for HE, engaged in reading student theses and moreover, also based on the self-reported 
outcomes from the institutions, assessing whether the students had achieved the general degree 
learning outcomes, in a kind of peer review. Of the 2088 degrees assessed, a large amount – over 
500 - (26 %) was judged to display “insufficient quality”. However, after a re-evaluation of the failed 
degrees, based on other sources, a large majority of the failed degrees did pass; only 71 were closed 
down by their institutions (3 %) and 10 (0,5 %) lost their national accreditation (UKÄ 2017:10). As the 
QA-system did not align with the European Guidelines (ESG 2005) Sweden lost its full membership in 
ENQA1. Despite this development, the authorities as well as groups of academics still strongly 
supported the system (UKÄ 2014:11). Eventually, after four years, the system was closed down. 
 
Research topic/aim 
Now, when the dust has settled, and the system has found a rest as recent history, this may be the 
right time to research some of its outcomes – expected and unexpected – to better understand in 
what specific ways the system seemed to fuel the polarized statements on the value of this approach 
to assess educational quality, especially among academics (Lindgren & Rönnberg 2017).  This 
contribution aims to outline 1) a perspective on the methodological nature of “QA-systems” that may 
be utilized to understand the specific methods applied in this case, 2) the possible aspects of the 
“peer review” performed as a variant of academic gatekeeping protecting professional values. The 
main question focused here thus is what professional values that were protected or dismissed in the 
QA-system. 
  
Theoretical framework 
To understand the activities in, the artefacts produced by and the academic values at stake in the 
QA-system, four strands of theory will be combined. First, a QA-system is framed as a certain social 
practice, in the form of an expert system (Giddens 1991), which engages academics in a temporary 
community with a mission to complete by cooperation among its members (Wenger 1998). The 
character of this mission then adds two further perspectives: It includes evaluative aspects at the 
organizational level (Dahler-Larsen 2012) as well as educational aspects at both the individual and 
the subject/programme level. For the latter ones, it could well be said that the devil is in the detail, 
because what made this QA-system unique was the intention to include a direct assessment of 
student achievements based in the 2007 Swedish curricular reform (Lindberg-Sand 2008 & 2012), 
which was part of the Bologna Process (QF-EHEA 2005). The educational perspective therefore 
includes a perspective on curriculum as a meeting point for classifications of subjects, academic 
responsibilities and student learning (Bernstein 1996), which in turn both frames and legitimates 
judgement of student achievement as a professional endeavour. Finally, to understand the dilemmas 
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facing the groups of academics, the peer reviews will be viewed as captured within organizational 
logics and restratification (Waring 2014). 
Methodology/research design 
The methodology is inspired by Wodak (2015) and aligns with the ten principles characterizing the 
Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) in Critical Discourse Analysis, f.i. when it comes to applying a 
critical, interdisciplinary and problem-oriented approach, where the historical context is taken into 
account. However, this analysis aims to find how different academic values and practices are utilized 
and reframed in the QA-system, and will not aim to depict ideologies as in DHA. Besides 
documentation from the system, I will utilize my professional and lived experience as a contributor 
both to the development of the system (Lindberg-Sand 2011) and the local management of the 
system at my university.     
 
Empirical and/or theoretical outcomes 
Initial outcomes will be presented at the conference: The values protected in the peer reviews seem 
to concern academic power over subject/programme specifications, and the gatekeeping directed at 
closing the boundaries towards the national authorities. The main values dismissed, seem to concern 
the professional and pedagogical aspects of student assessment, and the possibility to make valid 
statements of student achievements outside curricular frames. Probably, this was made appropriate 
by viewing the evaluation only as a bureaucratic and formal endeavour of lesser significance. The 
gatekeeping in this case widened the fracture inside the academic profession between the 
responsibility for students and the responsibility for the subject.  
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