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Introduction

The quest for quality has evolved as a major concern for higher education institutions (HEISs) in developing world.
A majority of these countries have adopted quality assurance and accreditation (QAA) policies in order to improve the
quality of higher education services. However, implementation of QAA has generated diverse responses among
different types of HEIs as their mission and scope of work vary from one another. For instance, in Afghanistan, public
universities emphasize more on curriculum alignment with labor market, student centered instruction, and faculty
capacity building, while private HEIs focus on mechanisms to regulate student admissions, long-term faculty
employment, and partnership development (MoHE 2018; Hayward 2015). Although public HEIs in Afghanistan are
fully funded by the government (McNernery 2009), they are concerned about lack of autonomy and inadequate
infrastructure to fulfill accreditation standards (Roof 2018; Berger and Thoma 2015). As a result, implementing a QAA
in public HEIs is not a linear process. The current research examines the challenges faced by public universities in
Afghanistan as they implement a QAA system. More specifically, the study investigates how sensemaking and
sensegiving occur as QAA is implemented at teaching versus research universities, and ways in which key-informants
at various institutions make use of sensemaking and sensegiving as a tool to interpret the policy. The higher education
system in Afghanistan has experienced fluctuation due to political uncertainties in the past four decades. The student
enrollment numbers were 24,333 in 1990 even though the country was under the invasion of the Soviet Union.
However, the political unrest a decade of 1992-2001 caused by the civil conflicts involving the Mujahedeen in 1992,
and the Taliban in 1996, severely damaged higher education sector, which resulted in only having 6,600 students
enrolled in the existing 12 HEIs (Babury and Hayward 2014). The Taliban era was particularly devastating as females
were banned from any form of education (Hayward and Karim, 2019). However, beginning in 2002 with a change in
political regime and direct involvement of the United States, the higher education has experienced an explosive
expansion (Ibrahimi 2014; Roof 2018). A rapid growth of higher education sector as well as a mismatch between
different HEIs services — failing to train graduates with relevant competencies — and the expectations of the labor-
market have caused global concern about quality (Altbach and Knight 2007; Williams 2016). The concern for quality
is particularly significant in higher education systems in developing countries (Kapur and Crowley 2008). The system
expansion in Afghanistan was very rapid. In 2008, the existing 29 HEIs enrolled 58,769 students; however, within a
decade, in 2018, the number of HEIs increased to 169 serving 388,191 students (MoHE 2018; Mussawy and Rossman
2018). In response to the rapid growth, the Ministry of Higher Education partnered with the USAID, the World Bank,
and the British Council to establish a QAA process as a mechanism to improve quality (Aturupane, Sofizada and Shojo
2013; Chase-Mayoral and Amiri 2018; Roof 2014). Nevertheless, only research universities were able to meet the
QAA benchmarks and to achieve national accreditation in the past three years, while the majority of teaching
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universities experienced great difficulties. In fact, the QAA policy seems to be discriminating against teaching
universities as they lack both adequate infrastructure and resources to meet the accreditation benchmarks.

The existing literature on QAA contends that accreditation functions as a fence to protect institutional identity
against external environment (Blanco-Ram¥ez and Berger 2014; Skolnik 2010). The literature on QAA shows two
major trends. One perspective is the criticism towards the use of corporate-driven quality assurance models as the
measure to assess the quality of higher education services and to question whether quantification of higher education
services produces a true measure of quality standards (Srikanthan and Dalrymple 2007). The other emphasizes QAA
outcomes, illuminating how QAA efforts contribute to quality improvement and increase accountability. What is
missing in the literature is how implementing QAA policies affect different types of HEIs, and the challenges faced by
teaching-centered universities when implementing a “one-size-fits-all” approach to accreditation.

Theoretical Framework

The research uses sensemaking and sensegiving (Weick 1995) as a theoretical lens to analyze and interpret the
implementation of accreditation at public HEIs in Afghanistan. Sensemaking is defined as a dynamic and exploratory
process of learning, understanding, developing meaning, and identifying patterns (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Kezar
2013; Weick 1995). While some authors use the terms sensemaking and sensegiving interchangeably, Gioia and
Chittipeddi (1991) make distinguish them as two independent process by stating that sensemaking refers to a process of
“meaning construction and reconstruction by the involved parties”, and sensegiving denotes a “process of attempting to
influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of others” (p. 442). Similarly, Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld
(2005) assert “sensemaking unfolds as a sequence in which people concerned with identity in the social context of
other actors engage ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues and make plausible sense retrospectively,
while enacting more or less order into those ongoing circumstances” (p. 409). Others interpret sensemaking as a
collaborative learning process (Maitlis and Lawrence 2007), an interpretive exercise (Kezar 2013), and an ongoing
exploration of organizational events (Gioia and Thomas 1996). Given these conceptualizations, sensemaking and
sensegiving may well serve two purposes: (a) gathering information from multiple sources to learn what is going on,
and (b) scrutinizing how others (organizational members) should interpret the information (Maitlis and Lawrence
2007).

Weick’s (1995) “sensemaking” is the best framework for studying QAA in higher education system in Afghanistan
because adopting QAA triggers disruption at universities. Stakeholders are expected to interpret the policy, make
priorities, redefine roles and responsibilities and engage in constructive conversations and activities, in order to uphold
the identity of their respected institutions and exhibit an image that builds trust in the public. The author views
implementing accreditation, or any policy, as an instance of organizational change and thus relevant to sensegiving and
sensemaking. Implementing accreditation affects institutional culture within universities as it is assumed to alter
faculty and staff assumptions about ongoing events (Stensaker 2007). Weick (1995) and Gioio and Chittipeddi (1991)
established sensemaking/sensegiving as an analytical approach to examine how meanings are constructed among
organization leaders and followers, and how they shape or inspire one another’s interpretation. While previous research
found sensemaking useful tool to study higher education in Western contexts such as the US and Europe (Degn 2015;
Kezar 2013; Gioio and Chittipeddi 1991), the present research examines ways that sensemaking framework can
contribute to a better understanding of QAA challenges in a non-Western context, such as Afghanistan.

Method
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The research seeks to answer the following questions: (1) How does sense-making/giving occur as teaching and
research universities respond to QAA policy? And (2) What are the experiences of stakeholders at public universities
in relation to QAA? The investigator used a qualitative multi-case study approach (Rossman and Rallis 2016) to collect
data from a total of 46 participants that included 31 individual interviews and three focus group. The research took
place at two research universities, three teaching-centered universities, the national quality assurance and accreditation
agency, and three donor agencies. Research participants included senior officials at QAA directorate, senior university
administrators, internal quality assurance units, peer-reviewers, and donor representatives. The investigator used a
combination of participant observation, archival review, and semi-structured interviews to triangulate the data.

Preliminary Results

This research is currently in the data analysis phase. The research uses two levels of analysis to make sense of the
data: (1) Marshall and Rossman’s (2016) generic steps for qualitative data analysis help in analyzing each case
independently; (2) Creswell’s (2014) multiple-case study design assists in developing “a detailed description of the
setting, followed by analysis of data for themes or issues” (p. 267). The study intends to contribute to policy
development and policy analysis literature. It highlights the role of contextual factors in policy formulation, and
challenges a standard, “one-size-fits-all” approach to implementing higher education policies.

Preliminary findings suggest that administrative protocols overshadow the goals of implementing QAA at public
universities. The results highlight the significance of senior administrators’ involvement in interpreting the
accreditation framework (sensemaking) and making strategic decisions (sensegiving) to overcome accreditation goals.
Universities, where the leadership team was actively involved in translating accreditation standards into manageable
functions (sensemaking/giving), made greater progress in comparison to those with minimal engagement of the
leadership team.

In teaching-centered universities, although the lack of adequate resources and institutional autonomy were
highlighted as the main factors that inhibited a successful implementation of QAA, the results suggest that absence of a
guided sensemaking and sensegiving (Gioio and Chittipeddi 1991) approach was the primary factor that resulted in
information gaps and lack of engagement among faculty and staff in QAA processes. Findings also suggest that
sensemaking was minimal at teaching-centered universities as they experienced great difficulty in developing
mechanisms to unpack various aspects of QAA policy. More specifically, QAA related tasks were delegated to
subordinates prior to a deeper understanding of the policy at the leadership level. In other words, research highlighted a
lack of alignment between senior executives’ interpretation of policy and functions that were chosen to address the
problem. The study documents that participants have a positive view about QAA as a national system to oversee
guality of higher education services. However, the research highlights that teaching-centered HEIs lack the structures
and systems needed to effectively internalize a foreign-derived QAA policy. As a result, implementing accreditation as
the sole mechanism to improve quality remains a contested process.
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