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Abstract 

This study examines the role and effectiveness of Academic Quality Assurance (AQA) mechanisms in three private higher 

education institutions in Sierra Leone: the University of Management and Technology (UMT), the University of Lunsar (UoL), 

and Central University (CU). Adopting a mixed-methods comparative case study design, the research draws on Total Quality 

Management, Stakeholder Theory, and Institutional Theory to analyze how quality assurance is structured, implemented, and 

experienced within these institutions. Quantitative data were collected through structured questionnaires administered to students 

and academic staff, while qualitative insights were obtained from semi-structured interviews with administrators, quality 

assurance officers, and regulatory stakeholders, complemented by institutional document analysis. The findings indicate that 

although all three universities have established formal AQA frameworks in line with national accreditation requirements, their 

effectiveness varies considerably. Common challenges include limited financial and human resources, weak data-driven 

monitoring systems, inadequate faculty development mechanisms, and low levels of stakeholder participation. Comparative 

results show that Central University demonstrates relatively stronger implementation of quality assurance practices, particularly 

in stakeholder engagement and faculty support, whereas UMT and UoL exhibit more compliance-oriented approaches. The study 

contributes empirical evidence to the limited literature on academic quality assurance in private higher education within post-

conflict contexts and provides practical insights for strengthening institutional quality assurance systems in Sierra Leone. 
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1. Introduction 

The role of higher education institutions (HEIs) in fostering na-

tional development, promoting human capital, and driving innova-

tion has been widely acknowledged in academic and policy dis-

course [1]. In low-income and post-conflict countries such as Sierra 

Leone, higher education is particularly critical to rebuilding socio-

economic infrastructure, creating employment, and nurturing civic 

engagement. However, the rapid expansion of HEIs in Sierra 

Leone, especially private universities, has raised pressing con-

cerns regarding the maintenance and enhancement of aca-

demic quality. To address these concerns, Academic Quality 
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Assurance (AQA) frameworks have emerged as central tools 

for ensuring institutional accountability, educational excel-

lence, and stakeholder satisfaction. 

AQA refers to the systematic processes institutions use to 

monitor, assess, and enhance the quality of academic pro-

grams, teaching practices, research outputs, and support ser-

vices [10, 13]. These processes are essential for safeguarding 

academic integrity, meeting accreditation requirements, and 

aligning education delivery with labour market expectations. 

Globally, higher education systems have adopted structured 

quality assurance frameworks, such as the European Stand-

ards and Guidelines (ESG) and the U.S. accreditation system, 

which emphasise internal self-evaluation, external reviews, 

and stakeholder feedback [7, 22]. 

In Africa, the need for strong quality assurance mechanisms 

has been amplified by massification, limited resources, and 

wide disparities in institutional performance. Several coun-

tries, including Nigeria, Kenya, and Ghana have established 

national quality assurance bodies to accredit programs and in-

stitutions, albeit with varying success [16, 20]. The African 

Union's Continental Education Strategy (2016–2025) further 

recognises quality assurance as central to achieving Africa’s 

development goals. However, challenges remain, particularly 

for newly established private institutions that often operate 

with constrained budgets, limited faculty capacity, and weak 

governance structures [6, 13]. 

In Sierra Leone, the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) 

serves as the national regulatory body for higher education, 

tasked with accrediting institutions and programs, promoting 

academic standards, and encouraging institutional develop-

ment. Yet, the country's post-conflict realities, including eco-

nomic hardship, infrastructure deficits, and faculty shortages, 

have constrained the effective implementation of robust qual-

ity assurance frameworks [12, 18]. Compounding these chal-

lenges is the emergence of private universities such as the Uni-

versity of Management and Technology (UMT), the Univer-

sity of Lunsar (UoL), and Central University (CU). While 

these institutions are playing a vital role in increasing access 

to higher education, questions remain about the adequacy and 

effectiveness of their AQA systems. 

The proliferation of private HEIs in Sierra Leone is largely 

driven by the limited absorptive capacity of public universities 

and growing societal demand for tertiary education [3]. Pri-

vate institutions are expected to deliver comparable educa-

tional quality while competing for resources, faculty, and stu-

dents. Yet, the absence of empirical research on their quality 

assurance practices leaves a significant gap in understanding 

whether these institutions meet academic and professional 

benchmarks. Moreover, the unique contextual challenges 

faced by these universities, such as lack of institutional ma-

turity, inadequate quality assurance culture, and weak internal 

monitoring systems, necessitate targeted scholarly inquiry. 

This study responds to these knowledge gaps by conducting 

a comparative case study of three private universities, UMT, 

UoL, and CU to assess the structure, effectiveness, and impact 

of their academic quality assurance mechanisms. Specifically, 

the research investigates how these institutions develop, im-

plement, and sustain AQA practices and the extent to which 

these practices influence key dimensions such as student out-

comes, faculty development, and institutional reputation. The 

study is framed by Total Quality Management (TQM), Stake-

holder Theory, and Institutional Theory, which together offer 

a comprehensive lens for understanding the dynamics of qual-

ity assurance in resource-constrained academic environments 

[6, 9, 17]. 

The significance of this research lies not only in its potential 

to inform institutional reforms at UMT, UoL, and CU but also 

in its broader relevance to tertiary education policy in Sierra 

Leone and other post-conflict contexts. By documenting the 

practices and challenges of AQA in these institutions, the 

study contributes to the emerging literature on higher educa-

tion quality in the Global South and provides actionable rec-

ommendations for policymakers, institutional leaders, and in-

ternational development partners. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Conceptualising Academic Quality 

Assurance 

Academic Quality Assurance (AQA) has evolved into a 

core mechanism for ensuring credibility, transparency, and im-

provement in higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide. 

Broadly defined, AQA refers to the structured processes 

through which institutions monitor, evaluate, and enhance the 

quality of academic offerings, including teaching, research, 

curriculum, assessment, and student services [10]. The con-

cept of “quality” in higher education is multifaceted, ranging 

from excellence and value-for-money to transformation and 

fitness-for-purpose, which influences how quality assurance is 

designed and implemented in different contexts. 

Harvey and Green’s (1993) five conceptualizations of qual-

ity, exceptionality, perfection, fitness for purpose, value for 

money, and transformation serve as a theoretical basis for 

quality assurance discourses. These dimensions underscore 

that academic quality cannot be reduced to a singular metric 

but must consider institutional mission, stakeholder expecta-

tions, and continuous improvement, moving quality assurance 

beyond compliance toward continuous improvement [11]. In 

practical terms, AQA includes internal mechanisms such as 

course evaluations, peer reviews, and academic audits, as well 

as external processes like accreditation and benchmarking 

[21]. 

2.2. Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in three interrelated theoretical per-

spectives: Total Quality Management (TQM), Stakeholder 

Theory, and Institutional Theory. 
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TQM promotes continuous improvement through stake-

holder involvement and process optimization. Applied to 

HEIs, it emphasizes internal feedback loops, faculty develop-

ment, and student-centered services [6, 19]. 

Stakeholder Theory posits that organizations must address 

the expectations of all groups impacted by their operations, 

including students, faculty, employers, and regulatory agen-

cies [9]. In AQA, this theory is relevant for evaluating how 

well institutional practices reflect stakeholder engagement. 

Institutional Theory addresses how HEIs conform to exter-

nal norms and regulations to gain legitimacy [17]. Compliance 

with national accreditation standards and alignment with re-

gional education strategies are central to this theory’s applica-

tion. 

The integration of these perspectives provides a multidi-

mensional understanding of quality assurance dynamics 

within Sierra Leonean universities, where external pressures, 

internal resources, and stakeholder expectations intersect. 

2.3. Global Quality Assurance Practices 

Globally, structured AQA frameworks have become stand-

ard practice, particularly in the Global North. In Europe, the 

European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) promote institu-

tional autonomy, stakeholder involvement, and transparency 

in quality assurance [7]. Similarly, in North America, accred-

itation bodies such as the Middle States Commission on 

Higher Education (MSCHE) and the Western Association of 

Schools and Colleges (WASC) use peer-review processes to 

evaluate institutional effectiveness [22]. These systems are 

grounded in continuous improvement and informed by robust 

data collection, performance indicators, and stakeholder feed-

back. 

The global shift toward formalized quality assurance re-

flects a growing demand for accountability in higher educa-

tion. African HEIs face persistent challenges including fund-

ing shortfalls, faculty shortages, and infrastructural decay [5]. 

As student populations become more mobile and education 

markets more competitive, institutions are expected to demon-

strate the value and credibility of their offerings [1]. Moreover, 

transparency in accreditation processes enhances institutional 

reputation, drives funding opportunities, and facilitates inter-

national recognition of qualifications. 

2.4. Quality Assurance in African Higher 

Education 

In Africa, the quality assurance movement has gained trac-

tion over the past two decades. The African Union’s Continen-

tal Education Strategy for Africa (CESA 2016–2025) explic-

itly prioritizes quality assurance as a driver of higher educa-

tion transformation. Countries such as Nigeria (via the NUC) 

and Kenya (through the CUE) have developed national QA 

frameworks with mixed results [13, 20]. 

Despite progress, African HEIs face persistent challenges 

including funding shortfalls, faculty shortages, and infrastruc-

tural decay [6]. Many institutions lack the internal capacity to 

sustain robust QA mechanisms, and national QA agencies are 

often under-resourced and inconsistently supported. Re-

sistance to change, particularly from faculty perceiving QA as 

bureaucratic or punitive, also hinders progress [14]. Moreover, 

the rapid expansion of private universities across the continent 

has outpaced the development of regulatory oversight, creat-

ing disparities in quality. 

Nonetheless, success stories exist. South Africa’s Council 

on Higher Education (CHE) and Ghana’s National Accredita-

tion Board (NAB) have introduced performance-based re-

views and institutional audits that have led to notable im-

provements in educational quality [8]. These examples sug-

gest that with sufficient political will and strategic investment, 

African countries can build quality assurance systems aligned 

with global standards. 

2.5. Quality Assurance in Sierra Leone: 

Current Landscape 

Sierra Leone’s higher education system, disrupted by a dec-

ade-long civil war, is still in a process of reconstruction. The 

Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), established in the 

post-war period, is tasked with regulating HEIs, accrediting 

programs, and enforcing quality standards. While the TEC has 

made notable strides, including the development of national 

QA guidelines, its implementation capacity is constrained by 

inadequate funding and staff shortages [12]. 

The country’s emerging private university sector, repre-

sented by institutions such as UMT, UoL, and CU, has intro-

duced fresh opportunities for expanding access but also new 

risks to educational quality. These institutions often operate 

with limited infrastructure, skeletal faculty, and modest finan-

cial bases. They face unique challenges in building internal 

QA units, aligning curricula with TEC standards, and securing 

stakeholder trust. 

Research by Sesay (2015) reveals that many private univer-

sities in Sierra Leone adopt quality assurance as a compliance 

requirement rather than a strategic improvement tool. This re-

active approach limits innovation and stakeholder engagement, 

resulting in fragmented QA practices. Moreover, there is min-

imal documentation of how QA impacts student learning out-

comes, faculty performance, or employer satisfaction, making 

evidence-based reform difficult to pursue. 

2.6. Literature Gaps and Rationale for the 

Study 

A review of existing literature reveals several key gaps. 

First, most studies on AQA in Sierra Leone focus on public 

institutions, with limited empirical data on private HEIs. Sec-

ond, few studies use a comparative framework to analyze in-

stitutional variation in QA implementation. Third, there is in-
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sufficient exploration of how QA intersects with faculty de-

velopment, stakeholder perceptions, and institutional reputa-

tion. Lastly, there is little integration of local contexts, such as 

post-conflict recovery and economic fragility, into theoretical 

discussions on QA. 

This study was conducted to fill these gaps by providing a 

comparative, theory-driven, and context-sensitive analysis of 

AQA practices at three private Sierra Leonean universities. By 

doing so, it contributes not only to the national policy dis-

course but also to broader debates on higher education quality 

in the Global South. 

3. Methodology 

This study adopted a mixed-methods comparative case 

study design to investigate the implementation and impact of 

Academic Quality Assurance (AQA) practices at three private 

higher education institutions (HEIs) in Sierra Leone: the Uni-

versity of Management and Technology (UMT), University of 

Lunsar (UoL), and Central University (CU). A mixed-methods 

approach was selected to integrate the breadth of quantitative 

survey findings with the depth of qualitative insights, thereby 

enriching the understanding of institutional variations in AQA 

practices [4]. The three universities were purposively selected 

due to their institutional diversity, regional relevance, and 

emerging role in Sierra Leone’s higher education landscape. 

The study population included students, faculty members, and 

administrative staff, with a stratified random sample of 366 

respondents drawn across the three institutions. Data were col-

lected through structured questionnaires, semi-structured in-

terviews, and document analysis. 

The quantitative component involved Likert-scale ques-

tionnaires administered to students and academic staff to 

gauge perceptions of AQA effectiveness, student support sys-

tems, and faculty development practices. The instruments 

were adapted from existing validated studies [8, 14] and pilot-

tested for reliability, yielding Cronbach’s alpha scores of 0.84 

and 0.88 for students and faculty respectively, yielding ac-

ceptable Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above 0.80, consistent 

with established reliability thresholds [15]. Qualitative data 

were gathered through 15 key informant interviews with Qual-

ity Assurance Officers, Deans, and representatives from the 

Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), complemented by a 

review of internal policy documents, curriculum review re-

ports, and TEC quality assurance guidelines. Thematic analy-

sis was employed for qualitative data following Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) framework, while quantitative data were ana-

lyzed using SPSS version 25, applying descriptive statistics, 

ANOVA, and Pearson correlation where appropriate. 

All research procedures were conducted in accordance with 

ethical guidelines. Approval was obtained from the Njala Uni-

versity Ethics Review Committee (Ref: NJU/SSSL/24/005). 

Informed consent was secured from all participants, and con-

fidentiality was maintained throughout the research process. 

The triangulation of multiple data sources, surveys, interviews, 

and institutional documents ensured robustness and credibility 

of findings. This methodological approach enabled the study 

to explore not only the effectiveness of existing AQA frame-

works but also how these practices are experienced and per-

ceived by stakeholders in the unique context of Sierra Leone’s 

post-conflict private university sector. 

4. Results and Discussion 

This section presents the empirical findings from the quan-

titative surveys and qualitative interviews conducted across 

the University of Management and Technology (UMT), Uni-

versity of Lunsar (UoL), and Central University (CU). The re-

sults are organized under three thematic areas: (1) awareness 

and engagement with quality assurance frameworks, (2) the 

effectiveness of QA practices on faculty and teaching quality, 

and (3) institutional outcomes and stakeholder satisfaction. 

These findings are discussed in relation to relevant literature 

and theoretical frameworks, including Total Quality Manage-

ment (TQM), Stakeholder Theory, and the Resource-Based 

View (RBV). 

4.1. Awareness and Stakeholder Engagement in 

Quality Assurance 

Survey responses revealed that a moderate proportion of 

stakeholders are aware of existing QA frameworks at their re-

spective institutions. Specifically, 72.1% of students and 65.5% 

of faculty reported general awareness of institutional QA pol-

icies. However, only 38.6% had actively participated in QA-

related activities such as course evaluations, curriculum re-

views, or internal audits. This pattern was particularly evident 

at UoL and UMT, where quality assurance mechanisms ex-

isted but were underutilized by faculty and students. In con-

trast, CU demonstrated comparatively higher levels of stake-

holder engagement, with 52.3% of its respondents’ indicating 

participation in QA meetings or feedback forums. 
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Figure 1. Quality Assurance & Participation. 

Qualitative interview data supported these findings. Re-

spondents from UoL noted that QA activities were “formal-

ized on paper but lacked regular implementation.” A QA Of-

ficer at UMT remarked, “We are trying to embed QA into the 

academic culture, but uptake is still low.” These findings align 

with Stakeholder Theory [9], which suggests that institutional 

performance improves when multiple stakeholders are in-

cluded in strategic processes. The limited involvement of stu-

dents and lecturers in QA initiatives may indicate a lack of 

stakeholder ownership, which undermines the goals of contin-

uous quality improvement [13, 20]. 

4.2. Faculty Development and Instructional 

Quality 

Results on faculty development revealed significant institu-

tional gaps. While 81.9% of academic staff acknowledged the 

existence of peer review or evaluation procedures, only 31.6% 

had received written feedback on their teaching performance 

within the past academic year. Furthermore, 69.4% of faculty 

surveyed reported they had not participated in any formal 

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) training on ped-

agogical methods, research skills, or digital learning tools dur-

ing the same period. This suggests a disconnect between pol-

icy and practice in relation to faculty development. 

Thematic analysis from interviews revealed that resource 

limitations, high teaching loads, and limited institutional fund-

ing contributed to weak faculty development structures. At 

UoL, a faculty member commented: “You are expected to 

teach, advise students, and write research papers, but there’s 

no support or time allocated for development.” These findings 

support the Resource-Based View [2], which posits that inter-

nal capabilities, including human capital, determine the com-

petitive advantage of academic institutions. The lack of invest-

ment in faculty undermines not only teaching effectiveness 

but also long-term institutional credibility. 

Despite these challenges, Central University exhibited 

comparatively stronger faculty development initiatives. The 

institution had initiated quarterly teaching clinics and annual 

curriculum review workshops. Faculty members at CU noted 

access to small research grants and conference sponsorships, 

which were largely absent at UMT and UoL. These institu-

tional differences reinforce the principle of Total Quality Man-

agement [6], where continuous improvement is dependent on 

empowering and training employees, in this case, academic 

staff. 

4.3. Institutional Outcomes and Perceived 

Impact 

When examining outcomes, 68.2% of student respondents 

across all institutions expressed satisfaction with curriculum 

content, while only 43.7% reported satisfaction with academic 

support services such as advising, tutoring, and library access. 

Notably, CU again led in performance, with 74.5% of its students 

affirming that their academic programmes were “relevant to the 

job market.” In contrast, only 54.3% and 50.7% of students at 

UMT and UoL respectively reported similar perceptions. 

These findings point to variable implementation of QA 

frameworks and unequal outcomes across institutions. Institu-

tions with structured QA processes, such as CU, demonstrated 

stronger stakeholder satisfaction and alignment with employer 

needs. As such, these results affirm the findings of Ewell 

(2010), who argues that robust QA systems contribute to both 

institutional reputation and graduate employability. However, 

across all institutions, systematic tracking of graduate perfor-

mance, employer feedback, and longitudinal learning out-

comes was largely absent. This gap impairs the ability of QA 

units to assess the real-world impact of academic programmes 

and limits feedback loops that could drive curricular reform. 

In terms of institutional credibility, interviewees indicated 

that QA is not yet fully integrated into strategic planning. A 

TEC official noted: “Most private institutions treat QA as a 

requirement for licensing, not as a mechanism for quality en-

hancement.” This compliance-oriented culture contradicts 

global best practices, which emphasize proactive quality as-

surance rooted in institutional vision and mission alignment 

[7, 16]. 
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Figure 2. Faculty Feedback & Students Satification. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1. Conclusion 

This study has examined the implementation and effective-

ness of Academic Quality Assurance (AQA) practices across 

three private higher education institutions (HEIs) in Sierra Le-

one, University of Management and Technology (UMT), Uni-

versity of Lunsar (UoL), and Central University (CU). Using 

a mixed-methods comparative case study approach, the re-

search revealed that while all three institutions have made 

strides in developing formal QA structures, significant dispar-

ities exist in stakeholder engagement, faculty development, 

and outcome tracking. 

CU demonstrated comparatively higher institutional perfor-

mance, driven by a more structured quality assurance unit, 

stakeholder participation, and investment in faculty support 

mechanisms. Conversely, UMT and UoL exhibited limited op-

erationalization of QA frameworks, with minimal stakeholder 

involvement and inconsistent faculty evaluation processes. 

Across all institutions, there was limited evidence of system-

atic monitoring, longitudinal data use, or mechanisms to track 

graduate performance and employer satisfaction. These find-

ings suggest that while private HEIs in Sierra Leone are aware 

of quality assurance imperatives, their current approaches are 

largely compliance-oriented rather than strategically embed-

ded within institutional cultures. 

This research reinforces theoretical insights from Total 

Quality Management (TQM), Stakeholder Theory, and the Re-

source-Based View (RBV), illustrating that quality assurance 

effectiveness depends not only on policy frameworks but also 

on internal resource mobilization, leadership commitment, 

and inclusive governance. Strengthening AQA across Sierra 

Leone’s growing private university sector requires a shift from 

policy compliance to evidence-based, participatory, and im-

provement-driven practices. 

5.2. Recommendations 

1) Strengthen Internal QA Units 

Each institution should prioritize the operational capacity 

of its Quality Assurance Unit by recruiting trained staff, allo-

cating dedicated budgets, and institutionalizing continuous 

self-assessment processes. Periodic internal audits, supported 

by peer reviews and student feedback loops, should inform 

strategic decisions. 

2) Promote Stakeholder Involvement 

HEIs must broaden stakeholder participation in QA pro-

cesses. Students, faculty, alumni, and employers should be 

systematically involved in curriculum reviews, programme 

evaluations, and feedback mechanisms. Creating formal plat-

forms, such as QA forums and student-led panels, can foster a 

culture of transparency and inclusiveness. 

3) Invest in Faculty Development 

Institutions should embed structured faculty development 

programmes, including regular pedagogical training, research 

mentorship, and performance-based incentives. Opportunities 

for continuous professional development (CPD) and partici-

pation in academic conferences must be expanded to improve 

instructional quality and retention. 

4) Adopt Data-Driven QA Models 

QA processes should be supported by robust data collection 

and analytics systems. Institutions need to implement learning 

management systems (LMS), alumni tracking tools, and em-

ployer surveys to monitor graduate outcomes, course effec-

tiveness, and skill-market alignment. This will help in aligning 

academic offerings with national development goals. 

5) Enhance TEC’s Oversight and Support Role 

The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) should provide 

additional capacity-building support to private institutions 
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through technical training, shared QA tools, and performance 

benchmarks. Regulatory oversight must shift from one-time 

accreditation to ongoing institutional mentoring, quality au-

dits, and public reporting of QA performance indicators. 

6) Encourage South–South Collaboration 

Finally, Sierra Leonean private universities could benefit 

from regional partnerships with peer institutions across West Af-

rica. Joint research projects, benchmarking exchanges, and inter-

university QA capacity-building initiatives can accelerate the de-

velopment of a quality-driven academic culture in the subregion. 
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