
 

Quality System Audits of the Finnish Universities from 

the e-Learning Perspectives 
Pekka Kess 

M3S, University of Oulu, Finland & School of Technology and Innovations, Production, University of Vaasa, Finland  

Corresponding author. Email: pekka.kess@gmail.com  

ABSTRACT 

Digitalization has been an increasing trend in the last 20 years even in Finnish universities. Several attempts have been 

made systematize eLearning development in all universities. Finland has 14 universities, and they all follow the Bologna 

process guidelines where quality assurance is one cornerstone. There is a national quality audit organization - Finnish 

Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) who is charge of conducting quality management system audits in universities. 

The audit reports are good source of information about the status of quality assurance in each of the universities. A 

document analysis was carried out to 19 quality management system audits and the results show that: 

1. Universities have taken internet to use in education usage for education in some forms.  

2. Universities have various IT systems in use for teaching and learning purposes. It seems that most universities 

have developed their own systems in addition to utilizing Moodle teaching and learning platform. 

3. A couple of universities have indicated support functions for the use of eLearning both for the teachers and 

students. 

4. All universities have quality management systems but none of the universities have presented quality assurance 

practices beyond student feedback, but no explanations how the student feedback is actually used to improve the 

quality of the teaching in these universities. 

Keywords: eLearning, quality assurance, document analysis, audit, Bologna process.

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. The Finnish University System 

The Finnish higher education system consists of 

universities and universities of applied sciences. After 

some mergers in the past decades a total of 13 universities 

and 22 universities of applied sciences operates in the 

Ministry of Education and Culture's administrative 

branch. Higher education degrees in the military sector 

are completed at the Finnish National Defence 

University, which operates under the defence 

administration. The universities in Finland are as follows 

[1]: 

Aalto 

University 

LUT University 

 

University of 

Turku 

University of 
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The basic task of the universities is to engage in 

scientific research and provide the highest level of 

education based on it. Universities promote lifelong 

learning, interact with society and promote the societal 

impact of research results and artistic activities. To 

guarantee the freedom of science, the arts and higher 

education, universities are autonomous actors. 

Universities are independent legal entities that have the 

right to make independent decisions on matters related to 

their internal administration. [1] 

1.2. Quality issues from the Bologna 

Agreement 

Formally the Bologna process started with the 

Bologna declaration in 1999. The Declaration was signed 

by 29 European countries. The aim for the European 
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states with this declaration was to establish a European 

Higher Education Area. One corner stone of the 

declaration was the Quality Assurance for the European 

higher education. With the declaration the European 

states would coordinate their higher education policies in 

various ways like [2] 

- adapting comparable degrees in higher education 

- establishment of two cycle education system with 

undergraduate and graduate studies 

- establishment of the credit transfer system for 

student mobility 

- promotion of cooperation in the area of quality 

assurance to develop comparable criteria and 

methodologies. 

The Bologna process progress resulted results by 

2012 so that most European countries had accommodated 

their higher education degrees to three levels: bachelor, 

master and doctoral. Likewise, most countries had 

developed their quality assurance structures at national 

and European levels. Through the process the role of the 

quality assurance organization in each of the member 

states has changed. Originally the aim was to have an 

independent accreditation agency in each of the member 

states. Some countries applied it that way, but some 

countries like Finland, established an agency inside the 

ministry of education. [2] 

Higher education institutions themselves have the 

primary responsibility for the quality of education they 

organize. This is stipulated in the Finnish Universities 

Act and the universities are responsible for evaluating 

their education, research and artistic activities. [3] 

The acts also state that HEIs must regularly 

participate in external evaluations. These are mainly 

carried out by the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre 

(FINEEC) which was established in 2014 and it 

continues as an agency responsible for the national 

evaluation of education. Until 2014 external evaluations 

were carried by the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation 

Council (FINHEEC). FINEEC was formed by combining 

the evaluation activities of FINHEEC and those of the 

Finnish Education Evaluation Council and the Finnish 

National Board of Education. 

FINEEC declares to be independent, but the funding 

comes from the Ministry of the Education and Culture 

like the funding to the universities as well. The external 

evaluation in higher education has an advisory 

orientation not accreditation. It aims at involving staff, 

students and stakeholders of the HEI in recognising 

strengths, good practices and development areas. The 

goal is also to support HEIs in achieving their own 

objectives and this way support the continuous 

development of higher education. [3] 

The tasks of the FINEEC include [3]: 

• evaluating education, teaching, education 

providers, and the activities of higher education 

institutions,  

• developing the evaluation of education, 

• evaluating learning outcomes in basic education, 

upper secondary education and training and basic 

education in arts,  

• supporting education providers and higher 

education institutions in matters related to 

evaluation and quality management, 

• undertaking evaluations of learning outcomes in 

basic education, upper secondary education and 

training, and basic education in the arts.  

 The Ministry of Education and Culture appoints the 

Higher Education Evaluation Committee that operates in 

connection with FINEEC. The Committee decides on 

project plans for the evaluations of HEIs, the composition 

of planning and review teams, and the final results of the 

audits. FINEEC is a member of the European Quality 

Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR) and a 

full member of the European Association for Quality 

Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA). [3] 

1.3. eLearning defined 

Koponen [4] defines eLearning as the ‘utilisation of 

the ICT in learning in order to acquire, process and store 

information as well as to develop these ICT utilisation 

abilities when the learner acts in reality observing, 

contemplating, communicating, acquiring and 

exchanging information, as well as in this reality getting 

and exchanging experiences by using his/her know-how 

in everyday work and leisure activities’. 

From this perspective, eLearning can be assessed 

from various points of view. The pedagogical dimension 

of eLearning refers to teaching and learning. This 

dimension addresses issues that concern analysis of 

content, audiences and goals, as well as media analysis, 

design approaches and the organisation, methods and 

strategies of eLearning environments. The technological 

dimension of eLearning, in contrast, examines issues of 

technology infrastructure in eLearning environments. 

This would include infrastructure planning, hardware and 

software. The interface dimension refers to the overall 

look and feel of the eLearning delivery and encompasses 

site design, content design, navigation and usability 

testing. The evaluation of eLearning includes both the 

assessment of learners and evaluation of the instruction 

and the learning environment. The management of 

eLearning refers to the management of the 

organisation(s) responsible for the eLearning delivery. 

The resource support dimension of eLearning examines 

the online support and resources required to foster 

meaningful learning environments. The ethical 

considerations of eLearning relate to social and political 
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influences, cultural diversity, biases, geographical 

diversity, learner diversity, information accessibility, 

etiquette and the legal issues. The institutional 

dimension is concerned with issues of administrative 

affairs, academic affairs and student services related to 

eLearning. The institutional issue also determines how 

eLearning is integrated into the educational and research 

work of the university. 

The eLearning literature (both electronically 

published and traditionally printed) is expanding at a 

great speed. Still – or maybe because of the great interest 

– the terminology remains somewhat unclear. Many 

related and overlapping definitions are used. Ally [5] 

states it this way: ‘Different terminologies have been 

used for online learning; a fact that makes it difficult to 

develop a generic definition’. 

1.4. Digitalization of the Finnish higher 

education 

The Ministery of Education defined its first ICT 

strategy for the period of 1995-1999. A new version was 

defined for the period of 2000-2004. This strategy asked 

all schools to have their own ICT strategies by 2002. [6]  

From the higher education digitalization points of view 

the establishing of the Finnish Virtual University (FVU) 

was a significant move forward. The development of a 

virtual university was a stated aim in the national strategy 

for Education, Training and Research in the Information 

Table 1. Digital platforms in Finnish universities 
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Blogs                             
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Society 2000–2004 and in the Information Society 

Programme for Education, Training and Research 2004–

2006. 

After about 5 years of development the FVU the key 

areas of operations were: 

• promoting student mobility: negotiating a nation-

wide agreement on flexible study rights, providing 

online information services, 

• quality assurance in online education: developing 

tools and systems, 

• online learning materials and learning objectives: 

developing functional exchange systems, 

• teacher training in ICT: courses for university staff 

and local experts at universities, 

• Web tools for planning and evaluating online 

education. 

The FVU closed its operation by 2010 based on the 

consortium agreement. [7]  

By 2016 the Finnish universities had established very 

extensively digital platforms for educational purposes. 

Tikkanen [8] collected rather comprehensive list of those 

platforms in table 1. The list is not complete, but it shows 

the multitude of the software systems applied by the 

universities at that time. Another inventory of the ICT 

systems in use in Finnish higher education institutions 

came to a total number of close to one thousand different 

ICT systems for research, education and administration.  

2. RESEARCH 

Research question in this study is: “How is the 

eLearning taken into account in the quality system audits 

of the Finnish universities?” 

To answer the research question, the used research 

method is document analysis of the audit reports of the 

Finnish universities. All Finnish universities have gone 

through the external evaluation of their quality system. 

The analysis is used to identify eLearning elements in 

each of them. Based on information available (like the 

Table 1) we can assume that eLearning is well present in 

the Finnish universities. Document analysis is a 

systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating 

documents—both printed and electronic materials can 

and will be used. All quality systems audits have been 

reported so far by the Finnish Education Evaluation 

Centre and they are publicly available. Data analysis as a 

research method is efficient. It is less time-consuming 

and requires data selection, instead of data collection. [9]   

A total of 19 quality system audit reports were 

analysed in order to answer the research question. Special 

attention was given: 

- internet usage for education, 

- data systems to support teaching and learning, 

- support functions for the use of eLearning, 

- quality assurance practices.  

3. RESULTS 

Very compact presentation of the findings is 

presented in table 2 below. The results show that most 

universities have taken internet to use in education usage 

for education in some forms. They also show that 

universities have taken various IT systems into use for 

teaching and learning purposes. It seems that most 

universities have developed their own systems in addition 

to utilizing Moodle teaching and learning platform. 

A couple of universities have indicated support 

functions for the use of eLearning both for the teachers 

and students. 

All universities have quality management systems but 

none of the universities have presented quality assurance 

practices beyond student feedback, which seems to be the 

only quality element in use. However there has been no 

explanations how the student feedback is actually used to 

improve the quality of the teaching in these universities.

Table 2. Digital platforms in Finnish universities 

University Year 

of the 

audit 

eLearning aspects 

Aalto 

University 

2016 Online systems are used extensively to manage, communicate and support the 

quality processes. 

The education provision is primarily managed and communicated to students 

and staff online OPIT-wiki is used as the gateway to resources and for sharing 

information about learning and student information systems. 

The primary learning platform will be accessed via My Courses and OpasOodi 

will become the main database repository for course descriptions.  
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Blended learning, a combination of face-to-face and online teaching, is one 

method used to promote interaction and personalized contacts between 

students and the faculty.  

Technical and pedagogical support is available to assist teachers in 

implementing new interactive methods. [10]   

University 

of Helsinki 

2015 The Department of Computer Science employs a large variety of teaching 

methods and encourages the use of ICT tools as support for learning. An 

increasing share of the teaching is based on online courses and e-learning as a 

way to foster innovative and creative teaching outside the traditional 

boundaries. The introduction of MOOCs is a strong indication of such 

commitment.  [11]   

University 

of Eastern 

Finland 

2017 Digi Steering Group is developing a new online work environment, together 

with the communication tool Yammer – both tools are expected to enhance 

information on quality issues irrespective of time and place. 

A renewed feedback system description is being completed, and the 

opportunity for students’ counter feedback is being developed in the OODI 

system  

Students expressed their reluctance towards online course evaluations. 

There are also separate courses available on quality issues, such as the online 

course “Introduction to Quality Assurance” for all students. [12]   

University 

of 

Jyväskylä 

2015 

2021 

(2015) nothing available [13]   

(2021) nothing available [14]   

University 

of Lapland 

2016 Teaching methods include online teaching.  

Online feedback system in Weboodi is used rarely [15]   

LUT 

University  

2015 Flexibility and personalisation are further enabled in the MIMM programme 

with the possibility of students including credits from MOOCs (massive open 

online courses). [16]   

National 

Defence 

University 

2017 Moodle platform is used for teaching, exams, student feedback, internet 

discussions and teaching material sharing. [17]   

University 

of Oulu 

2010 

2018 

(2010) Student information available online but scattered in various sites. [18]   

(2018) On the whole, the information communication channels seemed 

fragmented. The staff members get information via email and from the Notio, 

SISU and TATU systems, and students use email, the Tuudo mobile 

application, and the WebOodi and Moodle learning management 

environments. [19]   

Hanken 

School of 

Economics 

2014 

2017 

(2014) nothing available [20]   

(2017) The four general learning goals, which are the same as for all the 

English-language MSc and which have been developed into nine learning 

objectives (LO), are available online.  
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Online teaching via the Moodle platform has also been developed as well as 

video recordings of lectures and other internet-based teaching tools. [21]   

University 

of the Arts 

Helsinki 

2018 Artsi intranet includes links for students and teachers to access some university 

e-tools.  

Teaching processes of the degree programs have defined by the IMS system 

and they are published at the Atsi intranet.  

Student feedback is collected with the WebOodi 

Theatre school has an Office 365 platform for recording experiences 

(successes & failures) [22]   

University 

of Tampere 

2015 Learning environment development and quality management are handled by a 

blended learning and online teaching working group.  

Students have a positive attitude towards blended learning.  

University web pages are not sufficient for quality system information sharing.  

University web pages and the intranet give a weak support to the information 

needs of the degree programs. [23]   

Tampere 

Technical 

University 

2014 Technical support from the university is provided by four systems: ROCK, 

POP, HOPS ja Kaiku. 

ROCK is for teaching planning as well to provide course descriptions and 

teaching. POP (Personoitu OpiskelijaPortaali)  is for students to manage their 

studies. HOPS is åersonal curriculum design. Kaiku is used for the student 

feedback.  

Oprek is used to manage the student records. 

Several courses utilize the Moodle learning platform. Despite this most student 

work is submitted by e-mail or even as a print. 

Moodle is used to manage the thesis processes. [24]   

University 

of Turku 

2015 

2017 

(2015) The use of the intranet has resulted in quality-related information often 

becoming indistinguishable from the units’ regular operations, instructions and 

guidelines. 

Currently, intranet and public web pages are the primary sources for quality 

documentation, 

although some units still maintain distinct operations manuals. 

One of the units provides high quality modern learning environments and 

teaching methods, such as nationwide video-based courses, web-based courses, 

experimental research courses and multi-professional clinical training. [25]   

(2017) According to University policy, the intranet and the public web pages 

are the primary forum for presenting quality documentation. The intranet is an 

essential tool in standardizing and clarifying university operations. 
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Teachers are supported to develop their teaching, for instance by having 

pedagogic training, increased intranet materials and examples of good practice. 

[26]   

University 

of Vaasa 

2012 WebOodi online feedback system has been in use since 2009. 

Support procerss definitions are presented in the university portal. It includes 

two systems: Ruori and Proppu. In Ruori the quality assurance has been 

defined. Proppu is still under construction.  

Moodel is used for curriculum and course design. [27]   

Åbo 

Akademi 

University 

2016 The university uses websites, newsletters, the annual report and social media to 

spread information about quality management. 

Moodle is used to support student learning, e.g. by students receiving a 

continuous response to their assignments. [28]   

4. CONCLUSION 

The pre-understanding about eLearning and the 

quality assurance in universities was based on the 

knowledge of roughly 20 years of digitalization 

developments in the Finnish universities. Adaptation of 

the Bologna practices with the quality assurance was 

taken into consideration as well. The results of this 

research show that within the quality system audit reports 

the quality assurance of eLearning operations is mostly 

missing. 

The reality of the quality assurance of the eLearning 

provision in Finnish universities can be different to the 

results of this research. The reasons could be: 

- the quality systems of the universities do not make 

any difference about the method of teaching: face-

to-face, blended or totally online. 

- the method of the quality system audits does not 

take any specific consideration about eLearning. 

The conclusion here is, that it would require further 

research about the eLearning operations and about the 

applied quality assurance practices in Finnish universities 

in order to be able be certain of the situation. 
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