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Internal Quality Assurance in Regional Universities in Azerbaijan 59 
 60 

Abstract: This study explores how regional universities, in Azerbaijan successfully 61 
put internal quality assurance (IQA) measures into practice. Regional universities face 62 
many challenges in implementing IQA measures effectively. These challenges call for 63 
new ideas, and recommendations to improve the effectiveness of existing IQA 64 
frameworks. A multi-method qualitative approach is used in this study to scrutinize the 65 
efficacy of existing IQA mechanisms and propose strategies for enhancement. In this 66 
study, we explore the IQA frameworks, policies, and practices in universities, within 67 
regions, through the research survey, university website, and document reviews. The 68 
stakeholders of the regional universities, including but not limited to heads of 69 
departments, faculty members, and students, provide insights into their experiences, 70 
perceptions, and recommendations regarding IQA implementation. The study identifies 71 
critical success factors for effective IQA implementation in regional universities, 72 
including institutional leadership commitment, faculty empowerment, student 73 
involvement, and strategic partnerships with relevant stakeholders. Recommendations 74 
are provided to address identified gaps and enhance IQA practices, emphasizing the 75 
importance of institutional capacity building, policy coherence, and continuous 76 
improvement processes. By strengthening IQA measures in regional universities, 77 
Azerbaijan can foster a culture of excellence, enhance student learning outcomes, and 78 
bolster institutional reputation and competitiveness on both national and global scales. 79 
This study contributes to the ongoing discourse on IQA in higher education, offering 80 
actionable insights tailored to the specific challenges and opportunities encountered in 81 
regional university contexts within Azerbaijan. 82 

 83 
Keywords: internal quality assurance, strategies in quality assurance, challenges in 84 

quality assurance, Azerbaijani regional universities, IQAinAR. 85 

I. Introduction 86 

In the landscape of higher education in Azerbaijan, the pursuit of quality assurance 87 
has become increasingly paramount (Suleymanov, 2020). On 29th of April, 2019, the 88 
Accreditation and Nostrification Department of the Ministry of Education was 89 
reorganized into the Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (ABOUT THE 90 
AGENCY, 2024) with the status of a public legal entity under the Ministry of 91 
Education. The document analysis showed that the agency's indicator list is based on 92 
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area 93 
(ESG_2015.pdf). According to Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 94 
European Higher Education Area universities should have their own IQA. Thanks to 95 
some projects, IQAs are established in most Azerbaijani universities. IQAinAR (About 96 
IQAinAR, n.d.) was one of the IQA-related projects in Azerbaijan. This Erasmus+ 97 
project aims to contribute to the enhancement and development of the internal quality 98 
assurance in HEIs in two Partner countries - Azerbaijan and Russia with international 99 
(EU) quality standards as a benchmark while at the same time strengthening the HEIs 100 
towards local, regional, and national policies and strategies implementation. 101 
Nakhchivan State University, a regional university with over 500 international students, 102 
Azerbaijan State Pedagogical University, and Azerbaijan Technical University, 103 
universities that are located in the capital city, joined the IQAinAR project (Partners | 104 
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IQAinAR, n.d.) to enhance their IQA frameworks. As part of the project, all the partner 105 
Azerbaijani universities are required to implement the pilot phase of IQA using the 106 
indicators from the indicator list that is made as an outcome of the project. Universities 107 
chose 5 – 8 indicators for the pilot phase. The observation showed that universities that 108 
are located in the capital city and ones that do not have the same opportunities in terms 109 
of human resources, availability of transportation options, etc. The research mainly 110 
focuses on finding if there are any specific challenges or strategies in regional 111 
universities like Nakhchivan State University, Sumgait State University, and Lankaran 112 
State University, regarding effective IQA implementation. This study aims to identify 113 
the role and effectiveness of internal quality assurance in the regional universities of 114 
Azerbaijan. To support this aim, the following objectives are formulated:  115 

a) to identify how regional universities approach internal quality assurance  116 
b) to discuss and summarize the challenges faced by regional universities  117 
c) to explore and develop effective strategies/recommendations to overcome or 118 

mitigate these challenges 119 
The main research question is: How can regional universities in Azerbaijan 120 

overcome challenges for an effective internal quality assurance implementation? 121 
The sub-research questions are: 122 
1. How do regional universities approach internal quality assurance? 123 
2. What are the challenges faced by regional universities in the implementation of 124 

IQA practices and principles? 125 
3. What are effective strategies/recommendations to overcome or mitigate these 126 

challenges? 127 

II. Literature Review 128 

Quality assurance in higher education is the process of routine reviewing and 129 
evaluation of educational procedures and results of academic performance to allow for 130 
keeping the measures at the required level. This section aims to summarize the key 131 
results of the literature studies and keep track of trends in the implementation of the 132 
internal quality assurance mechanisms in regionally located universities of Azerbaijan. 133 
The present research determines that the researchers have never conducted IQA in 134 
Azerbaijani regional universities, and they only shed light on the starting point of IQA 135 
generally, but not specifically for the regional universities in Azerbaijan. The review 136 
will emphasize quality assurance, the importance of quality assurance culture, the 137 
transformation of the Azerbaijani educational system, the launch of an internal QA 138 
system in Azerbaijani universities, challenges, methodologies of IQA in Azerbaijani 139 
universities, and possible future research topics. 140 

II.1. Quality Assurance, Importance of Quality Culture and Stakeholder Engagement 141 

Williams & Harvey (2015) demonstrate how quality assurance in post-secondary 142 
education has developed over the years from low to high complexity, which clearly 143 
shows that it is a challenge to our usual perception and definition of quality. According 144 
to the researchers, there is a need for constant monitoring to ensure that this process of 145 
improvement continues to happen. This process of quality assurance must be based on 146 
clear and transparent aims and approaches from those managing quality assurance 147 
methods. By sharing the core principles of research, policy, and implementation, it 148 
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brings out the symbiotic role between academia and international networking through 149 
dialogues. 150 

However, gaps remain. The majority of research on the relationship between quality 151 
assurance practices in institutions, and whether the implementers are knowledgeable 152 
about the underlying theory, struggle to provide evidence for its influence so far. There 153 
is a lack of representation in support staff experiences although these contribute 154 
significantly to the work validity and quality. There is also little sufficient research done 155 
on any such discrepancies that may occur between national quality assurance agencies 156 
and their priorities. The disputes arise because of different perceptions of a unitary 157 
concept of quality assurance, what with critiquing a simple copy and paste of models 158 
from other countries and all the disciplinary silos getting in the way of us fully 159 
appreciating a holistic understanding. 160 

While numerous researches are available on the mentioned dimensions, there's yet 161 
little known about the total effect of quality assurance on the sector. The fact is that the 162 
vast majority of researchers are like this, i.e., their value lies more in their telling and 163 
learning than in research findings. That's why there will be more evaluation-oriented 164 
approaches to quality assurance and more profound research on the influences of 165 
facilities and the student experience as a minimum requirement. The majority of 166 
researchers focus on certain aspects in isolation rather than formulating holistic 167 
descriptions, and so calls for more thoroughness and reflection emerge. 168 

Beerkens & Udam (2017) claim that participants in the higher education process 169 
represent quite often few points of view and desires, which turn out to be purposeless of 170 
consensual character. The researchers note that effectively engaging the stakeholders 171 
requires stakeholders to have excellent communication and compromise skills. There 172 
may be occasionally a conflict, though it could be a case of the ever-changing weather 173 
perspective or the responsibility of the government. The Estonian quality assurance 174 
agency focuses on individual targeting of educational quality improvement for 175 
universities, while institutional accreditation is bound to strategic, quality culture, and 176 
education outcomes within an institution. Stakeholder involvement may lift quality 177 
assurance standards, but it may also cause discretion that is undesirable for the system's 178 
consistent basis. The stakeholder engagement might just enhance the existing discourse 179 
but will never serve in the living for a clear and practical vision and leadership. On the 180 
whole, it may endorse and give birth to the leadership and grow out of common ground. 181 

. 182 

II.2. Transformation of the Education System in Azerbaijan 183 

Suleymanov (2020) researched to find out how the higher education system in 184 
Azerbaijan has undergone many significant changes in government policies and global 185 
market trends. Possibly, the biggest innovations are the newfound law and the 186 
conditions in line with European standards. Now the main concerns of higher education 187 
policy are improving quality in higher education, incorporating accountability and 188 
competitiveness principles in the processes of educational institutions. Increasing 189 
university entry fees, regional rivalry, more attention to international ratings, exposing 190 
students to different cultures via exchange programs and adopting double degrees, 191 
increasing English-based education, introducing an integration strategy, selling 192 
techniques, and going through accreditation processes are among the main trends. 193 
Unexpectedly, there has been a rise in multi-faceted research universities, online 194 
learning, and greater input from institutions in the making of education policies. These 195 
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reforms are supposed to keep the system up-to-date and still relevant to, and able to 196 
fulfill the needs of the Azerbaijani society (Suleymanov, 2020). 197 

Suleymanov (2020) also stresses the necessity of quality assessment measures for 198 
the educational institutions of Azerbaijan which can be achieved by such means as the 199 
international rankings, the growth of the internationalization, the increasing online 200 
learning, and the introduction of information technologies. The above-mentioned 201 
disparities tend to address developing the quality assessment processes that ensure and 202 
enhance the level of education in state universities of Azerbaijan. 203 

II.3. Establishment of IQA in Azerbaijani universities 204 

Mammadova & Huseynov (2019) researched to find out how IQAs are established 205 
in Azerbaijan. In 2017 a project related to IQA was selected for funding by the 206 
European Union. 11 Azerbaijan universities are partners in this project. At the training 207 
at the University of Royal Technology, SMK University of Lithuania, Middlesex 208 
University in London, and Alekante University of Spain partner developed their 209 
knowledge and ability in Quality Assurance, Evaluation, and Assessment processes. 210 
Training is also based on learning outcomes, developing education programs, and 211 
Bloom Taxonomy as well. It is most often used when designing educational, training, 212 
and learning processes. 213 

The specific objectives of the project are: 214 
• To make a comparative analysis of current QA practices  215 
• To develop a framework for quality assurance mechanisms in Azerbaijan higher 216 

education institutions. 217 
• To increase awareness of modern quality assurance tools and policies  218 
• To develop and establish a common Quality Assurance System - ISO 9001. 219 
• To create an online platform and user service charter 220 
• To enhance the Quality Assurance Culture 221 
• To train quality assurance-related administrative and academic staff  222 
• Develop a Model of Principles, Priorities, Guidelines, and Procedures for 223 

internal management of QA for partner HEIs 224 
To achieve these objectives systematic activities and implementation strategy was 225 

designed. A strong and articulated quality assurance plan is needed, as compliance with 226 
EU standards is key for the success of the project. Taking up the wider objectives of 227 
Establishing and improving the Quality Assurance Centers in Azerbaijan HEIs, the 228 
project will support the exchange of knowledge and experience by increasing the 229 
exposure of the universities to European education standards, ESG. Improving the 230 
qualification of staff in Azerbaijan will raise the quality of administration at the 231 
universities by assuring the quality on the one hand and the development of 232 
international cooperation in the larger society on the other (Mammadova & Huseynov, 233 
2019). 234 

II.4. Current Practices, Challenges, and Strategies for IQA in Azerbaijan 235 

Ilyasov, Imanova, Mushtagov, & Sadigova (2023) stress the need for modernizing 236 
IQA in Azerbaijan. It is well noted that developing a competitive workforce equipped 237 
for the 21st-century job market is a key long-term goal for Azerbaijan's higher 238 
education system. To achieve this, modernizing quality assurance processes is critical. 239 
Ilyasov, Imanova, Mushtagov, & Sadigova (2023) examine quality assurance in 240 
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Azerbaijan's higher education through the lens of its legal framework, European quality 241 
standards, and current legislation. It then proposes recommendations for improvement. 242 
They also explore how universities around the world are modernizing quality assurance 243 
practices. This provides universities with practical and theoretical suggestions to bridge 244 
the gap between graduate qualifications and employer needs, ultimately fostering a 245 
globally competitive workforce. 246 

Mushtagov (2021) emphasizes four key factors crucial for quality assurance in 247 
higher education: investment levels, teaching staff competence, applicant and graduate 248 
standards, and curriculum content. Implementing successful quality assurance systems 249 
requires adherence to the PDCA Cycle—Plan, Do, Check, Act—updating policies, 250 
academic programs, and teaching methods accordingly. Continuous monitoring and 251 
improvement are essential, focusing on student-centered teaching, core competency 252 
acquisition, and dynamic academic staff. Evaluations, including student satisfaction 253 
surveys and input from various stakeholders, are vital. Curriculum design should 254 
prioritize skills like problem-solving, critical thinking, and agility, alongside discipline-255 
specific knowledge. Integration of technology and digital learning methods is essential 256 
for producing versatile graduates. Establishing a quality culture involves clarity, 257 
simplicity, focus, and accountability, with active student involvement and robust 258 
graduate tracking systems. Program accreditation processes are crucial, promoting 259 
targeted competency acquisition. Integrated information systems are necessary for 260 
effective quality assurance, facilitating data exchange, and institutional identity 261 
alignment. Ultimately, students, organizations, and governments are identified as 262 
pivotal stakeholders in shaping higher education quality. However, the research doesn't 263 
provide any unique successful initiative conducted by a university. And despite the four 264 
key factors mentioned, the location of the university like being located in the capital city 265 
or the other regions of Azerbaijan is not emphasized. 266 

II.5. Future Research Directions and Conceptual Framework 267 

The internal quality assurance system represents the key component in this process 268 
that guarantees the effectiveness of the higher education system in the context of a fast-269 
changing environment. This review has been conducted to determine the IQA status in 270 
Azerbaijan and to understand the role of regionally located universities. Even though 271 
there are no research results that would directly refer to IQA implementation in these 272 
organizations, there is substantial progress that has been made in creating a national 273 
framework for quality assurance in higher education. 274 

The reforms of the higher education system of Azerbaijan are driven by 275 
globalization, student-centered learning, and the need to prepare graduates with 276 
competitive skills. Implementing appropriate IQA mechanisms is not only a necessity 277 
for realizing those goals but also for ensuring the quality of education which may vary 278 
from that of the capital city universities which may face unique challenges. 279 

This review highlighted several key aspects related to IQA in Azerbaijan: 280 
• The need to develop a precise quality concept and to build a strong quality 281 

culture in universities. 282 
• The key stakeholders that play a vital role in the success of the endeavor are the 283 

students, the faculty, the government agencies, and the employers. 284 
• The successful outcome of the EU-funded project in training Azerbaijani 285 

universities in the use of modern quality assurance tools and approaches. 286 
• The main objective of IQA is to create a competitive labor market where 287 

graduates can acquire the skills and knowledge required by their employers. 288 
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For all this, a big hole is observed in the research on the application of IQA practices 289 
in the regional universities of Azerbaijan in particular. This area of research should be 290 
given attention in the future by investigating the special problems and benefits that these 291 
organizations have in the implementation of IQA. Furthermore, carrying out research on 292 
effective IQA practices in other universities with the same regional structure and 293 
implementable in the Azerbaijani context could be a source of ideas. 294 

Considering the research is limited in IQA in Azerbaijani HEIs and more 295 
specifically there is only one research on regional universities, the literature regarding 296 
quality assurance, the importance of QA culture, stakeholder engagement, the 297 
transformation of Azerbaijani education system, the establishment of IQAs, current 298 
practices, challenges, and strategies for IQA in Azerbaijan are reviewed. The review 299 
showed us approaches in QA, challenges, and strategies. So, the research questions are 300 
created based on these concepts of IQA. The literature, concepts, and research questions 301 
are all linked (see Fig. 1). 302 

In conclusion, IQA is becoming more and more accepted as a crucial part of the 303 
successful higher education system in Azerbaijan. However, the development of such a 304 
national framework is still a work in progress, and the support of its effective 305 
implementation, particularly in regional universities, is the main issue. 306 

III. Research Methodology 307 

A qualitative research methodology is used to explore how universities approach 308 
quality assurance within their academic programs and administrative processes. The 309 
methodology utilizes a multi-method approach, combining various qualitative data 310 
analysis techniques to gain a comprehensive understanding of the participants' 311 
experiences and perspectives. These will be explained below. 312 

III.1. Data Collection 313 

The stratified random sampling method (Singh & Mangat, 1996) is used to 314 
determine sample universities and stakeholders who will answer the questions regarding 315 
the IQA. A regional university is one that is not located in the capital city, Baku. So 316 
their geographic location is important in this case. That is why, 3 regional universities 317 
were chosen for the research, one closest to Baku, another that has the longest distance 318 
from Baku, and one in the middle. Nakhchivan State University is a regional university 319 
in Azerbaijan that has the longest distance from the capital city, Baku. Sumgait State 320 
University is also considered a regional university in Azerbaijan. It is the closest one to 321 
Baku. Lankaran State University on the other hand is located middle distance. 322 
Stakeholders are chosen randomly because the main matter in this study is not the size 323 
or position of the stakeholders, but the geographic location of the university.  324 

The primary method is an online form with 9 open-ended questions. All questions 325 
are pilot-tested, and also being reviewed by QA managers and specialists. Online forms 326 
are chosen rather than online interviews to reach more stakeholders of the regional HEIs 327 
in a short time. A pre-defined set of open-ended questions in the online form allows 328 
participants to elaborate on their experiences and insights (see Questions). The 329 
secondary data collection method for this study is reviewing IQA-related documents of 330 
the universities by directly requiring the documents from the university representatives 331 
or getting them through universities' websites. 332 
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III.2. Data Analysis 333 

A combination of qualitative data analysis techniques or methods including content 334 
analysis, coding, narrative analysis, phenomenological analysis, discourse analysis, and 335 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is employed to analyze the answers to 336 
the open-ended form questions. Content Analysis is used to identify key themes and 337 
patterns (e.g., themes related to student involvement in quality assurance for question 4) 338 
in how universities approach quality assurance (research sub-question 1) across the 339 
research survey questions 1, 4, and 8 (see Annex A). Responses are based on the 340 
specific focus of each question. The coding method is used to systematically identify 341 
and categorize specific challenges (research sub-question 2), opportunities, and 342 
strategies (research sub-question 3) mentioned by participants in response to questions 2 343 
and 3 (see Annex A). Narrative analysis is used to analyze the stories and experiences 344 
shared by participants regarding student involvement and feedback mechanisms 345 
(research sub-question 1) in quality assurance focusing on understanding the 346 
participants' perspectives and experiences. (question 4, see Annex A). 347 
Phenomenological analysis is used to delve into the lived experiences and perceptions 348 
of participants regarding successful quality assurance initiatives (research sub-question 349 
3) (question 5, see Annex A). This explores the subjective meanings participants attach 350 
to these initiatives. Discourse analysis is used to analyze the language used by 351 
participants to uncover the underlying ideologies and beliefs surrounding continuous 352 
improvement and innovation in quality assurance (question 6, see Annex A). IPA 353 
method is used to explore the subjective interpretations and experiences of participants 354 
regarding support and resources provided for quality assurance activities (question 7, 355 
see Annex A) and their opinions on quality assurance (the main research question) in 356 
general (question 9, see Annex A). IPA delves deeper into the meaning-making process 357 
of participants. 358 

III.3. Data Rigor 359 

To ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings, several strategies are 360 
employed. Survey answers are shared with participants for verification and to ensure 361 
their perspectives are accurately represented (member checking method by McKim 362 
(2023)). Data collected from different sources (an online form that contains 363 
questionnaires for the research, university websites, and IQA-related documents) are 364 
used to corroborate and enrich the findings. Moreover, the researcher maintains a 365 
reflexive journal to document their assumptions and biases throughout the research 366 
process. This multi-method approach offers a nuanced understanding of university 367 
approaches to quality assurance by capturing both the common themes and the unique 368 
experiences of individual participants. Furthermore, face-to-face interviews are 369 
conducted with heads of QA departments to verify the accuracy of the data collected. 370 
Additionally, IQA-related documents from universities are analyzed to enhance the 371 
reliability of the findings.  372 

III.4. Limitation 373 

Despite being a qualitative study, the information is gathered by inviting university 374 
stakeholders to complete an online form to ensure anonymity and reliable responses. 375 
The form is disseminated using official communication channels of the universities. 376 
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While the research received a sufficient response rate (86.6% of all responses) from 377 
Nakhchivan State University, participation from Sumgait State University and Lankaran 378 
State University was low. We got 26 responses from NSU while only 4 responses came 379 
from SSU and LSU. This uneven participation across universities limits the 380 
generalizability of the findings to the wider Azerbaijani higher education landscape. To 381 
address this issue, the secondary data collection method is used; IQA documents and 382 
websites of these universities are analyzed to gain more data. 383 

IV. Results 384 

The investigation into the implementation of Quality Assurance (QA) measures in 385 
Azerbaijani regional universities has yielded valuable insights into the current landscape 386 
of QA practices and challenges. Through the survey conducted among stakeholders of 387 
Nakhchivan State University (NSU), Sumgait State University(SSU), and Lankaran 388 
State University(LSU) and document analysis of the QA framework in these 389 
universities, several findings have emerged. This study aims to identify how Azerbaijani 390 
regional universities approach IQA and to gather all the different challenges, strategies, 391 
and successful initiatives related to IQA in Azerbaijani regional universities. 392 

IV.1. How do regional universities approach internal quality assurance? 393 

In Azerbaijani regional universities, there is a QA commission which consists of all 394 
or some of the university stakeholders. The stakeholders' opinions are important, but 395 
they can't replace good leadership with a clear vision (Beerkens & Udam, 2017). Most 396 
of the stakeholders are engaged in IQA-related projects through these commissions and 397 
the others who are not the commission members can still attend IQA surveys to show 398 
their needs and perspectives. 399 

The analysis points out that there is no mechanism for reporting the effectiveness of 400 
the IQA measures. Universities have an action plan where they set KPIs and quality 401 
indicators for any action, but there is not a clear report where we can see the overall 402 
effectiveness of IQA measures. 403 

IV.2. What are the challenges faced by regional universities in the implementation of 404 
IQA practices and principles? 405 

Regional universities in Azerbaijan have their own QA policy, but the investigations 406 
show that there is still a need for further improvements in the policies. According to the 407 
survey, the main challenge was a lack of QA culture at NSU and LSU. The previous 408 
analysis by Mammadova & Huseynov (2019) proved the same for Sumgait State 409 
University too. Furthermore, the absence of a QA culture within Azerbaijani regional 410 
universities emerged as a significant barrier to effective QA implementation. The lack 411 
of familiarity with QA principles and practices among faculty, staff, and students 412 
hindered the integration of QA initiatives into the institutional ethos. This dearth of QA 413 
culture impeded efforts to promote continuous improvement and accountability in 414 
academic endeavors. 415 

Other challenges were the “Evolution of QA Structures”, “Focus only on Teaching”, 416 
“Limited Availability of QA Experts”, “Language Barrier embedding knowledge 417 
Exchange”, and “Discrepancies in Awareness Among Regional Universities”. 418 
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The analysis of the legal documents of the universities revealed the evolution of QA 419 
structures within Azerbaijani regional universities over the past two years. Initially, QA 420 
departments operated under the control of the Education department. During the initial 421 
stages of QA implementation, a significant emphasis was placed on teaching and 422 
educational aspects within Azerbaijani regional universities. QA departments primarily 423 
concentrated their efforts on ensuring the quality of teaching delivery, curriculum 424 
design, and assessment practices. However, this narrow focus limited the incorporation 425 
of other vital dimensions of academic quality, such as research activities and 426 
internationalization efforts, into the QA framework. Moreover, the transformation of the 427 
Azerbaijani education system and QA best practices requires universities to have IQAs 428 
as separate departments  (Suleymanov, 2020), not something like “sub-departments”. 429 
As noted by one of the respondents: “A good QA department should operate 430 
independently” (AZ5). 431 

The regional nature of Azerbaijani universities posed challenges in recruiting 432 
qualified QA experts. The geographic location of these institutions made it difficult to 433 
attract experienced professionals in the field, further complicating the development and 434 
execution of comprehensive QA strategies. The scarcity of QA experts significantly 435 
impacted the effectiveness of QA implementation within regional universities, limiting 436 
the breadth and depth of QA practices. 437 

The language barrier emerged as another critical obstacle in the dissemination of QA 438 
practices among regional universities in Azerbaijan. Limited proficiency in foreign 439 
languages among university staff hindered their access to resources and knowledge-440 
sharing opportunities related to QA. This language constraint exacerbated difficulties in 441 
fostering cross-institutional collaboration and hindered the adoption of best practices 442 
from other universities, both domestically and internationally. 443 

The challenges reported by universities are not location-specific challenges. The 444 
only challenge that is location-specific yet reported is the lack of experts. 445 

While detailed survey data were available for NSU, comprehensive data from other 446 
regional universities were lacking due to their non-participation in the surveys. 447 
However, anecdotal observations suggested lower levels of awareness regarding QA 448 
measures in these institutions compared to NSU. This discrepancy underscored potential 449 
disparities in institutional readiness and capacity for QA implementation across the 450 
region. 451 

IV.3. What are effective strategies/recommendations to overcome or mitigate these 452 
challenges? 453 

IQA is a popular topic for Azerbaijani universities, so they all devise strategies for 454 
improving their IQAs. In the Strategic Development Plan 2023 - 2027 of Nakhchivan 455 
State University, there is one goal specifically for improving IQA. The goal is: “Involve 456 
stakeholders in QA processes and update policies for a better IQA framework” (NSU, 457 
2023). 458 

Another important challenge reported is the language barrier at NSU. But 459 
Nakhchivan State University has created the IELTS and SAT exam center to motivate 460 
its students and teachers to learn English and get their international certificate without 461 
going anywhere else. 462 

The second successful initiative is switching to differential salary. Generally, the 463 
salaries in Azerbaijani universities are fixed, but the transformation of the Azerbaijani 464 
education system (Suleymanov, 2020) makes it important to switch to differential 465 
salary, meaning you will get more if you have done your job at high quality. The results 466 
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of the research survey show that university staff like to have differential salaries, but 467 
they want all of their metrics to be considered for evaluation rather than considering 468 
only research achievements. 469 

In Azerbaijan, there is a specific project related to HEIs. According to the SABAH 470 
project (SABAH Qrupları, 2024), the students with good results start studying these 471 
specific courses starting from the second year of their study. NSU has started a new 472 
SABAH group course for medical science. As the students of the group will only be 473 
chosen based on their academic performance, this specific initiative is the best one to 474 
improve the quality of the course and subjects. 475 

NSU, SSU, and LSU disseminate all of their satisfaction surveys through social 476 
media. This one is considered a successful initiative by the majority of the stakeholders. 477 
However, one respondent (AZ24) expressed a different perspective: “When sending the 478 
satisfaction survey via the internet, no one (the respondent means the QA department 479 
which is responsible for conducting satisfaction surveys) thinks if everyone participates 480 
in the survey, whether they (the respondent means the teachers and students who are 481 
invited to participate in the satisfaction surveys) have internet access or not?” 482 

V. Discussion 483 

The findings from the surveys conducted among stakeholders of Nakhchivan State 484 
University (NSU), Lankaran State University (LSU), and Sumgait State University 485 
(SSU) provide valuable insights into the implementation and effectiveness of Quality 486 
Assurance (QA) measures in Azerbaijani regional universities. The challenges faced by 487 
regional universities in Azerbaijan are generally related to QA culture. The issue has 488 
also been mentioned in many previous researches (Mammadova & Huseynov, 2019) 489 
(Mushtagov, 2021). The initial stages of QA implementation were characterized by a 490 
narrow focus on teaching and educational aspects, with QA departments primarily 491 
concentrating their efforts in these areas. Universities have strategic plans, however, the 492 
limited availability of QA experts poses a significant challenge to the comprehensive 493 
implementation of QA strategies, particularly in institutions located in remote regions. 494 
The lack of familiarity with QA principles and practices among the stakeholders 495 
including faculty, staff, and students contributed to the slow uptake and integration of 496 
QA measures beyond teaching-related activities. The need for research-minded people 497 
was the biggest issue in the universities in remote regions, as the majority of the 498 
researchers lived in Baku, the capital city. Additionally, the language barrier emerged as 499 
another significant impediment, preventing university staff from accessing resources 500 
and learning from the QA experiences of other institutions, both domestically and 501 
internationally. 502 

An initiative of making online satisfaction surveys and disseminating them over 503 
social media is considered a successful initiative by many stakeholders while it is 504 
considered a non-complete attempt by some of them. The non-supporters of this 505 
initiative claimed that not everyone has full access to social media, so disseminating 506 
satisfaction surveys over the Internet is not enough. The strategies and initiatives to 507 
improve IQA effectiveness by universities can be further enhanced if a specific 508 
committee that has members from each of the regional universities is created.  509 

Despite the challenges were almost the same in the regional HEIs as seen in Table 1, 510 
but the strategies were different (see Table 2). The main reason for this is that HEIs in 511 
remote regions didn’t collaborate to find out solution. Addressing these challenges will 512 
require collaborative initiatives among university administrators, policymakers, and 513 
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stakeholders to build capacity, foster a culture of quality assurance, and promote 514 
knowledge sharing and collaboration across institutions. 515 

Regional universities in Azerbaijan can tackle internal quality assurance challenges 516 
by investing in staff training and involving everyone in the process. Aligning with 517 
international standards and using technology for better management will also help. 518 
Building a culture of continuous improvement is key to making these efforts 519 
sustainable. 520 

VI. Conclusion 521 

The challenges identified in the implementation of Quality Assurance measures in 522 
Azerbaijani regional universities highlight the need for concerted efforts to enhance QA 523 
capacity and effectiveness. The scarcity of qualified QA experts, the absence of a QA 524 
culture, and language barriers present significant obstacles to the comprehensive 525 
implementation of QA strategies in these higher education institutions. While detailed 526 
survey data were available for NSU, comprehensive data from other regional 527 
universities were lacking due to their non-participation in the surveys. However, 528 
anecdotal observations suggested lower levels of awareness regarding QA measures in 529 
these institutions compared to NSU. This discrepancy underscored potential disparities 530 
in institutional readiness and capacity for QA implementation across the region. By 531 
prioritizing QA implementation and actively working towards overcoming the identified 532 
barriers, Azerbaijani regional universities can enhance their academic standards, 533 
reputation, and contribution to national and global higher education systems. 534 
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 576 

Annexes 577 

A) Questions 578 

The questions below are answered by the stakeholders of the sample universities 579 
during the research data collection period. 580 

1. How does your university currently approach quality assurance within its 581 
academic programs and administrative processes? 582 

2. What are the unique challenges or opportunities that your university faces in 583 
implementing quality assurance measures, considering its regional context? 584 

3. What specific strategies or initiatives have your university implemented to 585 
address quality assurance concerns within their faculty and staff? 586 

4. How does your university involve students in the quality assurance process, 587 
and what mechanisms are in place for collecting and addressing their 588 
feedback? 589 

5. What are examples of successful quality assurance initiatives or improvements 590 
that have been implemented at your university in recent years? 591 

6. How does your university promote a culture of continuous improvement and 592 
innovation in its approach to quality assurance? 593 

7. What support and resources does your university provide to faculty and staff 594 
to facilitate their participation in quality assurance activities? 595 

8. How does your university measure the impact and effectiveness of its quality 596 
assurance efforts, and what metrics or indicators are used for evaluation? 597 

9. What are your opinions regarding IQA in Azerbaijani regional universities? 598 

Figures and Tables 599 
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Figure 1) Conceptual Framework 600 

 601 

Table 1) Challenges in regional HEIs of Azerbaijan 602 

Challenges Scope 

The absense of QA culture Common 

Low awareness of the topic Common 

The lack of research-minded people Specific 

Language barrier Common 

Evolution of QA Structures Common 

Focus only on Teaching Common 

Limited Availability of QA Experts Specific 

Table 2) The strategies and successful initiatives in Azerbaijani regional universities 603 

Strategies Implemented by 

Differential salaries All 

Establishment of IELTS and SAT centers NSU 

Opening SABAH Group course NSU 

Disseminating satisfaction surveys All 

Improving IQA is a part of the university's strategic development plan NSU 

 604 


