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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Vocational education institutions continue to face persistent
challenges in aligning educational processes with industry demands,
total quality management; resulting in gaps in student competence, employability, and
vocational education; workforce readiness. Although Total Quality Management (TQM)
student performance; has been widely adopted as a quality improvement framework,
quality management existing studies predominantly employ quantitative approaches and
provide limited understanding of how TQM is enacted in everyday
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educational practice and how it influences student performance. This
study addresses this gap by exploring TQM implementation in

. . vocational education through a qualitative perspective. This study
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employed a qualitative exploratory design involving 16 participants,
Received 2026-01-27 including school leaders, teachers, administrative staff, and students
Revised 2026-05-03 from a vocational secondary school. Data were collected through
Accepted 2026-06-28 semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations, and
document analysis over four months. Thematic analysis was used to
identify and interpret patterns related to TQM implementation and
student performance. The findings reveal that TQM functions as an
integrated pedagogical and organizational system rather than merely
a managerial approach. Four interrelated mechanisms—stakeholder
orientation, continuous improvement, collective involvement, and
data-driven decision-making —operate synergistically to enhance
curriculum relevance, instructional adaptability, collaborative
quality culture, and evidence-based learning support. These
mechanisms  collectively  contribute to improved student
performance across academic achievement, vocational competence,
soft skills, and workforce readiness. This study reconceptualizes
TQM as a systemic pedagogical framework embedded in everyday
educational  practice, extending conventional = managerial
perspectives on quality management. The findings provide
qualitative evidence of the mechanisms through which TOM
influences multidimensional student performance and offer context-
sensitive insights for strengthening quality management in
vocational education, particularly within developing-country
contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Vocational education plays a central role in preparing a skilled workforce capable of responding
to rapid technological change and evolving labor market demands. However, many vocational
education systems— particularly in developing contexts —continue to face persistent challenges related
to educational quality and student performance. These challenges include misalignment between
curricula and industry needs, inconsistent instructional quality, limited industry engagement, and
weak quality assurance mechanisms (Khurniawan et al., 2021; Dewi Gunherani, 2023; Jaedun et al.,
2024). As a result, graduates often possess formal qualifications but lack sufficient vocational
competence, soft skills, and workplace readiness, limiting their employability and economic
contribution.

In response, quality-oriented management approaches such as Total Quality Management (TQM)
have gained increasing attention as frameworks for improving institutional effectiveness and
educational outcomes. TQM emphasizes continuous improvement, stakeholder satisfaction, collective
involvement, and data-driven decision-making, and has been adapted from industrial contexts into
educational settings (Aid et al., 2024; Ren, 2024). Prior research suggests that TQM practices can
enhance organizational performance, learning environments, and curriculum relevance, thereby
supporting better alignment with labor market expectations (Panhirun et al., 2019; Khurniawan et al.,
2021; Gunawan et al., 2024; Van Ronzelen Enriquez et al., 2023). These studies confirm the potential of
TQM as a quality improvement framework in vocational education.

However, the existing literature remains limited in several important respects. First, most studies
rely on quantitative survey-based approaches that focus on institutional performance indicators or
perceptions of quality, offering limited insight into how TQM is enacted in everyday educational
practices (Wafudu et al,, 2022; Roslina et al.,, 2019). Second, previous research often emphasizes
organizational outcomes or staff performance rather than directly examining student performance as a
multidimensional construct (Khurniawan et al., 2021; Gunawan et al., 2024). Third, studies conducted
in higher education or developed contexts may not fully capture the contextual complexities of
vocational education in developing countries, where resource constraints and institutional variability
significantly influence quality management practices (Maliki et al., 2023; Dang, 2024).

A closer examination of recent empirical studies further highlights these limitations. For example,
Khurniawan et al. (2021) identified the role of TQM in improving institutional effectiveness, yet did not
explore its implications for student learning outcomes. Similarly, Gunawan et al. (2024) focused on
organizational performance and staff-related factors, leaving student performance underexamined.
Meanwhile, Van Ronzelen Enriquez et al. (2023) addressed competency development within
international accreditation frameworks but did not focus on vocational education contexts in
developing countries. Collectively, these studies demonstrate the relevance of TQM but reveal a lack
of in-depth, process-oriented understanding of how TQM practices influence student performance in
real educational settings.

These limitations point to a clear research gap. There is a lack of qualitative evidence explaining
how TQM principles are operationalized in daily vocational education practices and how such practices
shape student performance as a multidimensional outcome encompassing academic achievement,
vocational competence, soft skills, and workforce readiness. Addressing this gap is essential in the
context of Industry 4.0, where vocational education institutions are required to demonstrate both
relevance and effectiveness in preparing students for complex work environments (Jaedun et al., 2024;
Van Ronzelen Enriquez et al., 2023).

This study seeks to address this gap by providing an in-depth qualitative exploration of TQM
implementation in vocational education and its implications for student performance. Unlike prior
research that primarily adopts quantitative approaches or focuses on institutional efficiency, this study
foregrounds the lived experiences of key stakeholders —school leaders, teachers, administrative staff,
and students —to uncover how TQM is enacted and experienced in practice. The study reconceptualizes
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TQM as a pedagogical and systemic framework embedded in institutional culture, rather than merely
an administrative model.

Accordingly, the objectives of this study are to: (1) examine how TQM principles are translated
into institutional and pedagogical practices in vocational education; (2) explore how key stakeholders
experience and interpret these practices; and (3) analyze how TQM influences student performance
across academic, vocational, and work-readiness dimensions. By doing so, this study contributes to the
literature by offering context-sensitive, process-oriented insights that extend the theoretical and
practical understanding of quality management in vocational education.

2. METHODS
2.1 Research Design

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design to examine how Total Quality Management
(TQM) is implemented in vocational education and how it influences student performance. The design
was selected to capture process-oriented and context-specific insights into the enactment of quality
management practices in real educational settings, particularly where prior research has provided
limited explanation of how TQM operates in practice.

2.2 Research Context

The study was conducted in a vocational secondary education institution in a developing country
context. The institution offers multiple vocational programs aligned with industry-oriented
competencies and has formally implemented internal quality assurance mechanisms consistent with
TQM principles. The site was selected purposively due to its active engagement in quality management
practices and its representation of common challenges in vocational education, including resource
constraints and curriculum-industry alignment issues.

2.3 Participants and Sampling

A total of 16 participants were involved in this study, consisting of three school leaders (principal
and vice principals), six teachers (vocational and general subjects), three administrative staff
responsible for quality assurance processes, and four students as supporting informants. Participants
were selected using purposive sampling to ensure the inclusion of information-rich cases with direct
involvement in quality management implementation and learning processes. The sample size was
determined based on data saturation, defined as the point at which no new themes or substantive
insights emerged. The inclusion of multiple stakeholder groups enabled triangulation across strategic,
operational, and experiential perspectives.

2.4 Data Collection

Data were collected over a four-month period using three complementary methods. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with all participants to explore their experiences and
interpretations of TQM practices and their influence on student performance. Each interview lasted
between 45 and 75 minutes, was audio-recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim. Non-
participant observations were conducted to capture the enactment of quality management practices in
classroom instruction, teacher—student interactions, assessment activities, and quality-related meetings,
with detailed field notes recorded systematically. Document analysis was also carried out on
institutional materials, including curriculum plans, quality assurance reports, standard operating
procedures, and evaluation records, to corroborate and contextualize the findings.

2.5 Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis in an iterative process. The analysis began with
familiarization through repeated reading of interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents,
followed by open coding to identify meaningful units related to TQM practices and student
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performance. The initial codes were grouped into broader categories and subsequently developed into
themes representing key dimensions of TOM implementation. Coding was conducted manually to
maintain close engagement with the data. Themes were continuously compared across data sources
and interpreted using TQM theory and vocational education literature to enhance analytical depth and
coherence.

2.6 Trustworthiness and Research Rigor

To ensure methodological rigor, several strategies were employed. Credibility was enhanced
through data triangulation across interviews, observations, and documents, as well as member
checking with selected participants. Dependability was supported by maintaining a systematic audit
trail of the research process. Confirmability was addressed through reflexive note-taking to minimize
researcher bias, while transferability was facilitated by providing sufficient contextual detail to allow
readers to assess the applicability of the findings to similar settings.

2.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection. All participants provided informed consent
and were assured of confidentiality and anonymity. Identifying information was removed, and
pseudonyms were used in reporting. All data were securely stored and managed in accordance with
established research ethics standards.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Findings

This study demonstrates that Total Quality Management (TQM) in vocational education operates
not as a procedural or compliance-based management system, but as an integrated pedagogical
framework that reshapes how learning is designed, delivered, and evaluated. The findings identify four
interdependent mechanisms—stakeholder orientation, continuous improvement, collective
involvement, and data-driven decision-making—that collectively influence student performance
across academic, vocational, and work-readiness dimensions. Importantly, these mechanisms do not
function in isolation. Instead, they interact to form a coherent system that enhances learning relevance,
instructional adaptability, and performance outcomes. This integrated perspective extends existing
TQM literature by demonstrating that its effectiveness depends on systemic coherence rather than the
application of individual principles.

3.1.1 Stakeholder Orientation as a Pedagogical Driver of Relevance

Stakeholder orientation emerged as a central mechanism that aligns learning with industry
expectations and student needs, thereby transforming quality management into a pedagogical process.
Rather than functioning as an external accountability requirement, stakeholder input actively shapes
curriculum design, instructional priorities, and assessment practices. As one teacher explained:

“When learning reflects real industry needs, students take it more seriously because they see its
purpose.” (Teacher 4)

This finding indicates that stakeholder orientation operates as a meaning-making mechanism,
enhancing students’ perception of learning relevance and increasing their engagement. Students
reported greater motivation when learning activities were explicitly connected to real-world contexts.
This finding extends previous research that frames stakeholder engagement primarily as a governance
mechanism (Khurniawan et al.,, 2021) by demonstrating its direct pedagogical and motivational
implications. It also deepens existing arguments on industry alignment (Van Ronzelen Enriquez et al.,
2023) by explaining how alignment translates into meaningful learning experiences that support
student performance.
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3.1.2 Continuous Improvement as Embedded Instructional Adaptation

Continuous improvement was enacted as an ongoing instructional process rather than a formal
evaluation cycle. Teachers continuously reflected on student performance and adapted their teaching
strategies accordingly. As noted by a teacher:

“If students don’t reach the expected competencies, we revise how we teach, not just evaluate them.”
(Teacher 3).

This reflects a shift from evaluation as control to evaluation as instructional adaptation, where
improvement is embedded in daily teaching practices. Observations confirmed that evaluation
meetings were used to diagnose learning gaps and redesign instructional approaches. This finding
challenges traditional interpretations of TQM that emphasize procedural cycles such as PDCA. Instead,
it supports emerging perspectives that conceptualize quality assurance as a dynamic and learning-
oriented process (Harvey & Williams, 2022). By embedding continuous improvement within classroom
practice, TQM directly contributes to sustained improvements in student performance.

3.1.3 Collective Involvement as a Mechanism of Cultural Stability

Collective involvement functioned as a cultural mechanism that sustains and stabilizes quality
practices. Teachers and administrative staff were actively involved in curriculum planning, assessment
design, and quality assurance processes, fostering a shared sense of ownership. A participant stated:

“Because we are involved, quality standards feel like our responsibility, not external pressure.”
(Teacher 6).

This indicates that involvement is not merely participatory but constitutive —it shapes how quality
is understood and enacted within the institution. The resulting cultural alignment reduces resistance
and ensures consistency in instructional practices. This finding extends existing literature on employee
involvement in TQM (Psychogios et al., 2020; Oakland, 2023) by demonstrating that, in vocational
education, involvement functions as a mechanism of system stability, indirectly enhancing student
performance through coherent learning experiences.

3.1.4 Data-Driven Decision-Making as Diagnostic Intelligence

Data-driven decision-making emerged as a mechanism that provides diagnostic insight into
student learning. Schools systematically used performance data to identify learning gaps and guide
targeted interventions. As expressed by a student:

“Teachers explain our results and show us how to improve step by step.” (Student 1).

This suggests that data-driven practices support both instructional decision-making and student
self-regulation. Teachers used data to differentiate instruction and provide competency-focused
feedback. This finding supports prior research on data-informed practice (Schildkamp et al., 2021),
while challenging concerns that data primarily serves accountability or surveillance purposes
(Williamson & Hogan, 2020). Instead, it demonstrates that data functions as diagnostic intelligence
when embedded within a supportive pedagogical system.

3.1.5 Reconceptualizing TQM as an Integrated System

The most significant finding lies in the interaction among the four mechanisms. Stakeholder
orientation provides direction for meaningful learning, continuous improvement enables instructional
adaptability, collective involvement ensures cultural alignment, and data-driven decision-making
offers diagnostic support. Together, these mechanisms form an integrated system that shapes student
performance holistically. This finding extends TQM theory by shifting the focus from individual
principles to systemic coherence, challenging fragmented approaches to quality management.
Furthermore, the findings reconceptualize student performance as a multidimensional construct,
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encompassing academic achievement, vocational competence, soft skills, and workforce readiness. This
challenges prior studies that focus narrowly on academic indicators and provides a more
comprehensive understanding of performance in vocational education.

Table 1. Integrated Mechanisms of TQM and Their Impact on Student Performance

TQOM Mechanism  Functional Role Theoretical Contribution Impact on Student Performance
Stakeholder Pedagogical relevance Extends stakeholder theory  Increased engagement and learning
orientation driver into learning processes relevance
Continuous Instructional Challenges procedural TQM Consistent academic and
improvement adaptation models vocational achievement
Collective e Expands involvement as Coherent and stable instructional
. Cultural stabilization ) . .
involvement systemic mechanism practices

Diagnostic Reframes data as formative ~ Targeted support and self-

Data-driven decision . . .
intelligence resource regulated learning

3.1.6 Integrative Analysis of Findings

The integrated framework presented in Table X highlights that the effectiveness of TQM in
vocational education does not derive from the isolated application of its principles, but from the
interaction and alignment among them. Each mechanism reinforces the others, creating a system in
which learning is continuously aligned, adapted, supported, and evaluated. This interdependence
represents a critical shift from conventional interpretations of TQM as a set of managerial tools toward
a systemic pedagogical model embedded in everyday educational practice. It also suggests that
improvements in student performance are not the result of discrete interventions, but of sustained,
coordinated processes that shape how learning is experienced by students. This finding extends
existing literature by providing empirical evidence that TQM functions as an integrated system
influencing instructional quality, learning relevance, and student development simultaneously. It also
offers a stronger explanatory framework for understanding how quality management contributes to
multidimensional student performance in vocational education contexts.

3.2 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore how Total quality Management (TQM) is implemented
in vocational Education and to examine its implications for student performance. The findings
demonstrate that TQM operates not as a procedural or bureaucratic system, but as an integrated
pedagogical and organizational framework that reshapes learning relevance, instructional adaptability,
professional culture, and evidence-based decision-making. This section discusses the findings in
relation to existing literature, highlights their theoretical contributions, and situates them within
contemporary debates on quality management in vocational Education.

First, the findings confirm and extend prior research emphasizing stakeholder orientation as a
central pillar of quality management in vocational Education. Previous studies have argued that
aligning educational processes with industry and learner expectations is essential to improving
employability and learning relevance (Billett, 2020; Cedefop, 2022). This study advances that argument
by demonstrating how stakeholder orientation functions as a meaning-making mechanism that
enhances student engagement and performance. Rather than merely informing curriculum design,
stakeholder orientation reshapes students’ perceptions of learning value, thereby strengthening
motivation and commitment to skill mastery. This finding extends earlier work that treated stakeholder
engagement primarily as a structural or governance issue (Ramasamy & Pilz, 2021) by highlighting its
pedagogical and motivational consequences.

Second, the findings regarding continuous improvement deepen understanding of TQM as a
pedagogical process rather than a managerial cycle. While continuous improvement has long been
associated with the Plan-Do—Check-Act (PDCA) model in educational management (Sallis, 2021),
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empirical studies have often framed it as an institutional compliance mechanism. In contrast, this study
shows that continuous improvement operates as instructional adaptability, enabling teachers to
respond dynamically to student learning needs. This finding aligns with recent calls to reconceptualize
quality assurance as a learning-oriented process rather than an accountability tool (Harvey & Williams,
2022). By situating continuous improvement within everyday teaching practices, the study
demonstrates how TQM contributes directly to sustained improvements in student performance.

Third, the theme of collective involvement reinforces the cultural dimension of quality
management emphasized in contemporary organizational Theory. Prior research has suggested that
employee involvement is a critical success factor in TQM implementation (Psychogios et al., 2020;
Oakland, 2023). The present findings extend this literature by illustrating how collective involvement
in vocational Education fosters a shared sense of ownership over quality standards, reducing resistance
and increasing implementation consistency. Importantly, the findings show that this collective culture
stabilizes instructional quality, which indirectly enhances student performance. This insight challenges
technocratic interpretations of TQM that prioritize formal structures over professional agency and
highlights the importance of participatory quality cultures in educational settings.

Fourth, the findings on data-driven decision-making contribute to ongoing debates about the role
of data in Education. While learning analytics and performance data are often associated with
surveillance and accountability (Williamson & Hogan, 2020), this study demonstrates that data can
function as diagnostic intelligence when embedded within a supportive quality culture. Teachers and
leaders used data to identify systemic issues, tailor instruction, and support student self-regulation,
rather than to assign blame. This finding resonates with recent research advocating for formative and
developmental uses of educational data (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020; Schildkamp et al., 2021) and
underscores the importance of aligning data practices with pedagogical goals.

Taken together, these findings extend the theoretical understanding of TQM in vocational
Education in several important ways. First, the study conceptualizes student performance as a
multidimensional outcome encompassing academic achievement, vocational competence, soft skills,
and workforce readiness, rather than as a narrowly defined academic metric. This perspective responds
to recent critiques that quality management research in vocational Education often overlooks holistic
learning outcomes (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2021). Second, the study advances TQM Theory by
positioning it as a systemic and cultural framework embedded in daily educational practice, rather than
as an external management model imposed on educational institutions.

The findings also contribute to the literature by providing context-sensitive evidence from a
developing country setting, addressing a significant gap in existing research. Much of the empirical
literature on quality management in Education is dominated by studies from developed countries,
often assuming stable institutional conditions and abundant resources (OECD, 2023). By contrast, this
study demonstrates that TQM principles can be meaningfully adapted to contexts characterized by
resource constraints and structural challenges, provided they are embedded in participatory, learning-
oriented practices. This insight extends current debates on the transferability of quality management
models across educational systems (Pilz & Li, 2022).

Furthermore, the integrated interpretation of the findings highlights that the effectiveness of TQM
does not lie in any single principle, but in the interaction among stakeholder orientation, continuous
improvement, collective involvement, and data-driven decision-making. This systemic perspective
challenges fragmented approaches to quality improvement and supports recent theoretical arguments
that emphasize coherence and alignment in educational reform (Fullan, 2020; Hargreaves & O’Connor,
2021). By empirically demonstrating these interactions, the study provides a more nuanced
understanding of how quality management influences student performance in vocational Education.

In sum, the discussion underscores that Total quality Management enhances student performance
by reshaping institutional logic, pedagogical practices, and organizational culture. These findings move
beyond confirming the effectiveness of TQM and instead illuminate the mechanisms through which it
operates in vocational Education contexts. As such, the study makes a substantive theoretical
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contribution to the literature on quality management in Education and provides a robust foundation
for future research and policy development.

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be acknowledged and
considered when interpreting the findings. First, the study employed a qualitative exploratory design
within a single vocational Education institution. While this approach enabled an in-depth and context-
sensitive understanding of how Total quality Management (TQM) is implemented and experienced by
key stakeholders, the findings are not intended for statistical generalization. Instead, the study offers
analytical insights that may be transferable to vocational Education contexts with similar institutional
characteristics. Future research could address this limitation by employing multi-site qualitative
designs or comparative case studies across different vocational Education institutions to examine
variations in TQM implementation and outcomes.

Second, although the study incorporated perspectives from multiple stakeholder groups—
including school leaders, teachers, administrative staff, and students —it did not include direct input
from industry partners or employers. Given the central role of industry alignment in vocational
Education, future studies should incorporate employer perspectives to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of stakeholder-oriented quality management and its implications for graduate
employability. Integrating industry voices may also help further validate the relevance of the student
performance outcomes identified in this study.

Third, this research focused primarily on exploring processes and mechanisms rather than
measuring the magnitude of TQM’s impact on student performance. While the qualitative findings
illuminate how and why quality management practices Influence learning outcomes, they do not
quantify the strength of these relationships. Future research could adopt mixed-methods designs that
combine qualitative insights with quantitative measures of student achievement, competency
attainment, and employment outcomes, thereby strengthening empirical validation and
generalizability.

In addition, the study conceptualized student performance as a multidimensional construct
encompassing academic achievement, vocational competence, soft skills, and work readiness. However,
these dimensions were examined holistically rather than disaggregated. Future studies could explore
specific dimensions of student performance in greater depth, such as digital competencies, adaptive
skills, or professional identity formation, particularly in relation to Industry 4.0 and Society 5.0
demands.

Finally, the study examined TQM implementation within the current institutional and policy
context. Quality management practices are dynamic and may evolve in response to policy reforms,
technological advancements, and shifts in labor-market demand. Longitudinal research designs would
be valuable in capturing how TQM practices and their implications for student performance develop
over time. Such studies could provide deeper insights into the sustainability of quality management
initiatives and their long-term impact on vocational Education outcomes.

By addressing these limitations, future research can build on this study's findings to further
advance theoretical and empirical understanding of quality management in vocational Education.
Expanding methodological approaches, stakeholder inclusion, and contextual scope will be essential
for developing more robust and generalizable models of Total quality Management that effectively
support student performance and workforce readiness in an increasingly complex educational
landscape.

4. CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that Total Quality Management (TQM) in vocational education operates
as an integrated pedagogical system that shapes how learning is designed, implemented, and evaluated.
The findings highlight that student performance is influenced through the interaction of multiple
mechanisms that collectively enhance learning relevance, instructional responsiveness, and student
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development across academic, vocational, and work-readiness dimensions. Rather than functioning as
isolated managerial practices, TQM is enacted as a coherent system embedded in everyday educational
processes.

Theoretically, this study contributes to the advancement of TQM theory in education by
reconceptualizing TQM as a systemic and pedagogical framework rather than a procedural or
administrative model. It extends existing literature by demonstrating that the effectiveness of TQM lies
in the interaction and alignment among its core mechanisms, offering a more dynamic and process-
oriented understanding of quality management. In addition, this study contributes to vocational
education research by introducing a multidimensional perspective on student performance that
integrates academic achievement, vocational competence, soft skills, and workforce readiness. This
broader conceptualization responds to current demands in Industry 4.0 and provides a more
comprehensive framework for evaluating educational quality in vocational contexts. Furthermore, by
employing a qualitative exploratory approach, this study contributes to methodological discussions in
quality management research, which has been predominantly dominated by quantitative designs, by
providing in-depth, process-based insights into how quality practices are experienced and enacted in
real institutional settings.

Practically, the findings suggest that vocational education institutions should move beyond
compliance-oriented quality management and instead embed TQM principles within teaching and
learning processes. Emphasis should be placed on aligning learning with industry needs, fostering
collaborative professional cultures, enabling continuous instructional adaptation, and utilizing data as
a diagnostic tool to support student development. These insights provide actionable guidance for
school leaders, educators, and policymakers seeking to enhance student performance through
contextually responsive quality management strategies.

Despite its contributions, this study has limitations that open avenues for future research. The
study was conducted within a single institutional context, limiting the scope for broader generalization.
Future research could adopt multi-site or comparative designs to examine variations in TQM
implementation across different vocational education settings. Additionally, while this study provides
in-depth qualitative insights into processes and mechanisms, further research could integrate
quantitative approaches to examine the extent of TQM'’s impact on student performance outcomes.
Longitudinal studies are also recommended to explore how quality management practices evolve over
time and influence long-term educational and employment outcomes.
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