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Abstract:

The paper starts with evaluating the past practice of programme accreditation in Hungary. One of the main weaknesses of accreditation of operating programmes was the not perfect adherence to the principle of uniformity of evaluations. Reasons for this were the uneven quality of the performance of visiting committees, and the changing of quality requirements in time. Another weakness was so to speak “built in” the system: accreditation of programmes was done in the framework of institutional accreditation i.e., all programmes of a given institution were evaluated at the same time, while the same programmes taught at various institutions were visited and evaluated by various panels at different times. (The time lag was up to 6-7 years, occasionally.) Realising the drawbacks of the old system and the emerging needs of comparisons of programmes, the HAC decided to accomplish two pilot parallel evaluations in the field of history and psychology, respectively. In the second part of the paper the methodological framework of the new parallel evaluations will be presented.

Introduction

Quality assurance of higher education (HE) on the national level was introduced in Hungary in 1992-94. That was the time when universities got back the right of launching PhD training and awarding PhD degrees. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee (HAC) operates since the end of 1992
. It was established originally for supervising the quality of the newly formed doctoral (PhD/DLA
) programmes but in the autumn of 1993 the Higher Education Act defined its tasks more widely: accreditation of all higher education institutions (HEIs) and degree programmes were included. The choice between accreditation and “softer”, audit type evaluation was conscious and well grounded: preliminary accreditation seemed to be the most promising and suitable means to raise quality demands and requirements for the new doctoral programmes in particular and for degree programmes and institutions in general.

Thus, the HAC performs both institutional and programme accreditation, both in case of new and operating institutions and programmes. Both new institutions and new programmes need a “preliminary accreditation” before getting licensed by the minister of education. (There is no site visit in the process of preliminary programme accreditation.) Operating institutions are accredited in an 8-year cycle. In the first cycle of institutional accreditation each operating programme of the given institution was evaluated and, in case it met the minimum requirements, accredited. We call this process the “programme accreditation performed within the framework of institutional accreditation”. In the present paper I discuss the past and future of this latter type of programme accreditation in Hungary. (I use the phrase “programme accreditation” in this latter sense throughout the paper.)

Programme accreditation of operating programmes in Hungary: lessons from the past

In the HAC’s accreditation “philosophy” degree programmes play a central role. The quality of an institution is assessed – though not exclusively – on the basis of the evaluation of its degree programmes. These were evaluated (and accredited) against a predetermined set of standards (“requirements”) containing both general and discipline specific elements. Meeting the quality requirements was investigated by a group of experts (peers) commissioned by the HAC. Such ad hoc visiting committees (VCs) were usually organised for the evaluation of all degree programmes of a given faculty or institution. As to the methodology, the internationally well-known self-evaluation – site visit – external report – resolution sequence was applied. In theory, everything was clear and unambiguous.

Practice however, showed some problems here and there. On the basis of the experience gained from first cycle programme accreditation some weak points of the past practice can be identified.

1. The principle of uniformity of evaluations was not fully adhered to.

Among the principles of evaluation (theory) uniformity was (and is) stated, according to which the same basic principles and standards must be applied for each HEI and each degree programme (with ample space for local and disciplinary differences). In practice, however, this principle was not always perfectly adhered to. The most important reasons for this were the following:

a) Uneven quality of the performance of visiting committees
This feature has to do of course with the individual peculiarities of visiting committee members too. But, beyond that, there was also an “application failure” of the system in the Hungarian case.

· Experts could not always be 100 % objective and impartial when making evaluations and judgements about their colleagues in the discipline.

· The HAC was not perfect and thorough enough in each case when preparing experts for the visits. There were cases, when the preparatory meeting of a VC dealt with the logistics of the visit in detail and paid less attention to the study and discussion of the self-evaluation report (SER) of the given programmes (institution).

From these two elements the first one bears closely upon the social-cultural context, the historical past of Hungary, and thus for the elimination of this feature the HAC in itself is not enough, no matter how thorough its Code of Ethics
 is. However, for the second element of this “application failure”, no doubt, only the HAC is to blame.

b) Changing of procedures and requirements
Programme accreditation of operating programmes began in the framework of institutional accreditation in 1994. Out of 89 institutions, evaluations of the first five were implemented as pilot procedures. Even after that, in light of experience gained, the Accreditation Guidebook was revised several times. That means that programmes accredited in the beginning of the cycle had to meet slightly different requirements from those accredited later on.

And though such phenomena of change are more or less common to every “learning organisation”, the result in the HAC’s case was not only development of the system but also an incomplete adherence to the principle of uniformity.

2. The time factor and consistency of evaluations

Time, however, exerted even more obvious and far-reaching effects on the prevailing of principles and on outcomes of evaluations. In time not only internal elements of accreditation but also external factors do change. These changes resulted in another important weakness of the Hungarian programme accreditation process which was so to speak “built in” the system. As I mentioned above, accreditation of programmes was done in the framework of institutional accreditation i.e., all programmes of a given institution were evaluated at the same time, while the same programmes taught at various institutions were visited and evaluated by various panels at different times. Due to the 8-year cycle of institutional accreditation the time lag was really considerable, up to 6-7 years, occasionally. (The 8-year cycle is justified by the fact that the HAC had to evaluate altogether 89 operating institutions and more than 1,600 degree programmes taught.)

During this 8 year, higher education in Hungary (and elsewhere) changed rapidly. The number of students almost tripled while the number of teaching staff remained more or less the same. One of the changes concerning staff was a definite and alarming ageing. All this led to changes in ways and modes of teaching and examinations, changes in the interactions of professors and students. Interest in and demand for programmes changed. Moreover, there were considerable changes in the disciplines themselves, in the substance to be taught. In short, everything changed from context through form to content.

In the first cycle of institutional accreditation the result of programme evaluation was not only an accreditation decision. Each programme was evaluated on a four-value scale and got a “grade”: it was judged to be either Excellent, or Strong, or Adequate, or Inadequate. Needless to say that considering all the above the HAC’s programme evaluations were not always consistent and comparable. A programme that got an Excellent mark say in 1995 from a certain VC was perhaps not as good as a similar programme at another institution evaluated as Strong by another VC in 2000.

Of course, I am not saying that for all this only time is simply to blame and the HAC could not have worked better in selection and training of experts etc.

The bridge from past to future

The bridge from the past to the future of programme accreditation in Hungary has at least four pillars. In drawing the lessons from past experience the HAC was helped by foreign experts. Upon the recommendation of the HAC’s International Advisory Board the HAC commissioned its own external evaluation which was performed by an international panel of experts brought together by CRE – Association of European Universities (now EUA) in 1999-2000. This external evaluation was very thorough and detailed.
 

As follow-up of the evaluation, besides other measures, the HAC decided to send one of its staff members to study the methodology and operation of a respected foreign agency. Upon successfully applying for an INQAAHE scholarship I went to study the system of quality evaluation of (higher) education in Denmark at the Evalueringsinstitut (EVA) in May, 2001. Returning home I made a detailed report on the training visit. At the end of the report I made some proposals for consideration for the HAC. One of the proposals was to consider the possibility of pilot field evaluations i.e., parallel evaluations of the same degree programmes taught at various higher education institutions. That was a standard element of the Danish evaluation system but there have been no such kind of evaluations in Hungary before.

The emerging needs of and interest in direct comparisons of degree programmes can be regarded as the third pillar of the bridge. We experienced these needs and interest from the part of the public and especially, the media. There have been some attempts to draw league tables, rankings of degree programmes in various disciplines by a private social research company and journalists alike in Hungary.

Realising the drawbacks of the old system and discussing the developments and the proposal mentioned above, the HAC decided to include the item of pilot parallel program evaluations in its new strategic plan
 finalised in February, 2002. That is the fourth and last pillar of the bridge from past to future. (To extend the strategic principles and theses and make such a comprehensive strategic plan was another one of my proposals based partly on the INQAAHE training trip.)

Programme accreditation of operating programmes in Hungary: the future?
In September, 2002 the HAC formed an ad hoc committee chaired by András Róna-Tas. The task of this committee was to work out the framework of parallel programme evaluations. History and Psychology were selected as the two pilot fields, I was assigned to be the secretary of the committee.

After studying and discussing the relevant questions and current international trends and projects (EuPsyt, Joint Quality Initiative, Tuning, TEEP), the general framework of the parallel evaluations of operating programmes were determined as follows.

1. The HAC’s job is checking and certifying the quality of higher education in Hungary and not the determination of the actual content of degree programmes. Therefore, the goal of the parallel evaluations of operating programmes is not unifying or harmonising curricula but the evaluation of degree programmes and the attestation of their quality.

2. Currently, there is a not negligible public (media) demand for ranking the same or similar programmes taught at various institutions in Hungary. However, compiling such strong rankings (ordinal scales) raises a lot of substantial questions that have not really been answered by the various ranking exercises in foreign countries. Therefore, parallel programme evaluations will not lead to direct rankings though evaluations by the HAC can involve direct or indirect comparisons of programmes in various dimensions.

3. Evaluations shall cover not only input factors but also the process and outcomes of teaching and learning. The elements of inquiry will be the following:

· Meeting National Qualification Requirements (published as government decrees).

· Meeting the accreditation requirements of the HAC.

· The teaching and learning process.

· The outcomes of teaching and learning.

· Stakeholder opinions.

4. From among the discipline specific recommendations of the history working group of the Tuning project, outcome expectations, competencies of the 3rd and 4th levels (history majors bachelor and master) are relevant for the HAC’s parallel evaluations.

5. As the HAC interprets the term, competencies cover:

· acquired knowledge,

· developed abilities,

· evolved attitudes and values.

6. Parallel programme evaluations will have a double focus involving both accreditation and audit-like assessment. Thus, programs will be individually examined and accredited for a full cycle (8 years) if predetermined quality requirements are met. (Compliance aspect, mainly input factors examined, with judgements: ‘yes’, ‘conditional yes’, and ‘no’.) On the other hand, above the threshold level the HAC will give – without grading – detailed assessment and specific recommendations as to the enhancement of the quality of the given programme. Comparisons and general recommendations are also possible. That means that beyond the so-called ‘control’ function (giving opinion to the minister of education) the HAC performs also an advisory function to promote quality enhancement (improvement aspect).
It is the definite intention of the HAC that the latter function be more emphatic than the former one. With this shift in emphasis, we do hope that HEIs will regard the HAC basically not as an external “authority” but much more as a partner interested and helping in quality improvement.

Methodological details based on the above framework are currently being elaborated. The internationally well established (and in the first cycle applied) self-evaluation – site visit – external report elements will remain, but among the present proposals there are at least two which might be of interest for an international audience:

· Self-evaluation reports would not necessarily be submitted to the HAC before the site visits. That means that there would be programmes whose self-evaluation process would run partly parallel with the visit period (see below). The VC would study these reports in between or even only after the visits.

· Instead of one visit per programme there would be a so called “visit period” lasting for 2-3 months, in which time range the VC or individual members of it would be free to visit the programmes under evaluation any day (in office hours) either agreed with programme representatives before or not.

As to the time frame, the complete methodologies of the parallel programme evaluations for history and psychology is planned to be worked out and discussed by the institutions and professions involved by end of June, 2003. The two actual evaluation processes are planned to start in autumn this year ending with the reports published in spring, 2004 respectively.

About the experience gained by the parallel programme evaluations outlined above I hope I can report on a future INQAAHE conference.

Epilogue and acknowledgements: On the use of the INQAAHE scholarship

As I mentioned above, among the factors that led to the planning of, and decision on introducing parallel accreditation and evaluation of operating programmes in Hungary there was a proposal that was conceived during my visit to EVA, the Danish Evalueringsinstitut in May 2001. That visit was made possible partly by a grant from INQAAHE for which I would like to express my sincere thanks. As the first person who received this support I do hope that there will be many others in the future who can live with that opportunity and make the most of it for the enhancement of the work of a national agency and, through this for the progress of the QA profession
 in general.

You may say that this is perhaps an exaggeration. I reply with a sentence by Lao Tzu: “A journey of a thousand miles starts under one’s feet”. (Tao Te King, 64)

Special thanks to András Róna-Tas (HAC) and Christian Thune (EVA).
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