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1. Introduction

As the President of the institution responsible for the quality of Hungarian higher education, the Hungarian Accreditation Committee, I have two objectives: I have to protect the values accumulated by HAC, and at the same time, I would like to introduce some changes. These values and the new paths will be discussed in this article. Before these, however, I have to refer to my duty originating from my being the representative of the Federation of Technical and Scientific Societies. The Federation that has sent me expects me rightfully to strive for the interests of the so-called users, who absorb higher education graduates. My mission, thus, is to strengthen the presence of the users in HAC.

2. History and Function of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee

If one is to discuss values and new paths, it must be made clear that values are not independent of the context in general, and this is especially true for the level of practical tasks we have to face. For the understanding of the values and novelties, thus the context of the decisions has to be elucidated. First, I am going to account for the foundation of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee, for its work between 1990-2000 and the national context in which it worked.

2.1. The Conference of Rectors and András Róna-Tas

It was clear in 1990 that the most important challenge the Hungarian higher education had to face was its transformation with the protection of its quality. First of all, a decision had to be made whether Hungarian higher education should adopt the Anglo-American three tier structure, or the Continental dual system of universities and colleges. At that time, when Hungary was aiming to join the European Common Market, the second alternative seemed more feasible. Both systems, however, are similar with respect to the idea that the Ph.D. degree is issued by the universities. It became thus a priority to prepare the way for a major change in the Hungarian system: offering Ph.D. programs and issuing a Ph.D. degree should again be the task of the universities instead of the old Candidate of Sciences degree issued by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. It was clear that this change could only be introduced at that very time, because there would not be another opportunity for it in the future. For the sake of honesty, I have to say that receiving the Candidate of Sciences degree was not completely independent from the universities, as in most cases the universities prepared the candidates. There was, however, a major difference: even though it was the university that prepared the candidate: the university was not responsible for the education. Thus, when issuing the Ph.D. degree was given to a university, the university did not only gain new rights, but had to shoulder new responsibilities as well.

To ensure a smooth change, numerous prerequisites were to be created. First of all, the organization of the quality selection and its principles had to be provided. The legal framework for the execution of tasks had to be created as well, along with the financial background. Last but not least, a complex consensus had to be established. Beyond these  political, financial and diplomatic tasks it would have been a major flaw to lose sight of the most important thing that could secure the future: the quality. Even the best and most expedient change is worthless, if in the meantime higher education cannot fulfill its mission: training the best educated minds.

2.2. Quality assurance and protection

Accreditation seemed the most feasible solution for preserving the quality of the changing Hungarian higher education, i.e. the establishment of new “Doctoral Programs,” new higher education institutions and programs, the already existing institutions and programs. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee focused on whether “the higher education institution can meet the requirements set out in the Higher Education Act with respect to quality.” Examining the fitness for the requirements of the Act made the work of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee sensitive to input factors.

2.3. Input: personnel and infrastructure 

Accreditation paid special attention to questions of personnel and infrastructure. Emphasizing questions of personnel was not completely new, as Loránd Eötvös, the famous Hungarian scientist, claimed that a university could only be a university through its professors. Thus, what the Hungarian Accreditation Committee meant by analyzing conditions of personnel was the analysis of the scientific achievements and titles of instructors and the quality of students. When checking the conditions of infrastructure, HAC analyzed the condition of classrooms and lecture halls; how well they were equipped; computer and library facilities; and the management. Accreditation focused almost exclusively on these questions of infrastructure and personnel.


2.4. The “small country” effect

The phenomenon, referred to as “small country” effect, made the accreditation process rather complicated. Hungary is a small country, and this results in the difficulty of finding impartial evaluators without any conflict of interest. The number of academics working in the same scientific discipline is so small that it is hardly possible to employ independent evaluators who are not involved in either the foundation or the functioning of an institution, a department or doctoral program.

2.5. The Intellectual Inventory of Hungarian Higher Education

The first accreditation of all Hungarian higher education institutions was completed by 2000. This is true even though the whole accreditation process has not been completed in every institution, as there are still departments and institutions that have not issued degrees. Accreditation, however, can only be finished if a complete educational cycle, including the issuing degrees, can be evaluated. Irrespective of these exceptions, the first round of institutional accreditation has in fact come to en end. A new 8-year-long cycle can be launched in 2003.


The second cycle of accreditation cannot be the same as the previous one, because the Hungarian higher education has gone through some major changes. First of all, the democratization of higher education is in process: this means that by 2010 the 50% of the age cohort should attend higher education institutions. This massification of higher education affects the work of instructors, institutions and organizations responsible for quality. Second, the institutional integration – whereby universities and colleges merged for the sake of the rationalization of Hungarian higher education – has been completed, and this requires the introduction of new elements to be evaluated. It follows from the integration that not the old institutions will be accredited but the new integrated ones. The participation in the “Bologna process,” which prefers the two (or three) tier system, is the third new factor. Fourth, the great variety of educational forms further complicates the situation. Besides the traditional forms of education, one can enroll to off-site, distance, and Internet based training and educational programs. The multiplication of educational forms results in the rethinking of the concept of quality in higher education.

3. Experiences

The Hungarian Accreditation Committee has enriched the accreditation process not only with the introduction of new elements of procedure triggered by its sensitivity to the changing circumstances, but also by the opinion of the CRE review team in 2000. Synthesizing the results of the CRE (now called EUA /European University Association/) Review into the work of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee is the responsibility of the present HAC.

3.1. CRE Review: elitism, lack of output and openness

The CRE report refers several times to the problem of elitism, i.e. to the phenomenon that HAC overemphasizes the significance of the academic sphere in the accreditation process. This phenomenon, in turn, results in the low representation of the professional chambers and the colleges at the different levels of the work of HAC. Furthermore, the report claims that the lack of “end-users” was understandable during the foundation of HAC, but the changes of the last decade make their involvement in the evaluation of higher education institutions indispensable. According to the review team, this problem is closely related to another one, to the lack of attention to the output factors. When HAC was founded, Hungarian industry and commerce were in a transient period, which justified why they were not involved in the accreditation process, for they had no idea about their expectations concerning higher education and students with degrees. Nowadays, however, the situation has changed.

3.2. New responsibilities

For the understanding of the present situation of HAC, one cannot avoid discussing the old and new responsibilities HAC has to shoulder: evaluation of Doctoral Schools, giving opinion on the applications for university and college professorships, and on new forms of education.

3.2.1. Doctoral Schools

When accrediting Doctoral Schools, HAC had to face a paradoxical situation: the avoidance of encroaching on institutional autonomy and of wasting state money. As a response to the paradoxical situation, HAC worked out a thorough system of requirements the Doctoral Schools had to meet. We all would like the Doctoral Schools to be scholarly and scientific schools and workshops, in the strict sense of the word, where the supervisor and the doctoral student work together, and together secure the high standard of future researcher generations.

3.2.2. Giving opinions on applications for university and college professorship

In 2001 the Hungarian Accreditation Committee began to give its opinion on applications for university and college professorship as prescribed in law. HAC had to deal with more than 200 applications. The expert board, of which 2-3 members evaluated each application, proceeded in the evaluation very carefully. The committee that was responsible for the co-ordination of the assessment of the applications worked in a circumspect manner: when reading and harmonizing the evaluations, the committee tried to measure the applicants and the applications with a unified methodology while considering the peculiarities of the different disciplines, too. Finally, HAC devoted two entire plenary sessions to evaluating the applications one by one, and making the final decisions via secret ballot. HAC found 66-67% of the applicants qualified for either the university or the college professorship. HAC then informed both the Ministry of Education and the institutions about its decisions.


When giving opinions on applications, the committee was in a difficult situation. Numerous members of HAC wished the DSc or the Doctor of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences title to be the requirement for university professorship. The Higher Education Act, however, does not prescribe the DSc title for university professorship, so the wish could not be recognized. Nevertheless, it was possible to demand the scholarly and scientific achievements that are identical with what is prescribed for the DSc title. This way, approximately one third of the applicants who did not have DS, but only a CSc or Ph.D., were evaluated positively by HAC because their scientific or scholarly activities, publications and international recognition qualified them for university professorship. Conversely HAC refused scholars or scientists with DSc titles, or even full members of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, too, if they did not meet other, non-scientific formal requirements. For instance, it is a legal prerequisite for a university professor that (s)he holds a habilitation. Consequently, if somebody does not have habilitation, (s)he cannot be nominated for a university professorship, even though (s)he is a full member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.


The end of changes has not come yet for two reasons. On the one hand, the change of requirements concerning university professors logically follows from the advancement of sciences and higher education. On the other hand, the accumulation of experiences should result in the refinement of the process of evaluation. The following amendments have been introduced so far: instead of giving the applications to just two evaluators, there will now be three anonymous opponents from the start. The role of the Committee responsible for the co-ordination of the assessment of the applications will primarily be harmonization and the updating of the regulations. The opinions by the three opponents will be discussed by the disciplinary committees of HAC, so as to keep evaluation close to the relevant profession. Both the Committee responsible for the co-ordination of the assessment of the applications and the HAC will vote about each and every application for university or college professorship.

3.2.3. New forms of education

In the case of non-traditional forms of education, the elements of evaluation will be harmonized with the individual forms of education. In the case of distance training, the educational package, the quality of instructors, and their expertise with respect to distance education gain priority, while it will also be assessed whether examinations are at the same level with those for full-time students. When evaluating off-site education, HAC will pay special attention to the way the given subject is taught, and the way its mastery is checked.

4. Strategic Changes

4.1. Input            Input, Process, Output

HAC will devote more attention to the evaluation of the educational process and to the quality of the educational outcome than previously, while it will go on analyzing the input factors (personnel and infrastructure) as well. For this reason, it will assess the following factors after having worked out the appropriate methodology and the particular indicators:

· the quality of the students admitted to the given institution (e.g. the opinion of the instructors about students who completed their first year at the institution);

· the capacity of the institution for innovation, for the development of curricula;

· the instructors’ performance as researchers and as instructors;

· the students’ satisfaction with the institution;

· the system of requirements (examination questions, and thesis papers), the development of the educational process with the help of the examination experiences;

· the added value provided by the institution during the educational process;

· the expertise, skills and competencies of students who received their degrees from the institution;

· the preparation of and the adherence to the quality assurance plan.

For the sake of the evaluation of the output factors, HAC will propose to the institutions to ask for feedback from students with degrees and from employers (“users”) via forms to be filled in or otherwise. Later on, these can become the organic part of the quality assurance systems to be worked out at every institution.


4.2. Increasing the importance of users

There are more user representatives in the present HAC than before. The users, however, do not include only the academic sphere, i.e. research institutions and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, but also the representatives of professional chambers, industry and other employers. Of course the entire circle of users has not been covered, as it is impossible to represent every profession, sector, and branch in a board of thirty people, but it is not necessary either, because every HAC member is broad-minded and able to represent the interests of all of society and the country beyond their narrow fields.


4.3. Assessment               Assessment and Counsel

The objective of the work of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee has to change after completing the first circle of institutional accreditation. Assessment until now aimed at licensing or refusing the license, or conditional licensing. This type of assessment had its justified historical mission, the situation, however, has changed by now, which should be reflected in the aims of the accreditation. Presently, it seems that the adequate objective is to help the institutions improve quality. Thus, accreditation entails counseling as well.


In line with the enrichment of objectives of accreditation, the second round of accreditation will lay much emphasis on the assessment of the institutional quality assurance systems. Presently, this is the European model, and this is what is recommended to the Hungarian Accreditation Committee. This is the method that is expected from HAC by the Ministry of Education as well. It must be made clear, however, that it is not HAC that is responsible for the quality of an institution but the institution itself. HAC is only to give a hand to institutions in designing and implementing quality assurance systems with adequate management and organization so that they would efficiently support gradual improvement of quality in the individual higher education institutions.


4.4. Overall accreditation             Selective accreditation

Just as assessment is to put more stress on counseling, the subject of accreditation should shift as well. So far, institutional accreditation has assessed each and every department and form of education with the same intensity at an institution. From this time on, however, HAC is going to lay emphasis on the evaluation of the management of the institution, and its efficiency. Besides assessing management, HAC is not going to evaluate each and every department in depth, but it will concentrate on certain selected departments for an in-depth analysis.

4.5. Scale                yes (conditional), no

HAC’s objective will continue to be twofold in the future: accreditation and quality assessment. Minimal requirements are indispensable, the presence of a national system that can guarantee quality is necessary for the sake of becoming euro-compatible in this field as well. HAC is going to establish, therefore, minimum requirements, to which institutions and programs will be compared. HAC’s final opinion may be either granting license unconditionally, granting license conditionally or refusing the license, while in the case of institutions and programs meeting the requirements at a low level there is the possibility of special considerations. In the future, institutions and programs that meet the minimum requirements will receive a longer report by the evaluators consisting of advice for the sake of improving the performance of the institution or department. Thus, the activity of HAC will consist of checking and controlling (giving opinions to the Ministry of Education) and also in improving quality (counseling, helping institutions). In the future, the emphasis is going to shift from checking to quality improvement (assessment and counseling).

4.6. Assessment: Vertical (institutions), Horizontal (profession)

During institutional accreditation, HAC will assess the mission statement of the institution, the departments, and those factors that determine the quality of an institution as a whole (macro-quality, management).

The objective with respect to the quality assurance system will lie in the exploratory documentation, in examining the existence and general strategy of the system during the first 3-4 years. It is only later on that it will be possible to introduce the elements of the mixed evaluation in the light of past experiences and practices. HAC is going to provide help, meetings, and opportunities for consultation for the institutions when forming their quality assurance systems, also for the sake of harmonization with the requirements of accreditation.

Program accreditation is going to remain the same as it used to be. During the preparatory period, HAC is going to start working out the details of benchmarking with respect to programs. In the long run, it is very likely that it will be possible to compare programs of the same kind at different institutions with the aid of foreign experts. At first, those programs should be benchmarked that are most related to euro-compatibility.

4.7. Publicity

Activities and accomplishments of HAC should receive much wider publicity than before. For this reason HAC will:

1. regularly publicize reports and analyses pertaining to the quality of Hungarian higher education;

2. point out “good practice,” models to be followed that have been found at institutions and programs;

3. organize regular meetings for the dissemination of information;

4. regularly and frequently update its webpage.

The communication strategy of HAC consists of informing stakeholders in particular, and the general public in general about HAC’s mission, furthermore of improving HAC’s image.

The target groups of the communication strategy are the following:

· leaders and instructors of higher education institutions,

· students of higher education institutions,

· Hungarian Ministry of Education,

· stakeholders of high schools involved in vocational higher educational training,

· the general public (media, higher education interest groups etc.).

The essence of the message to be sent to target groups is that what unites the interests of HAC and its partners with respect to the control of quality assurance systems is the advanced calculability and competitiveness of Hungarian higher education on the international market.

Means of reaching the target groups:

1. HAC regularly informs the stakeholders of Hungarian higher education about its activities, accomplishments, new methodologies, difficulties of assessment, strategic plans in the monthly journal Magyar Felsőoktatás (Hungarian Higher Education).

2. HAC gives a regular overview of its activities related to students in university and college quarterlies, magazines.

3. The links to the Ministry of Education are strengthened via continuous personal contact and formal reports, and through lobbying (in the positive sense of the word).

4. Those involved in vocational higher educational training will be reached via direct mail and yearbooks.

5. The general public will be addressed via interviews, public relations conferences, through the organization of “open days” and by publishing articles in magazines and newspapers.

6. HAC will inform a wide readership concerning its activities with Publications as in the past.

4.8. International Activities

Hungarian accreditation can only be developed and modified if it acquires up-to-date information about European events and trends. This is true because European higher education itself is in transformation and because of the Bologna process. András Róna-Tas, the honorary president of HAC, is a member of the Steering Committee of the European Network for Quality Agencies (ENQA). This means that HAC can learn about the international developments and via him it can also take part in the formation of the international process.


As a result of the work of András Róna-Tas, the Network for Central and Eastern European Quality Assurance Agencies (CEE Network) has been established, and HAC has become the member of ENQA. The CEE Network fosters mutual understanding and learning about the work of quality assurance agencies that face similar problems, as they operate in a similar geographical and political context. The Network plans that the member agencies will recognize each other’s principles and procedures in the long run. András Róna-Tas is not only a member of ENQA but he also plays a leading role in the European University Association.


Our colleagues who visit accreditation agencies abroad shoulder great responsibilities. The experience accumulated abroad is to be built into the work of HAC. Agencies operating in small countries enjoy priority, consequently HAC pays careful attention to Danish, Swiss, Belgian, and Dutch agencies. Nevertheless, the English, French and German systems are to be known as well, but their achievements can hardly be grafted onto the Hungarian context directly.

Conclusion

Having sketched the present situation of HAC, the way that has lead here and the possibilities for changes, there is one idea that cannot be overemphasized. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee has never been an end in itself, created for its own sake. It has always been a means that has been justified by being used. Using this means is nothing else but the improvement of Hungarian higher education, and also the protection and strengthening of the international reputation and marketability of the same.
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