Annual Meeting of the International Advisory Board of the HAC

in Debrecen, 31 March-1 April 2006

and the Board’s

 Recommendations

The International Advisory Board of HAC was invited by Debrecen University to hold its annual meeting there on 31 March - 1 April 2006. The meeting was chaired by the HAC President László Fésüs. The Board members present were Ferdinand Devinsky, John Kelly, Jürgen Kohler, and Ossi V. Lindqvist. Judith Eaton, Eric Froment, Ko Scheele, Christian Thune, and Luc Weber HAD sent their regrets.  HAC Vice-President András Róna-Tas, Secretary General Tibor Szántó and programme officer for foreign affairs Christina Rozsnyai also attended.

The first day was dedicated to Debrecen University, with background provided by Vice-Rector for Education Prof. Ferenc Joó and Prof. Edit Szűcs, Director for Quality Assurance at the university. Prof. Attila Pethő, Dean of the Faculty of Computer Science, hosted the visit to the faculty, and the team was able to briefly visit also other parts of the campus, including parts of the Medical and Health Sciences Centre and the Library. Then the Board learned about the HAC’s institutional accreditation process and experiences about the just concluded site visit to Debrecen University from members of the HAC’s visiting team (László Hatvani, chair, Lajos Rónyai, and Ernő Zalai). With the student team member being unavailable at this time, PhD student József Csizmadia reported on his experiences during the visit to Szeged University, followed by the chair to that university’s visiting team György Bazsa. The Board expresses its appreciation for the hospitality afforded by Debrecen University and for having had the opportunity to gain insight into a concrete accreditation process on site. 

On 1 April the Board held its regular meeting, chaired by László Fésüs and attended by András Róna-Tas, Tibor Szántó, and Christina Rozsnyai as secretary. They discussed the work of the HAC in the past year also with respect to the degree of implementation of the Board’s Recommendations of the previous year, as well as the consequences for HAC of the new Higher Education Act.  In the afternoon, the Board deliberated its Recommendations for 2006. 

Recommendations 

Having gained insight into the work of the HAC and quality assurance in Hungary in the past years, the Board believes that the HAC is well-placed to fulfil the goals of a quality assurance organisation:

to maintain and promote a knowledge-based society via considering quality in relevance to

· academic excellence 

· society (employability, entrepreneurship, cohesion with society)

· building responsible citizenship, and

· personal development.

Within the HAC’s responsibility to promote continuous quality enhancement, its criteria for evaluating programmes and institutions and the evaluation system are moving from a prescriptive approach (evaluating against the existing quality framework) towards a meta-evaluation system. As it progresses, it should reconsider its concept of “fitness for purpose” to incorporate an analysis of the institutional mission, and of the coherence between vision, mission, strategy and implementation.

1. The Board appreciates that its recommendations were discussed in the HAC meetings and that it received feedback on the stage of their implementation, as it had asked last year. It welcomes that the HAC foresees a role in its work of an international advisory group of experts in the future.

In light of the International Advisory Board being no longer specified in the new Higher Education Act, the Board was pleased to learn that its – and its predecessors’ – recommendations had been valuable for the HAC since its establishment 13 years ago. The Board understands that the international outlook has been an integral part of the HAC as an organisation and considers it essential for the HAC’s success in the increasingly international arena of quality assurance. Thus HAC can continue to draw advice from international experts in the future, especially in relation to generic quality and specific disciplinary expertise. Whether that be in the form of a standing body, ad hoc experts or a combination of these is a matter for HAC to decide in light of its overall circumstances. 

2. The Board underlines the importance of considering the environment in which a higher education institution is embedded in conducting quality assurance and accreditation.

Given the increasing responsibility assigned to higher education institutions vis-à-vis their environment, and with a view to how their research and economic activities are embedded in the region, the Board advises the HAC to further emphasise this aspect in its quality assurance procedure.

3. The Board appreciates that the new Higher Education Act promotes the development of quality assurance within higher education institutions, and recommends that the HAC contribute to the process in line with its advisory capacity.

As the complex concept of quality culture takes root in the higher education sector in Hungary, the responsibility of higher education institutions and institutional autonomy must be respected. Nevertheless, internal quality assurance cannot be separated from the external quality assurance system, which is the HAC’s responsibility by law and which it has established for over a decade. 

4. The Board promotes that the HAC strengthen the evaluation of the institutional level in its institutional accreditation, focusing on the institution’s OWN profile and with a view to quality enhancement instead of its compliance to set standards.

With internal quality assurance mechanisms being established at higher education institutions in Hungary, the Board supports the HAC’s intent to focus increasingly on institutional-level aspects, including the institution’s relevance to society and special profile, institutional strategy and strategic quality enhancement, as well as its quality assurance system. A more dynamic quality enhancement orientation with a focus on the institutional level and on processes (e.g. education process, planning, monitoring) could overtake the more static quality assurance model (on who does what in the system, and which concentrates on how programmes conform to a predetermined standard like qualification requirements).  This would further support the autonomy of the institutions.  As indicated in the Bologna agreement, and in the subsequent ministerial communiqués, the responsibility of quality is with the higher education institutions themselves.

5. Furthermore, the Board recommends that the HAC work towards identifying institutions with feasible quality assurance systems to serve as a model for others and in which the HAC could begin to test its proposed meta-accreditation scheme. The accreditation process should not be only an internal issue for each institution, but in each case it should encourage the spreading of good practices through the higher education system.

The Board realises that the transition to meta-accreditation, whereby the HAC would evaluate only an institution’s quality assurance system in its capacity of institutional accreditation, is a long-term development. Nevertheless, criteria for identifying excellence in quality assurance can be considered as the second-cycle institutional accreditation process progresses.

6. The Board recommends that the criteria for the award of excellence foreseen in the Higher Education Act and the HAC’s established place of excellence award should be harmonised. 

The Board considers the award of excellence for higher education institutions’ quality assurance systems, to be given by Government as described in the new law, and the HAC’s place of excellence award for innovative teaching and research relevant if it leads to identifying good practice, spreading quality culture and ultimately improving the whole system. But clear authority for the awards should be defined and a double standard should be avoided, also in view of the fact that the law assigns the HAC a central place in contributing to quality policy. 

7. The Board recommends that the criteria for appeals against the HAC’s decisions be the same for all procedures.

The Board learned that an appeals system involving the HAC, the Registry Office at the Ministry of Education and the Minister, has been installed with the new law. The Board recommends that the HAC use the same criteria in each step of the appeals system, and preferably, although different bodies are responsible for the various steps in the process, the criteria should be harmonised. 

8. The Board considers it important that the HAC ensure that the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area are installed on all levels.

In line with the HAC’s responsibility by law for ensuring the quality of higher education in Hungary, it should promote and monitor adherence to the European standards at higher education institutions as well as in its own procedures. Given that the European Standards, endorsed by the Ministers of Education in Bergen, are the foundation for quality assurance for all Bologna signatories, it is important to harmonise as well as ensure quality assurance within higher education institutions, conducted by quality assurance agencies, and within the agencies themselves.

9. The Board appreciates the HAC’s plans for its external review, as described in the European Standards and is prepared to provide expertise if requested.
The Board recognises that the HAC has commissioned its external evaluation, which was conducted by an international panel of experts co-ordinated by CRE (now EUA) in 1999-2000. The Board is pleased that the HAC now plans its second external evaluation in line with the European Standards in 2008 and intends to ask the assistance of ENQA in this. The Board offers its aid in finding external experts to compile a review panel which may, if the HAC so chooses, be endorsed by ENQA.
10. The Board recommends that the HAC continue to be involved in the preparation of a National Qualifications Framework for higher education.

As a European Qualifications Framework is being defined and refined, the Board considers it important that the HAC continue to participate in working out the Hungarian Framework co-ordinated by the higher education sector.

11. The Board appreciates that the briefing of visiting team members has been given increased emphasis in the second cycle of institutional evaluation, as it had recommended earlier. 
The Board underlines that briefing of teams, including student members, should, beyond the division of tasks, involve also the focus of the evaluation, generic issues of quality assurance, and international trends in university and quality assurance developments. 

12. The Board recommends that the delegation of the new HAC membership take into consideration that a decisive part of the former membership remain for its maximum of two terms to ensure continuity, and that age and gender balance be considered.

13. The Board again recommends that the role of students in quality assurance be strengthened. 
The Board appreciates that the HAC now regularly includes student members in its visiting teams. It recommends that student involvement in higher education quality assurance should be strengthened, e.g. via direct ongoing information exchange with student unions, and including students in the expert registry. The HAC may also consider sending its accreditation reports to the evaluated institution’s student body for comment. 

14. The Board recommends that the international dimension be strengthened in quality assurance. 

The Board supports that the HAC promote the international dimension of higher education in PhD training, joint degrees and other aspects via its quality criteria. The Board commends that in its choice of experts, those proficient in quality assurance and experts in fields of knowledge are assigned separate tasks in the quality assurance process. The Board recommends that the HAC promote the employment of quality assurance experts with expertise on an international level and with a generic quality concept.

Compiled by Christina Rozsnyai on 19 April 2006

Amended and approved by the HAC Board via electronic mail
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