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The Hungarian Accreditation Committee in 2004

Annual Report

Introduction

Hungarian higher education in 2004 was marked by turbulence. Countless versions of the new higher education law were debated by the various players and stakeholders, including the HAC. At the same time, the new Bachelor program structure was introduced, which appeared as a government decree in August, was revoked for legal reasons and reissued on December 28. For the HAC this entailed participation in the discussion, as well as the preparation and implementation of new regulations (evaluation criteria, standards, guidelines and forms). In addition, the second cycle of institutional evaluation was launched, the pilot project on the parallel accreditation of programs in history and psychology concluded and preparations for a second parallel accreditation round began. 

In 2004 the HAC continued its ongoing work accrediting traditional single-stream study programs on the national (national qualification requirements) and institutional level and new Bachelor programs on both levels; new institutions and faculties; doctoral schools; and evaluating college and university professorial applications. 

Specifically, the HAC in 2004 evaluated 101 applications for launching traditional single-stream study programs (18 positive, 66 negative, 15 withdrawn, 2 in process); 39 traditional single-stream qualification requirements (program framework requirements; 13 positive, 18 negative, 1 suspended, 7 withdrawn), 19 special post-graduate programs (11 positive, 8 negative), and 6 new vocational higher education programs (all positive). 

As regards applications for Bachelor programs, from October 2003 until the January 2005 the HAC evaluated 107 applications for “education and competencies requirements” (program framework requirements: 62 positive, 3 negative decisions, 6 suspended, 2 withdrawn, 34 still under evaluation in December 2004) and 128 applications for launching new programs (95 positive, 23 negative decisions, 6 suspended, 2 withdrawn, 2 still under evaluation in December 2004). 

The Ministry of Education requested the HAC’s opinion on 4 applications for new institutions (1 positive, 3 negative); and 2 applications for new faculties (1 positive, 1 negative). There were 3 applications for doctoral schools (2 positive, 1 negative decision) while 5 existing doctoral schools were monitored; and 187 applications for university and college professorial positions (144 positive, 43 negative).  
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Follow-up on the recommendations of the Board in 2004

Item 1 concerning the introduction of the Bachelor/Master system

1.1. structure

A government decree sets the Bachelor/Master structure. The recommendation of the Board is followed, 3 year (180 credits) for Bachelor programs is the minimum but there are programs with other durations and credits too. The regulations for Master’s programs are still being developed. (see Main Issues below). An overall 300-330 credit limit was set for Bachelor and Master programs together.

1.2. accreditation

The accreditation requirements have been fine-tuned during the year in light of experience gained (e.g. college instructors, professional practice, academic track) The HAC is increasingly looking also at program outcomes (competencies, preparing for Master’s programs).

Item 2 concerning the second cycle of evaluation and accreditation

2.1. parallel accreditation of programs in one discipline, weaknesses in didactic training (history teachers)
The HAC emphasized the need for “discipline-specific didactic training for prospective history teachers” in its report. Follow-up measures taken by institutions involved will be checked in the next institutional accreditation procedure. 
2.2. flexible accreditation requirements and focus on QA systems in the new cycle of institutional accreditation

The new accreditation guidelines focus also on the institutions’ quality systems.. The main areas to be evaluated in institutional accreditation are the following:

a) management

b) policy, strategy

c) human and material resources

d) teaching, learning, research, and organizational processes

e) relationships with partners and stakeholders

f) the institution’s (faculty’s) main achievements since the last evaluation

g) internal quality assurance system

2.3. flexible structures of doctoral schools toward promoting interdisciplinarity
There are currently 154 accredited doctoral schools in Hungary. Of these, 26 are interdisciplinary. In Hungary that means that a doctoral school is accredited for providing doctoral training in more than one discipline in one or more area of science. (According to the HAC regulations, in one institution in one discipline there can only be one doctoral school, with the exception of interdisciplinary schools.) HAC evaluates whether interdisciplinarity is a guiding principle in the school, or whether it is just a means to get the accreditation for branches of science with insufficient staffing. HAC found both and in four cases set deadlines for improvement. 

The HAC’s doctoral committee has decided to review its regulations and other issues related to doctoral education in Hungary as a whole at an upcoming meeting. 

2.4 accreditation procedures to accommodate future joint degrees
The current draft of the new higher education act foresees the possibility for higher education institutions to carry joint programs with other, not excluding foreign, institutions, and may issue joint degrees

The HAC will work out its new accreditation requirements following the coming into force of the law. 
2.5. external stakeholders in the evaluation process

The HAC has increasingly involved external stakeholders in evaluation, both as external evaluators and as committee members. Foreign experts are invited when necessary, but not broadly, in part because of the cost, but also the difficulty in translating documents, etc.  In the parallel accreditation project of 2004/05, two visiting teams (dentistry and pharmaceutics) are chaired by foreign experts. Both of them are from Romania and speak Hungarian.

2.6. briefing experts

The HAC has paid special attention to this area. In the current institutional accreditation procedure, visiting teams have had 2-3 briefing meetings each.  First, there was a general meeting for all the teams together who are working in the current  round (5 institutions, 14 visiting committees, 62 experts). Then there were separate meetings for individual teams in which, beyond dealing with logistics and the distribution of work, experts focused on the discussion of the self-evaluation reports and earlier accreditation material (relevant yearly quality reports with evaluations from the respective expert committee of HAC) in order to identify questions and issues to concentrate on during the site visits.

2.7. shifting from input to output orientation

Though first steps have been taken in this direction, this is an area where the HAC still has to find the right balance. It must be noted however, that for assuring quality we think it is indispensable to check relevant input factors.  Output measurement, on the other hand, is difficult to carry out due to the difficulties in getting to the information, and its “consumer protection” value is questionable in the short term since it checks quality “after the fact”. Higher education institutions were urged to keep track of their alumni. A research study was launched and published with the help of the Ministry to clarify the main trend of the job market in humanities.  

2.8. flexibility of education structures and quality criteria

With the introduction of the Bachelor/Master structure the quality criteria will focus on educational levels. With this separation the quality requirements for the top degree levels can be differentiated and become more demanding. The education and competencies requirements include also a description of the competencies expected of graduates. The HAC’s quality criteria take these into account.

Item 3 on the HAC’s organizational matters

3.1. workload
The HAC’s workload has increased with the beginning of new Bachelor programs, in addition to new applications for traditional programs still coming in. The second round of institutional accreditation has begun, and parallel accreditation of individual disciplines continues. At the same time, due to the general financial restrictions in the state budget and employment in the public sphere, the Ministry has set a ceiling of 21 full-time equivalent staff positions for 2005 (it was 22 for 2004). 

3.2. internal quality assurance 
The HAC established an expert committee on quality assurance whose tasks include the further development of the internal QA system of the HAC. Moreover, the Secretariat conducted a year-end survey of its staff  (see end of this report, under the Secretariat heading).

3.3. economic restrictions

Have worsened. In reaction to problems in financing and the recommendation of the Board, HAC members turned down two months’ fees. However, thanks to a very strict financial management and the additional resources coming from the R+D project the fees for these two months could also be paid in 2004. As to the budget for 2005, there is considerable uncertainty. As it seems now, the HAC would need at least ten percent more funds for 2005 than the central budget plans to provide. Moreover, there are some uncertainties in the new higher education act regarding future financing of the HAC, although it appears at the time of this writing (early March 2005) that it will be linked to the minimum wage and thus more stable, rather than up to a yearly negotiation process. (See still table at end of report.)

Chronology of main items on the plenum agenda in 2004

(Study program, professorship and other applications as well as technical matters were considered at each meeting and are not mentioned separately. The applications for new programs included increasingly throughout the year those for new Bachelor programs.)

January

· on January 16 the HAC held a special introductory meeting for the newly appointed HAC membership, at which the new president was elected

· the regular plenum on the last Friday of the month introduced the members of the HAC staff and focused on organizational matters and setting up the new presidium and sub-committees. For the latter a new structure had to be established, reflecting the professional make-up of the HAC membership. To represent missing disciplines, four non-voting members were elected (the number was later raised to five).

February

· introduction of permanently invited representatives to the HAC plenum: heads of the Hungarian Rectors’ Conference, the National Union of Doctoral Students, and the Hungarian Higher Education and Research Council (the president of the National Union of Students sent his regrets)

· decision to contact the heads of colleges and universities regarding a moratorium on the evaluation of traditional study programs in light of the change-over to new Bachelor programs (this was later overturned by the Ministry, since there is no legal basis of the HAC not evaluating the old programs)

· action plan for accreditation procedures for new Bachelor programs

· the issue was actually raised in connection with the application for accreditation by the Central European University to decide which foreign degrees the HAC considers comparable with the Hungarian doctoral and habilitation qualifications for the purpose of judging the qualifications of university teaching staff. The criteria accepted will be applied for all types of teaching staff coming from abroad. Some legal prescriptions (eg. habilitation for professors) have to be changed by law.

· unanimous acceptance of report on 2003 HAC budget and 2004 budget plan, the latter to be augmented with the comment about the steady decrease of material expenses allocated by the Ministry

March

· discussion on several aspects of introducing the Bachelor/Master structure to replace the traditional college/university degrees in Hungary

· acceptance of the accreditation criteria for the fields to be launched in 2005 on a pilot basis, of guidelines for applications by higher education institutions for the new degrees, and of the procedure for evaluating them

· announcement regarding discussions with the Ministry of Education, concerning the HAC’s comments on the new higher education law concept, which the Ministry will consider, and main issues concerning the change-over to the Bologna structure. The HAC objects to being integrated organizationally into the House of Professors

· Proposal to assign credit points to foreign language courses in the new Ba/Ma structure.

April

· Accreditation Guidelines concept and implementation schedule for the second cycle of institutional accreditation, also the criteria for quality evaluation (of the institution’s QA system) and the guidelines for data requested from institutions. All of these were worked out by HAC vice-president István Páczelt and his team, together with Nóra Halmay, deputy secretary general. The plenum accepted the criteria for quality evaluation and data guidelines as non-mandatory but to assist institutions. Institutions should aim to have the requested data on their websites

· schedule for the five selected institutions to participate in the second cycle in 2004/2005 and tasks, consultation meeting for institutions offered by Professor Páczelt

· statement to Ministry concerning the HAC’s objection to eliminate accreditation of new study programs, as it appeared in the concept to the future higher education law

May

· debate concerning the draft government decree on regulations and the conditions for launching the first cycle of Bachelor programs, whereby the HAC urges flexibility and openness, considering the haste in which the change-over to an utterly new structure is taking place. The HAC urges flexible educational structures for talented students. It points out the danger evident in that old programs are being carried over into the new structure. Sufficient resources should be allocated to institutions to change to the new structure. 

· meeting continues in the afternoon with the participation the HAC’s International Advisory Board, at which the parallel evaluation of psychology and history degree programs, and the R & D project are discussed

July

· renewed debate and vote on the parallel evaluation of psychology and history degree programs, given that there was no quorum at the May meeting. Vice-president András Róna-Tas stressed the experimental character of the exercise, and stated that it would be the HAC’s aim to do its program accreditation in this manner while confining its institutional accreditation to evaluating the institutions’ quality assurance systems

· acceptance of the degree programs to participate in the next round of parallel accreditation: law, medicine, dentistry, pharmaceutics (these will not be offered as Bachelor programs but will remain in a single cycle, therefore are not affected by the current transition)

· decision regarding the creation of place of excellence awards within the framework of the parallel accreditation scheme, namely to set up committees of no more than three members, foreign experts should be involved, and institutions would have to apply for the award. Debate about what level of the university or college should apply for and get the award: program, faculty or institution. The decision was that the institution should apply but for a program (the debate continues into 2005, considering that e.g. medicine is one program per giant faculty)

· information about the continuing draft versions on the government decree on Bachelor programs, again concern about financing

· acceptance of draft budget plan for 2005

· distribution and discussion of the International Advisory Board recommendations.

· announcement that Secretary General Tibor Szántó elected to the Board of ENQA

September

· discussion of the draft higher education act, which underwent considerable changes in the last few versions, with the deputy secretary of state for higher education reporting. He said that the various academic organizations would be asked to review the draft prior to presenting it to the government

· debate about the practical and theoretical, research aspects of Bachelor education

· debate about the +30 credit points for various Bachelor programs (these cover mandatory practical training and were finally included in the government decree on Bachelor programs for some programs)

· announcement that a volume will be published about the pilot parallel accreditation of history and psychology programs, which has proved to be successful and will be continued

· election of new International Advisory Board

· the HAC was asked to participate in several university consortia submitting tenders for developing internal quality assurance systems at higher education institutions

· among foreign events, report on the meeting of the HAC’s participation in the Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies, as well as the HAC’s contribution to experts evaluating universities for the Estonian agency

October

· resolution about eleven appeals to the Minister regarding the HAC’s decisions on professorships; in one case the HAC changed its decision 

· announcement about the necessity to hold an extraordinary plenum for the newest draft HE act

· request to members to comment on new ENQA regulations

November

· extraordinary meeting discussing a draft of the new higher education act

December

· Vice-president Róna-Tas reported on newest version of draft law, which had improved considerably. One positive element was the inclusion of the HAC’s budget to be always 1.5 per mil of a given part of the overall higher education budget 

· request in a letter by the deputy secretary of state for higher education for proposals for members to the National Credit Council

· HAC members receive a volume containing the studies written by staff members for the R & D project and a summary study about the lessons for HAC, as well a publication on the parallel accreditation of history and psychology programs (the two volumes were distributed to  higher education institutions and stakeholders)

Main issues in 2004

A more in-depth treatment of the HAC’s major assignments for the year follows.

Bachelor programs and preparation for Master programs

While computer engineering and computer programming Bachelor programs (launched at four institutions in September 2004) were developed and accredited in a pilot scheme in 2003, the Ministry called upon universities and colleges, a consortium of academic staff who taught the comparable old program, to work out the framework requirements and content for the remaining fields. Bachelor programs are thus the joint work of the academe. 

The government decree setting down the structure of Bachelor and Master programs came into effect first in August 2004, but was suspended by a decision by the Constitutional Court (the government decree stipulated points for which it was not authorized by any law.  On 28 December 2004 an amendment of the law on the 2005 budget authorized the government to issue the decree. It lists 108 programs, six of which are single-stream leading to a Master’s degree (veterinary medicine, law, architecture, medicine, dentistry, and pharmaceutics), the rest are Bachelor programs. They are grouped in 43 branches of education (discipline groups) and in 13 areas of science. The decree also lists the credit points for both the Bachelor and prospective Master programs. (The legislation for the latter is still being developed.) Credit points for Bachelor programs vary: 180, 180+30 (practical work), 210, 210+30, and 240 credits, but the overall credit points of a Bachelor and Master program together cannot be more than 300-330 ECTS equivalent credits.

The HAC worked out the procedure and evaluation criteria for both the education and competency requirements and new programs applied for by institutions, and has discussed the framework for working out Master programs. 

The main problems facing all of higher education is the rushed deadline. The draft higher education act calls for the mandatory introduction of Bachelor programs in all fields by September 2006, with new traditional programs being phased out by then.Institutions had to submit their applications prior to the legislative framework in place in order to meet the various deadlines demanded by the foreseen launching date. Consequently, the HAC had to examine the consistency of the programs,  differentiation of related programs, intended competencies etc. 
The HAC plenum issued several statements to the Ministry in response to the process. In addition to technical matters it was critical about earlier programs often being simply restructured to suit the new framework without the curricula being really redesigned. The HAC also insisted that the new programs must be accredited, and institutions should not have the automatic right to launch them if they taught programs in the same discipline earlier. 

The new Higher Education Act

At the end of 2003 the project group for working out the project “Catching Up to the European Higher Education Area” produced the 9th draft of the sweeping higher education reform, which was then superseded by the Hungarian Universitas Program, with more direct involvement by the Ministry. These provided the framework for the new Higher Education Act. In 2004 countless versions appeared, and the current one before government at the time of this writing (early March 2005) has changed considerably in relation to the original concept. HAC president László Fésüs and General Vice-President András Róna-Tas have participated directly in the discussions backed up by other Presidium members, Secretariat staff, and the plenum.. As can be seen in the monthly plenum topics above, the act was on the agenda many times, and the HAC was formally asked to provide its opinion. One of the important novelties of the new law will be the new appeal system streamlined to EU requirements. Appeals against the decisions of the HAC will be in care of a special Appeal Board, whose members cannot be members of HAC, cannot have been connected with the first procedure, but have to have experience in QA. 

Parallel accreditation of the second set of programs

The HAC evaluated the results of its pilot parallel accreditation of the two disciplines of history and psychology, in which all programs in the country, including doctoral schools, were evaluated. It published a review of the results and lessons learned, including the full evaluation reports. Concurrently, the HAC introduced the place of excellence award to be given on application in the same procedure, and worked out the respective procedures for its evaluation. For the second round the HAC selected the disciplines of law, medicine, dentistry, and pharmaceutics, which will continue in single-stream education and are not involved in the current transition to the Bachelor system. The chairs and members of the visiting teams were selected, and the methodology was fine-tuned for each discipline with the involvement of stakeholders and representatives of the professions.

Second cycle institutional accreditation

Considering that the new round of institutional evaluations coincides with the fundamental higher education reforms, the HAC has decided to focus its scrutiny on the capacity of an institution to adopt the new educational structure, specifically, the level of its capability and fitness to provide education in the disciplines within the institution’s profile. 

The HAC will also focus on the viability of the institution’s quality assurance system, and in case of merged institutions (which took place by force of law in 2001), the HAC evaluates its effects. It also examines to what degree the main elements of the Bologna process are present (the credit system, life-long learning, European educational programs or elements, student participation in decision-making and evaluation). Doctoral schools will be evaluated in light of their importance to elite education. Two large universities, one college with several faculties and two small colleges will be evaluated in 2005. In late 2004 and carrying over into 2005, HAC members and staff began to hold briefings and discussions with the participating institutions, the institutions submitted their self-evaluation reports, and briefing meetings for the visiting teams were conducted.

R&D project

The HAC was able to cover some of its activities via an R&D grant (developing its criteria structure, and the parallel accreditation of history and psychology programs), in addition to carrying out research on the quality assurance systems in other countries (Denmark, France, Germany, and the U.K. ) with the purpose of drawing lessons for the Hungarian system. 

In addition, one staff member conducted a survey on existing institutional quality assurance systems. The results appeared in a publication and on the HAC’s website. 

National relations

The HAC has representatives in the major national higher education organizations, such as the Higher Education and Research Council and the National Bologna Committee. The presidents of the Hungarian Rector’s Conference and Conference of College Directors, and representatives of the National Union of Students and the National Union of Doctoral Students are permanently invited to the HAC plenary meetings. The HAC president or vice-president frequently participate at meetings of the conferences. They also frequently consult with the Minister of Education and his Deputy Secretary of State for Higher Education, while the Secretary General and Financial Director Lászlo Gémes discuss topical issues with the respective ministerial staff. 

International activities

The HAC continues its membership in ENQA, INQAAHE and the CEE Network. Secretary General Tibor Szántó succeeded Vice-President András Róna-Tas as a member of the ENQA Board and was also elected to the Board of INQAAHE. András Róna-Tas is on the Board of the CEE Network, of which staff member Christina Rozsnyai continues as coordinating secretary. András Róna-Tas is a member of the steering committee of the EUA institutional evaluation program. András Róna-Tas, László Muszbek (former vice-president of HAC) and Christina Rozsnyai also participate in institutional evaluation team visits for EUA. 

Tibor Szántó prepared the country report for the Quality Convergence Study of ENQA, and participated in developing ENQA’s new membership criteria. The HAC is also involved in a survey by the CEE Network on the accreditation practices of its member agencies. Three HAC members participated on evaluation team visits for the Estonian Higher Education Accreditation Center. 

The Secretariat 

As of January 2005 the Secretariat has a staff of 22, four of whom work part time. One young program officer and the ICT officer left, just as the Ministry reduced the staff quota to 21 full-time equivalent positions. The staff includes the Secretary General, his deputy and the financial director, and comprises ten program officers (2 part time), and nine assistants (2 part time).

With the new higher education act, the legal framework of the HAC will change, the president of the HAC will become the staff’s employer, and the staff will lose its public employment status. The law declares, however, that the employees will carry over their acquired benefits and pay levels. The financial resources for the HAC’s work as set down in the law will continue to come from the state budget. While this provides a potential opening for the HAC to acquire additional income (from fees paid to HAC from institutions for accreditation services), the legal framework for such possibilities is not yet clear.

In 2004, HAC staff members have contributed to three international publications and a separate volume in Hungarian by HAC.

At the end of the year the HAC Secretariat conducted a survey of staff members as part of its internal quality assurance. The response rate was 76% (as opposed to 52% in 2003). Results show that the staff is in most respects satisfied with the day-to-day work, working atmosphere,  performance and working conditions. However, there is room for improvement regarding

· appreciation of and respect for the work of the staff 

· professional development, training (professionalism, integrity, reliability)

· information flow necessary for daily work

· communication and feed-back between staff and HAC membership

The HAC’s Budget

in euros in thousand
 rounded off 

	Purpose
	Real expenditure for 2004
	Approved

budget for 2005
	Expected expenditure for 2005

	Personal expenses total
	540
	535
	580

	
	
	
	

	State social security, etc. employer contributions total
	165
	165
	190

	
	
	
	

	Material expenditure total
	175
	100
	170

	
	
	
	

	Acquisitions (IT) total
	17
	0
	12

	
	
	
	

	Total expenditures
	897
	800
	952
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