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Preliminary work on the project of the external evaluation of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee was started in February 1999. By that time the HAC was close to finishing the first round of institutional accreditation, i.e. the accreditation of all 89 HEIs then operating in Hungary, involving also the evaluation of all their individual degree programmes. Following the recommendation of our International Advisory Board it was decided that the present system and the past activities of the HAC should be evaluated and, on this basis, recommendations concerning future work should be made by an external, international panel of experts.

The Terms of Reference defining the tasks and mandate of the panel were ready by May 1999. In June six organisations were invited to submit their proposal for the project financed from part of the World Bank loan for Hungary’s Higher Education Reform Project. On evaluating the received proposals the task was awarded to an international panel of experts brought together by the CRE–Association of European Universities. After negotiations the contract for the project was signed in November 1999, and actual implementation by the CRE panel began that month.

The consortium panel was set up of especially renowned experts representing diverse national backgrounds and trends in higher education quality assessment. The panel members were

· Alberto Amaral, Chairman of the Panel, Director of the Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies (CIPES), Portugal,

· Judith Eaton, President of the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, USA,

· Marie-Odile Ottenwaelter, former Deputy Secretary General of the Comité National d’Evaluation, France,

· Ulrich Teichler, Director of the Centre for Research on Higher Education and Work, University of Kassel, Germany,

· Christian Thune, Executive Director of the Danish Evaluation Institute, Denmark, and President of the European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA),

· Carolyn Campbell, Former Assistant Director at the Higher Education Quality Council, United Kingdom,

· Sami Kanaan, Program Manager, CRE – Association of European Universities, Switzerland.

The HAC was not the first organization bearing national responsibility for the quality of HE that was evaluated externally. However, while focused evaluations have been done (in the U.K., New Zealand,  Denmark, Hong Kong, etc.) there has never been such an in-depth and detailed investigation and evaluation of problems. Moreover, no established practice exists as yet for the external evaluation of national organisations of quality assurance in higher education.

Work was thorough and very intensive on both sides. The panel visited Hungary four times and there were additional meetings in Budapest and Geneva. All these meetings and discussions were more detailed and intense than is customary in visits of this kind, and the whole project demanded much more time, energy, and intellectual effort on both sides than what had been expected. The overall length of the documentation which was made for and during this project (interviews, survey questionnaires, terms of reference, proposals, methodological notes, background materials, letters, various drafts and reports, translations of laws, by-laws, national qualification requirements, quality requirements [standards], excerpts of evaluation reports, etc.) exceeds 3,000 pages. Several hundred e-mails were sent besides many faxes and phone calls. Altogether about 200 people from 11 countries were involved to various extents in the project. The main outcomes are accessible to anyone interested. The three most important documents have been published and put on the Internet (www.mab.hu/english/index.htm, news section). Bound copies are available in a limited number upon request from the HAC (szanto@mab.hu).

A brief summary of the main methodological steps of the process follows, together with some lessons which might be of interest for similar projects in the future.

1. Devising the Terms of Reference, partly in parallel with

2. A user survey on Hungarian HEIs about accreditation and the work of HAC. In-depth interviews in 14 institutions (2 of them below standard and therefore not accredited at that time); mailed, anonymous questionnaires (both closed and open questions) to all 89 HEIs of which 76 responded (85,4%). Processing, summary reports;

3. Proposal for implementing the evaluation together with detailed methodological note;

4. Preliminary meetings and discussions (panel members and HAC respectively, then representatives of the two sides together);

5. Making of the draft Self-Evaluation Report (SER);

6. Draft SER discussions (panel – HAC);

7. Final SER;

8. Site visit of the panel: 8 days, meetings and interviews with HAC and staff members, other experts involved in the work of the HAC, 9 HEIs, Ministry of Education, various stakeholder organisations;

9. Draft evaluation report;

10. General and specific written comments respectively from the HAC on the draft evaluation report;

11. Discussion meetings (panel – HAC) on the draft and comments;

12. Second draft report;

13. Discussion meeting (panel – HAC);

14. Final evaluation report;

15. Statement of the HAC on the final report;

16. Follow-up measures.

In the end, the HAC feels, we can say that the outcomes justified the work done in this project. Already during the evaluation process the HAC implemented several measures addressing the panel´s criticism. (Ex. drafting strategic theses and composing a Code of Ethics.) As an additional element of the follow-up, upon successfully applying for an INQAAHE scholarship, the HAC sent its staff member in charge of institutional development to EVA, the Danish Evaluation Institute, to study its methods and to see what can be of use for the HAC´s improvement. Moreover, it is the definite aim of the HAC to go on with follow-up measures.

Finally, the following lessons of the project can be offered for consideration to an agency contemplating a similar evaluation. (See also the Danish lessons discussed in: C.Thune – D.Kristoffersen, ”Guarding the guardian: The evaluation of the Danish Centre for Quality Assurance and Evaluation of Higher Education”. Paper presented at the 5th biannual conference of INQAAHE, May 1999, Santiago de Chile)

1. The Terms of Reference must clearly reflect the expectations of all parties involved in the project and those with an invested interest in HE in the country of the agency and thus cover all the tasks of the evaluation panel.

2. The Self-Evaluation Report is crucial in the process. It must be concise but very informative and analytical at the same time, discuss strengths and weaknesses in detail, provide evidence for them, and meet all the expectations of the evaluation panel.

3. Besides a user survey among national HEIs other stakeholders are also suggested to be surveyed in the self-evaluation phase.

4. Beyond the written documents and the formal meetings informal discussions are also very important factors in the process.

5. This being a kind of meta-evaluation, the evaluation panel must have or acquire not only a good knowledge of the national HE system but must learn and regard without bias all the relevant practices and procedures used in the evaluation/accreditation of the HEIs and/or study programmes by the national agency.

6. The national, wider social-historical context is also crucial. Some of the problems facing the national agency and the national higher education system might not fully be understood without a familiarity of this context.

7. The actual international context may have an effect on the process and the outcomes of the external evaluation. In our case the parallel debates (and, perhaps, to some extent: fears) concerning the possible introduction of some kind of common, European accreditation scheme were – consciously or not – in the background of some arguments and judgements. Therefore, it is essential that the composition of the evaluation panel be properly balanced as to the paradigm and value commitments of its members.

8. That such an evaluation requires a great deal of time and effort, tolerance, empathy, wisdom, and mutual understanding must not be underestimated.
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