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Some introductory remarks:

1.) The scope of the presentation covers only Hungarian higher education as HAC is concerned to deal with degree programs launched at universities or colleges regardless the form of the training (full time, correspondence, part time or distance education).

2.) In the region I come from it is even more perceptible that we live in a changing world from every possible aspect of life. In the turmoil of social, economic and technological changes there is an articulated eagerness to fulfill the challenges they offer and the initiations that are launched are exposed to being outdated before they are introduced. 

I. Brief survey:

A.) Legislative background:

In Hungary the legislative base is the Higher Education Act of 1993 (amended in 1996, 1999 and 2000) which specifies, among other things, freedom of teaching and study. That was a basic change in the educational policy of a country which – for forty sg. years beforehand – was practically cut off both from its own roots and from those, more fortunate parts of the continent and the world with whom it had very strong common historical and cultural similarities. The peaceful change of the autoritharian political system into a free voting democracy resulted in the above open statements about the freedom and autonomy of higher education institutions. However, while the Act ensures the autonomy and self-regulating rights of the institutes, some system of central administrative supervision has to be maintained to a certain extent. By the appointment of the members of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee a consultative board has been established which provides advice to the minister of education about

· adopting a standpoint on matters that involve the quality of higher education;

· establishing or recognizing of institutions and faculties, doctoral and habilitation requirements, regulations about a credit system;

· operation of foreign higher education institutions in Hungary.

Apart from the above tasks HAC 

· at least every eight years has to assess the standard of education and scientific activity in each institution;

· receives annual reports from institutions

· develops and publishes detailed procedures for its evaluation tasks.

B.) Social background:

In 1995 a Parliamentary Decree on the Development of Higher Education was passed which stated that development will be determined by social values and needs, national interest and professional values (Polonyi, 1997
) The Decree makes reference to quality, openness, free choice making chances equal, fair distribution of burdens and responsibilites and efficiency as some of the prime values of higher education development. It also defined the goals of development; these include

(i) the need to increase student numbers to take into account the needs of professions and the labour market,

(ii) the need to increase the significance of evening, correspondence and part-time courses, and students’ independent work, and

(iii) the development of a credit system based on national standards together with accreditation to guarantee and certify quality. 

The drive towards a more diverse, flexible and internationally-oriented HE system has led to an increase in demand for retraining and further education, particularly among the young unemployed. Since this demand cannot be wholly satisfied by traditional teaching methods, the availability of open and distance learning (ODL) courses has become an issue of vital importance. Equally the growing technological competence of HE institutions and the increasing flexibility of their curricula, allied to progress made in the domain of credit transfer systems and modular courses, mean that the requirements of these new teaching methods, including the free access to study programmes without the presence of tutors can now be satisfied.

The demand from society for the expansion of the existing frames in higher education is well characterized by the increase in the number of students: while in 1990 10% of 18-24 years old young people was admitted to colleges or universities, the rate climbed up to 34% in 2000 and it is in the plans of the government to raise the rate up to 50% by 2010.

In the light of the above prospects one can fully agree with the following concerns of HAC published as early as in 1997:

„The revival of correspondence courses, the demand for establishing distance education programs, the necessity for lifelong learning, and the adoption of the credit system raise problems concerning not only the organisation of instructions but also quality assurance and control. The HAC members are aware of the new challenges and are preparing to meet them.”

II. HAC and Distance Education in the Higher Education:

The Higher Education Act stipulates that it is the right and responsibility of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee (HAC) to conduct accreditation procedures in all higher education institutions in the country, including distance education programs offered at higher education institutions. The HAC is further charged with making a proposal to accredit or not accredit higher education institutions for a given period, based on its quality assessment of the institution.

To control the quality of distance education, the following general quality criteria, requirements and provisions must be evaluated, scrutinized and assessed:

· The form of distance education (technology). The distance education program (curriculum) should aim at the mostly independent acquisition of a well-defined study material. Distance education institutions must ensure suitable teaching material, learning guides and training infrastructure suitable to achieve the goals and requirements of the given education program;

· Achievement of the educational goal. The distance education program (curriculum, study material, module) should be suitable for achieving the specified educational goal (certificate, diploma, degree) as stated in the curriculum, as well as thoroughly fulfilling the education requirements, and should enable a student to independently acquire the necessary knowledge.

The educational objective formulated for the distance education program should correspond to the educational aims of the full-time course programs at the institution, and the institution’s developmental and educational strategy.

-
Organization of the distance education process. The distance education process should be organized in a way that it be suitable for accomplishing the education requirements expected for the given field, for esablishing an individual learning environment, and master the methods for the pracitcal implementation of the necessary student-teacher relationship.

· Distance education study materials. One of the key elements in distance education is the securing of clear and effectively usable study material and learning guides needed for independent study. The choice of media, and the harmonization between the study material and the system supporting study is a prerequisite. Along with the examination of the study material (study packages) during the accreditation procedure, the time when the material may be expected to become outdated is also determined.

· Organization of the distance education program. A distance education institution should ensure that the study material reaches the student in time, that consultations necessary for the successful acquisition of the study material are practically always available, that regular mid-term reviews and testing are guaranteed, and that the examination requirements are of a standard equal to that of full-time study.

III. Experience and Perspectives:

With the growth and accessibility of information technology, higher education institutions are increasingly turning towards alternative means of teaching and learning, and distance education has emerged an attractive form of education. One may conclude that the main reason of that – among many others I mentioned before – is the cost-effectiveness of this form of education. However it has been slow to develop in the region, and its reasons could be the following:

· it is negatively viewed because distance education is linked to the pre-1989 correspondence courses

· there is lack of resources to cover development costs (which are often underestimated)

· there is lack of commitment from institutions

· current legislative frameworks in many countries do not cover this form of study

· accreditation, recognition and quality assurance procedures need developing

· state support, especially financial, is insufficient

To back up the above arguments I would like to refer to a PHARE study3 published in 1999 about the situation and chances of DE in Central and Eastern Europe. In the questionnaire survey taken in the context of the study authors tried to inquire the main stakeholders (that is senior officers, executives of educational institutions, national accreditation agencies and other agencies involved in DE) about their opinion on this form of education.

To one question („In your view, how do the standards and quality of ODL compare with conventional face-to face teaching in your country”) all the Hungarian responses were: ’rarely’ or ’never’. The question about teaching material („As far as you know, are the standards and quality of the teaching materials adequate in all levels, types and sector of ODL?”) was answered negatively by the Hungarian stakeholders. The question about support or guidance to the students („As far as you know, do the providers of all levels, sectors and types of ODL offer adequate personal support and guidance to students”?) the answers were ’no’ in Hungary. To the question about the acceptance of the degree („As far as you know are the awares given by ODL providers in all levels, types and sectors accepted and well-recognised publicly”?) the majority of the answers was ’no’ in Hungary.

When the findings of the survey were compared to the results HAC acquired during the accreditation of three DE degree programs and of a college where the majority of the students take the DE form, I found that the negative experience involved in the survey was reflected in HAC’s conclusions in its evaluation.

Education is the means that helps to cover the gap between the rich and the poor, it may give incentive to the deprived to attain the living standard of the well provided, and it can become the right weapon to fight against poverty and misery in this world. It is not only a chance but a must to pull together every effort to conquer the dangers at our doorsteps disguised in uneducatedness and ignorance. In a speeded up world, where the timespan of the period when training has to be renewed or refreshed to remain employed is shrinking, the opportunity offered by distance education must not be mistaken.

�  The author is a program officer at the HAC Secretariat. 
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3 Strategic Study on Letgislation, Accreditation, Recognition and Quality Assurance Applied to Open and Distance Learning in Central and Eastern Europe. European Training Foundation, 1999
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