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Abstract

In June 2000 the Hungarian Accreditation Committee (HAC) has completed the initial round of its eight-year cycle evaluations and accreditation of all higher education institutions in Hungary. Based on the experiences and information gained during this incipient phase of quality assessment in Hungarian higher education, the colleges and universities are developing an internal quality assurance mechanism. This spring, a number of institutions have submitted to the HAC their outlines for basic and specific standards relating to their missions and programs. Beginning this autumn, they will submit a quality report to the HAC annually. In the near future, the HAC will work out a new accreditation and quality evaluation manual intended to eliminate redundancy of data and focus on the annual quality reports of the institutions. 

Background

The HAC was established with Hungary’s first Higher Education Act in 1993. Amended several times, the fundamental charge of the HAC was and continues to be the evaluation of the quality of higher education in Hungary. (The last Act, in effect since January 2000, describes the HAC’s mission to be, among others, to “accredit and conduct the quality evaluation of education and scientific activity in higher education… .”
 Among its specific tasks is to “accredit regularly, at least every eight years, … the quality of education and scientific activity in higher education).”
 After reviewing the quality assurance practices in Europe and the United States the HAC, at the outset, opted for a unique approach: to conduct institutional accreditation via program evaluation. 

Policymakers, in consultation with many higher education experts and practitioners, had already determined that at this point in the country’s history, accreditation was to be the best approach. This is generally true for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, and may be explained by several factors. Higher education was still an “elite” sector with rigid entrance requirements and semi-autonomous faculties. Everyone knew the “rank” of a college or university and external judgment of quality was unknown. In the early nineties, however, these countries opened their windows to the “West.” That brought along increased student numbers, ever stricter and in real terms sharply decreasing financing, new rules of survival in the institutional hierarchy, a brain-drain, and new private institutions. All these factors posed a serious threat to the quality of teaching which until then had been an internationally acknowledged asset of these countries. Accreditation was to determine whether a higher education institution was indeed “fit for the purpose” of providing good education and, in case of universities, research. 


With accreditation as its designated output, however, the HAC believed that the evaluation of the quality of teaching and research was an indispensable tool, moreover, that the quality of the degree issued would reflect the quality of teaching and research and thus the entire institution. It must be noted that institutional management was not what it is in Western Europe or North America. University leaders on all levels were chosen primarily for their acknowledged academic standing, and there was very little room for financial maneuvers. (Government support for higher education was 1.3% of GDP in 1994, while by 1997 it had decreased to .96%,
 a trend that seems to be stagnating, though with the current rise in GDP there is hope for a slight rise in absolute figures.) After an initial pilot year, the HAC considerably revised its original “Accreditation Guidebook”. The guide outlined the processes and procedures for institutional accreditation; the standards and guidelines for evaluation; and in separate chapters the aspects of teaching, learning and research that an institution’s self-evaluation should include, and which would be evaluated by a visiting team. 

Each and every degree program offered by the institution was evaluated, and a positive evaluation of a sufficient number of programs resulted in the accreditation of the institution. The institution’s mission statement, governance and management, infrastructure and student facilities and services were also checked, but the main criterion was the quality of the degree programs. The published accreditation report thus dealt with a general overview of the institution’s strengths and weaknesses, followed by an evaluation of all programs. Here the options were to evaluate a program positively, to withdraw its right to issue degrees (imposed very rarely), or to prescribe a monitoring evaluation with specific conditions to be met by a given date (quite often).

By June 2000, all higher education institutions in Hungary have undergone their first accreditation procedure. In preparation for a new scheme, the HAC in 1998 convened an advisory committee to stake out the principles and framework for a revised approach to evaluation. The HAC also set up a special committee to survey international trends and practices in quality assurance. The initiative to revise the HAC’s accreditation approach was prompted by the requirement in the 1996 amendment to the Higher Education Act that higher education institutions must set up internal quality assurance mechanisms and submit annual quality reports to the HAC. For various reasons only very few higher education institutions had actually complied with this provision in the law by the given deadline, though as a first step, many had set up a committee for the purpose. The 2000 amendment to the Higher Education Act postponed the institutions’ deadline for introducing their internal quality assurance systems to December 31, 2001.
 One reason for the delay may have been that there was a lack of coordination for devising a coherent internal quality assurance mechanism.

Launching ongoing internal quality assessment at higher education institutions

Based on the debates in the HAC’s quality assurance advisory committee and the committee reviewing international quality trends in higher education, as well as consultations with a variety of players in higher education, the HAC began to work on guidelines for higher education institutions to compile annual internal quality reports. 

The first and most urgent task at hand was to meet with the rectors, directors and deans of universities and colleges to produce a document outlining what the required annual institutional quality reports should encompass. Two meetings were held in February and March 2000 at which the university and college leaders and the higher education institutions’ delegates in charge of their quality assurance debated a brief text compiled by HAC staff member Nóra Halmay. The resulting document
 is both a recommendation for higher education institutions for the layout and content of their quality reports, and a guide for compiling the documentation for future external evaluators involved in the HAC’s accreditation procedure.

Initially, institutions were asked to submit a quality report outline (in March 2000), in which they enumerated their intended quality standards for degree programs on the faculty level and for the institution. The standards are grouped into basic and specific ones. The former relate to fundamental higher education tasks (“generally valid criteria according to which a higher education institution carries out its higher education tasks"), the latter to the individual features of the given unit (“the specific features of given branches of training, i.e. technical, humanities, art, religious, military, etc.”). In addition, the quality report outline contains “plans, ideas, and persons responsible for managing quality assessment” on the faculty and the institutional level (“ideas about developing the institution’s [faculty’s] organizational structure directing quality management, its planned organizational scheme…”
). 

As a second step, the higher education institutions are asked to submit their first annual quality report in October 2000. The report should follow the layout of the report outline. Using the standards the colleges and universities described in their report outlines they should evaluate each of their degree programs in no more than half a page each, followed by an evaluation of each faculty, and proposed actions.

The debates laid open a number of problems. One of the concerns on the part of the institutions was that they would be overtasked in preparing the annual quality report. It was agreed, however, that only those programs should be elaborated in which changes were made in the course of the year, either in response to external quality review or internal changes. All other programs would simply be listed. The inherent purpose of the quality report is to have a person responsible for the quality of each and every program on an ongoing basis.

Moreover, a survey conducted by the HAC among Hungarian higher education institutions
 only highlighted what colleges and universities had voiced in the course of the accreditation process, that the HAC’s approach was too bureaucratic and that it requested too much data. This again came up in the debates.

A third concern was the set deadlines. The spring date for the quality report outline was deemed to be too soon, while the autumn deadline was said to not leave enough time after summer recess to prepare the report based on the new academic year’s data.

Nevertheless it was agreed that with the annual quality reports it would be much easier for institutions to write their self-evaluation reports in preparation for accreditation every eight years.

Next steps

The HAC’s coming task is to produce new guidelines for institutional accreditation. In preparing their self-evaluation reports the institutions will rely on their annual quality reports. These, the HAC expects to review each year, and with them to keep track of an institution’s progress. Most likely, the eight-yearly accreditation procedure will on the one hand verify the information in an institution’s annual quality reports cumulating in its self-evaluation report, and on the other provide an external view on the institution’s strengths and weaknesses via the HAC’s visiting team and the HAC accreditation report. The HAC’s future Accreditation Guidebook will incorporate the experiences of the pilot phase of the new procedure. The goal is an ongoing dialog between all players to safeguard the quality of higher education throughout the fundamental changes this sector is experiencing both globally, and in particular in Hungary.
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� György Bazsa, László V. Frenyó, András Róna-Tas, József Roóz, A magyar felsőoktatás 2010. Jövőkép, kihívások és válaszok (Hungarian Higher Education 2010. A Vision of the Future, Challenges and Answers). Budapest: The Hungarian Accreditation Committee. 1998. p. 39.


� Legally, the HAC has the right to make recommendations regarding quality in higher education institutions, and the Minister of Education makes the final decision. However, s/he must by law publish his reasons for a dissenting decision. Act LXXX of 1993 on Higher Education, ibid. p. 3977.


� Act LXXX of 1993 on Higher Education, ibid. p. 3981.


� Nóra Halmay, “Accreditation Procedure Based on the Annual Quality Reports of Higher Education Institutions. A Guide for Preparing the Annual Quality Report Outline and the Report”. Budapest: The Hungarian Accreditation Committee. 2000. 8 pp. (Unpublished).


� Ibid.


� An Evaluation of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee by Institutions of Higher Education was conducted and evaluated by staff member Dr. Tibor Szántó in preparation for the evaluation of the HAC in February 2000 by an external international team of experts, managed by the Association of European Universities CRE.


� Please note that at the time of this writing (September 2000) the new measures are not at all in place. Once the higher education institutions have sent in their first annual quality reports we will have a clearer picture of how the process functions. A government decree on quality assurance is stipulated in the June 2000 amendment to the Higher Education Act. Subsequently, the HAC will be devising its new Accreditation Guidelines for the coming accreditation round. A new government decree on the HAC will be out in the near future, pursuant to the same amendment. Moreover, the HAC membership is facing reelection, and, since HAC members cannot be reelected after their second three-year term, a new president will replace the founding president, Dr. András Róna-Tas.
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