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Recommendations of the International Advisory Board to the Hungarian Accreditation Committee, 2004

In accordance with their request to meet with the HAC, the International Advisory Board of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee participated in the afternoon session of the HAC plenary meeting starting at 2 p.m. on Friday, May 28, 2004. On the agenda were the HAC’s parallel accreditation of history and psychology programs and the Research and Development project. 

On May 29, the Board held its regular annual meeting. Eight members were present, Ferdinand Devinsky, Judith Eaton, Suzy Halimi, Inge Jonsson, Klaus Landfried, Ossi Lindqvist, Ko Scheele and Christian Thune. Stein A. Evensen and John Kelly sent their regrets. HAC participants were HAC President László Fésüs, who chaired the meeting, honorary president Pál Michelberger, and vice-president András Róna-Tas. Also attending were HAC Secretary General Tibor Szántó and foreign affairs coordinator Christina Rozsnyai, who acted as secretary to the meeting.

The meeting proceeded according to the agenda sent out to the Board. Members also received the annual report, which included the main issues the HAC discussed at its plenary meetings in the past year, and reflections on the actions the HAC has taken in response to the Board’s Recommendations in 2003. On the conclusion of the meeting, the Board met separately, with Tibor Szántó and Christina Rozsnyai from the staff as assistants, and agreed on  the following comments and recommendations. 

1. Major Trends: On Hungary’s imminent change to the Bachelor/Master system. 

1.1. The Board acknowledges the value of the change for the sake of the Hungarian system’s comparability with other European systems and to promote student mobility. At the same time, the Board members urge that the structure as foreseen in the Bologna process should not be seen as rigid, with the 3-year duration for Bachelor programs to be considered a minimum and not an absolute value. Bachelor programs should be seen as broader and not specific discipline-based courses of study, while Master’s programs should be designed as more focused and of tailor-made duration, whose scope should not be fixed on a national level. The aim should be a qualifications framework that allows comparability of studies while at the same time ensuring flexibility and giving institutions room to establish their special profiles. Readability of the study courses can be promoted via the Diploma Supplement, which, the Board understands, is already ensured by national legislation. 

1.2. The implication for quality assurance of a flexible program framework and design would be the need for flexible, outcome-focused quality assurance processes. The Board is sensitive to the difficulty in balancing flexibility with feasibility and the need for comparability between programs, and urges the HAC to leave room in regulating its processes to fine-tune its system over time. 

2. Activities. On the second cycle of evaluation and accreditation.

2.1. The Board appreciated the opportunity to participate in the afternoon part of the HAC’s plenary meeting and learn in detail about the pilot project on the parallel accreditation of history and psychology study programs. The Board considers parallel accreditation of entire disciplines a feasible approach that is not unique in international practice. The Board appreciates both the positive experiences and difficulties the visiting teams encountered in the process, including the major concern identified by the history team regarding the lack of discipline-specific didactic training for prospective history teachers. The Board would certainly like to see this problem met by adequate quality procedures on the part of the institutions and channeled by the HAC.

2.2. The criteria and processes of quality assurance may and should change over time, as priorities change. After ten years the system could benefit from alternative procedures and methods as any social system. Especially the threat of “dramaturgical compliance” (institutions act to meet the accreditation requirements instead of seeking enhancement) should be avoided. The beginning of a new cycle of accreditation is a good opportunity for the HAC to meet this fact with appropriately flexible criteria and procedures that may be adapted in various ways to meet the needs of the evaluated object. In the upcoming years higher education diversity will be increased both in content as in mode of delivery. It is important to recognize that the ‘”classic” program, which is at the moment the evaluated object, will change rapidly due to ICT, various needs of society (shorter programs), student demands (ability to choose between various modules); and innovations which are appearing in Europe such as the introduction of majors and minors. A higher education institution must be seen as more than the sum of its parts, more than an accumulation of study programs. The HAC should increasingly focus on an institution’s quality processes, keeping in mind the classic quality assurance question: How do you know that what is being done is good?  The HAC should define what counts as quality performance, not least with regard to the relevance of the program, and check for the evidence of quality performance at the institution, keeping in mind the Berlin Communiqué’s position that the primary responsibility for quality lies with the higher education institutions themselves. The HAC’s guidelines for the institutions must steer the institutions towards ensuring their optimum quality by focusing on their quality processes. Less priority could be given to refining discipline standards, as they easily could lead to “ossification”: a tunnel vision on the content of a given discipline. 
2.3. While recognizing that the HAC has supported several interdisciplinary doctoral schools, the Board would like to emphasize that flexibility is called for in particular for the structure of these schools, which would drastically lose their viability if they were fixed along disciplinary lines. The accreditation of doctoral schools should promote their open-ended interdisciplinary character. This can be achieved by focusing evaluation on the appropriateness of quality assurance processes and outcomes.

2.4. With the Bologna process, various forms of educational provision offered jointly by two or more institutions also across borders and including joint degrees, are gaining ground, and can be expected to lead to more accommodating legislation in Europe. They should be foreseen in the HAC’s accreditation procedures.

2.5. The HAC’s inclusion of external stakeholders in its evaluation procedures is commendable, and the Board promotes the involvement of external experts both with and without quality assurance expertise, but who ensure an outside look on an evaluated institution. It underlines that evaluation is a profession itself, and it is not always necessary, not even desirable to involve just the high ranking professors. To renew the process (as described above) it is evident that the pool of experts and Board members should contain a balance of experienced professionals and newcomers. The HAC may wish to weigh the cost-effectiveness of involving foreign experts, more than has been the practice in the past, to assure a broad and objective perspective in quality evaluation. 

2.6. The Board stresses the importance of briefing experts, internal or external, so that they have a clear view not only on the HAC’s procedures for evaluation and the HAC’s criteria for evaluators but the particular program’s or institution’s concerns.

2.7. Without denying the need for using input factors in the evaluation, the HAC’s focus should shift towards more output factors, and from teaching toward learning. The latter implies also that higher education is a service to both students and society, and includes life-long-learning, which should factor in the HAC’s criteria. 

2.8. Through its quality assurance criteria the HAC is able to promote the appropriate mechanisms of higher education institutions for dealing with new study structures, including modular systems and a variety of study options. Mass education, which has overwhelmed Hungary more quickly than Western Europe, must not be seen as a problem but rather a challenge to be met by appropriate educational structures and quality assurance measures. Criteria should define what counts as quality performance and what the evidence of quality performance is. If society is committed to mass education, the quality for different levels of education should be defined in light of their relevance for—much more than of—their purpose. Doctoral education should be reconsidered in light of mass education, keeping in mind the different needs of different levels of society. 

3. Organization: On the HAC’s human and financial resources. 

3.1. The Board congratulates the HAC and its staff on the enormous workload, which in 2003 they seem to have met admirably and efficiently. 

3.2. The internal quality assurance of quality assurance agencies has become international requirement, and requires additional human and financial resources. The Board commends the HAC in initiating its internal quality assurance process, a first step of which was a survey among HAC staff and among HAC members, and urges the HAC to continue the process and find the necessary resources to do so. 

3.3. The changing quality assurance framework described earlier requires the HAC and its staff to develop appropriate methodologies, criteria and procedures, which, in turn, require appropriate human and financial resources. It is further an implication of the acceleration of the Bologna Process that quality assurance is becoming an increasingly international activity, and the active involvement and participation of HAC members and staff in the international dialog is essential both in shaping the dialog and in applying the results to higher education in Hungary. 

However, recent economic restrictions have forced curtailments in HAC’s infrastructural development as well as the HAC’s long-established international activities. The Board therefore expresses its concern about the HAC’s budget. In this light the Board invites the HAC to consider whether in this situation it is appropriate that a good part of the budget is allotted to fixed fees to Committee members.  

In conclusion, the Board expresses its pleasure at having met the HAC’s membership and that it was given the opportunity to look at its operation in a plenary meeting. Should all or some of the Board’s terms be renewed, its remaining members would appreciate to meet with the presidium in 2005 and discuss also a short report on the Board recommendations and a previously compiled set of questions, as was done last year. 

Signatures







The HAC Secretariat, Christina Rozsnyai                                               
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