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Recommendations of the International Advisory Board to the Hungarian Accreditation Committee, 2003
The International Advisory Board of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee held its annual meeting on May 17, 2003. All ten Board members were present, Ferdinand Devinsky, Judith Eaton, Stein A. Evensen, Suzy Halimi, Inge Jonsson, John Kelly, Klaus Landfried, Ossi Lindqvist, Ko Scheele and Christian Thune. HAC participants were HAC President Pál Michelberger, who chaired the meeting, and the three presenters, András Róna-Tas, István Páczelt and Csaba Pléh. Also attending were HAC Secretary General Tibor Szántó, staff member Attila Gémes, and foreign affairs coordinator Christina Rozsnyai, who acted as secretary to the meeting.

The meeting proceeded according to the agreed agenda (annex 1). Prior to the meeting, the Board received a set of questions (annex 2) based on the main issues in the HAC’s annual report as background to the agenda.  However, the discussion touched also on the presentations and various related issues.  On the conclusion of the meeting, the Board met separately, with only Tibor Szántó and Christina Rozsnyai from the staff as assistants, and agreed on  the following comments and  recommendations on the main issues. 

1. The Board has discussed the question about the balance between in-depth and  wide-ranging evaluation procedures. The board commended the HAC for increasingly stressing the developmental aspects of programs and institutions and for its improvement orientation. It recommended that the HAC should  weigh the available resources in deciding on its degree of penetration, vary its approach to apply a lighter methodology where possible, and keep in mind that overly strict criteria can stifle the institution’s or program’s development. The HAC should stimulate innovation in curriculum development and promote self-development while continuing to strengthen its own transparency within the Hungarian higher education system. Furthermore, its credibility will be assisted by the dissemination of public reports as planned for the second round of institutional accreditation.  

2.  The Board also discussed the question of requiring quality reports from institutions annually. While appreciating that the frequency of such submissions is set down in the current legislation, and noting that the practice exists also in some other countries, the HAC should not overburden the institutions in the amount of information required. The Board reiterates its recommendation from last year that specific facts and figures on institutions should be made available, and kept up to date, on the institutions’ websites rather than provided in annually submitted reports , stressing that both the self-evaluating program or institution and the HAC may lose sight of the overall picture by paying excessive attention to detail. Furthermore, the HAC should clearly define its own objectives for the annual reports and adapt its requirements accordingly. 

3. With regard to evaluating the quality of doctoral schools, the Board appreciated the progress made by the HAC in furthering universities’ autonomy by having graduated its evaluation from programs to schools. Doctoral studies are gaining eminence throughout higher education institutions in Europe largely because of the Bologna Declaration  where they are recognized as the link between education and research, along with promoting innovation and excellence. The Board agrees with the HAC’s concept that careful scrutiny of new and  established doctoral schools must accompany institutions’ greater autonomy in this area. Given the great variety in international practice the Board is not in a position to establish  the proper level of qualification of individual academic staff, such as “habilitation” or other levels, but it supports the HAC’s recent decision to determine qualifications on an individual basis. It is pertinent in this respect, however, that the international dimension, namely easily readable titles and degrees  apply also to the doctoral level. Moreover, the Board would support the possibility of offering joint degrees on the Ph.D. level as well as on lower levels of study. 

4. With regard to the second round of institutional accreditation, the Board considers that institutions’ quality reports, currently submitted annually, may form a good basis for selecting what the HAC will evaluate in its regular institutional accreditation procedure. The Board supports the separation in procedure, if not in time, between the institutional and program aspects in the HAC’s accreditation process in the second round. The Board is skeptical, however, about the feasibility of extrapolating the quality of an entire discipline on the basis of the evaluation of one selected program.  It is aware of the complicated and time consuming procedure of accreditation of many study programs; nevertheless, it recommends  that the HAC  does not  introduce the system of “accelerated accreditation” by accrediting  a range of study programs on the basis of “deep accreditation” of only one “related” program. The identification of suitable indicators, involving student services, career counseling and the like, would be crucial to the success of the process. 

Whatever the level or approach, the HAC should have a procedure in place for ensuring that recommended actions are followed up on, verified and acknowledged. The HAC should pay special attention to the institutions’ own quality assurance systems and ascertain not only if these are effective  for checking the quality of teaching and learning but also for  transparency and the promotion of innovation, i.e. the same features as the HAC requires of its own system. Given the mergers in Hungarian higher education, the HAC could consider organizing supportive management audits. Furthermore, the Board would support the inclusion of students in visiting teams in such audits.

5. The Board considers an internal quality assurance exercise for the HAC as essential, and appreciates the steps the HAC has already taken in this regard. However, it is necessary that the HAC find the human and financial resources to set up an ongoing system, which would also involve the “quality loop”, whereby the required actions are monitored  on  a regular basis.

6. Concerning the composition of the new HAC, the Board noted that the membership currently includes only three women, and that the average age of the membership is rather high, both aspects which the Board hopes would be better balanced in the coming term. As legislation is expected to be revised in the near future, the Board believes that two students instead of one, ,  holding HAC membership and having voting rights, would better reflect the European trend. As regards the selection of the HAC members, the Board, again, appreciates the limitations set down in the current legislation, but  argues strongly for greater independence for the HAC, not least in order to assure more balance between diverse disciplines (and genders?), in the choice of membership to be set down in future legislation. The Board also would support involving external experts in the discussion of specific issues at HAC meetings or the meetings of its expert committees on an ad hoc basis as may be required.

The Board believes that there  should be a division of labor between HAC members, with expertise in their fields and higher education overall, and the Secretariat staff, with their expertise in the methodology of evaluation and accreditation. The Board recommends that more resources are spent on training  HAC and expert committee members  in conducting evaluations, in particular those involving peer visits.

7. The Board holds the view  that the HAC’s budget severely limits the Committee and Secretariat in carrying out its diverse tasks and responsibilities. The Board strongly  insists that there must be a direct relationship between available financial resources and the statutory tasks of the HAC. Moreover, it recommends additional  financial provision also for  unscheduled but important activities, including international activities, which  are an integral part of quality assurance bodies involved in the Bologna process.  

8. The Board wishes to meet the HAC as a body, in order to have the opportunity for greater interaction and to exchange ideas in a more direct manner. For this purpose the Board  welcomes the possibility  of holding  its next annual meeting attached to a plenary session of the HAC. 

In 2004 the Board will attend an afternoon session of the HAC plenary on May 28, and will hold its meeting in the morning of Saturday, May 29.

Signatures







The HAC Secretariat, Christina Rozsnyai                                               
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