Annual Meeting of the International Advisory Board of the HAC, 15-16 April 2005, and Recommendations

The International Advisory Board of the HAC held its annual meeting in Budapest on 15-16 April 2005. On the afternoon of 15 April the IAB met with the presidium of the HAC. The meeting was chaired by HAC President László Fésüs. The Board members present were Eric Froment, John Kelly Jürgen Kohler, Ossi Lindqvist and Christian Thune. Ferdinand Devinsky, Judith Eaton, Ko Scheele, and Luc Weber sent their regrets. Present on the part of the HAC were Honorary President Pál Michelberger, Vice-Presidents András Róna-Tas, István Páczelt, Pál Tardy and Éva Zám, in addition to Secretary General Tibor Szántó and programme officer Christina Rozsnyai as secretary. Vice-President Péter Szendrő was unable to attend the meeting. 

At this afternoon meeting, the Board and presidium discussed the decision-making structure of the HAC and the responsibilities of the presidium; the introduction of the Bachelor/Master degree structure; and professorial appointments. 

On 16 April the Board held its regular meeting, chaired by András Róna-Tas and subsequently by Tibor Szántó, at which it discussed the draft Higher Education Act and the work of the HAC in the past year. In the afternoon, the Board deliberated its Recommendations. 

Recommendations 

In making the following recommendations to the HAC, the Board is conscious of the very turbulent and transitional times which higher education in Hungary is undergoing at present and expresses its hope that the New Higher Education Act, now in its final stages of debate in the Hungarian Parliament, will assist in easing the continuing further integration of the Hungarian Higher Education system into the greater European and international educational domain. Members of the Board are honoured in being invited to be part of this process and make the following proposals which they believe will assist them in carrying out their stated task, which is “to evaluate and advise on the operational principles, rules of procedure, and the accreditation criteria and practice of the HAC, especially from the point of view of conformity with international requirements”. However, the Board would like to stress that it appreciates the HAC’s need to set its priorities in accordance with its interpretation of local realities. For that reason the Board accepts any decision by HAC not to implement fully, or in part, every one of the Board’s Recommendations.

1. The HAC is asked to discuss and react to the Board’s recommendations and to inform the Board of the implementation of those recommendations that it accepts as feasible in the Hungarian context.

The Board appreciates that the HAC has considered many of its earlier recommendations. It would greatly assist the task of the Board in its future deliberations, however, if the HAC gives its immediate reaction to each of the present recommendations in turn. The Board appreciates the summary of the progress of the implementation of those recommendations which it had agreed to accept reflected in the Annual Report of the HAC.

2. The Board strongly recommends to HAC to discuss at length, and considering all its implications, the new European standards and for quality assurance agencies to be adopted by the Ministers in Bergen.
The Board welcomes the strengthening of the HAC’s position in the new law as a counselling body on quality policy as well as serving as quality advisor for institutions and recommends that it fully take advantage of this role. The Board takes note that the HAC is moving in this direction with its quality subcommittee. However, a detailed discussion is called for regarding the purpose and responsibility of HAC as a quality assurance agency in Europe in the future. This could involve the revision of the HAC’s Strategic Plan and setting new priorities.

3. The Board recommends to HAC to focus its quality evaluation on learning outcomes and consider how subject specificity relates to fitness for purpose and institutional profiling.

The HAC might readdress its set of criteria and procedures with emphasis on teaching and learning, output and outcomes. The discussion should be extended to involve policy and involve the Rectors’ Conference and possibly other stakeholders. The new law and the envisaged appeal system for HAC underline the timeliness of such a discussion. The relationship between an institution’s profile, reflected in its subject programs, and its fitness also vis-à-vis its mission are gaining emphasis in the European Higher Education Area. The distinction between institutional and programme evaluation, each with its specific foci, are called for. This would involve the future of the parallel evaluation of disciplines, introduced last year as a pilot scheme and continued this year.

4. The Board recommends that a core set of Master programmes be worked out simultaneously with Bachelor programmes. 

In discussing the introduction of the Bachelor/Master system in Hungary, the Board learned that the development of a framework for Bachelor programmes has preceded the discussion of the scheme for Master programmes. The Board feels that for the purpose of coherence and future viability, a clear outline of the system in its entirety must be in place before its parts can function. The Board also recommends that HAC promote life-long learning and recognition of learning attainment, including professional experience, as an integral part of higher education in Europe.

5. The Board strongly recommends that the HAC wield its influence in order to changing the age and gender composition of its membership. 

The Board realises the set system of delegating HAC members, nevertheless it urges the HAC to be involved in a discussion with delegating bodies to achieve a balance in its membership, in conformity with European trends. The HAC should consider age and gender balance also in naming its expert committees. Moreover, the international experience of prospective members should be a consideration about membership in its bodies, in order to keep the HAC abreast of international developments. 

6. The Board considers it important that the student representative in the HAC have the power to vote. 

Students in Europe have come to be regarded as equal partners in education. Education is a service for students, but one for which they also hold responsibility. The social dimension, equal access opportunity, and active partnership are significant messages in the draft statement of the Ministers in Bergen. In this light, the Board urges that this recommendation, which it has made in the past, be given due consideration.

7. The Board takes note that progress has been made in briefing experts but recommends that the HAC develop this further.

In addition to the briefing meetings implemented in the beginning new cycle of institutional accreditation and parallel accreditation of disciplines, the HAC might consider producing a  handbook of good practice to distribute to experts. The Board notes that some of the HAC’s members have participated in international quality assurance exercises and events and strongly recommends that this be continued and expanded. 

8. The Board recommends that the HAC strive for proportionality between its budget and tasks.  

The Board continues to note the large workload of the HAC and its staff under a steadily decreasing budget and welcomes the new budget scheme as envisaged in the draft law. The Board draws attention to the HAC that members of similar bodies in Europe as a rule do not receive fees. The Board notes that the HAC may in future draw other sources of income besides from the educational budget, but urges the HAC to consider the advantages and pitfalls in attaining other sources of income in addition to the budget as set down in the new law. If fees are to be demanded for quality assurance services, the Board stresses that these should in no way be, or be perceived to be, linked to the outcome of accreditation.
9. The Board promotes that the HAC make information on the quality of individual higher education institutions public.

In line with the HAC’s service function, which is geared to higher education institutions as well as their stakeholders, the quality of institutions or their parts must be readily available for students, parents, employers and other external stakeholders. This should go hand in hand with the institutions themselves making data available on their websites in a user-friendly way. The Board takes note that feedback from institutions and visiting panels is planned and welcomes this.

10. The Board recommends that the HAC invite discussion on the satisfaction of its Secretariat staff. A separate discussion should also take place within the Secretariat. 

The Board considers it in line with European trends that the satisfaction of its staff, as well as external partners, are monitored, as an ongoing internal quality assurance system for agencies is a future requirement for European quality assurance bodies. The Board urges the HAC Secretariat to take on an active role in setting quality policy, linked with its own professional development. 

Compiled by Christina Rozsnyai on 29 April 2005

Approved by the HAC Board via electronic mail
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