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HAC International Advisory Board Meeting

28-29 October 2011
Meeting Summary and Recommendations

Press Statement 
LOSS OF INDEPENDENCE OF THE HAC THREATENS INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION OF HUNGARIAN DEGREES
The International Advisory Board of the HAC noted that the transparency, credibility and independence of the HAC have in the past been seen internationally to guarantee the quality of Hungarian college and university degrees. In accomplishing this, the HAC has established itself as a lead organization which encouraged and inspired similar quality assurance processes in other countries. The Board expressed its concern that these principles, and indeed HAC’s visibility as an internationally relevant role model, may be jeopardized by the infringement to the HAC’s independence with regard to its membership, decision-making and resources as a consequence of the draft higher education law. Any such development in matters of quality assurance may directly affect both society’s and students’ personal interests since international recognition of Hungarian degrees hinges on a reliable, and transparent, quality assurance system carried out by both Hungarian higher education institutions and the HAC.
At its annual meeting on October 28-29, 2011, the International Advisory Board of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee focused on the legal changes relating to the HAC as set down in the draft higher education act. It made the following recommendations.

· The explicit value of quality assurance as a fundamental element of higher education should be declared in the new higher education act.
· As stated in the Bologna Process, quality assurance should explicitly be highlighted as a prime responsibility of higher education institutions themselves, while safeguarding by means of external quality assurance that the higher education institutions do so reliably.

· Independence of the HAC’s members and their decision-making should be guaranteed in line with the European Standards and Guidelines in order to safeguard quality of the HAC’s operations and credibility of its findings.
· In order to ensure the acceptance of its decisions by society, the HAC’s membership should reflect not only higher education but society at large.
· To ensure that quality assurance can be carried out reliably, the HAC should be provided with a sufficient and calculable budget at regular times, while access to national and international projects should also be ensured.
· In order to secure the continuing relevance and impact of its decisions, the HAC should analyze the quality of higher education in Hungary as a basis for the ongoing improvement of its processes, and should be given sufficient resources to carry out this task. 
Introduction
The International Advisory Board of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee held its annual meeting in Budapest at the HAC offices on 28-29 October 2011. The meeting was chaired by HAC President György Bazsa. Board members present were Jasmina Havranek, Nick Harris, Jürgen Kohler, Helmut Konrad and Christian Thune. Stanislaw Chwirot and Karl Dittrich sent regrets. Secretary General Tibor Szántó and program officer for foreign affairs Christina Rozsnyai represented the HAC staff. Deputy Secretary General Éva Ruff attended the first day of the meeting. 
The Friday afternoon meeting was devoted to the discussion of the draft higher education act. The President of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, József Pálinkás and the Rector of the University of Szeged, Gábor Szabó – both former HAC members – attended the meeting. Also invited were László Dux, Deputy Secretary of State for Higher Education, and another former HAC member and current Rector of Péter Pázmány Catholic University Szabolcs Szuromi, HAC member János Csirik, but none of them were able to attend. Background documents sent to participants in preparation for the meeting were two descriptions by the HAC President on the changes in the draft act that relate to the HAC. 
The aim of the Saturday session was, as in previous years, to discuss the work of the HAC. Before the meeting, the Board members were sent the President’s Annual Report 2010/11 and a follow-up report on actions taken after the Recommendations of the Board in the previous year. 
Concluding the meeting the Board formulated the ensuing Recommendations. To begin, the Board members, the majority of whom have been in contact with the HAC for a number of years, expressed their recognition to the HAC as a role model for quality assurance in higher education in the region and as one of the first higher education accreditation agency in Europe. Its international renown was underscored by its leading presence in European and global quality assurance bodies over nearly two decades. The HAC was seen to adhere to the quality assurance principles of transparency, credibility and independence and as such to provide insurance for the quality of Hungarian higher education and the international recognition of Hungarian degrees. 
Recommendations of the HAC’s International Advisory Board
Conceptual issues 
1. Having reviewed the relevant sections of the draft higher education act, the Board draws attention to the fact that quality assurance is one of the cornerstones of the Bologna process, to which Hungary is a founding signatory. Internal quality assurance is a key task of higher education institutions, while quality assurance agencies or commissions act to provide external scrutiny and advice. The Board strongly recommends that the explicit value of quality assurance as a fundamental element of higher education be declared in the new higher education act. 
2. In reviewing the sections of the draft act and the concept to the act that relate to the HAC, the Board expresses concern that the established principles on quality assurance to which the HAC has been seen to act as a guarantor may not be guaranteed in the future. The July 2011 concept declares that “… the HAC, with its presently (partially) independent authority, ceases to operate as an independent, autonomous, exclusively evaluating body …” (p. 26). Independence in decision-making on quality is a cornerstone of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) and the ENQA membership criteria, and the Board expresses its hope that the HAC’s international reputation should not be jeopardized by the new legal framework. 
3. The Board notes that while there are a few European countries where ministers are involved in the nomination of members of a quality assurance body, it is a European (ESG) standard that the body’s decisions regarding quality “are undertaken autonomously and independently from governments, higher education institutions and organs of political influence” (ESG 3.6). Therefore, the Board strongly recommends that the new act set down guarantees for such independence with regard to the operations of HAC. In order to do so, the nomination process of members and in particular the operations of HAC both in terms of standard-setting and with regard to case-to-case decisions must be safeguarded from vested influence, be it from the sphere of higher education institutions, politics, or any other, in so far as none of these may play a determining role while each of them is free to contribute to HAC fulfilling its tasks.
Operational issues
4. The Board believes that for the public acceptance of external quality assurance, the quality assurance decision-making body should reflect society at large. The Board, therefore, recommends that the membership of the new HAC include representatives from both higher education and qualified external stakeholders not involved in higher education to ensure broad trust in the HAC’s judgments. 
5. The Board has expressed concern in the past regarding the dependability of the HAC’s resources. In looking at the draft of the new law, the Board is now gravely concerned that the HAC loses its independent budget provision, which “may” allotted by periodic decisions by the minister (84. § (5)a)). The provision for quality assurance bodies to have adequate and reliable resources is set down in the ESG because they are needed in order to plan and operate a reliable external quality assurance system. Therefore, the Board strongly recommends that the HAC’s annual budget be ensured in a calculable manner. 
6. The Board recommends that the HAC explore all available possibilities for additional financing, in addition to that from the public budget. To this end, the Board believes that the HAC should have access to national and international projects. Funding from such sources would allow HAC to finance specific activities, such as system-wide analysis of quality assurance in Hungary and international activities. 
7. The Board recommends that the HAC’s involvement in system-wide analysis of quality in the Hungarian higher education system and a reflection of the effects of its quality assurance (ESG 2.8) be strengthened. This should be a cornerstone for the ongoing improvement of the HAC’s internal processes and the continuing relevance and impact of its decisions, for which the necessary resources have to be found.
The Board expressed regret that the Deputy Secretary of State was prevented from attending the meeting as it would have appreciated a dialog in which it could provide its international expertise in higher education quality assurance. The Board tentatively set the dates of the next annual meeting for Friday and Saturday, October 26-27, 2012, but noted that with the possibly fundamental changes in the HAC brought on by the new higher education act it would make itself available for an earlier meeting if asked. 
Recorded by Christina Rozsnyai on 2 November 2011
Amended and approved by the HAC Board via electronic mail
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