Comments of the HAC on the Final Report (FR) of the Review Panel (RP)

24 July, 2008

The Hungarian Accreditation Committee would like to thank to the Review Panel for its thorough work and the final report it produced including recommendations aiming at enhancing the operation of the HAC and the external QA system in Hungary in general. We received the final report on 1 July.

It is our definite intention to study the report and all the recommendations in detail and draw up a comprehensive plan for relevant follow-up activities and measures. This study and planning phase will consist of the following elements.

1. Making all the major documents of the HAC`s external review public both on our website and in printed form. (TOR, SER, FR, HAC comments)

2. Distributing hard copies to Hungarian HEIs and other stakeholders, together with an “internal” distribution to HAC International Advisory Board (IAB), HAC members and staff.

3. Discussion of the FR at the next HAC plenary meeting on 2-3 October 2008 (with stakeholders invited), drafting of the follow-up document, including an action plan for follow-up measures.

4. Discussion of the FR and the draft follow-up document by the HAC IAB in its meeting on 23-24 November 2008.

5. Final discussion of the FR and the IAB reflections in the plenary meeting of the HAC on 5 December 2008, finalisation of the follow-up document.

6. Making the follow-up document public on the HAC website.

As an immediate reflection the HAC would like to make the following comments on the FR.

1. The HAC is satisfied with the overall conclusion of the RP stating that the HAC is in substantial compliance with the ESG and thereby the ENQA membership criteria.

2. The HAC understands that in expressing its opinion on the individual standards the RP applied the three-category interpretation of compliance with the ESG, as it is proposed in the ENQA document entitled “Guidelines for national reviews of ENQA member agencies” (p. 6) as follows:

a) full or substantial compliance;

b) partial compliance;

c) non-compliance.

The RP did not use “substantial compliance” in the individual standards; it used this term only in its overall summary statement.

3. The HAC is content with the RP’s findings and opinion according to which the HAC is in full compliance with the majority of the individual standards and substantially complies with sets 2 and 3 of the ESG overall and thereby the ENQA membership criteria. As to standards where, in the opinion of the RP, the HAC is only in partial compliance, we would like to make the following comments.

Standard 2.3  Criteria for decisions

As to our understanding, this standard does not cover the “licensing” decision making authority. In several countries the minister makes the licensing decision. In Hungary, all the accreditation decisions are made by the HAC and as such they are final. The minister can be involved only in case of appeals in second instance and only in relation to licensing. S/he cannot change the accreditation decision of the HAC. Nevertheless, we agree with the RP that the accreditation decision as a quality judgement should not be overruled when it comes to licensing. As to the RP’s related observations we would like to make the following remarks.

a) The right of the minister of education to support the launching of a new study programme (“licensing” until March 2005) or promoting the granting of the title of professor against the HAC’s negative opinion, is granted by the Higher Education Act (HEA) and, as such, it is beyond the scope of authority of the HAC. Since the new HEA is in force, including a well defined appeals procedure, the minister can overrule the HAC’s decision only following an appeals procedure and only with respect to launching (but not the establishing) study programmes and professorships. He has not used this power with the former. He used it, however, for supporting applications for professorships in seven cases in 2007. But it should be noted that with professorships the HAC does not provide accreditation, it only gives its expert opinion. (The final appointment is the constitutional right of the President of the Hungarian Republic.)

b) The reading and “moderating” the institutional accreditation reports by ad hoc internal committees is a procedural element contained in the HAC by-laws. As to the related recommendation of the RP, the HAC has already implemented it and continued the earlier practice of inviting the chair of each Visiting Committee (VC) to the HAC plenary session when the final report of the given VC is considered and decided on. VC reports are (since 4 July 2008 again) presented to the plenary by the chair of the respective VC. (The ad hoc committees still continue to function in accordance with our by-laws.)

Standard 2.4  Processes fit for purpose

External evaluation is actually not a separate process in Hungary, it is always part of the various accreditation processes. (Accreditation cannot be done without evaluation.) Since the HAC’s purpose is accreditation, the processes, we think, must serve this aim. However, in the second cycle of institutional accreditation the HAC has begun to shift the focus of scrutiny more and more towards checking and evaluating the internal QA system of the given HEI.

The involvement of more international experts can be implemented in harmony with the HAC’s financing provided for as prescribed by the HEA.

Standard 2.8  System-wide analyses

The HAC readily accepts the proposal that it should produce even more system-wide reviews and analyses in the future. After the finished reviews of all the study programmes in psychology, history, human medicine, dentistry, pharmacy, and law, which have been published since the inception of the disciplinary reviews from 2004 onwards, the disciplinary review and accreditation of all study programmes in the field of arts is underway. A comprehensive report on the findings is planned to be published in the first half of 2009. Similarly, in its plenary session on 4 July 2008 the HAC decided to launch the disciplinary evaluation and accreditation of all study programmes in the field of informatics. The results of this review are also to be published in 2009. 

The accreditation of all PhD programmes (doctoral schools) in Hungary is scheduled for 2009. A system-wide preliminary review and evaluation has taken place in 2007/2008, conducted exclusively on-line, in a web-based, public data base created mainly for this purpose and including also the HAC final evaluations and decisions (www.doktori.hu). This has been a major step in external QA of HE in Hungary. The President of the HAC has presented the results of this preliminary review in various fora including sessions of the Hungarian Rectors’ Conference and several other meetings and conferences in Budapest and the countryside as well. On 18 June 2008 the HAC organised a Doctoral Forum with more than 100 participants, where the lessons of this exercise were discussed with the representatives of the doctoral schools. The previous system-wide report on the PhD training in Hungary was published by the HAC in 2003. It is also available on our website (in Hungarian).

Standard 3.4  Resources

The providing of the financial resources for the HAC by the Ministry of Education and Culture as mandated in the HEA is, again, beyond the HAC’s control. We have repeatedly asked the State Secretary responsible for HE to make the budget proposal to the Parliament and to provide the funds as determined in the HEA. For the 2008 budget we have his promise that in the autumn this year the amount still due for this year in accordance with the HEA will be provided. Due to the income generated by fee paying services (the surge of ex-ante accreditation of new study programmes to be launched and the doctoral schools to be established) the financial position of the HAC is currently stable and even allows for some development, however, this is not foreseeable for the future. 

Standard 3.6  Independence

We are content with the RP’s opinion that the HAC fully complies with this standard as it is formulated in the ESG. Moreover, it is important to emphasize that the HAC is autonomous also financially in the sense that nobody external to HAC interferes with how and to what purpose the HAC allocates its resources within the general legal framework regulating the operation of public service organisations in Hungary. To quote from the HEA: “The president of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee shall enjoy the right of disposal of the budget of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee may not be given instructions as to the performance of its tasks and financial management.” Section 111 (5)
This standard does not cover financing. See our comment to Standard 3.4 above.

Summarizing our comments we believe that the HAC is in substantial compliance with the ESG and thereby the ENQA membership criteria.

György Bazsa

HAC President
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