Processes of  internationalization  of  the quality assurance and accreditation in higher education in the Czech Republic

Quality assurance and accreditation  in the Czech higher education

In the Czech Republic, the quality assurance and accreditation procedures are used to enhance quality in higher education. These activities are carried out by the Accreditation Commission of the Government of the Czech Republic. The Accreditation Commission was established  in 1990 as an independent government body taking care of the quality in higher education. Until 1998 its activities comprised mostly evaluation and accreditation of newly established HEI and new study programs and evaluation of HEI as institutions. Existing study programs at traditional HEI were accredited on the basis of  the 1990 Act on Higher Education and  there was no obligation to evaluate them anew by the Accreditation Commission.  According the 1998 Act its scope, obligations and rights were substantially increased, and evaluation and accreditation  of all the study programs  has become one of its main tasks (all the existing study programs should be evaluated  and accredited according the 1998 Act by the end of 2002).  New obligations for the Accreditation Commission have arisen as a result of the possibility to establish private HEI. A legal entity with its domicile in the Czech Republic may act as a private HEI on the basis of state permission which is awarded by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports on the basis of the standpoint of the Accreditation Commission.

According the 1998 Act the Accreditation Commission is an expert body composed of 21 members (academics and professional experts) appointed  by the Czech Government on the bases of a proposal by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports. The Minister discusses  proposals for nomination with representatives of HEI (the Czech Rector’s Conference, Council of HEI), the Research and Development Council of the Government of the Czech Republic, and the Academy of  Sciences of the Czech Republic.

The Accreditation Commission takes care of the quality of higher education and performs comprehensive evaluation of educational, scholarly, research, developmental, artistic or other creative activity of higher education institutions. According  the 1998 Act and its Statute it must perform in particular following activities:

a) evaluate activities pursued by HEI and the quality of accredited activities, and publish the results of such evaluations;

b) assess other issues concerning the system of higher education presented to it by the Minister, and express its standpoints over these issues.

Accreditation Commission is authorized to require from the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, public, state and private  HEI and legal entities which participate in educational and scholarly,  research, developmental, artistic or other creative activity of HEI the necessary information, documentation and co-operation in accomplishment of its obligations.

To carry out its activities the Accreditation Commission establishes permanent and special work groups to deal with the evaluation of specific matters and activities. These work groups are  composed of  specialists who are to consider particular study programs, HEI or other activities. The regulations for the Accreditation Commission and for its working groups are defined in the Statute approved by the Government. Material and financial support for the activities of the Accreditation Commission is provided by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports.

According to the 1998 Act the Accreditation Commission is obliged to issue its statement on applications for accreditation of study programs, applications for the right to perform habilitation procedures and procedures for the appointment of professors, applications for establishment, merger, amalgamation, splitting or dissolution of a faculty of  a public HEI, determination of the type (university or non-university) assigned to a HEI.

The Accreditation Commission is entrusted by the 1998 Act with general care for the quality of higher education, involving  evaluation of all accredited activities and publication of the results. It is also obliged to elaborate a professional standpoint on further matters concerning higher education presented for its consideration by the Minister of Education, Youth and Sports.

The evaluation of activities of HEI

For evaluation the Accreditation Commission usually chooses one HEI or several institutions performing similar accredited study programs. The evaluation lasts one year  and half and is carried out  according following procedures:

a) selection of HEI by the Commission and authorization of  a competent  member of the Commission to implement  the evaluation procedure;

b) establishment of a special work group;

c) notification to the Rector, dean or director of HEI of a fact that institution has been chosen for evaluation by the Accreditation Commission;

d) elaboration of requirements concerning information used for the evaluation of HEI, and their submission to the head of HEI being evaluated;

e) elaboration of gained information by the special work group;

f) expression of the opinion of  the evaluated HEI’s  head concerning the composition of the special work group;

g) visit of at least three members of the special work group in the evaluated HEI;

h) elaboration of  recommendations and conclusions from the evaluation carried out by the special work group and discussion with  representatives of the evaluated HEI about these recommendations and conclusions;

i) submission of recommendations and conclusions to the Accreditation Commission;

j) acceptation of recommendations and conclusions related  to the evaluated HEI by the Accreditation Commission in participation of  its representatives.

Recommendations and conclusions are then together with the opinion of the representatives of evaluated HEI submitted to the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports and are published.

Accreditation of study programs

According to the 1998 Act, all types of study programs are subject to accreditation. The award of accreditation to a study program is a task within the competency of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, which involves state agreement with the way the program is to be delivered, including the right to award appropriate academic degrees. In the case that a study program is not accredited, no applicants can be admitted, no lectures may be held, no examinations can be held, and no academic degrees may be awarded.

Accreditation is issued by the Ministry on the basis of an expert assessment submitted to the Ministry by the Accreditation Commission. This assessment should consider both the content of the study program and the state of preparation (personal and material) of the HEI or other educational institution to deliver the program. A study program (and broader personal and material conditions under  which it is to be delivered) is evaluated by a permanent work group of the Accreditation Commission. Its expert opinion is then submitted to the Accreditation Commission to be reconsidered and assessed. The Ministry is bound by the 1998 Act not to award accreditation in the case of a negative assessment of a study program. In the case of  a positive standpoint of the Accreditation Commission the Ministry is bound by an explicit list of grounds on which it may refuse to award accreditation.

Accreditation of a study program is awarded  for a limited period of time,  maximally for twice the standard length of the program. In the case of doctoral study programs, accreditation should not be awarded for more than ten years (usually it is awarded for 8 years). 

A HEI or a unit of such an institution may carry out procedures for habilitation (venium docendi)  and procedures for the appointment of professors only on the basis of accreditation. A similar mechanism to that used for study programs also applies in the case of these procedures.

Internal  and external evaluation

All HEI are obliged to implement a regular internal evaluation and to make its results public. An additional requirement is to make a detailed description of the evaluation procedure within the internal regulations of  HEI. The framework for this obligation is very open, and it is left to the institution to implement evaluation procedures and use its results. Until now, the developments in the field of internal evaluation are quite diverse, varying from very well organized systems to only some formal procedures of non-systemic  nature. Until recently there was slight motivation to share information and disseminate good practice. According the 1998 Act, all HEI are obliged to elaborate and publish an annual report  on its activities which should use results of internal evaluation as well. Well organized, systematic internal evaluation serves as a very good basis for external assessment and evaluation implemented by the Accreditation Commission.

The accreditation of study programs, of procedures  for habilitation and for appointment of professors, and state  permission for running a private HEI together with institutional evaluation serve as a very effective means for ensuring the quality of higher education.

Since its establishment in 1992, the Accreditation Commission has conducted external evaluation of HEI on the basis of peer reviews and comparative evaluations of faculties and related fields of study. For this purpose it elaborated a mechanism to enable standard steps to be followed  in evaluation processes, and provided help and guidance for institutions. Evaluation focuses on the overall activity of  an institution and the conditions under which study programs are provided. The Accreditation Commission requires data on general characteristics of the institution (faculty, institute), staff and organization structure, study programs, research and development activities, equipment and funding. More than three quarters of the total number of faculties have already been evaluated. There has been a serious debate on the proper use of the evaluation results. The prevailing idea is to maintain an improvement-oriented approach, and provide institutions with enough time to improve in the case of negative findings before issuing any unfavorable decision. Public reports, including details about strengths and weaknesses of individual HEI (faculties, institutes) together with relevant recommendations, serve as  effective means  for further improvement and development.  According the 1998 Act, the Accreditation Commission may in the event of serious deficiencies occurring while implementing a study program make the following proposal to the Ministry depending on the nature of the matter:

a) restriction of accreditation consisting in a ban on admitting new applicants to the studies in the pertinent study program;

b) temporary termination of accreditation consisting in a ban on performing state examinations and awarding academic degrees;

c) withdrawal of accreditation.

These restrictions serve as an efficient disciplinary device and in a limited number of cases were used during 1990s as a solution of serious deficiencies where other remedies were inefficient. Such restrictions are used only in cases when minimum standards of quality are not met, and are not considered  by the Accreditation Commission to be the main road to enhance quality in the Czech higher education.

Internationalization processes concerning the practice of the Czech Accreditation Commission  

Since its foundation the Czech Accreditation Commission has been aiming at implementation of internationally recognized procedures and practices of  quality assurance and enhancement.  At least three members of the Accreditation Commission have been usually academics from Western European countries. Frequently we asked our foreign colleagues to participate  in processes of institutional evaluation in certain fields (law, medicine etc.).

In order to have topical information and to participate in dissemination of good practice the Accreditation Commission of  The Czech Republic became full member of INQAHE, ENQA and participated in creating the Central and Eastern Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education which was founded in 2001 in Cracow and established  on October 2002 in Vienna. All these networks aim at disseminating information about good practice, share experiences and foster cooperation among members, and serve as a clearing houses for issues of quality assurance. Members of the Czech Accreditation commission and of its secretariat participate in  workshops and seminars organized by these international networks.

In accordance with the Bologna process the Czech Accreditation Commission concentrates on the issues of  European dimension of higher education and tries to play its role in shaping the European Higher Education Area. On the bases of the amendment of the 1998 Law on Higher Education which incorporated major recommendations of the Bologna Declaration, the Czech Accreditation Commission pressed towards restructuring of existing five year study programs (with certain exceptions like pedagogy, medicine, law) into Bachelor and Masters study programs. In evaluating restructured study programs the AC follows internationally  used procedures and standards were possible. Growing emphasis on transparency  of curricula and their assessment  in the practices of the Czech AC is the result of the necessity to create adequate conditions for the mobility of students (demand for the recognition of qualifications, credits, and study periods abroad), and recognition of diplomas

Above all the Bologna process in quality assurance and enhancement is connected with mutual recognition of  the practices and procedures used by national quality assurance agencies. One of the important results of the Prague Communique from 2001 was the stress put on cooperation of national and other actors in quality assurance in Europe to cooperate in quality assurance and enhancement, to design scenarios for mutual acceptance of the results of evaluation and accreditation or certification mechanisms, in establishing the common framework of reference and in disseminating best practice. According to this the Czech AC stresses the necessity of introducing internationally comparable standards in evaluating study programs and higher education institutions and enhancing transparency of standards, criteria of evaluation and all the procedures and methods  used. We started at the end of  2002 by agreement with the Hungarian AC to begin with the process of mutual recognition of evaluation and accreditation practices of  the Czech and Hungarian accreditation commissions in the field of medicine a later to continue to other fields of study.  We are preparing similar approach with our Slovak colleagues and later on  we would like to proceed in the same direction with other European national evaluation and accreditation bodies.
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