Conceptions of accreditation

In the wake of the process initiated by the 1998 Sorbonne Declaration and last advanced by the Prague Communiqué, it has become clear that the structure of studies and degrees in the European Higher Education Area will be shaped by "two main cycles" in the future and that the system of quality standard development and assurance will have to be extended, with science and education substantially sharing responsibility in this field. The goals are to promote international quality standards, to advance and secure student and graduate mobility, and to improve "consumer protection" for employers and employees in terms of the supply for and demand of an international labour market. 

Systems of accreditation already introduced or on the way to be introduced follow more or less this pattern and by so doing show a lot of convergences. I will explain this by using the example of Germany and the Netherlands with a view on different aspects: 

· Motives and Background: Similarities

Germany: With the amendments to the German Framework Act for Higher Education of 1998 Germany's higher education institutions were given the opportunity, to introduce BA/MA degree courses. The introduction of two-cycle and differentiated study programmes with a highly adaptable and very flexible content and time structure called for quicker and more flexible procedures of national and international recognition than those that have previously been in place. In order also to be able to provide the higher education institutions with the necessary freedoms required for the implementation of higher education reforms, the past system of detailed state control of higher education was revoked and accreditation introduced. 

The Netherlands: The debate on accreditation has similarly begun early around 1998. New dynamics and accountability, international transparency in Europe and beyond by positive statement of proven quality, BA/MA introduction throughout Europe, openness of the higher education system, emergence of non-traditional suppliers are the keywords behind the reform in the Netherlands.  

· Preconditions and introduction: Differences 

Germany: The Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Culture of the Länder in the FRG (KMK) and the HRK gave a rough frame for the development of accreditation. They additionally reached agreement on the establishment of an independent cross-Länder Akkreditierungsrat, which has been affiliated to the HRK for the three-years test phase from 1999 on. In March 2002 the KMK decided the continuation of the Council and affiliation to the KMK.

The Accreditation Council had to develop an accreditation system from the scratch by taking into account especially the resolutions concerning accreditation from KMK and HRK.

The Netherlands: The Dutch accreditation law and the BA/MA law are in parliament and on the way to be approved.

The new institution must take into account – next to the provision of international organisations and foreign accreditation bodies – terms of assessment of already existing agencies in the country; the Inspectorate of Higher Education, the assessment protocol of the VSNU – Dutch Association of Universities, the HBO Council, the Dutch Validation Council and Paepon. 

· Model: Similarities 

Germany: In order to give consideration to the differing areas of competence and responsibility of the state and higher education institutions in the establishment of degree courses, the Länder ministers of education and culture decided on a functional separation between state approval and accreditation.

The accreditation system is a layered system with HE institutions, accreditation agencies (openness to agencies from abroad) and the Accreditation Council. 

The Netherlands: The NAO will retain responsibility for the "legal" accreditation or recognition of a Dutch program. 

The accreditation system is a layered system with HE institutions, review organising agencies (openness from agencies from abroad) and the accrediting body (NAO).

· Methods and consequences: Similarities and differences

Germany: The Akkreditierungsrat is responsible for accrediting agencies which will then themselves accredit degree courses (delegation principle). In the course of processing the application a review report is produced which is based on the self-report (institutional profile) and on consultations with the applicant. The decision is to accredit (for 3-5 years), to conditionally accredit or not to accredit the applicant. The results are published.

The consequence which follows accreditation is recognition and the award of legal status by the state.

The Netherlands: In roughly five-year circles, programs must go through an assessment, consisting of an in-depth self-evaluation and on-site visit by a committee of experts. The assessment is done by agencies, the accreditation is given by NAO. The results are published.

Formal consequences attached to accreditation are study grants for students, number of students for funding and awarding degrees with legal status.

· Criteria development: Openness from both sides

Germany: The introduction of BA/MA degree courses was initially conceived as an addition to the traditional Diplom degree courses offered in Germany and was intended to raise the international appeal of studies offered in Germany. In the test phase for the new degree courses, which aims to promote innovation in the range of studies offered, it seemed advisable to have only a few criteria serving as a rough orientation. Criteria are defined in line – i.e. to link up with – with levels as proposed in the relevant paper published by e.g. QAA. In the long-term, the scientific community will also be able to continue to pursue this path as a learning system, without the need for bureaucratic spoon-feeding. There is a differentiation between theory oriented and application oriented BA/MA.

The Netherlands: The quality requirements should make it possible to assess the acquired levels of proficiency in BA/MA programmes offered in the HBO or University Education sectors. This may entail a definition of study points and the skills and levels of knowledge that must be acquired. Four sets of criteria will be used, the professional BA, the academic BA, the professional Master, the academic Master. 
· Cooperation: Openness from both sides

It is not only the similarity of the system and the conception of accreditation in the respective countries that does foster cooperation, it is especially the openness from both sides to take responsibility for internationalisation of accreditation. An example for this is the joint accreditation procedure executed by Dutch Validation Council, an already existing agency in the Netherlands, and Foundation for International Business Administration Accreditation (FIBAA), and by the Accreditation Council accredited agency.

The terms of assessment of both agencies found inclusion into this procedure of accreditation and the international, by DVC and FIBAA composed, panel unanimously concluded that the Master course "Managing Human Resources", offered by Saxion Hogeschool IJselland in Deventer, complies with the DVC as well as the FIBAA-Quality Standards for Master's courses. 

Behind the project the willingness to cooperate was the driving force. It was a learning process from the side of the institution, from the side of the agencies, from the side of the international panel and an intensive communication process. This first common project between the participating agencies – further common projects are planned – would not have been completed without a sometimes pragmatic approach. The next step in joint accreditation will be the development of mutual recognition in  the respective countries.  
PAGE  
4

