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Dear colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,
1. INTRODUCTION
It is a true pleasure for me to be speaking to you here in this lovely city, one that I have not visited before. It is, moreover, a special opportunity to get to know the CEE Network better. I am familiar with the external quality assurance systems of a number of countries in your network, I have heard about others from a distance, but I do know that many of you are facing great challenges. Since the 1990s, your higher education systems have changed considerably and that demands an external quality assurance system that is tailored to the specific situation in your country. This makes getting to know each of you individually, and as a network, a truly valuable learning experience. 
It is a privilege for me to be speaking here because your invitation forced me to think about the experience I have gained in assessing three organizations namely the Swiss OAQ, the Austrian ÖAR and the Irish National Qualifications Authority. But I have also sat at the other side of the table when my own organization, NVAO, was assessed by an external committee. I am thus well qualified to talk about external assessment and I would like to tell you more about this shortly. 
Your invitation also allowed me the opportunity to think about the external quality assurance system that has been established in Europe as a result of the Bologna declarations and subsequent conferences. And here too, I feel qualified to talk to you because NVAO is a valued member of ENQA, it was admitted onto the European register in the first round, and provides the secretariat of the INQAAHE and the European  Consortium of Accreditation Organizations, of which our Polish colleagues from PKA are already a member, and which the Slovenian accreditation organization will hopefully join very soon. 
I would therefore like to begin by saying something about European developments before going into further detail about my experiences with the assessment of organizations. As you will learn, I believe that every country should think about the ambitions it has for the higher education sector because those ambitions should have consequences for the procedures to be followed in the European arena of quality assurance agencies. 
2. QUO VADIS EUROPE?

None of us would dare to deny that the Bologna declaration of 1999 and the subsequent supplements in Prague, Berlin, Bergen, London and Leuven, gave an enormous boost to the quality of European higher education. The attention paid to quality assurance has increased greatly, the European Qualifications Framework will lead to increased harmonisation of the levels of higher education and the European Register of Quality Assurance Agencies could make an additional contribution to underscoring the quality that various national and supranational assessment agencies are already delivering. As you can hear, I am using different tenses of verbs to emphasise the probability of effects: the effect of external quality assurance is visible, the Framework will have an effect and the Register could have an effect. After all, a lot will depend on the honesty and openness with which countries and agencies approach the European  harmonisation of higher education. I am rather sceptical and suspicious about this. Time and again, the stock-taking report on the progress of “Bologna” shows that virtually all countries have made giant leaps. However, this is in part deception: although many countries have taken legal and procedural steps towards implementing the Bologna agreements, the reality within the higher education institutions in those countries sometimes flagrantly contradicts the promises that governments have made. The remarkable differences between the London and the Leuven stocktaking reports are the best proof of my thesis! In a considerable number of countries, for example, the bachelor’s-master’s system has only been introduced on paper, there are hardly proper forms of internal and external quality assurance, the national qualifications frameworks will not be internationally assessed and one can have grave doubts about the quality of the higher education being delivered by some of the HE- institutions concerned. In theory (and in the national reports) everything is fine but in reality Europe is moving at two or three different speeds. This is the reality and this reality should be recognized! When the stocktaking will be done by objective  auditors and not mainly by the national authorities this will become immediately clear!
What do these comments have to do with today’s meeting? A great deal, I believe, because together with you I would like to examine whether you want to participate in a paper exercise or whether you would like to play a role that contributes to raising the quality of education in your own countries. 
3. NATIONAL AMBITIONS

Three categories of stakeholders are of special importance in determining the ambition level of a national higher education system, namely the government, the higher education institutions themselves and the national quality assurance agencies. I realize that there are more stakeholders, but I regard the institutions as representatives of the students and the government as the representative of the labour market. So I will restrict myself to the three most important actors in quality assurance systems, the government, the agency and the HE-institutions. 
If I see things correctly, the government can have three ambitions levels:
· being a component of an international higher education system with open borders for all actors;
· a national system based on international quality and quality assurance standards;
· a national system based on national quality and quality assurance standards.
What ambition level a country opts for is strongly influenced by the circumstances prevalent in the national higher education sector. I can well imagine, for instance, that countries in which the private higher education sector has expanded very quickly in recent years choose to assess this sector very carefully with stringent national rules. Countries that follow a highly restrictive policy regarding private institutions, such as Denmark and Belgium, can adopt a different position towards foreign quality assurance agencies than a country like Poland that has over 300 private universities! 

The same determination of the ambition level applies to national quality assurance agencies. They can opt for a purely national role, as my organization NVAO has done: we have absolutely no ambition to be active in countries other than the Netherlands and Flanders, except in the assessment of joint degrees or Erasmus programmes. However, an agency may also aim for a more international role, as is the case, for example, for a number of German agencies that are in essence businesses, such as FIBAA, ACQUIN and ASIIN. These businesses must be financially viable and therefore have to strive to expand their turnover and markets. 
Finally, the higher education sector itself. In theory, our higher education institutions are all internationally oriented, but in practice they are far more rigid. Many research universities find themselves in international competition; but many universities of applied sciences as well as a large proportion of the private higher education  sector, are regional rather than international in orientation. And this too should have consequences for their attitude towards European developments in quality assurance. 
If I were to try and translate the ambition levels into guarantees for the quality of the external assessment of the level of the education provided, I would say that membership of ENQA is necessary for all quality assurance agencies, but that inclusion on the register would only be necessary for those agencies and countries that regard the European higher education system as a relatively open  market for institutions and for quality assurance agencies. Why then is NVAO on the register given that our ambition is only to play a national role? Because our Ministers of Education (both in the Netherlands and Flanders) believed this to be prestigious in light of the fact that they were the hosts for the Leuven conference in 2009. Does the register offer us added value? I could not yet say what that would be, except prestige! And moreover, we as an organization are strong-minded enough to know whom we can trust. This trust applies particularly to the full members of ENQA, but within that group mainly to those with whom we have actually collectively invested in building up trust in our systems, working methods and decisions. This is what we have done within ECA and it has led to several agreements for the mutual recognition of accreditation decisions. It is becoming increasingly important for me to be sure whether or not the level of the institutions or programmes to be assessed, can be qualified with conviction as satisfying the international qualifications for bachelor’s and master’s degrees! I am less and less concerned about procedures and processes but more and more about the realized level of the learning outcomes and the existence of a quality culture within an institution or programme.
4. EXPERIENCES WITH THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS
And now on to my experiences, our actual subject today. Let me start with two very simple but vital recommendations. The first is to establish a panel that contains no outspoken opponents of the system used by your agency. In its external assessments, NVAO had two foreign panel members who considered accreditation a poor and even unjust system. We had asked them to join the panel in order to maximize the critical level of the panel and with the expectation that these panel members too would ultimately make a fair and objective evaluation regarding the system we were using. This was, however, proven to be untrue: both panel members were and stayed ideologically opposed to our system. This subsequently led to enormous arguments among the panel members and to great irritation between the members concerned and NVAO. Thus, I recommend not including outspoken opponents. Go for panel members whose starting point is your system and who will not attack your system with all kinds of personal views. Panel members should be willing to give an evaluation of the system in use, and not only stick to their opinions of what they think would be an ideal system. It is also advisable to include at least one panel member who is very familiar with your national higher education system and who can thus prevent the panel from making interesting but, given the national context, completely irrelevant or even absurd recommendations.  
A second prior recommendation involves the self-evaluation report to be drawn up by your agency.  You can and of course should be proud of the performances your agency has delivered but if the self-evaluation report contains no more than that, the panel will search for weaknesses and criticisms of its own accord. I would thus advise you to do what you ask of the institutions and programmes that are to be assessed: be critical of your own performance and use the self-evaluation as an ideal opportunity to reflect, with the assistance of the stakeholders, on the strengths of your own system and the areas for possible improvement.

Looking back on my own experiences, I would like to mention six points that in my view are decisive in answering the question of whether a quality assurance agency and a working method can withstand the European test of criticism.
a. the first point involves the independence of the decisions made by your agency. It is not particularly interesting to me personally whether or not the government finances the agency and appoints the members of the board. These are formal and practical rules. The issue here is whether the agency can reach a decision independently and whether the decision cannot be influenced by the stakeholders or the government. An independent quality assurance agency must be able to guarantee that its decisions cannot be undone or even reversed by the responsible minister. I understand completely that the courts can make a ruling on the legitimacy of the assessment process, but it should not be possible for either politicians or stakeholders to overrule the actual decision on whether an institution or programme is delivering sufficient quality. The highest possible requirements should be set for this independence and meeting this criterion is, as far as I am concerned, the most important factor;
b. the second point concerns the involvement of students in formal decision-making. Although I find this understandable, I also find it an overly-exaggerated theme. Students should play an important role in the drawing up of the self-evaluation reports of institutions and programmes; they should be amply heard during the on-site visits and they should also be represented on every assessment panel, but as far as I am concerned, I think it is overdoing things,  to also include them in the decision-making bodies of quality assurance agencies. On one of the panels on which I sat, I was confronted by a student who instilled the European Standards and Guidelines with the nature of a European constitution, that overruled the national legislation. I completely disagreed, and still disagree, with such a position. The issue is, in my opinion, the actual influence of students during the assessment process of institutions and programmes, and not the legal position of students as formal decision-makers;
c. the third critical point I would like to put forward is the publication of decisions and the underlying reports. In principle, I am definitely a supporter of this because both can be of significance for the choices of students regarding an institution or programme, as well as for the way in which society, the labour market and the public at large are informed about performances within the higher education sector, with or without government funding. In several countries, however, a very stringent form of privacy protection is in place and legislation in that area seriously hinders the open publication of results and reports. With every understanding for the seriousness of the protection of privacy, it does have to be noted, however, that in a number of instances consumer protection should weigh more heavily than the protection of privacy. Certainly in cases of a serious failure to provide the necessary quality (and unfortunately, this happens on occasion in every country) consumers should have the right to know what is lacking at an institution or in a programme. Participation in the higher education sector means that institutions are active in the public domain. Consequently, maximum openness applies;
d. a fourth critical point concerns the involvement of stakeholders in the process of the assessment of an organization. Naturally, the focus is always on the solidity of the decision-making, on fair play and equal treatment. We are all aware that we do not make any friends through negative decisions. Moreover, those that receive such a decision are virtually always convinced that they were unfairly treated. However, during the assessment process of the Q.A.- organization, is it sensible to conduct interviews with negatively assessed institutions and programmes? I have serious doubts, but I believe it is important to examine how often negative decisions are disputed in administrative appeals proceedings and how often an appeal committee or the courts have determined that the procedure of arriving at an assessment has to be conducted again! One of the agencies I assessed rejected some 40% of the applications it received. Only one of those who were rejected subsequently took the matter to court (and lost), although it was an option open to them. That tells me a lot about the expertise and diligence with which the assessment process was apparently carried out;
e. my fifth critical point involves the system of internal quality assurance within our agencies. This is an issue that deserves more attention, if only to be consistent in what we ask of institutions and programmes. Internal quality assurance is necessary for the legitimacy of the agency, the consistency of decisions and decision-making, and for quality improvement. Sound internal quality assurance also offers the opportunity to involve stakeholders in the development of the system and the organization. In my experience, however, internal quality assurance seems to be a matter of highs and lows rather than one of structural attention. Yes, certainly, questionnaires were distributed among panel members and stakeholders. And yes, conferences, congresses and seminars were held. But what I found disappointing was that these activities were quite separate from one another and were seldom brought under a single, structural approach. By the way, this also applied and applies to my own organization. I realize that internal quality assurance can quickly get bogged down in red tape, but what we are dealing with here is the ability to efficiently show the outside world the ways in which the objectives of the agency are realized and how they are monitored;
f. my final critical point involves the way decisions are made and the method of decision-making within our agencies. This is a tricky point, certainly regarding the cooperation between agencies. Where one agency can only make dichotomous decisions (it is either yes or no) another has the possibility of binding conditions to a positive decision. In collective assessment processes, this leads to undesired effects because the one agency can do nothing other than say “no” because the generic quality standards have not been met, while the other agency can say “yes” under the conditions that a number of negatively assessed themes are improved over a period of one to two years. The process for arriving at these conditions is at times more transparent than at others and on occasion it seems as if the assessing agency has shifted into an almost advisory role. And this leads again to other comments concerning the purity of the decision-making process.
5. CONSIDERATIONS
Virtually all European quality assurance agencies are well suited to their task within the context in which they perform their duties. Some systems need to be strict because the chaff has to be separated from the wheat. Sometimes stringency is needed to confirm the  legitimacy of the higher education sector. And sometimes the standard is set lower, because there is such a demand for higher education that the existing institutions and programmes cannot handle the desired and necessary new crop of young people or those involved in lifelong learning. The national context thus determines the duties and working methods of quality assurance agencies. I believe that for the time being, this should remain so. As far as I am concerned, assessment of membership for ENQA should take place on the basis of this assessment of fitness for purpose, albeit that the European Standards and Guidelines offer a good possibility for arriving at commonly accepted and applied “principles of sound external quality assurance”.
I have considerably more concerns about the Register and about the way in which it is currently used. I believe that assessment is too formal and too rigid. Several quality assurance agencies that perform extremely well in practice, whose solidity we have learned to appreciate, would not want to or could not meet all the formal requirements of the register committee. That is bad for the register because in this way those agencies that perform well in practice but do not meet all the formal rules, are not included on the register, while several agencies that perform less well but that do meet all the rules, could  possibly be listed on the register.  
I can thus only repeat what I said at the beginning. Let the government, institutions and quality assurance agencies in a country together determine what ambitions there should be for their higher education sector. Our primary aim is fitness for purpose, not initially meeting formal requirements. Only then can work be done on enhancing quality and will the higher education sector concerned have the chance to make an optimum contribution to the development of our society!

Thank you for your attention.
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