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of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education

Statement

of the Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education

in response to the Communiqué of the Conference of Ministers responsible of Higher Education on “Realising the European Higher Education Area” 

in Berlin on 19 September 2003

Taking note that the “Berlin Communiqué” affirms the importance of promoting “effective quality assurance systems”, and further that “Due account will be taken of the expertise of other quality assurance associations and networks”, the Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education issues the following Statement.

The CEE Network welcomes the Berlin Communiqué as a further important step in the direction of establishing a European Higher Education Area as the very basis of the future European knowledge-based economy and society. The Berlin Communiqué develops the ideas of the Bologna Process and makes the aims stated in the “Bologna Declaration” (1999) and the “Prague Communiqué” (2001) more explicit. 

The Network of Central and Eastern European Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education first convened on November 19, 2000 in Budapest, Hungary. It dates its foundation to its October 13, 2001 meeting in Krakow, Poland, and was formally established on October 19, 2002 in Vienna. The CEE Network comprises eighteen organisations from sixteen Central and Eastern European countries. Membership is open to committees and agencies, which are recognised as national or regional higher education quality assurance organisations by the lawful authority/ies in their respective Central and Eastern European country, and which operate on a non-profit and non-commercial basis.

According to its regulations approved on 19 October 2002 in Vienna, the CEE Network defined its major objectives, with the aim of co-operating in various facets of quality assurance. One of the stated objectives is to provide each other “assistance in elaborating measures for harmonising activities in quality assurance, in order to participate in the European dimension of higher education, and playing a proactive role in shaping the European higher education area.” 

These goals are fully compatible with the Bologna Process and with the aims set down in the Berlin Communiqué. The CEE Network member agencies have begun to apply these principles, and some have already made considerable progress. The Berlin Communiqué has formulated some specific aims in the area of quality assurance also in terms of their implementation, which are new as compared to the Prague Communiqué. The potential impact of these aims on the activities of the CEE Network is being discussed by the member agencies.
The Ministers of Education gathered in Berlin have committed themselves to support further development of quality assurance at institutional, national and European level and agreed on four principles, which should be incorporated into national quality assurance systems by 2005:

· the responsibilities of the bodies and institutions involved should be clearly defined;

· the evaluation of programmes or institutions, including internal assessment, external review, participation of students and the publication of results, should be systematically introduced;

· a reliable system of accreditation, certification or comparable procedures should be practised;

· international participation, co-operation and networking  should become the rule of activities of national quality assurance bodies.

At the European level, the Ministers called upon ENQA to develop an agreed set of standards, procedures and guidelines on quality assurance, to explore ways of ensuring an adequate peer review system for quality assurance and/or accreditation agencies or bodies.

The CEE Network is ready to play a part in the process in the CEE region. Seven CEE Network member agencies are also members of ENQA, and thereby contribute directly to the remit of that organisation given by the Ministers in Berlin. Furthermore, the CEE Network continues its co-operation in various facets of quality assurance, including

- an ongoing dialogue and information exchange on quality assurance and accreditation practices in member agencies; and specifically

- by initiating a survey on accreditation practices among member agencies, which focuses on the four principles for quality assurance systems mentioned above, for the purpose of elaborating measures for harmonising activities in quality assurance in the European higher education area.

- Further, in order to ensure the quality of the peer review system in Europe, the CEE Network member agencies are prepared to contribute to the pool of peers who participate in the evaluation of institutions and/or programs in Europe.

The CEE Network strongly supports the Ministers’ position that “higher education is a public good and a public responsibility. They emphasise that in international academic co-operation and exchanges, academic values should prevail.” The CEE Network notes that higher education is also a private good and an individual responsibility. The CEE Network appreciates the principle of institutional autonomy set down in the Berlin Communiqué, but notes that national legislation, also in its member countries, must be made more flexible to allow for new degree structures, including joint degrees, as well as joint quality assurance systems.

It is the aim of the CEE Network to contribute to the dialogue on the future structure of quality assurance in the European higher education area by formulating the features characteristic to higher education and quality assurance in this region—which stem from its historic development—and by communicating the views of its member agencies to the players who participate in the European-wide dialogue.

The members of the CEE Network consider it their duty to work out a roadmap for setting up the methodology for future mutual recognition of their respective accreditation systems. This requires a gradual harmonising of the standards and procedures of evaluation and quality assurance, always taking into account the historical and social context of the given country. The CEE Network emphasises that the pace of introducing procedures for mutual recognition must be such that the standard of quality of the criteria and methodologies to be set is not impaired. At the same time, the CEE Network declares its conviction that accreditation is impossible without evaluation, and that institutional and subject evaluation are complementary. Though priorities may be different in different regions of Europe concerning institutional and/or programme accreditation and/or evaluation, the aim is to harmonise the processes. In the CEE, however, accreditation should remain a priority. 

The CEE Network wishes to take an active part in formulating the draft of the Bergen Communiqué and asks the Follow-up Group for an opportunity for an audience in due time at which the representatives of the CEE Network would provide their contribution to the draft of the Bergen Communiqué.

Bucharest, 2 November 2003
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