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Executive Summary 
 
This studyΣ άvǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ¦ǎƛƴƎ tƻƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜ {ƻǳƴŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ 

ƛƴ 9ȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ {ŜƭŜŎǘ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎέ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪ ǘŜŀƳ for the Romanian 

Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS/RAQAHE).  

Globally, there is remarkable diversity among students, institutions, and programs offered; however, HEIs 

tend to be grouped, compared, and ranked in many countries even though they share few traits to allow 

ŦƻǊ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ άƘŀǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ώΧϐ ǿŜ 

ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦέ1  

Quality assurance (QA) is a key area of higher education. It remains a relevant policy issue facing 

governments and stakeholders, particularly as higher education systems grow (rapidly) and evolve to 

respond to demands from employers, students, and graduates. While QA includes approaches, 

mechanisms, and reporting guidelines to evaluate higher education systems, each institutionτwhether 

public or privateτis likely to have its own goals and strategic plans which may or may not align with a 

national vision (provided one exists).  

The growth of higher education enrollment has contributed to adverse trends in higher education. The 

growth of higher education enrollment has incentivized fraudulent behavior around the world, including 

academic fraud and the rise of diploma mills. In some instances, students have paid fees believing that 

they would be enrolled in legitimate courses, and receive accredited degrees. Instead, in countries with 

weak QA systems, students may either gain no skills or fail to receive a diploma, despite having paid fees. 

In some cases, students received fake diplomas or face the risk of their institution closing. There are 

certainly other cases where students were complicit in fraud, knowingly paying fees to obtain fraudulent 

degrees. 

The growth of student populations has also contributed to an increase in the number of HEIs providing a 

low quality of education. There is significant information asymmetry, not only regarding the quality of 

institutions and study programs offered, but also regarding the labor market outcomes of graduates. QA 

plays a role in supporting relevant study programs to make higher education more attuned to the 

demands of the labor market.  

Lƴ нлмрΣ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊέ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 

education in the preceding 15 years.2 Although the changes which resulted were attributed mainly to 

άǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ v!Σ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ v!Φέ3 

Methodology of the study: The authors conducted a literature review and a review of institutional 

practices based on publicly available documents for QA agencies in selected European countries, the 

                                                           
1 {ƳƛǘƘΣ WΦ όнллуύΦ άIŜǘŜǊƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ {ǳŎŎŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǘ aŜŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ Iƻǿ ǘƻ aŀƪŜ 
It Happen. New York: College Board, pp. 131-144. 
2 {ǳǊǎƻŎƪΣ !Φ όнлмрύΦ ά¢ǊŜƴŘǎ нлмрΥ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΣέ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΣ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳΥ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
University Association.  
3 DƻǾŜǊΣ !ΦΣ ŀƴŘ [ƻǳƪƪƻƭŀΣ ¢Φ όнлмрύΦ ά9ǳǊŜǉŀ aƻƳŜƴǘǎΗΥ ¢ƻǇ ¢ƛǇǎ ŦƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΣέ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΣ 
Belgium: European University Association. 
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United States, Canada, and Australia. In addition to these reviews, independent QA experts from across 

the European Union and other comparative contexts were interviewed. The reviews and expert interviews 

helped to establish the foundations for defining reasonable criteria and to apply a framework for 

comparing the QA systems requested by the Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 

(ARACIS). Subsequently, the authors interviewed representatives of QA agencies from the selected 

countries, as well as representatives of European QA agencies. Representatives of two key student 

organizationsτthe National Alliance of Student Organizations in Romania (ANOSR) and the European 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ό9{¦ύτwere also consulted. 

Based on the research conducted, as well as the legislative and policy frameworks which guide QA in 

European countries, the team explored various frameworks to structure the criteria used for comparing 

the practices and systems in the study. The resulting framework is an approach known as Polarity 

Management. Polarity Management is a model and set of principles used to address ongoing, chronic 

issues which are unavoidable and unsolvable.4 There is a significant competitive advantage for leaders, 

teams, and organizations able to distinguish between a problem to solve and a polarity to manage (and 

are effective at performing both).5 

Polarities in Quality Assurance in Higher Education: There are several layers and components of QA which 

share equal importance, almost in a dual existence. For example, there is internal quality assurance and 

external quality assurance; study programs and institutions; as well as standards to achieve minimum 

goals and standards to strive for excellence or enhancement among HEIs. There is also the QA agency (or 

several QA agencies, such as the cases of Germany and Spain based on their respective legislative and 

policy frameworks) which is often independent; however, the agencies rely on financial endowments from 

their respective governments or Ministries. Given these elements, an approach known as Polarity 

Management was used to anchor the discussion and comparisons of the QA systems. Polarity pairs are 

used as criteria to compare how countries with sound practices in quality assurance manage key areas of 

QA.  

Practices in Quality Assurance in European Higher Education: This section compares sound practices in 

quality assurance in selected European higher education systems, with an underlying focus on external 

QA practices which ARACIS should explore. ARACIS and independent QA experts selected the systems 

compared in this study. The comparisons are presented within the framework of identifying practices 

which emerged from the QA agenciŜǎΩ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

polarities included in this section are internal QA and external QA; program assurance and institutional 

assurance; as well as standards and enhancement. The systems and QA agencies included in this study 

were of interest to ARACIS, which led to their selection for informative and comparative purposes. 

Throughout the study, the icon will indicate good practices in polarity management in 

European QA systems.  

Legislative and Policy Frameworks: The QA systems included in this study developed into the strong 

systems they are because of key legislative and policy frameworks. These frameworks introduced a 

combination of reforms which addressed the higher education sector, HEIs, and/or quality assurance. In 

some of the systems, HEIs merged, QA agencies merged, or assurance procedures were restructured. 

                                                           
4 Johnson, B. (1998ύΦ άtƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΥ ! {ǳƳƳŀǊȅ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣέ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜǎΦ  
5 Id. 
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Many of the legislative frameworks were adopted or amended in recent years to align more closely with 

the standards and expectations of the European community. In addition to the legislative frameworks, 

there are several policy frameworks to guide the direction of the higher education sector and quality 

assurance in the medium- and long-term. Presently, additional frameworks are being discussed in the 

countries included in this study, which may either nullify or supplement existing frameworks (if the former 

become effective). It is worth reiterating that good practices cited in the systems included in this study 

may also be affected by the implementation of new legislative and policy frameworks. As such, the 

practices included in this study are likely to evolve if legislative frameworks are passed, amended, or 

repealed. 
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Introduction 
Quality, in almost any context, provides a sense of relief. Consumers and users of a product or service, 

having determined that its quality meets their implied standards and provides value, tend to be satisfied. 

Similarly, producers and sellers feel relieved that the quality of their offerings satisfy their users. In higher 

education, particularly in a rapidly changing and knowledge-driven world, quality is necessary for 

institutions to continue functioning in countries where market forces play a strong role.   

Quality is not a static requirement, however. Quality is aspirational. Once quality is achieved, it must be 
actively sustained and improved. Decision-makers use systems and various instruments at their disposal 
to safeguard quality in various fields. In higher education, this ongoing process to ensure safeguards is 
referred to as quality assurance (QA).  
 
Lƴ нлмрΣ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊέ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 
education in the preceding 15 years.6 Although the changes which resulted were attributed mainly to 
άǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ v!Σ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ v!Φέ7 QA helps to insulate HEIs from being subject to debate in adverse fiscal 
environments linked to national budgets, which threatens the availability of resources needed to achieve 
their respective missions. QA helps to establish a clear understanding that HEIs are achieving their 
objectives. QA can also be a driver for HEIs to achieve excellence in higher education.8 !ƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ 
pursuit of excellence relates to external and international demands of the institution. QA is sometimes 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  
 
Higher education institutions (HEIs)ςwhether public or privateςare central to the quality assurance 

process. HEIs have existed for centuries. In recent decades, however, the role of HEIs has arguably evolved 

more rapidly than in the preceding generations. The evolving role of HEIs is evident in the rapid expansion 

of enrolment rates over the past 50 years.  

Higher educationτacquired from either public or private HEIsτhas become one pathway for individuals 

who seek to earn higher wages through diplomas. These diplomas tend to signal to employers the 

readiness of a prospective hire. Higher education also provides training throughout a course of study 

which previously was provided to individuals on the job.9 The fall of communism, which removed 

constraints on institutional autonomy across many Eastern European countries, also accounts for the 

rapid increase in enrolment. Institutions offering higher education programs increased enrolments and 

expanded program offerings to keep pace with the demand for higher education. One previous estimate 

suggested that the projected global demand for higher education could reach 263 million students by 

                                                           
6 {ǳǊǎƻŎƪΣ !Φ όнлмрύΦ ά¢ǊŜƴŘǎ нлмрΥ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΣέ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΣ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳΥ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
University Association.  
7 Gover, A., and Loukkola, T. όнлмрύΦ ά9ǳǊŜǉŀ aƻƳŜƴǘǎΗΥ ¢ƻǇ ¢ƛǇǎ ŦƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΣέ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΣ 
Belgium: European University Association. 
8 wȅŀƴΣ tΦ όнлмрύΦ άvǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ! wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΦέ IƛƎƘŜǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
Communications, Vol. 5, No. 4. 
9 IŀƭƭŀƪΣ WΦ ŀƴŘ tƻƛǎǎƻƴΣ aΦ όнллтύΦ ά!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦǊŀǳŘΣ ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΥ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ 
ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ wŜǇƻǊǘΥ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ нллтΥ !ŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΥ 
What is at Stake?" 
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202510ςan increase of 163 percent since 2000; a 25-year period. Among OECD and G20 countries, 

estimates suggest that the number of individuals holding a tertiary education qualification among 25-34 

year olds is expected to rise to 300 million people by 2030, compared to 137 million in 2013. (Figure 1). 

At the policy level, quality assurance helps to manage the (ongoing) expansion of higher education globally 

by ensuring that students are accessing recognized programs when they enroll at HEIs; however, 

employers have been shifting their hiring strategies, transitioning from recruiting graduates based on 

degrees to recruitment based on skills, potential, and talent.11 This transition may prompt changes in the 

quality assurance frameworks in various countries. 

Figure 1. Projections of the number of 25-34 year-olds with tertiary education, 2005-2030 

 
Source: h9/5 όнлмрύΦ άEducation Indicators in Focus;έ OECD, UNESCO, and National Statistics websites for Argentina, 
China, India, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia and South Africa. 
Note: CƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŘŀǘŀΦ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ h9/5Ωǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
projections.  ARACIS, Methodology for External Evaluation, http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Proceduri/ 
Methodology_for_External_Evaluation.pdf (last visited December 18, 2017). 
 

Methodology 
This section outlines the methodology used to prepare the study.  To prepare this study, the authors used 

a multipronged approach. The authors conducted a literature review and a review of institutional 

practices based on publicly available documents for QA agencies around the world. In addition to these 

reviews, independent QA experts from across the European Union and other comparative contexts were 

interviewed. The reviews and expert interviews helped to establish the foundations for defining 

reasonable criteria and to apply a framework for comparing the QA systems requested by the Romanian 

Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS). Subsequently, the authors interviewed 

representatives of QA agencies from the selected countries, as well as representatives of European QA 

agencies. A list of the agency teams interviewedτboth national and regionalτas well as the interview 

guide are included as Annexes.  

 

 

                                                           
10 KarŀƛƳΣ wΦ όнлммύΦ ά9ȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ /v Dƭƻōŀƭ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΣ рόннύΣ рнрς572. 
11 European Commission, European Political Strategy Centre, 10 Trends Transforming Education As We Know It, 
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/sites/epsc/files/epsc_-_10_trends_transforming_education_as_we_know_it.pdf (last 
visited December 19, 2017).  
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Rationale and objective 

The objective of this study is to support !w!/L{Ω ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ to enhance quality assurance in the higher 

education system in Romania. The National Strategy for Tertiary Education in Romania 2015-2020 was 

developed in collaboration with the World Bank through advisory services. The Strategy includes a 

number of activities for promoting the establishment of high quality, adaptive academic programs to 

implement a more transparent assessment and quality assurance system. This study was undertaken to 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ !w!/L{Ω ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ v! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

lessons from European peers. 

Given the reforms being implemented in European countries in the context of QA in higher education, this 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ !w!/L{ Ŏŀƴ ŜƳǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ wƻƳŀƴƛŀΩǎ v! ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ It compares existing 

QA models in higher education, focused mainly on select European systems.  

Literature Review  

vǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜǊƳΣ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΣ άώΧϐ in higher education is a term that is highly 

contested, considerably vague ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭΦέ12 It is quite a challengeτevident in the existing 

literatureτto define quality assurance without reusing the word quality in the definition. Perhaps, that 

challenge summarizes the ongoing struggle facing some higher education systems which attempt to 

implement QA mechanisms. While university students and their families may not be deeply familiar with 

the nuances of QA in their specific countries, there is an implied understanding of the concept when 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ άƎƻƻŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣέ ƻǊ ŀ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ ŀ άƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦέ 

QA is not an objective or static measure. For example, in some countries, it is perceivedτincorrectlyτas 

a measurement approach, which requires such calculations as the number square meters per student or 

the number of books in the library to provide responses periodically for a list of indicators. It is important 

that countries seeking to establish stronger QA systems, design systems that can adapt to the different 

(and evolving) purposes of quality assurance. Given the stakeholders involved in higher education, the 

range of programs offered, and other factors, it is unlikely that the identified purpose remains the same 

in perpetuity for any QA agency nor the HEIs. 

Several ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ v! ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ 

of quality assurance consistently, despite disagreement on the number of these purposes. Unfortunately, 

the same literature fails to ensure consistency in the terminology of quality assurance. Specifically, QA 

literature often excludes fundamental definitions for internal and external QA, as well as definitions for 

procedures such as assessment, review, audit, evaluation, and accreditation. While such an approach to 

define concepts in each study is repetitive, it is unclear why QA experts continue to list the broad purposes 

of QA, yet fail to define relevant concepts in their publications.  

 
Key features emerged from comparing structures of QA systems in European countries. The systems 

compared in this study were identified by ARACIS as particularly relevant for the Romanian sector and 

have characteristics recognized by practitioners and experts in higher education as being hallmarks of 

                                                           
12 [ƛƳΣ CΦ /Φ .Φ όнллфύΦ άEducation Hub at a Crossroads: The Development of Quality Assurance as a Competitive 

Tool for Singapore's private tertiary education", Quality Assurance in Education, Vol. 17 Issue: 1, pp.79-9. 
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strong QA systems. In most of the countries included in this study, there is a single, autonomous agency 

tasked with implementing QA procedures. In two of the systemsτGermany and Spainτthere are several 

QA agencies operating. Features of these systems are also cited in the literature as being good practices 

in QA. 

Applied Methodologies  

The overarching research question for the study focused on the following question: How do QA agencies 

in Europe manage their external QA system in the context of their legislative frameworks? Several 

questions emerged throughout the process based on guidance from independent (international) QA 

experts prior to the interviews conducted with representatives of the QA agencies included in the study, 

and in parallel with research of the respective systems. Research of the QA systems explored several 

resources.  

First, the WB team researched the country context for ŜŀŎƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ 

the study. This research focused on documents prepared by the national and/or regional QA 

agency/agencies such as analytical works, annual reports and self-assessment reports. The latter reports 

were often prepared as part of a review conducted by ENQA. In terms of the sector-specific research, the 

WB team reviewed documents prepared for quality procedures conducted by the QA agency. These 

documents include institutional reviews of universities and HEIs. Research into the country context 

included a review of the legislative frameworks.  

Next, independent (international) QA experts were interviewed. The experts interviewed were Rick 

Hopper (USA), María-José Lemaitre (Chile), and Ellen Hazelkorn (Ireland). These interviews helped to 

shape the guides prepared for interviews with representatives of the QA agencies selected for the study. 

Annex 1 includes the full list of QA agency representatives interviewed for this study. On-site interviews 

were conducted with representatives from the following quality assurance agencies: 

¶ AQ Austria: The Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation Austria based in Vienna, Austria; 

¶ AQU: The Catalan University Quality Assurance Agency based in Barcelona, Spain; 

¶ NOKUT: The Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education based in Oslo, Norway; 

¶ NVAO: The Accreditation Organization of the Netherlands and Flanders based in the Hague, the 
Netherlands; 

¶ QQI: Quality and Qualifications Ireland based in Dublin, Ireland; 

¶ UKA: The Swedish Higher Education Authority based in Stockholm, Sweden; 
 
Virtual interviews were conducted with representatives from the following agencies: 

¶ ASIIN: The Accreditation Agency for Study Programs of Engineering, Information Science, Natural 
Sciences and Mathematics based in Düsseldorf, Germany; 

¶ EVALAG: Evaluation Agency Baden-Württemberg based in Mannheim, Germany; 
 

Finally, the WB team researched frameworks and structures to compare the QA systems. There are several 

aspects of QA which share equal importance, almost in a dual existence. For example, there is internal 

quality assurance and external quality assurance; programs and institutions; as well as standards to 

achieve minimum goals and standards to strive for excellence or enhancement among HEIs. Given these 

elements, the team used an approach known as Polarity Management to anchor the discussion and 

comparisons of the QA systems. The Polarity Management approach is discussed throughout the study. 
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Limitations of the study 

This study focused on selected Q! ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪΩǎ 

advisory services with ARACIS cites a study on best practices. However, at the request of ARACIS, specific 

systems were included. As a result, the study focuses on good practices in these selected QA systems in 

Europe.  

As noted in the Terminology section which follows, there are fundamental differences across systems in 

terms of the definitions used by agencies tasked with conducting QA procedures. The World Bank team 

identified specific definitions in each country context and system to allow for reasonable comparisons to 

be made.  

Finally, since the adoption of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher 

Education Area (ESG), there have been several reforms in European higher education systems in the 

context of QA. There have also been legislative reforms to consolidate QA agencies and their functions. 

While there have been several analyses regarding the impact of QA systems globally (and in Europe), few 

attempts have been made to analyze revamped European QA systems. As a result, although the impact 

of quality assurance is not a new research area, in the context of QA reforms in Europe, there is a shortage 

of research which explores the impact of QA in the post-reform period. 

 

Terminology 
 
Comparing practices across selected QA systems and agencies in Europe requires an understanding of 

quality assurance procedures performed by each agency. There are several procedures which are 

standard across systems; however, there is nuance in the frequency of QA procedures performed, the 

level at which a procedure is performed i.e. program level and/or institutional level, and the definition of 

the procedure, among other aspects. Table 1 below serves as a reference to the QA procedures performed 

by the QA agencies included in this study. 

 

Table 1. Quality assurance procedures in selected European countries 

Country 
Quality Assurance  

Procedure 
Definition 

Austria 

Accreditation 

Private universities and Universities of Applied Sciences require 
both institutional accreditation and program accreditation as a 
prerequisite for state recognition; Accreditation is not required for 
public universities 

Audit 
Certifies that an HEIΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όva{ύ 
is effective and properly organized and supports continued 
improvement of that QMS 

Germany Accreditation 

At program level, accreditation confirms that the program meets 
certain requirements ς the quality criteria that apply to a certain 
seal 
At system or institution level, accreditation offers a quality seal 
for an education institution or its quality management system 
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Country 
Quality Assurance 

Procedure 
Definition 

 
Germany 

(continued) 
 

Audit 
Quality management audit of HEIs aim to obtain an unbiased 
assessment of the current state of their QA and quality 
management 

Evaluation 
Relates to systematic assessment of teaching, research, services or 
entire organizational units of HEIs, as well as of other academic 
establishments 

Certification 

At program level, certification validates and confirms that the 
intended qualification goals and the desired competence profile 
can be achieved, and determines the competences level according 
to the German Qualifications Framework 
 
At institution level, certification validates and confirms that the 
institution has established effective processes and instruments for 
the QA of their offers 

Ireland 

Review 
Ensures that the QA procedures of HEIs are effective; this involves 
establishing and promoting frameworks for the enhancement of 
QA 

Validation 
Regulatory process that determines whether a QQI (Quality and 
Qualifications Ireland) award can be offered in respect of a 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊogram of education and training 

Initial validation 

Independent HEIs who wish to access QQI awards for the first time 
must undergo a single procedure, with two stages, to ensure a 
program is recognized by QQI and leads to an award of QQI; this 
also involves approval of QA capacity and procedures and 
validation of its first program 

Revalidation 

Process of validating a program that has emerged or evolved from 
a program that had been previously validated (typically five years); 
provides an opportunity to substantially update and modify the 
original program 

Programmatic review 

Revalidation of programs is normally based on an independent 
evaluation report arranged by the provider in accordance with its 
approved QA procedures and with terms of reference agreed in 
advance with QQI for those programs 

The 
Netherlands 

Initial accreditation 
Assessment of new programs (initial accreditation) involves an ex-
ante assessment, focused on plans, pre-conditions, and, wherever 
applicable, achieved quality 

Accreditation 
The assessment of existing programs focuses on the quality 
achieved; the program must demonstrate that its educational 
practice meets the standards 

Audit 
Periodic, external, and independent assessment of the QA in place 
at an institution; internal QA comprises both the quality culture 
and the internal QA system of an institution 

Norway Self-accreditation 

Universities are authorized to accredit new study programs at all 
levels of higher education (bachelor, master, and PhD). Specialized 
university institutions and accredited university colleges may also 
ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ 
to all levels in subjects in which they have been granted the right 
to award doctoral degrees 
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Country 
Quality Assurance 

Procedure 
Definition 

Norway 
(continued) 

Accreditation 
Ensures that all new study programs meet national quality 
requirements; NOKUT (Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 
Education) grants accreditation to study programs and institutions 

Supervision 
/ƻǾŜǊǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ v! ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ and institutional 
accreditation 

Accreditation revision 
A supervisory process that may result in revocation of 
accreditation 

Periodic review Mandatory review taking place every eight years 

Romania 

External evaluation for 
provisional authorization/ 
accreditation 

Aims to certify compliance of a study program or HEI with pre-
determined minimum performance indicators 

Periodic external evaluation  
(periodic review) 

Accredited study programs and HEIs are subject to periodic 
external evaluation of institutional QA mechanisms and 
compliance with the ESG every five years 

Spain 

Program review 

Study programs in Catalonia must follow the procedures of 
validation (ex-ante accreditation), monitoring, modification, and 
accreditation, with the purpose of ensuring QA and continuous 
enhancement of study programs 

Ex-ante accreditation  
(validation) 

Any new study program must undergo ex-ante accreditation 
(validation) prior to introduction 

Monitoring 

Registered study programs are monitored using available public 
information until they are reviewed for accreditation (renewal); 
monitoring is performed at least every two years for BA and MA 
degrees, and every three years for PhD degrees 

Modification 

Minor changes can be made to improve study programs as a result 
of the monitoring process; substantial modifications that alter the 
structure, nature, or objectives of a study program require 
approval 

Accreditation 

Establishes that the study program is delivered according to the 
validation process (ex-ante accreditation); recognized study 
programs must undergo accreditation every six years in the case of 
BA and PhD degrees, and every four years in the case of MA 
degrees 

Sweden 

Institutional review 
Aims to confirm that the QA processes ensure high quality courses 
and programs and helps to enhance the quality of HEIs 

Program evaluation 
!ƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΩ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ 
I9LΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ 

Appraisal of applications for  
degree-awarding powers 

Examines whether HEIs meet the necessary prerequisites for 
students to be able to achieve the qualitative targets of a degree 
program 

Thematic evaluation 
Aims to provide a better understanding and national comparisons 
of how various HEIs work and of achieved results in the examined 
theme 

Source: World Bank authors based on the websites of the QA agencies and respective Ministries. 
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Lƴ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ άǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

reference quality assurance procedures to maintain consistency across systems and allow for 

comparisonsΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƘŜǎŜǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ άǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ 

ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘκƻǊ άƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜΦ For example, if the QA procedure is an 

ŀǳŘƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ άǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ όŀǳŘƛǘύ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ όŀǳŘƛǘύ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘΦ 

 

Quality Assurance in Romanian Higher Education 
 

The Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS) 
 
ARACIS was established in 2005, based on the Government Emergency Ordinance no. 75/2005 on Quality 

Assurance in Education, and the subsequent law (Law no. 87/2006).  The agency assumed the 

responsibilities of the National Council for Academic Evaluation and Assessment (CNEEA, 1993-2005) and 

shifted its focus to accreditation activity. The law provides the framework of quality assurance in 

Romanian higher education, in accordance with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 

European Higher Education Area (ESG). The provisions of this guidance also helped to strengthen the 

independence of the agency.  

ARACIS aims to ensure quality standards for study programs and higher education qualifications, and to 

support continuous improvement of the HEIs quality management. ARACIS provides external quality 

evaluation of Romanian HEIs, which includes 48 public HEIs, 7 military institutions, 37 private accredited 

HEIs, and 10 private HEIs with temporary authorization. The total enrolment in Romanian HEIS in 2017 

amounted to approximately 532,000 students.13 Public HEIs accounted for roughly 86 percent of this 

enrolment.  

Since 2009, ARACIS has been a full member of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher 

Education (ENQA). An external evaluation of ARACIS is conducted every five years. Currently, ARACIS is 

applying to renew its membership (for the second time). 

ARACIS is a member of several other international QA associations: the Central and Eastern European 

Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (CEENQA), the European Network for 

Accreditation of Engineering Education (ENAEE), the European Quality Assurance Network for Informatics 

Education (EQANIE), and the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 

(INQAAHE). ARACIS has also been registered in the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher 

Education (EQAR) since 2009. In 2012, ARACIS received authorization to award the EUR-ACE certification 

to engineering study programs. 

ARACIS has developed an Internal Quality Assurance Manual of Procedures to explain its internal QA 

system and the administrative aspects of activities. Internal feedback is also very important, and there are 

periodical meetings with staff and stakeholders. The agency has established clear mechanisms to avoid 

conflict of interest situaǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƻŘŜ ƻŦ 9ǘƘƛŎǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ άƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜέ 

clause for evaluators.     

                                                           
13 National Institute of Statistics (2017). 
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Quality Assurance Activities of ARACIS 
 
ARACIS has three main areas of focus in the context of external QA activities. ARACIS conducts external 

evaluations to accredit study programs and HEIs. ARACIS also conducts periodic external evaluations 

(periodic reviews) of accredited study programs and HEIs. According to the Law of National Education no. 

1/2011, these evaluations may be performed by any agency registered in EQAR (European Quality 

Assurance Register in Higher Education). !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ wƻƳŀƴƛŀΩǎ ƭŀǿǎΣ ƛŦ !w!/L{ ƛǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 9v!wΣ 

it shall legally cease activity. This constraint, imposed in national regulation, is specific only to Romania 

and reflects a low level of trust and confidence in a key national agency in the context of higher education. 

!w!/L{Ω ƻǘƘŜǊ v! ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

teaching staff training departments, and external evaluations of distance learning and part-time 

programs. 

Higher education system evaluations: ARACIS is monitoring quality in higher education, prepares and 

publishes reports and studies, for example the Quality Barometer. 

External evaluation of teaching staff training departments: ensures the quality of initial teacher training 

by evaluating the teaching staff training departments. The specific guide provides indicators and practices 

for quality assurance and evaluation at the level of teaching staff training departments. 

External evaluation of distance learning and part-time programs: consists of a self-evaluation report 

prepared by the HEI, an external evaluation carried out by ARACIS, and implementation of the 

recommendations resulting from these evaluations. HEIs can apply for authorization or accreditation of 

distance learning and part-time programs only for the specializations that have been authorized or 

accredited for regular programs. 

!w!/L{Ω external evaluation procedures, criteria, standards, and performance indicators are defined in a 

methodology and accompanying guides.14 The guides provide relevant information on quality evaluation 

procedures, as well as evaluations of learning outcomes. The evaluation process includes four 

components: 

(i) A self-evaluation report: The self-evaluation report comprises an analytical component which 

identifies the strengths and weaknesses, successes, threats, uncertainties of quality assurance, and 

future improvement measures. The report also includes supporting documents and data to provide 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΣ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ 

account are institutional capacity, educational effectiveness, and quality management; 

 

(ii) An external evaluation: the evaluation is conducted by a panel of independent experts selected from 

!w!/L{Ω register of external evaluators. Site-visits are mandatory, and help evaluators to verify 

compliance with the criteria and quality standards. An external evaluation report is prepared by the 

evaluators. 

                                                           
14 ARACIS, Methodology for External Evaluation, 
http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Proceduri/Methodology_for_External_Evaluation.pdf (last visited 
December 18, 2017); ARACIS, Quality Evaluation Activities Guide For University Study Programs and for Higher 
Education Institutions: Part I, Part II, Part III, and Part IV (last visited December 18, 2017);  

http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Legislatie_-_Proceduri/Part_I_-_STUDY_PROGRAMMES_ACCREDITATION.pdf
http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Legislatie_-_Proceduri/PARTII_INSTITUTIONAL_ACCREDITATION_EXTERNAL_EVALUATION.pdf
http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Legislatie_-_Proceduri/PART_III-EXTERNAL_EVALUATION_OF_ACADEMIC_QUALITY.pdf
http://www.aracis.ro/fileadmin/ARACIS/Legislatie_-_Proceduri/Part_IV-EXTERNAL_EVALUATION_GUIDE_FOR_TEACHING_STAFF_TRAINING_DEPARTMENTS-TSTD.pdf
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(iii) Preparation and publication of the report, including follow-up procedure. The report includes 

decisions, conclusions, and recommendations. For example, in the case of temporary authorization 

and accreditation, the main decision is whether to grant the status. If the recommendations advise 

for a supplemental implementation period, an implementation plan should be prepared, which 

should include specific provisions and deadlines. In evaluations where the highest degree of 

confidence is awarded to a study program or HEI, the follow-up procedure requires a short site-visit 

after three years. 

 

(iv) Appeal procedure. After the publication of the evaluation report, HEIs have the right to submit a 

written appeal within two weeks. In this case, ARACISΩ Executive Board reviews the report and invites 

university representatives to a clarification discussion. 

According to Romanian Law no. 87/2006, accreditation is a legal procedure which includes two key steps: 

provisional authorization and accreditation. If an education provider intends to establish a new HEI or 

study program, corresponding to a specific qualification, the education provider needs to undertake a 

process of external evaluation. This process allows for provisional authorization, and then for 

accreditation, after successfully operating the study program for a number of years. For example, for 

accreditation of study programs at the bachelor degree level, the interval between the graduation of the 

first cohort of students and the application for accreditation of the study program should not exceed two 

years; while accreditation of HEIs can be undertaken after the accreditation of three study programs. 

External evaluation for accreditation of study programs: Program accreditation aims to certify 

compliance of a study program with pre-determined minimum performance indicators. The evaluation is 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-evaluation report and site-visit results. The experts panel presents the site-visit 

results to the permanent specialty commission15 for the respective study domain. The role of the 

commission is particularly important in ensuring compliance with the regulations and consistency of 

decisions. The report is submitted to the Accreditation Department for validation of procedures, and then 

to the ARACIS Council. The Council verifies the report and procedures and takes the final decision on 

ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ άȅŜǎκƴƻέ ǘȅǇŜΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƎǊŀƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƎǊŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

right to function of a study program. The final decision is sent to the Ministry of National Education 

(MoNE) to prepare the Government Decision on accreditation of study program. 

External evaluation for accreditation of HEIs (as an institution): Institutional accreditation aims to certify 

compliance of an HEI with pre-determined minimum performance indicators. The evaluation is based on 

ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-evaluation report and site-visit results. Additional experts might be consulted for specific 

study programs or fields. An HEI is informed by a comprehensive letter about the main conclusions and 

recommendations, and is given the possibility to reactΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ŘǊŀŦǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǇŀƴŜƭΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƛǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻƴ !w!/L{ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ άŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭέ ƻǊ άƴƻƴ-ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭέΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ I9LΩǎ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳǊŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

                                                           
15 There are 15 permanent specialty commissions for the following domains: exact and natural sciences; humanities 
and theology; law; social, political and communication sciences; administrative, education and psychology sciences; 
economic sciences (two commissions); arts, architecture, urban planning and sports; agriculture, forestry and 
veterinary medicine; engineering sciences (two commissions); medical sciences; distance learning and part-time 
programs; institutional evaluation for management and financial activities; and the employers registry. 
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programs and management activities. The HEI has thŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ !w!/L{Ω decision. The final 

decision is shared with the MoNE. 

Periodic external evaluations (periodic reviews) of accredited study programs and HEIs: Both accredited 

study programs and HEIs are subject to periodic external evaluation of institutional quality assurance 

mechanisms and compliance with the ESG every five years.  

External evaluation of accredited study programs: applies to bachelor and master levels of education. The 

ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-evaluation report and site-visit results. The panel of experts presents 

the site-visit results to the permanent specialty commission for the respective study domain. The report 

is submitted to the Accreditation Department for validation of procedures, and then to the ARACIS 

Council. The Council verifies the report and procedures and takes the final decision. The final decision is 

sent to the MoNE.  

There is an appeal procedure in place, which HEIs may use if their representatives are dissatisfied with the 

procedures or the decision. A new expert panel may be appointed to examine the appeal letter and 

perform additional evaluation, if needed. The final decision is validated by the ARACIS Council. 

The result of the study program evaluations refers to the following three levels of confidence:  

(1) confidence;  

(2) limited confidence; and  

(3) no confidence; 

External evaluation of accredited HEIs: the experts panel consists of institutional evaluators, including a 

student representative and an international expert, as well as study program evaluators for at least 20% 

ƻŦ I9LΩǎ ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΦ I9L ƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƭŜtter about the findings and 

preliminary conclusions, and is given the possibility to react. The report is sent to the Department of 

external quality assurance evaluation for validation of procedures and drafting its own report. All the 

reports are presented to the ARACIS Council for their final decision. The final report, the decision, and the 

follow-up procedures are published on the ARACIS website. The decision is shared with the HEI and the 

MoNE. 

The result of the HEI evaluations refers to the following four levels of confidence:  

(1) high degree of confidence,  

(2) confidence,  

(3) limited degree of confidence, and 

(4) lack of confidence. 

ARACIS is currently developing a methodology for the accreditation and periodic evaluation of doctoral 

schools. In early 2018, the methodology will undergo stakeholder consultations and will also be piloted. 

At the completion of the consultations and the pilot phase, the methodology will be implemented.   

 

Quality Assurance Reporting and Outcomes 
 
ARACIS publishes the evaluation reports endorsed by the Council. It also publishes working documents, 

methodologies and guides, as well as brochures relevant to stakeholders. ARACIS also publishes annual 
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reports on its activity, including a self-assessment report, and conducts an analysis every three years on 

ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ wƻƳŀƴƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  

The appeal procedure is also published on ARACIS website: after the publication of the Institutional 

evaluation report, HEIs have the right to submit a written appeal against the agency within two weeks. In 

ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ !w!/L{ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ .ƻŀǊŘ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎ 

to a clarification discussion. 

 

Agency Independence 
 
ARACIS is an autonomous public institution of national interest with legal status and financial autonomy. 

It is funded by evaluation fees paid by HEIs, and projects (both European and Romanian projects financed 

by European funds). Its independence is statutory. Its operational independence from HEIs and the 

Romanian government is guaranteed by official documents. 

The Government, particularly the MoNE, has no direct institutional influence on decisions made by ARACIS 

regarding its approach, the external evaluation of study programs, institutional quality assurance, or the 

development of methodologies. The MoNE decides on accreditation only with advice provided by ARACIS. 

However, the MoNE is not allowed to modify any proposed methodology unilaterally.  

ARACIS is led by a Council of 21 membersτ17 higher education professors, two student representatives, 

one employer representative, and one person who represents the unions in higher education. Individuals 

who hold official positions within the Presidency, the Government, Parliament, or a Rector position at an 

HEI, cannot serve as members of the ARACIS Council while employed in any of the aforementioned roles. 

This restriction aims to ensure the independence and transparency of the agency. According to the most 

recent ENQA report, the Council has achieved an improved representation of various subject domains and 

gender balance among the members. 

Five members of the ARACIS Council form its Executive Board, which is responsible for daily management 

activities of the Agency. Two of the five members of the Executive Board, the President and Vice-president 

of the Council, are elected by their peers via a confidential/secret voting procedure. The other three 

members of the Executive Board are appointed by the President: two Department Directors, for 

Accreditation and External Quality Evaluation Departments, and a Secretary General. The technical and 

administrative staff comprise 46 individuals who are selected through a competitive process. 

 

Applying a Framework for External Quality Assurance Systems: Polarity 

Management 
 
Countries which have introduced effective quality assurance mechanisms in higher education continue to 

face challenges in the sector. The complexities of QA mean that ongoing efforts to improve QA systems 

are not without the need to balance multiple objectives and concerns from several stakeholder groups. 

As a result, it is not surprising that QA includes adversarial and complementary concepts. For example, 
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there is internal and external QA; there is program assurance and institutional assurance processes;16 and 

there are minimum standards as well as standards focused on enhancement or improvement, to name a 

few key concepts.  

An important primary concern in QA is the relationship between the quality assurance agency and higher 

education institutions. In many European countries, there is one agency responsible for quality assurance 

in higher education, and in others there are several agencies tasked with quality assurance in specific 

fields of study. Globally, many higher education sectors feature large institutions, specifically universities 

and colleges, which account for a disproportionate share of student enrolment as well as resources, and 

budget allocations (in the case of public institutions). These large institutions, with their leadership teams 

acting in concert, tend to exert significant influence on higher education policies and reforms in their 

respective countries. Smaller institutions in these sectorsτdetermined by student enrollment and the 

share of public funding receivedτare often less influential in shaping higher education policies and 

reforms. 

 
 
The relationship between any QA agency and its related HEIs is fraught with challenges centered on forced 

collaboration. Both sets of actorsτthe QA agency and the HEIsτare compelled to collaborate due to 

legislative or other policy guidelines. In many of the systems compared in this study, the QA agency is 

ŎƻƴŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǾŜǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊΥέ ŀs a result of a QA procedure, the QA agency can recommend common 

remedial actions for an HEI which may include the need for the HEI to improve in certain areas and 

undergo additional QA procedures. In less common scenarios, programs offered by an HEI may be closed 

ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŘŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ 

cases, the agencyΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ I9L ŎŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜŜǊ I9LǎΦ  

The systems compared in this study have considered the purpose of the QA agency and the HEIs in 

managing the polarities which are relevant to both sets of actors.  As such, the framework which follows 

focuses on the dynamic between the QA agency and the HEIs: both actors rely on each other in the QA 

process. 

 

                                                           
16 Assurance in this context includes ex ante and ex post accreditation for programs and institutions, as well as 
periodic audits and reviews. 

Box 1. Quality Assurance for which institutions? 

Some countries have established QA systems to evaluate their private HEIs only. Students are less 
likely to be harmed in systems where QA mechanisms include private HEIs. In these systems, 
policymakersτthrough QA mechanismsτseek to reduce the risk borne by students.  
 
It is important to note that countries which focus on private HEIsτto protect student consumersτin 
the QA process tend to ignore the performance of publicly-funded HEIs. There is a widely-held belief 
in many countries that the public HEIs are beyond scrutiny since students at these institutions do not 
pay for their education (other than ancillary out-of-pocket expenses). If the QA system is effective in 
protecting consumers sustainablyτbeing fit for the intended purposeτthen the QA system needs to 
adapt to address other challenges. 
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Polarity Management in Quality Assurance 
 
Each pair of concepts may be viewed as polarities. These areas of QA, in the context of polarity pairs, 

require reframing the discussion, transitioning ŦǊƻƳ άeither-ƻǊέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ at one point in time ǘƻ άboth-

ŀƴŘέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ over time. This study frames ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ v! ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άtƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ Managementέ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ17 

Polarities are two ostensibly opposing ideas which can complement each other when applied in a balanced 

way. Polarity pairs will be used as criteria to compare how countries with sound practices in quality 

assurance manage key areas of QA.  

Polarities are interdependent pairs of concepts which reciprocally support each other and need to be 

managed over time. Polarities are present in individuals, teams, organizations, and systems. They are 

unavoidable. Yet, in various settings, polarities are misdiagnosed, and addressed, as problems. It is 

important to note that polarities are different from problems. The former is a dynamic approach for 

recognizing and managing conflict i.e. an ongoing dilemma which may contain seemingly contrasting 

ideas. Problems, however, are often solvable i.e. a solution exists. When a polarity is identified incorrectly 

as a problem, a solution is often elusive since the stakeholder is searching for an answer to an unclear or 

misdiagnosed problem. As such, polarities can never be solved.  

A Polarity Map ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ άōƻǘƘ-ŀƴŘέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ A Polarity Map 

contains the following elements which are numbered in Figure 2: 

¶ (1) A greater purpose statement (GPS),  

¶ (2)(3)(4)(5) Four quadrants: A Polarity Map has upper quadrants and lower quadrants, or an 

upside and a downside. The two upper quadrants, above the oval shapes, focus on positive 

outcomes when organizations focus on each pole in the polarity pair.18 The two lower quadrants, 

below the oval shapes, focus on negative outcomes when organizations overemphasize one pole, 

and neglect the other pole.  

¶ (6) and (6) Polarities (or poles). In each polarity pair, there are two poles: a left pole and a right 

pole. In practice, organizations that are able to manage polarities successfully, focus on sustaining 

positive outcomes of both poles simultaneously while minimizing the resources used to address 

the negative outcomes of the two poles.  

¶ (7)(A) and (7)(B) Action Steps and Early Warnings for the left pole; and 

¶ (8)(A) and (8)(B) Action Steps and Early Warnings for the right pole;  

 

 

 

                                                           
17 The Polarity Management model ǿŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ .ŀǊǊȅ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΦ IŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ aŀǇΣέ ŀƴŘ 
author of Polarity Management: Identifying and Managing Unsolvable Problems. {ŜŜ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ .Φ όмффуύΦ άtƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ! {ǳƳƳŀǊȅ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣέ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜǎΤ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ aŀǇΣ tƻƭŀǊƛǘȅ 
Management, and PACT (Polarity Approach to Continuity and Transformation) are registered trademarks of 
Polarity Partnerships, LLC.  
18 Individuals, stakeholders, teams, organizations, and communities can apply PACT in their respective settings. In 
this study, the focus is quality assurance agencies. Where applicable, the QA agency is referenced. 
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Figure 2. Polarity aŀǇ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ά.ƻǘƘ-!ƴŘέ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

 

Source: Polarity Partnerships, The Polarity AssessmentTM  
 
In practice, a common example cited in primers on Polarity Management is the breathing cycle. Both 

inhaling and exhaling are needed. Inhaling brings oxygen. Exhaling releases carbon dioxide. Inhaling for 

too long creates a problem, however; so too does exhaling for too long. Inhaling and exhaling are 

polarities. There are negative or adverse effects from overemphasizing one aspect of the polarity pair. 

There are positive effects from focusing (without overemphasizing) each aspect of the polarity pair. 

There are lessons for Romania in the context 

of how countries with sound QA practices 

manage polarities in QA. Although the 

countries referenced in this study are widely 

recognized as having sound QA practices 

today, it is important to note that current 

strengths are not indicators of either future or 

past strengths. Various pressures on budgets, 

legislative frameworks, and community 

commitmentsτsuch as the ESGτare 

examples of factors which may affect QA 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

sector. Countries which have historically been 

cited for their strong QA systems in higher 
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education have been more adept at managing polarities. 

The following section outlines three broad polarity pairs which are being managed successfully in several 

European countries. It is not an exhaustive list of polarities; however, these are the main polarities that 

exist in many of the mature QA systems found in Europe and from which several good practices emerge 

in how the QA agencies manage these polarities.  

 

Polarities for Quality AssuranceτInternal QA and External QA 
 
In 2005, European Ministersτtasked with higher education in their respective countriesτadopted the 
ESG, which guide quality assurance in higher education across Europe. Since then, the ESG have been 
ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ άǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅΣ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƻǇŜΦέ19 The ESG were 
ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴ нлмнΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴ нлмр άǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 
ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦέ20 The ESG include standards and guidelines for three key aspects of QA: internal 
quality assurance (Part 1 of the ESG); external quality assurance (Part 2); and quality assurance agencies 
(Part 3).  
 
Polarities focused on quality assurance exist in the ESG. These polarities are internal QA and external QA. 
While this study has been prepared for ARACIS to focus on external QA practices, it is worth noting that a 
discussion of external QA also requires a focus on internal QA. Focusing on one aspect of QA, either 
internal QA or external QA, at the expense of the other often results in imbalances in the system.  
 
The two aspectsτinternal and external QAτare interdependent, and both need to be managed in strong 
QA systems. Part 2 of the ESG ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ нΦм ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά9ȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ 
quality assurance should address the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes described 
ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ м ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9{DΦέ21 Internal and external QA polarities are included as criteria in comparing QA systems 
in this study. 
 
In recent years, the focus of QA in Romanian higher education has centered on external QA procedures, 
and less on internal QA. Among Romanian HEIs with strong internal QA, the external QA process became 
redundant and repetitive; however, among Romanian HEIs with weak internal QA procedures, ARACIS 
provides an assessment function, rather than functions focused on control and audit. According to the 
ESG, the primary responsibility for QA rests with HEIs. As a result, there is a need to strengthen and 
balance both internal QA and external QA processes.  
 

Polarities for External Quality AssuranceτProgram Assurance and Institutional Assurance 
 
Accreditation procedures in the systems analyzed in this study are guided by the maturity of the respective 
higher education sectors as well as the prevailing legislative frameworks. In the various systems, 
accreditation is provided through ex ante program accreditation, institutional accreditation, or a 
combination of both approaches.  
 

                                                           
19 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). (2015). Brussels, 
Belgium. 
20 9v¦Lt tǊƻƧŜŎǘ όнлмсύΣ ά/ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9{D нлмр ŀƴŘ 9{D нллрΣέ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΣ Belgium.   
21 Id. at 18. 
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In mature systems, institutional accreditation is a main feature of the higher education sector. In some of 
these systems, the QA agency accredits the HEIs, which are mainly publicly-funded. In turn, the institutions 
are bestowed with self-accreditation authority for programs.  
 
In other systems, program accreditation is conducted by the QA agency for programs at either public HEIs 
only; private HEIs only (while the public HEIs are allowed to self-accredit programs); or at both public and 
private HEIs. While program accreditation is generally not discussed in the context of external QA, it is 
worth acknowledging the interdependence of program accreditation and institutional accreditation in 
well-functioning higher education systems. 
 
In many systems, the QA agency conducts periodic audits which inform the accreditation processesτboth 
program accreditation and institutional accreditation. It is a rare occurrence for an audit to lead directly 
to the revocation or loss of institutional accreditation. However, in the context of program accreditation, 
the failure of an institution to provide evidence of steps taken to improve shortcomings noted during an 
audit, program accreditation may be revoked. 
 
In summary, several approaches exist for program accreditation and institutional accreditation in higher 
education sectors included in this study since accreditation applies to both public and private HEIs.  
 
In Romania, ARACIS provides a combined approach of program and institutional accreditation for both 
public and private HEIs. There is a need to strengthen these accreditation processes. Strong institutional 
accreditation would allow for self-accreditation powers at the level of the HEI. Based on a higher degree 
of confidence in the QA system in Romania, accreditation in higher education can transition from program 
and institutional accreditation to institutional accreditation only. HEIs can accredit their own programs 
and ARACISτindependentlyτwould be able to assess HEIs regularly, through a diversified panel of 
evaluators to include employers, alumni, and international experts. 
 

Polarities for StandardsτMinimum Standards and Enhancement 
 
The final pair of polaritiesτexplored in the context of good QA practices in European systemsτrevolves 
around standards. In establishing a strong external QA system, it is important for stakeholders to agree 
on minimum standards for the organizational health of HEIs to deliver on their promised purpose(s). This 
agreement is predicated on institutional stakeholders, particularly the QA agency and the HEIs in a 
country, being attuned to the purpose of their respective organizations on an ongoing basis. άCƛǘ ŦƻǊ 
ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ a key approach used to identify quality in higher education.22 As a result, 
it follows that in quality assuranceτas a processτάŦƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ and guides the QA agency 
and HEIsΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ άŦƛǘ for ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ purpose includes mission, goals 
ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ άCƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ 
procedures in place that are appropriate for the specified purposes, and that there is evidence to show 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦέ23 As such, when the purpose of the 

                                                           
22 IŀǊǾŜȅΣ [ΦΣ ŀƴŘ DǊŜŜƴΣ 5Φ όмффоύΦ ά5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ vǳŀƭƛǘȅΣέ Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, Vol. 18 

Issue: 1, pp.9-34. 
23 ¦ǘǳƪŀΣ DΦ όнлмоύΦ άvǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ /ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ of Provisions and Practices in 

DƘŀƴŀ ŀƴŘ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΣέ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΥ [ŀƳōŜǊǘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ tǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎΦ 
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HEI is determined, then it is critical to establish standards to gauge whether the HEI is achieving its 
promised purpose.  
 
Research suggests, however, that there are multiple approaches of QA globally.24 In some countries, 
despite several approaches for shaping the QA system, there is a convergence toward a singular purpose 
of QA. This convergence is common in countries with weak QA mechanisms. This purpose has been 
identified as treating quality assurance similar to an inspection process, compelling HEIs to adhere to 
standards which focus on measuring and counting physical spaces ŀǎ άǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ. Examples of this 
approach include measuring the area per student in square meters, or the number of laboratory spaces. 
Table 2 shows common features of QA systems, focused on systems often cited as being examples of 
άǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άǿŜŀƪέ v! ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ. In countries that seek to strengthen their external QA systems, it is 
important for QA to be subjective, nuanced, contextual, and evolving. The latter is particularly important 
given the debate surrounding what colleges and universities would look like in the future.25  
 
Table 2. Characteristics of QA systems 

 
Source: WB authors 

 
LŦ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ v! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ is deemed effective by stakeholders, the purpose of the QA system, and possibly 

the purpose of the QA agency as well as HEIs, must then changeðand continue to changeτprovided that 
mechanisms are established to safeguard and sustain quality.26 It follows, therefore, that if the purpose 
of an institution evolves, then the standards should also evolve.  

                                                           
24 Kis, V. (2005) άQuality Assurance in Tertiary Education: Current Practices in OECD Countries and a Literature 
Review ƻƴ tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎΣέ Paper prepared for the OECD Thematic Review of Tertiary Education. Paris, France: 
OECD; Harvey, L., and Green, D. (1993), supra note 22.  
25 /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊǎΦ άCǳǘǳǊŜ tŜǊŦŜŎǘΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ²ƛƭƭ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ [ƻƻƪ [ƛƪŜ ƛƴ нлолΚέ Times Higher Education, 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/what-will-universities-look-like-in-2030-future-perfect. Accessed 
September 24, 2017. 
26 DƛǊŘǿƻƻŘΣ !ΦΣ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀƳƭŜȅΣ !Φ όмффтύΦ άvǳŀƭƛǘȅ !ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣέ tŀǇŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 

Council Seminar on Quality Assurance, U.K. 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/what-will-universities-look-like-in-2030-future-perfect
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Polarities which focus on standards are highly relevant in countries and economies which experienced 
rapid increases in the number of HEIs and higher education programs. In these countries, QA helps to 
ensure that no institution or program falls below minimum standards. In other countries, HEIs exceed the 
minimum standards regularly. Mature QA systems have established a culture of focusing on the 
improvement of HEIs (to achieve excellence gradually). In the self-evaluations conducted by HEIs, there 
have been attempts by HEIs to deceive review teams rather than admit to shortcomings, and also provide 
a strategy to address challenges. These attempts to mislead review teams emerges from a culture of fear 
in higher education and cognitive bias in expectations from HEIs.  
 
Given the interdependence of minimum standardsτemerging from purposeτand standards intended to 
enhance QA agencies and HEIs, these two aspects form the emerging polarities focused on standards. 
 
Throughout this study, the icon will indicate good practices in polarity management in 
European QA systems.  

 

Comparing External Quality Assurance Practices in European Countries 
Using Polarities 
 
This section compares sound practices in quality assurance in selected European higher education 
systems, with an underlying focus on external QA practices which ARACIS should explore. The 
comparisons are presented within the framework of identifying practices which emerged from the QA 
agenciesΩ management of polarities in their respective country contexts. The polarities included in this 
section are internal QA and external QA; program assurance and institutional assurance; as well as 
standards and enhancement. The systems and QA agencies included in this study were of interest to 
ARACIS, which led to their selection for informative and comparative purposes. In addition to research 
conducted by reviewing self-evaluations of the QA agencies as well as reports of external reviews which 
were coordinated by ENQA, interviews were conducted with representatives and staff of the QA agencies 
included in this study. On-site interviews were conducted with representatives from the following quality 
assurance agencies (as shown in Figure 3): 
 

¶ AQ Austria: The Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation Austria based in Vienna, Austria; 

¶ AQU: The Catalan University Quality Assurance Agency based in Barcelona, Spain; 

¶ NOKUT: The Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education based in Oslo, Norway; 

¶ NVAO: The Accreditation Organization of the Netherlands and Flanders based in the Hague, the 
Netherlands; 

¶ QQI: Quality and Qualifications Ireland based in Dublin, Ireland; 

¶ UKA: The Swedish Higher Education Authority based in Stockholm, Sweden; 
 
Virtual interviews were conducted with representatives from the following agencies: 
 

¶ ASIIN: The Accreditation Agency for Study Programs of Engineering, Information Science, Natural 
Sciences and Mathematics based in Düsseldorf, Germany; 

¶ EVALAG: Evaluation Agency Baden-Württemberg based in Mannheim, Germany; 
 
 



27 
 

 
Figure 3. Quality Assurance Agencies analyzed and compared in this study 

 

 

Practices in Managing Polarities  

Internal QA and External QA 
In several of the systems included in this study, key practices 
emerged which focus on the dynamics between internal QA 
and external QA.  
 
In many European countries, HEIs have established procedures 
to assess their activities. These procedures are collectively 
referred to as internal QA. For various reasons, QA agencies 

should also establish procedures for the internal QA of their activities. An important reason for internal 
v! ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ άaudit the auditor,έ 
ŀƴŀƭƻƎƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǘǊŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜǊέ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴ corporate settings.  
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!ǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 9bv!Ωǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ v! ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ŀ ǎŜƭŦ-assessment report: a 
ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ v! ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ v! ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ With the exception of SwedenΩǎ ƭƻƴŜ v! ŀƎŜƴŎȅ 
in higher educationτUKAτall other QA agencies included in this study have participated in an ENQA 
review recently, or are participating currently. Presently, UKA is an affiliate member of ENQA. 

 
In terms of external reviews, AQU is the 
first QA agency in Europe to undergo 
three reviews by ENQA, with its 
membership being (re-)confirmed on 
each occasion. The ENQA-coordinated 
review is a fairly standard process for 
QA agencies which are ENQA members. 
NOKUT and NVAO are two agencies 
with procedures in place for the 
internal QA of the agency beyond the 
ENQA-coordinated review. Both 
agencies incorporate stakeholder 
consultations in their internal QA 
processes.  
 
 
 

ΨTrustΩ in External Quality Assurance 

 
Beyond the formal processes for internal QA and external QA, there is a key factor identified in the 
extensive literature on quality assurance that allows mature quality assurance systems to operate reliably: 
Trust. In most contexts, when the outcomes of a process are mutually beneficial to stakeholders, trust is 
a prerequisite for ensuring that actions taken to determine the outcomes were performed fairly. In 
contexts where it is clear that the outcomes are not guaranteed to be mutually beneficial, trust is likewise 
necessary, both as a prerequisite for the process, and after the outcomes are known to all stakeholders. 
 
Norway 
 
In the context of external QA and the need for trust when it remains unclear that outcomes will be 
mutually beneficial to stakeholders, ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƴ bƻǊǿŀȅΩǎ higher education sector are 
particularly noteworthy. These reforms are not clearly related to the results of external QA processes, and 
are driven by the geographic spread of 
bƻǊǿŀȅΩǎ HEIs, particularly those HEIs in 
rural areas; yet, there are significant 
implications for the quality of higher 
education resulting from these reforms. The 
reforms focus on mergers among Norwegian 
HEIs, specifically focused on mergers 
between universities and university-colleges. 
The formerΩǎ status allows for full self-
accreditation authority at all levels, including 
doctoral programs. The ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ 
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for full self-accreditation authority only at the bachelor degree level.27 Accreditation is discussed in the 
subsequent section in the context of polarities emerging from program assurance and institutional 
assurance.  
 
In 2013, the Norwegian government implemented structural reforms which led to a series of mergers and 
takeovers in the higher education sector.28 At the end of 2012, NOKUT reported the existence of 79 HEIs 
(Table 3). In 2017, this number declined to 55 HEIs. A further decline in the number of HEIs is expected in 
coming years, with the continued objective of concentrating resources among fewer, but stronger, HEIs. 
Mergers of HEIs in Norway is not a new development, however. NorwayΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ 
experienced a more intense wave of mergers in the early 1990s. During this time, 98 colleges were 
consolidated into 26 state university-colleges.29 
 
          Table 3. Higher Education Institutions in Norway 

 
         Source: NOKUT (2017), ENQA Review of NOKUT, Self-assessment Report 

In any country context, this consolidation process is challenging. Aware of the wider implications emerging 

from reviews and assessments of self-evaluations conducted as part of their internal QA processes, HEIs 

                                                           
27 University colleges which offer doctoral programs which have been accredited by NOKUT can also accredit 
master programs within their doctoral fields. 
28 bhY¦¢ όнлмтύΦ ά9bv! wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ bhY¦¢Σ {ŜƭŦ-ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘΣέ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлмтΦ hǎƭƻΣ bƻǊǿŀȅΦ 
29 YȅǾƛƪΣ {Φ ŀƴŘ .Φ {ǘŜƴǎŀƪŜǊ όнлмоύΦ άCŀŎǘƻǊǎ !ŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ aŜǊƎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ƻŦ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ aŜǊƎŜǊǎ ƛƴ 
bƻǊǿŜƎƛŀƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ¢ŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴd Management, Vol. 19, No. 4, p.323-337. 






























































