Statement of the Accreditation Commission of the Slovak Republic to the Report of the Panel appointed to undertake a review of the Accreditation Commission of the Slovak Republic (ACSR) for the purposes of the granting of full membership of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA)

Dear Chair of the Panel, 

Dear members of the Panel, 

First of all let us thank you for your work with our assessment, the Report and proposed recommendations. The dialogue with Panel members was very helpful, enabling us in various respects to look at our work from different perspectives. 

At the same time, however, we have to express certain disillusion about the final proposal which, in our opinion, is very strict. In the Report draft, none of the criteria is assessed as unfulfilled, detecting just more or fewer imperfections in their fulfilment. We are aware about most of them and strive to set them right. We know that for some of these criteria this process will hardly be easy or quick, as they require changes in effective legislation. In any case, we would not understand full membership as a status which make us satisfied; on the contrary it would encourage us for prospective activities. Also, it would certainly increase the prestige of the Accreditation Commission in Slovakia, which in turn would help to launch further changes more easily, leading to better quality of higher education in Slovakia. Below we present our statements to the most critical objections. 

The general aim of ACSR is to perform quality assurance and improvement, provide expert opinions and advice for the government and higher education institutions, and disseminate knowledge and information. Also, ACSR is obliged to investigate and decide in certain matters pertaining to HE institutions.

ACSR does not understand itself as an administrative entity. We see our role in safeguarding the quality of higher education and encouraging and assisting HE institutions in order to improve the quality of their activities.

In response to the “Report of the Panel appointed to undertake a review of the Accreditation Commission of the Slovak Republic (ACSR) for the purposes of the granting of full membership of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA)” we hereby express the following statements:

1. ENQA criterion 5 (ESG 3.6): Independence 

The ACSR operates as a fully independent institution. Although its final decisions have the form of recommendations to the Minister, who signs the final documents, all the operations and conclusions of ACSR are autonomous, neither influenced nor interfered by the Ministry, as guaranteed by the following:

· 82, §1, Act 131/2002

· Nomination and appointment of Working group members is solely carried out by ACSR (81, §11, HE Act)

· Final outcome of quality assurance processes remain as responsibility of ACSR (82, §2, 4, HE Act).

On 1 January 2013, a new Higher Education Act comes into force, declaring the independence of ACSR as follows: 82, §7, HE Act)

2.  ENQA criterion 7 (ESG 3.8): Accountability procedures

Accountability is the objective of all ACSR’s activities and procedures of accreditation and evaluation. 
ACSR has presented the following procedures to demonstrate accountability:

· Membership in the Accreditation Commission is incompatible with the posts of the Rector, Vice-Rector, Dean and Vice-Dean  (81, §6, HE Act)

· Rules of procedures to prevent conflict of interest of Working Group members (81, §11, HE Act; Articles 7 a 10 of the Statute of the Accreditation Commission)
· Statement of non-conflict of interest for external experts, signed by every expert involved in ACSR’s quality assurance procedures
· System of periodic internal and external evaluations, developed jointly with the Accreditation Council of the Czech Republic

· Strategic Plan of ACSR (Article 5, §2, AC Statute; ACSR’s web site publishes annually the plan of sessions, starting dates of comprehensive accreditations, and other activities) 
· Mechanism of external feedback from experts in the form of reports (83, §6, HE Act).

· Mechanism of internal feedback from ACSR staff  in the form of Minutes

3. ENQA Criterion 1, sub-criterion (ESG 2.4): Processes fit for purpose

External review processes are designed to ensure reliability and validity. For this reason:

· Emphasis is put on competence and skills of experts involved in the processes of external quality assurance. Former senior university managers and senior faculty managers experienced in quality assessment were appointed to perform tasks of external experts. Criteria required for the appointment of experts are published in 81, §11, HE Act; 1, §3 of 104/2003 Government Regulation of the Law Code of the Slovak Republic; Article 6, AC Statute. 
· International experts are involved in ACSR’s activities as full members: Dr Fidrmuc, representative of Brunel University, Uxbridge; Prof Mikulecký, representative of Hradec Kralove University; Prof Horvath, representative of Central European University, Budapest; Prof Pol and Prof Slovak, representatives of Masaryk University, Brno. International experts also write their final reports. ACSR keeps to the principle that at least two foreign experts participate in each Working Group. 
· A student representative is invited to every meeting of ACSR. Also, students participate in Working Group site-visits. The new HE Act, now under preparation, will offer ACSR membership to students so that they can participate in processes of quality assurance. 
· A representative of employers (the President of Automobile Industry) was involved in external assessment activities of ACSR. Various stakeholders (representatives of industries and the labour market) participated in the formation of Working Groups.

· The review report provides recommendations to university managers in order to support conclusions and see to the usefulness of review processes.

4. ENQA Criterion 1, sub-criterion (ESG 2.8): System-wide analyses

ACSR takes seriously its role in quality improvement and collection and dissemination of information on quality assurance. Although the capacity of ACSR is limited, the following system-wide analyses on annual basis were prepared:

· Sector analysis and state-of-art reports for the Ministry of Education 

· Sector-wide analyses for the Council of Higher Education
· Ad-hoc analyses for the Slovak Rectors Conference
Key findings of these reports have been published in specialist and public press. 

5. ENQA criterion 8: ENQA specific

Judgments on quality assurance are made by 24 permanent Working Groups. ACSR members are heads of these Groups. Experienced professionals (former senior executives, Deans, Vice-rectors, Rectors), they present conclusions of their reports to the plenary session of ACSR. This approach is applied as equal and consistent interpretation of the criteria for all Working Group decisions. The prescribed forms and templates for evaluation reports used by Working Group members help to take consistent decisions as well. The appeals procedure prevents injustice, as is also stated by 82, §8, HE Act, and Article 6, AC Statute.

ACSR representatives participate in presentations of the Commission’s findings in the Slovak Academy of Sciences, at national conferences, and so forth. 

6. ENQA criterion 3 (ESG 3.4): Resources

A debate is currently under way about the new shaping of the Accreditation Commission as an independent organization with its own budget and a reasonable working apparatus. This idea should also be anchored in the new Higher Education Act. A new information system of the Accreditation Commission is being prepared, to be in use from 2014 along with a new cycle of comprehensive accreditations. The current staff of the secretariat should be extended in 2013. To rectify the information on the ability of the staff to communicate in English, the three current members of the secretariat are fully qualified staff, of higher education, with passive command of English. 
In conclusion, let us express our belief that you will take our statement into consideration and change your negative evaluation so that your decision to accept ACSR as full member of ENQA can support our efforts to improve higher education in Slovakia as well as in the international context. 
Bratislava, January 10, 2013 



Professor Lubor Fišera, 

Chair of the ACSR
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