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Chapter 2: Yes, but is it good practice? 
This Chapter outlines the approach to the external reviews adopted by each agency and details the 
outcome of the reviews by reference to the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG)1, in particular 
those standards detailed in Parts 2 and Parts 3 of the ESG. In order to facilitate comparison, 
AUQA mapped the INQAAHE Guidelines of Good Practice (GGP) against the appropriate 
standards of the ESG.  
 

And what is good Phaedrus, and what is not good, need we ask anyone to 
tell us these things?2 

 
A central proposition of this benchmarking project is that in order to answer a question 
about “values” with any degree of certainty, it is necessary to bring an external (i.e. third 
party) perspective to the question at issue. A self-assessment or self-evaluation of “what is 
good” and what can be improved, whether performed by an institution, or by an External 
Quality Agency (EQA), is a necessary but insufficient condition for the purpose of achieving 
assurance of quality. Unless subject to some form of external validation, pure self-assessment 
no matter how detailed and well executed is always only a self-referencing activity. This 
axiom applies equally to the assessment of the academic work of undergraduate or PhD 
candidates performed by universities, as it does in reviewing the work of EQAs. Not only 
that, the third party perspective being brought to the validation must be a judicious mix of 
relevant technical expertise and detached external stakeholder perspective. 
 
ACQUIN, AUQA and HETAC all routinely employ a combination of self-assessment / 
evaluation and external peer-review processes in the performance of their core quality 
assurance functions, albeit for different purposes, such as programme accreditation or 
institutional audit. Similarly, ACQUIN, AUQA and HETAC each undertook a self-review of 
its own quality assurance functions, which was then subject to review by an external third 
party. 
 
By such process, it is possible to test the quality of the judgements being made or delivered 
and state what was found to be “good” and what was “not good” with some degree of 
external validity. 
 
The three benchmarking partners then took this external testing process a step further by 
exchanging the three complete sets of review findings in order to share good practice and to 
learn from each other’s experiences in order to improve. In effect the three benchmarking 
partners each asked the others, “What is good practice in QA, and what is not good practice 
in QA?” based on their experience of external reviews. 
 
HETAC AND THE EUROPEAN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES 

In 2006 HETAC was evaluated to determine compliance with the ESG. The composition of 
the seven member panel was: 
 Dr Séamus Smyth, President Emeritus, National University of Ireland, Maynooth 
 Ms Marion Coy, Director, Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology, Ireland 
 Dr Steven D. Crow, Executive Director, Higher Learning Commission of the North 

Central Association of Colleges and Schools, Chicago 
 Reverend Darren McCallig, former Education Officer, Union of Students in Ireland 
 Dr Angelika Schade, Chancellor, Fachochschule im Deutschen Roten Kreuz, 

Goettingen, Germany 
 Mr Norman Sharp, Director, QAA for Higher Education, Scotland. 
 
The panel secretary was David Perry, former Assistant Principal and Dean of Academic 
Quality and Standards Service, Southampton Solent University, England.  
 



 

  2

In preparation for the review, HETAC undertook an extensive exercise which resulted in the 
Self-Evaluation Report. This exercise included a media campaign to solicit submissions for 
stakeholders, stakeholder surveys and a series of internal reports. In addition to this material, 
the panel conducted a series of interviews with stakeholders drawn from providers, peer 
agencies, the Department of Education and Science, Higher Education Authority and 
professional bodies.  
 
The External Panel offered the following observations on HETAC’s compliance with the 
ESG that apply to EQA (Parts 2 and 3):  
 
European standards for the external quality assurance of higher education (Part 2) 
2.1 Use of internal quality assurance procedures 
HETAC has agreements with its providers of the way in which external quality assurance 
procedures relate to internal procedures. 
 
2.2 Development of external quality assurance processes 
HETAC has developed valid processes for external quality assurance procedures, 
underpinned by extensive stakeholder involvement. Guidelines for the external quality 
assurance processes have been developed and are available. 
 
2.3 Criteria for decision 
HETAC has clearly defined criteria for decisions.  
 
2.4 Process fit for purpose 
The quality assurance policies by HETAC are built on the idea of “fitness for purpose”. 
Each formal review is set in the context of the provider, their strategic objectives and the 
environments in which they operate. The development processes have been shown to be fit 
for purpose. Through the self-evaluation process HETAC has also identified improvement 
areas in its processes.  
 
2.5 Reporting 
While HETAC has a policy of publication of its reports, this did not apply to all reports. The 
panel recommended that consideration should be given to all reports as a matter of 
principle. 
 
2.6 Follow-up procedures 
HETAC recognised through the self-evaluation process that there is a need to give greater 
attention to the transparency and effectiveness of mechanisms for follow-up procedures. A 
more systematic and transparent approach will be taken to following-up the implementation 
by providers of recommendation or conditions made by the expert panels.  
 
2.7 Periodic reviews 
All providers have to undergo a review at periodic intervals. Programmes are accredited 
typically for five years. Re-accreditation is subject to the review of a programme. 
 
2.8 System-wide analysis 
An analysis of degree, diploma and certification awards as well as a review of award 
classifications was already carried out. However, as part of the self-evaluation HETAC 
identified the need for further system-wide analysis to be undertaken. 
 
European standards for external quality assurance agencies (Part 3) 
3.1 Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education 
HETAC has taken account of the presence and effectiveness of external quality assurance 
processes. 
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3.2 Official Status 
HETAC was established in June 2001 under the Qualification (Education and Training) Act 
1999 as one of three bodies established under the Act. HETAC is a State body. 
 
3.3 Activities 
HETAC undertakes on a regular basis external quality assurance activities at institutional and 
programme level. 
 
3.4 Resources 
HETAC has appropriate resources (human and financial) to organise and run external 
quality assurance processes in an effective and efficient manner. 
  
3.5 Mission Statement 
HETAC has a clear mission i.e. the development, promotion and maintenance of higher 
education training awards to the highest international standards and quality. Through the 
increased use of delegated authority, HETAC was allowed to increase its focus on the 
implementation of strong quality assurance processes among its providers. 
 
3.6 Independence 
Under the Act, HETAC has a very high degree of independence and autonomy. The 
decisions made are not influenced by third parties. HETAC is also independent of its 
providers. 
 
3.7 External quality assurance criteria and processes used by the agencies 
The process, criteria and procedures used by HETAC are predefined and publicly available 
on its website and in printed form in some cases.  
 
3.8 Accountability procedures 
HETAC has put in place procedures for its own accountability.  
 
ACQUIN AND THE EUROPEAN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES 
ACQUIN was formally required to undergo a re-accreditation procedure by the 
Accreditation Council in 2006. The re-accreditation was based on the “Criteria for 
Accreditation of Accreditation Agencies” which were developed by the AR according to the 
ENQA Standards and Guidelines in December 2005. This means that they were considered 
in the external review without direct reference to them later in the final report. 
 
The composition of ACQUIN’s external expert panel was:  
 Professor Dr Johann Schneider, member of the AR (chairperson) 
 Professor Dr Konstantin Meskouris, RWTH Aachen University (national expert) 
 Dr Stefan Bieri, president of the Swiss Federal Commission of Universities of Applied 

Sciences (international expert) 
 Stefanie Geyer, student representative, Marburg University. 
 
During the audit ACQUIN was reviewed against the criteria of the AR and against its own 
mission and objectives. The external review was therefore also carried out under the light of 
the fitness for and fitness of purpose approach. The assessment was therefore an overall 
assessment of ACQUIN’s work. 
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The following table, Table 1, shows the correspondence of the AR criteria with the ESG 
criteria 3.1 to 3.8 (Part 2 of the ESG is also included in Part 3, and therefore it is also 
included in the German Accreditation Council (AR) criteria). 
 
Table 1 

 
European 

Standards and 
Guidelines Part 3 

 
Criteria for the Accreditation of Accreditation Agencies and 

Foundation Law: Establishment of a Foundation for the 
Accreditation of Study Courses in Germany 

 
3.1 Criteria Part I (Agency’s general institutional functionality and fitness for 

purpose) and Part II (Content-related quality elements of programme 
accreditation). 

3.2 Criteria 2.1, 2.2 (Legal form and modalities of conducting business) 
Foundation Law Article 2, 1.1 (Temporary authorisation by the AR to 
accredit study programs). 

3.3 Criteria 1 (The degree program-specific definition of quality; the 
principles of the review method derived from this, the agency’s 
understanding of its task) 
Foundation Law Article 2, 1.1 and § 9 (Temporary authorisation by the 
AR to accredit study programs, accreditation of agencies who perform 
study programme accreditations). 

3.4 Criteria 5 (Equipment sustainability). 
3.5 Criteria 1 (The degree program-specific definition of quality; the 

principles of the review method derived from this, the agency’s 
understanding of its task). 

3.6 Criteria 2.12 (Autonomy of the agency),  
Criteria 2.13 (Personal independence of decision-making bodies),  
Criteria 16.2 (Impartiality of experts, fairness of the process). 

3.7 Criteria Part II (Content-related quality elements of programme 
accreditation);  
Criteria 2.9 (Stakeholder representation in decision-making bodies),  
Criteria 3 (Procedural organisation of the agency),  
Criteria 4 (Accountability),  
Criteria 15 (Acquisition),  
Criteria 16 (Organisation of the accreditation process),  
Criteria 18.1 (Compliance with conditions). 

3.8 Criteria 1.1 (Development of definition of quality related to the degree 
program),  
Criteria 4 (Accountability),  
Criteria 6 (Internal quality management),  
Criteria 17.2 (Decisions and reasons for the decision, correct and integer 
use of the seal of the AR) 
Criteria 19.1 (Internal appeals process: process for internal checking of 
accreditation decisions),  
Foundation Law Article 2, 1 (regular external assessment of the agency). 

 
During its re-accreditation process, ACQUIN carried out a critical analysis of its own 
mission and objectives including all of its documents and procedures. As a direct result of 
this review, ACQUIN published the internal quality management system on its website to 
increase the transparency of its work.  
 
During the review the peer panel interviewed members of the Board as well as the managing 
director and, in separate discussions, the staff members. The peers also participated in a 
meeting of the Accreditation Commission to audit the final decision-making processes. 
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Furthermore, the head office of the Accreditation Council monitored two completed 
accreditation procedures on the basis of the accreditation procedure documentations (e.g. 
correspondence with the peers, HEI and SEC, procedure of peer selection and appointment, 
preparation of the peer report, statements of the HEI and the Standing Expert Committee 
(SEC), final accreditation decision). Finally, a member of the AR’s head office also attended 
the General Assembly of ACQUIN in March 2006.  
 
After the external review, there was an additional meeting with the Accreditation Council in 
May 2006 with the chair and the managing director of ACQUIN. 
 
The following observations are offered on ACQUIN’s compliance with the ESG that apply 
to EQA (Parts 2 and 3):  
 
European standards for external quality assurance agencies (Part 2) 
2.1 Use of internal quality assurance procedures 
In the external quality assurance processes of ACQUIN the assessment of internal quality 
assurance processes of study programs are also included. In ACQUIN’s guidelines for 
external quality assurance internal QA policies, processes, systems and procedures are 
therefore covered.  
 
2.2 Development of external quality assurance processes 
ACQUIN has developed external quality assurance processes in which all relevant 
stakeholders are involved. In the ACQUIN guidelines, the processes for external quality 
assurance processes are clearly described. The guidelines are published on the website. In the 
external review the panel members recommended that students as stakeholders should be 
represented not only in the peer groups but also in the SECs. 
 
2.3 Criteria for decisions 
Criteria for decisions are clearly formulated in the guidelines of ACQUIN which include the 
relevant legal requirements of the Accreditation Council (e.g. Criteria for Accreditation of 
Degree Programmes) and the KMK.  
 
2.4 Process fit for purpose 
ACQUIN’s accreditation procedures are suitable for all different types of subjects, study 
programme profiles and higher education institutions. Each study programme is assessed 
against its own defined objectives, profile and performance. The internal structures and the 
quality assurance processes of ACQUIN have been shown to be “fit for purpose”.  
 
2.5 Reporting 
After completion of the accreditation procedure, positive accreditation decisions are 
published (including a brief summary of the peer report and the names of the peers) on 
ACQUIN’s website and the website of the Accreditation Council.  
 
2.6 Follow-up procedures 
ACQUIN has developed follow-up procedures in such cases where study programmes have 
been accredited with conditions or there was a deferral of the accreditation decision of the 
study programme. 
 
2.7 Periodic reviews 
The Accreditation Council requires each study programme and each accreditation institution 
in Germany to undergo a re-accreditation procedure every five to seven years. 
 
2.8 System-wide analysis 
As a registered non-profit association, ACQUIN reports on its work at least once a year to 
its members. The discussion of the annual report, which takes place at the association’s 
General Assembly, allows a joint review of the association’s work.  
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European standards for external quality assurance agencies (Part 3) 
3.1 Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education 
The analysis of ACQUIN’s self-evaluation report indicates that ACQUIN broadly complies 
with the requirements of the ENQA standard 3.1. ACQUIN behaves in a manner which is 
consistent with the relevant guidelines in this Part.  
 
3.2 Official Status 
The Accreditation, Certification and Quality Assurance Institute (ACQUIN) was founded on 
26 January 2001 as a non-profit independent association. It was accredited in 2001 and re-
accredited in 2006 by the Accreditation Council. Therefore, officially it has the right through 
delegated authority to award the seal of the Accreditation Council.  
 
3.3 Activities 
ACQUIN undertakes on a regular basis external quality assurance activities.  
 
3.4 Resources 
The expert panel concluded that the resources of ACQUIN are appropriate, with well 
qualified and highly motivated staff in the head office and sufficient financial resources. The 
expert panel was also aware that with its status of a non-profit association ACQUIN is not 
allowed to have a high capital surplus.  
 
3.5 Mission Statement 
The expert panel found that ACQUIN has a profiled mission statement. ACQUIN’s mission 
is to apply independent, objective and quality-oriented accreditation procedures in order to 
safeguard the quality processes in higher education, guarantee transparency, promote 
innovation and ensure that a diverse range of courses is offered.  
 
3.6 Independence 
ACQUIN is an autonomous, self-governing association that is neither influenced by the 
State nor by lobbyists. Its decisions are not influenced by third parties as the structure of 
ACQUIN ensures an independent decision-making process. 
 
3.7 External quality assurance criteria and processes used by the agencies 
The processes, criteria and procedures used by ACQUIN are clearly defined and publicly 
available on its website and in printed form. The expert panel found that it has well defined 
and valid processes. However, it noted that their open structure placed a high demand on 
communication for all persons involved.  
 
3.8 Accountability procedures 
All relevant processes including the policy of ACQUIN are described in its brochure. 
Through the self-evaluation and the external review, it realised that some of its internal 
processes required clearer communication to the public.  
 
AUQA AND THE EUROPEAN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES 
In 2006 AUQA was externally reviewed in order to determine if it was being effective in its 
role as a national quality agency for Australian higher education. The panel was tasked to 
evaluate AUQA’s performance and suggest improvements with regard to the achievement of 
its objectives and vision, and to determine compliance with the INQAAHE3 Guidelines of 
Good Practice (GGP). The composition of the five-member external panel was: 
 Dr Stephen Jackson, Director of Reviews, Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), United 

Kingdom (Chair) 
 Dr Mala Singh, Executive Director, Higher Education Quality Committee of the 

Council on Higher Education in South Africa (Deputy Chair) 
 Mr Ken Smith, Director General, Department of Education and the Arts in Queensland 
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 Professor Gerard Sutton, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Wollongong (and 
President of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee) 

 Mr Peter Hendy, Chief Executive, Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 
 
In contrast to the two European benchmarking partners, AUQA was not formally reviewed 
against the ESG requirements. Therefore, to facilitate comparability, the GGP were 
“mapped” onto the ESG. Table 2: INQAAHE GGP Mapped onto ESG, below, illustrates 
the strong correlation between both sets of standards.  
 
Table 2: INQAAHE GGP Mapped onto ESG 
 

 
No 

 

 
INQAAHE Guidelines for Good 

Practice for EQAs 
 

 
Relevant European Standards & 

Guidelines (Parts 2 and 3) 
 

1. The objectives of the agency 2.2, 2.4, 3.5 

2. 
The relationship between the EQA and 
the higher education institutions 

2.1, 3.3 

3. Decision making 2.3 

4. The external committee 3.1, 3.7 

5. The public face 2.8, 3.2, 3.5, 3.6, 3.8 

6. Documentation 2.5 

7. Resources 3.4 

8. System of appeal 3.8 

9. Quality assurance of the EQA agency 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 3.1, 3.7, 3.8 

10. Collaboration with other agencies n/a to the INQAAHE GGP 

11. Transnational Higher Education n/a, but see comment at 3.2 below 

 
In order to provide a common point of comparison across all three agencies, as part of the 
benchmarking project AUQA undertook to reference its external review findings against the 
ESG standards that apply to EQA. The results of this mapping are summarised below. 
(Parts 2 and 3):  
  
European standards for the external quality assurance of higher education (Part 2) 
2.1 Use of internal quality assurance procedures  
AUQA audits of institutions cover all internal QA policies, procedures, systems and 
processes. Its focus on internal quality assurance processes therefore satisfies the 
requirements for ESG standard 2.1. 
 
2.2 Development of external quality assurance processes  
When AUQA was established in 2000 it had four objectives. These, along with the AUQA 
Audit Manual (which describes the procedures to be used) were published on its website 
prior to the first audit in 2002. The external review panel made several Recommendations to 
review and revise AUQA’s objectives 3 and 4 in preparation for its second cycle of audits. 
For the second cycle, the review panel suggested also that AUQA put a greater emphasis on 
the enhancement function of quality audit. The panel was also of the opinion that AUQA’s 
international profile should be strengthened with the inclusion of a “new objective”, namely to:  

Develop partnerships with other quality agencies in relation to matters 
directly relating to quality assurance and audit, to facilitate efficient cross-
border quality assurance processes and international transfer of knowledge 
about those processes (new AUQA Objective number 4).  
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AUQA’s participation in this international benchmarking project is in itself evidence of 
increasing activity in this area.  
 
2.3 Criteria for decisions  
AUQA audits Australian universities against their own mission, vision and objectives, and 
against the statutory requirements of their Act, and any enabling legislative requirements. 
AUQA also audits entities against any other relevant external criteria. In the second cycle, 
greater emphasis will be given to auditing of entities against external reference points and to 
investigating the setting of standards and the achievement of appropriate learning outcomes 
by the auditees’ students. 
 
2.4 Processes fit for purpose 
AUQA has adopted a “fitness-for-purpose” approach to quality assurance (QA), for both 
internal and external QA processes. The review panel commended AUQA for successfully 
establishing a credible peer review approach and the fitness-for-purpose model for quality 
audits in the first cycle. One of the Recommendations of the AUQA external review was to 
reconsider the skills mix of AUQA audit directors and audit panel members to adequately 
address increasing levels of financial, legal and international higher education complexities.  
 
AUQA therefore satisfies the requirements for ESG standard 2.4. 
 
2.5 Reporting  
AUQA audit reports are all published and available on the AUQA website. One of the 
Recommendations of the AUQA external review was that AUQA should continue to 
consider additional strategies that will further minimise the time lag in producing the audit 
reports, between audit site visit and publication. AUQA has also adopted a new audit report 
production target of two months from the date of the site visit to the date of the definitive 
draft of the audit report going back to the auditee.  
 
2.6 Follow-up procedures 
AUQA has established follow-up procedures after the review (originally there was an action 
plan and a follow-up report, but in 2003 this was replaced with a Progress Report which is 
made public on the auditee’s website with a link to the AUQA website). One of the 
Recommendations of the external review was to review the strategy for monitoring and 
reporting on the implementation of Recommendations and Affirmations following the 
submission of the Progress Report. 
 
2.7 Periodic reviews 
AUQA currently audits approximately 50 entities in a five-year audit cycle, meaning about 10 
whole-of-institution/organisation audits are performed each year.  
 
2.8 System-wide analyses 
AUQA has produced three such analyses during the first cycle so far (2002–2006). One of 
the Affirmations of the external review was to prepare reports on selected countries annually 
and report on the quality assurance systems in place and the audit findings in relation to 
these countries. 
 
European standards for external quality assurance agencies (Part 3) 
3.1 Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education 
Analysis of AUQA’s self-description, available in Part 2 (see above) indicates that AUQA 
broadly complies with the requirements of the ESG standard for Section 3.1, and that 
AUQA generally behaves in a manner which is consistent with the relevant guidelines for 
that section. 
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3.2 Official status 
As the only non-European agency in the benchmarking project, Section 3.2 is problematic 
for AUQA, in that it states: 

Agencies should be formally recognised by competent public authorities in 
the European Higher Education Area as agencies with responsibilities for 
external quality assurance and should have an established legal basis. They 
should comply with any requirements of the legislative jurisdiction within 
which they operate. 

 
AUQA was established in May 2000 by the MCEETYA as a not-for-profit company, limited 
by guarantee of, and majority funded by, the Members (ex officio the nine federal, state and 
territory ministers with responsibility for higher education).  
 
As such, AUQA is recognised as a national legal entity within the Commonwealth of 
Australia, but that is not part of the European Higher Education Area. Therefore, though 
AUQA does not (and cannot) formally comply with the letter of the ENQA standard for 
Section 3.2 it would comply if the same standard was applied in the area of Australian 
legislative jurisdiction. In this respect, AUQA certainly complies with the spirit of Section 
3.2 of the ESG. 
 
3.3 Activities  
AUQA undertakes regular external quality assurance activities at the institutional level 
(including sampling at the programme level) and therefore complies with the ESG standard 
for Section 3.3, and behaves in a manner consistent with the relevant guidelines. 
 
3.4 Resources 
AUQA has adequate and proportional resources, human and financial. The higher education 
sector’s general perception of AUQA staff was that they were highly efficient and 
professional. The review panel confirmed these perceptions. The staff demonstrated 
allegiance to the organisation. The staff is working to full capacity.  
 
3.5 Mission statement 
AUQA’s Mission Statement, which is publicly available on its website, emphasises the notion 
of audit for quality improvement (rather than compliance or an accreditation focus): 

By means of quality audits of universities and accrediting agencies, and 
otherwise, AUQA will provide public assurance of the quality of Australia’s 
universities and other institutions of higher education, and will assist in 
improving the academic quality of these institutions. 

 
However, two of the external review’s Recommendations were to:  

 ensure regular reviews to revise AUQA’s Mission, Vision and Values to 
adequately reflect changing educational contexts, and 

 establish a periodic strategic planning process that prepares AUQA for ongoing 
changes in the higher education policy, funding, and regulatory environment. 

 
3.6 Independence 
AUQA is an independent company limited by guarantee. However, the governance 
arrangements adopted for AUQA mean that the interests of both the Members and the 
educational institutions are reflected in the membership of the AUQA Board. The external 
review commended AUQA for successfully establishing a credible peer review approach and 
the fitness for purpose model for quality audits in Cycle 1.  
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3.7 External QA criteria and processes used by the agencies 
The QA processes, criteria and procedures used by AUQA are all clearly documented and 
publicly available in the AUQA Audit Manual, which is available on the AUQA website. In 
its report, the panel made the following observation:  

…the review panel considered that AUQA utilises a number of strategies in 
pursuit of consistency in the quality audit process… 4 

 
The panel then enumerated seven strategies that were already in operation, and observed 
that “with any sampling strategy a certain level of variation is inevitable”.5 
 
However, the external review made the following two Recommendations, viz: 
(a) employ further strategies to minimise possible or perceived inconsistencies in 

judgements of audit panels, including review of selection processes and training of 
auditors as well as additional moderation strategies 

(b)  look at ways in which student participation can be increased in the review process of 
higher education institutions.  

 
These issues will be addressed as AUQA prepares for its Cycle 2 audits. 
 
3.8 Accountability procedures 
There are many separate documents available on the AUQA website which, if taken 
together, cover the assurance of the quality of the agency itself. AUQA has a number of 
procedures for its own accountability in place, but these are not necessarily in a form that is 
fully consistent with the descriptors of the relevant ESG guideline. On balance, AUQA 
considers that it complies with the intent of the ESG standard for 3.8, if not with the letter 
of the statements in the relevant guideline. 
 
CONCLUSIONS  
As noted earlier, AUQA differs significantly from both ACQUIN and HETAC in that it 
performs fitness-for-purpose quality audits at the whole-of-institution / organisation level, 
and it is not involved in programme or institutional-level accreditations, as Australian 
universities enjoy “self-accrediting institution” status. All German universities’ programmes 
are subject to accreditation by external accreditation, certification and evaluation bodies, 
such as ACQUIN. HETAC also performs programme-level accreditations. In addition, 
HETAC has a brief to evaluate the quality assurance processes for new providers, prior to 
the accreditation of programmes. However, the Irish universities are governed by the 
Universities Act 1997 and, accordingly, their quality assurance arrangements are performed 
under different auspice. AUQA is also responsible to MCEETYA for the quality auditing of 
the accreditation agencies of the Australian Commonwealth, states and territory 
governments and, as already noted, in the German context this makes AUQA more akin to 
AR than to ACQUIN. 
 
AUQA also differed markedly from its two European benchmarking partners in this 
exercise, in that it was able to initiate its own self-review and it commissioned an external 
review as a commitment to good practice in QA, rather than having to have a review 
performed because it was formally required by some official arm of government. AUQA was 
also able to subject itself to virtually the identical quality review process that it uses in its 
own audits of universities, to which it then volunteered to undertake an evaluation against 
the INQAAHE Guidelines of Good Practice, adding another dimension of external reference 
for the quality evaluation process. 
 
ACQUIN on the other hand was formally required to undergo a review by AR, and to follow 
an accreditation agency approval programme developed, approved and implemented by AR, 
which included evaluation against the ENQA standards. HETAC was somewhere in-
between: like ACQUIN, it was formally required to undergo an external review, but (similar  
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to AUQA) HETAC chose to evaluate itself (and be externally reviewed) against the ENQA 
standards and guidelines. These differences in the EQA review drivers are plotted in Figure 
1 below: 
 
Figure 1: Drivers of the quality reviews of the three EQAs 
 

 
 
The findings of the three external reviews therefore differed considerably in terms of the 
consequences for the agency concerned, from the possible loss of formal recognition as a 
recognised accrediting body, through to the acknowledgement of organisational strengths 
and opportunities for improvement by peers. Notwithstanding this range of possible 
outcomes, and allowing for the differences in national contexts, all three EQAs’ quality 
practices are guided by virtually interchangeable quality principles. They share similar values 
and have developed similar mission statements and therefore, not surprisingly, the elements 
of the quality review processes, practices, and methodologies they all employ are similar. For 
example, all three EQAs have adopted a self-assessment led review process, followed by an 
expert peer review process to validate the results of the self-assessment. Figure 2 (below) 
illustrates the essential similarity of the three agencies in their quality reviews of institutions, 
programs, and/or processes.  
 
Figure 2: Drivers of quality reviews performed by the three EQAs: 
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Finally, all three EQAs agreed to swap their self-evaluations of compliance against the 
European Standards and Guidelines, to provide a common benchmark for the purpose of 
making comparisons. 
 
As the mapping against the ESG in this study indicates, the similarities in approach to quality 
review are sufficient for all three agencies to fundamentally satisfy the requirements of the 
ESG, despite the different national contexts and traditions, and educational systems. 
 
The major positive findings of the external reviews for the three agencies are very similar, in 
that they acknowledge that each agency is successfully achieving its primary purpose. 
Specifically, the external panels noted the following in respect of each EQA: 
(a) The HETAC external review panel found that it “is satisfied that in the performance of 

(its principal statutory) functions, HETAC complies with the Standards and Guidelines 
for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.”6 

(b) The Accreditation Council found that ACQUIN “has shown, in the course of an 
accreditation procedure, its general institutional operability and suitability for the 
purpose regarding the task of study programme accreditation. The procedures for the 
accreditation of study programmes follow both the content-related quality standards 
(check-field 7 to 14) and the procedure-related quality standards (check-fields 15 to 20) 
of the ‘Criteria for the Accreditation of Accreditation Agencies’ specified by the 
Accreditation Council.” The Accreditation Council also stated that ACQUIN complies 
with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher 
Education Area .7 

(c) The AUQA external review panel commended AUQA for “generally meeting the 
requirements of the INQAAHE Guidelines of Good Practice.”8 
 

Notwithstanding the positive thrust of the findings, the panels identified the following areas 
requiring specific attention as the EQAs move forward: 
(a) In the case of HETAC, the panel advised that urgent attention be given to the provision 

of initial and ongoing training to its reviewers, including the requirement that no-one 
should normally be a member of a review team unless they have undergone such 
training. Linked to this, it recommended that HETAC review the qualifications, 
experience and expertise required of its reviewers, with the aim of enabling HETAC to 
take a more strategic as opposed to what appears currently to be a rather pragmatic 
approach to their selection and deployment.  
 
The panel also recommended that HETAC review the longer-term sustainability of the 
level and quality of support currently given by staff considering individual programmes 
submitted for validation and consider how its current approach to validation might be 
varied, especially where a new programme, or a programme at a level not previously 
offered by a provider, is involved. Finally, it recommended that HETAC consider 
publishing all its reports as a matter of principle, and publicising its intention in this 
regard. 

 
(b) In the case of ACQUIN, the panel however recommended improvements to some 

processes through a more systematic and stronger formalisation (e.g. nomination of 
SEC members only for a special term, nomination of chairpersons of peer groups in 
advance). The experts mentioned also that through the fitness of purpose approach 
there might be the danger that binding regulations concerning higher education are not 
considered adequately and ACQUIN should give more attention to this point. For 
ensuring also the involvement of students in the nomination of student peers, students 
should be also represented in the SECs. 
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The panel also recommended that the internal quality processes of ACQUIN, which 
currently relies to a high level on quality-oriented motivation and communication of all 
involved persons should be placed on a stronger formal structure.  

 
(c) The AUQA external review panel recommended that additional strategies be 

investigated by AUQA to minimise time lag between the audits and the publication of 
reports; minimise perceived inconsistencies between reports; and to improve auditee 
follow-up of audit findings. 

 
Each agency is now in the process of incorporating the recommendations of the external 
review panels into their operations. In the case of HETAC, it is responding to the question 
of enhancing the training of its panel members, while AUQA is now revising its vision, 
mission, and objectives statements as part of planning for its second cycle of institutional 
audits, taking on board the comments and reflections of the external panel. Finally, 
ACQUIN is now developing a stronger formalisation of its internal quality management 
system and building up structures for a better separation of the different working areas. 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area ENQA 2005. 
2 Socrates – from The Phaedrus Dialogue, Plato, in which the case is put that making judgements about 
quality invariably involves having to balance arguments that are based on external authority, against 
those based on internal autonomy. 
3 International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) Guidelines of Good 
Practice 2005.  
4 Review of the Australian Universities Quality Agency, Final Report, May 2006,  p.24. Available on AUQA 
website at: http://www.auqa.edu.au/aboutauqa/externalreview/review_report.pdf.  
5 Ibid., p.25. 
6 NQAI, 2006 Review of the Performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its Functions.  
7 Decision of the Accreditation Council, of 22.06.2006, on the application of the Accreditation, 
Certification and Quality Assurance Institute (reg ass) Bayreuth (ACQUIN) for re-accreditation, of 
27.01.2006, Amendment to the Decision. 
8 Review of the Australian Universities Quality Agency, op. cit., p.13 & p.150. 


