Minutes of the Danube Rectors’ Conference

Quality Assurance in Open European Environment – the DRC Experience

11th General Assembly meeting

September 19th – 21st, Bratislava, Slovakia

Thursday, 19 September 2002

Permanent Committee meeting

In the presence of representatives of University of Pécs, Universitaet fuer Bodenkultur and Comenius University in Bratislava the Permanent Committee of DRC discussed the following points according to the Agenda:

1. Welcome by Dr. József Tóth, President

2. Preparations for the 11th General Assembly, Dr. Ferdinand Devinsky, Vice-President

3. Summary of letter correspondence in the past year, Mr. István Tarrósy, director of international relations, University of Pécs, as secretary of the DRC President;

4. Membership and membership fees (it was agreed to submit for the approval of the General Assembly the following changes in the DRC Statute:

· new members, PC proposed that new members wishing to join the DRC are supposed to be accredited HEIs and should present the recommendation of National Rectors Conference or recommendation of at least one of DRC members.

· membership fees, dealing with the institutions that did not paid their fees during the second consecutive  year was proposed to invite them to do so in given period of time or work out the proposal to next GA meeting to cancel their membership.)  

5. Election of the new presidency (it was agreed to propose to the GA the following composition of the Presidency:

President: Prof. F. Devinsky, Comenius University in Bratislava

Vice-Presidents: Prof. J.Toth, University of Pecs and Prof. I.Wilhelm, Charles University, Prague.

6. Date and location of the next conference (Charles University of Prague was proposed to host 12th DRC GA meeting).

7. Date and location of the next PC meeting was scheduled for 16th of May 2003  at Danube University Krems, Austria.
Friday, 20 September 2002
After opening ceremony and welcome speeches of the Rector of Comenius University 

F. Devinsky, Minister of Education of SR Peter Ponicky and DRC President Prof. J. Toth Rector of the University of Pecs, the morning working session started with the keynote speech on Quality Assurance and Quality Culture presented by Assoc. Prof. Ivan Ostrovsky from Comenius University.

(The full texts of all keynote speeches are included in the attachment.)

The discussion was opened after the second keynote speech on Austrian Accreditation Model by Prof. Helmut Konrad, University of Graz.

      Prof. Maerz asked colleagues from Croatia and Bosnia & Herzegovina to make their comments concerning the “accreditation” in this countries having no accreditation bodies. In relation to the Accreditation Commissions Prof. Maerz underlined the fact of big differencies in  model of accreditation existing in member countries and their competencies,

therefore this facts should be kept in mind when comparing the different national accreditation systems.

Vice-Rector of the University of Zagreb A. Bjelis commented that in Croatia National Committee for Higher Education exists more than 10 years. It is responsible to the parliament of Croatia and has wide range of tasks, for example it makes strategic proposals on the development of higher education in the country. He mentioned that in the near future it is very probable that according to the new Law on Higher Education, the National Accreditation Agency will be established as a side body of the National Committee for Higher Education.

Rector of Technical University of Bratislava, Prof. Molnar made a comment concerning Quality Assurance and raised a question if Universities which frequently criticise the accreditation bodies are able to formulate a kind of concept for the accreditation procedure and accreditation commissions. Another question was oriented to the DRC as a platform for the exchange of experience about the accreditation practice.

Answering the questions, Prof. Konrad explained the difference between the Accreditation Commission and different international organisations operating in the higher education area evaluating the institutions by giving them a “golden plaquette de excellence”. Accreditation Commissions  are responsible for giving to the institution the right to be recognised as a player in the European educational society.

Answering the questions Assoc.Prof. I. Ostrovsky mentioned that the accreditation is a “yes/no process” giving to the university the right to be provider of educational activities, and the quality assurance is a much more complex process than the accreditation, the quality culture is even more complicated process because in this matter the changes in human mind are necessary. He also stressed the important aspect of the accreditation – so called “ownership” of the accreditation commissions. As an example of a good practice he mentioned the case when the HEI has the right to take part in the accreditation process.

Prof. Molnar referring to Assoc. Prof. I.Ostrovsky presentation asked whether an estimation of the costs and time of the building up of the effectively functioning system of the QA and QC was made. 

Assoc.Prof. Ostrovsky answered that Comenius University has been working on this already 5 years but is still under the preparation.

The question addressed to Prof. Konrad concerned the future structure of  Accreditation models and whether the accreditation should have the international level.

In his response Prof. Konrad compared the German and Austrian accreditation models. The Austrian model is built on the Law that defens its status, therefore it is very strong. In Germany,  where the accreditation model is not based on the law, position of the accreditation body is very weak and ambivalent. He also stressed that the Austrian Accreditation system is absolutely free in its decisions and free from political influence. He expressed the view that it would be reasonable to include a representative of the international community in the accreditation body. But, of cause, there should not be a meta-accreditation agency on international level, because it is difficult to consider the specificity of national higher education institutions on international level.

Keynote speech on Scientific Activity and Quality Evaluation of HEIs was presented by Vice-rector of Charles University Dr. J. Svobodova on behalf of the Rector Prof. Ivan Wilhelm.(full text of the presentation in the annex).

Conference continued with the information of Dr. Daniela Drobna on results of the Pilot Project  on Quality Assurance. 

During the discussion,  Prof. Zaussinger from Agricultural University of Vienna commented that the credit system of the University is valuable when it is based on  ECTS credits and posed the question whether all those Universities which are declaring that they are implementing the Credit System have really implemented the ECTS. For example, in Austria that is not the case.

According to the results of the analysis of the questionnaires, Dr. Drobna informed that only 10 universities declared the implementation of the credit system, but in  practice it does not always means that the credits are compatible between the faculties even within one institution.   

Assoc. Prof. Ostrovsky asked Dr. Svobodova who is the “owner” of  Czech National Evaluation system?  

Dr. Svobodova replayed that in the Czech Republic, a National Evaluation system in fact does not exists, but in practice  the institutions make evidence of the quality of teaching by self- evaluation, publication activity, and other measurable parameters. Analysis of the impact of the publication is regularly made in CU. The results of this work are published every year and  the comparison of development in the different fields and disciplines and also of individual professors is made. But there is no general prescription of how to do it. CU realise this work because it fills it is necessary, and the evaluation functions. May be it is disappointing, but this system works without being administrated from above.

In respect to the ECTS credit system, Dr. Svobodoba informed that all 17 faculties of Charles University have implemented a compatible credit system.

Prof. Devinsky gave an example of the experience of implementation of the credit system at Comenius University. That started at the Faculty of Management that introduced the American System of Credits in  1991, followed by other faculties with other credit systems. But in 1996 we started to introduce the University credit system which is not only a credit transfer system based on the ECTS but also a credit accumulation system. Now it is already three years that  all the faculties except the Faculty of Law (which is finally joining this year) have joined this system, even medical faculties, which where expected to be opposed to this initiative, filled the pressure from the side of  students who became a driving force in this process.

Concerning general view of the credit system, Prof. Monos made a comment stressing the fact  that in Europe there exists quite a great diversity of the credit systems, and there is no problem to transfer or convert it mathematically from one system to another, a problem rises when there is no credit system and there is nothing to transfer. He also expressed the expectation that in the European Higher Education Area there will be a consensus about credit system that will be useful not only for students mobility but also for the accumulation of credits, what will surely mean that the credit system could become  a tool of accumulation of credits on the national and European level.

The next speaker underlined the importance of continuation of the work made in framework of the Quality Assurance Pilot Project, namely in analysing the outcomes of the questionnaire in order to have a possibility to exchange the experience of particular member Universities in this issue and to be able to discuss further progress in this direction. He also stressed the importance of the distribution to all DRC members of outcomes of the analysis, comments and recommendations made on the base of this questionnaire.  

Head of  CADAC, Zagreb, Prof. Marian Sunjic brought the attention of the participants to the point that should not be forgotten and clearly defined, that this system is just a tool but not the goal of the process of improvement of the education. One can have perfectly functioning formal ECTS system with the terrible level of the education. Credit system allows the students mobility, but the students mobility is not a final goal, it is again only a tool to achieve some other goals. So the things should be put into perspective and it should be clearly defined what we really want to achieve. In Zagreb, he added, we hope the ETCS will help the integration of the University to the national educational environment, because to have credit system and mobility within Europe and not to have the mobility in own country is absurd. He stressed also the problem faced by every rector or management of the University, the definition of priorities between achievement of the higher level of quality of education and integration of the institution on the European level.

Prof. F. Devisky supported the opinion of Prof. Sunjic and explained that the aim of the QA Pilot Project was to collect information from DRC member institutions in order to find out the current situation on QA and related issues, and disseminate the good practice within the DRC.

Afternoon working session started with the presentation of Prof. Denes Koltai with keynote speech on Lifelong Learning Quality Assurance at the University of Pecs.

Prof. Johann Guenther from Danube University in Krems had a contribution on Cooperation within the CEEPUS Framework with the Universities from the Danube Region. 

During the discussion Prof. Guenther explained that in his institution the evaluation of every lecture is done by students, in many cases it is done through internet and results are known immediately. This has an enormous impact on the quality of lectures, on professors’ image etc. But even bigger pressure is caused by the fact that students are paying for study. Because when somebody pays thirty thousand Euro, you can be sure he will take care of the quality of education he gets for his money. And this mechanisms are working more effectively than ISO9000.

The next contribution was presented by representative of the Government of the Lower Austria Dr. Eugen Scherer on the Working Group of  the Danube Countries and its Potential.

Prof. Sunjic expressed his thanks for the way how Government of Lower Austria is going to contact directly the academic community and not the political structures. Another remark concerned the question of specificity of the region and the academic structure with respect to the globalizing, uniformed and undiscriminatory European processes.

Dr. Scherer referred in his answer to the experience of Austria with the accession to EU saying that it depends in a major scale on the particular country and its attitude to the way of accession,  that could be active or passive.

Prof. Maerz  from Universitaet fur Bodenkultur made comments on Danube Cooperation Process that started in May 2002.

Saturday, 21 September 2002

Saturday session started with the annual report which is included in the annex. Short summary of the annual report was presented by Istvan Tarossy, Head of the International Relations Centre of the University of Pecs.

In the discussion on the Annual Report Prof. Maerz commented the proposal to change the name of the DRC, and argued against any changes of the name of the Danube Rectors’ Conference, because under this name the DRC acquired a fairly good reputation, it is now well known under this name at least in the Central European region. He proposed and recommended not to discuss the issue of changing the name of this Conference, because it will change the identity and rise the question of necessity of this congregation.

Prof. Maerz also proposed to include in the proceedings of the GA meeting the National Reports of the member institutions, in order to keep up-to-dated the information of last changes in legislation dealing with higher education, and the second issue that should be included in the National report, is the implementation of the Bologna Process. It would be very useful to know the present situation in this matters gathered in two or three pages illustrating the developments in 11 DRC countries.

Next suggestion of  Prof. Maerz concerned the idea to have an overview of all relevant  activities of co-operation in Danube Region under the umbrella of the Institute for the Danube Region and Central Europe, which could be prepared by Mr G. Rosskogler and sent to the DRC President office for further distribution to member institutions.  

A representative of a  Hungarian University came with the suggestion to organise a  special meeting or to include in the agenda of the future conference a wider discussion on Bologna Process within of the DRC.

Prof. Marian Sunjic came with the initiative to prepare the publication devoted to the 20 years of existence the DRC. Relating to this proposal, Prof. F. Devinky suggested that the outcomes of the DRC activities should be included in the content. Working Committee composed by Prof. Maerz and Prof. Sinjic was proposed to work out the mentioned publication.

Prof. Toth reminded to the participants that the initiative to prepare such a publication was expressed already in the previous DRC GA meeting in Pecs and proposed to create the Editorial Board composed by Prof. Maerz, Prof. Sunjic, Prof. F. Devinsky and himself in order to implement the preparative work and to collect the necessary material. He mentioned that Mr. Tarossy can co-ordinate this activity. It was agreed that at the next Presidency meeting the concept of the publication could be discussed in more detail.

Prof. Monos from the Semmelweis University of Budapest, referring to the question of membership fees, mentioned in the Annual Report, informed that the fees for his institution were recently paid. He also suggested to give the name of the DRC to the scientific congresses as a spiritual sponsor and proposed to the Presidency to work out the list of such forums. The main aim of this initiative is to develop the image and attractiveness of the Danube Rectors’ Conference.

According to the Agenda of the meeting, the Statute amendment was adopted by 16 votes for and 2 votes against. The amendment concerned the Art. III after the sentence “The institution wishing to join........” it goes : “ is required to have the national accreditation within its home country. Upon the request, a copy of the Accreditation Certificate is to be sent to the President of the DRC.

The Candidate institution needs to possess the recommendation of at least one full member of the DRC or National Rectors’ Conference of its home country.”

The following point of Agenda was the issue of new members.

Prof. J.Toth informed the participants that the University of Veterinary Sciences from Brno, Czech Republic and University of Klagenfurt, have withdrawn their membership.

He informed that this institutions applied for withdrawal in accordance with the Statute.

Three universities have applied for the membership. Because the University of Tuzla have not submitted the required application, its candidature was not included to the agenda.

The next candidate institution – the University of Constantine Philosopher in Nitra, Slovakia  represented by the Vice-Rector for international Relations Prof. Kmet, was accepted by a majority of votes as a new member after a short presentation of the general structure and main programmes, aims, and activities of this institution.

The next  institution that have sent its application for membership throught the International Office of the University of Maribor was the School of Economics from Bulgaria. According to the proposal of Prof. Maerz, the personal contact with the institution representative became a good practice, and the question of the membership was postponed until closer contacts with the representatives of Permanent Committee are established and the membership can be discussed in the next GE meeting. He suggested also to see the Rector of the University in the first presentation. This proposal was accepted by the members of the Presidency and a silent consent of present institution representatives. 

After short presentation of the private Romanian University of Science and Arts Gheorghe Cristea by the Rector Prof. Lidia Cristea this institution was accepted as a new member of DRC by a majority of votes (9-for, 2-against and 4 abstentions).

Prof. Maerz had a suggestion to pay a more attention in the future to the private institutions that in the last years became very numerous mostly in the Central European region.

The GA agreed with the initiative of Charles University  to host next General Assembly meeting in Prague in 2003.

After the elections of the Presidency composed by the new DRC President Prof. Ferdinand Devinsky, and two  Vice- Presidents Prof. J Toth and Prof. Ivan Wilhelm and the speech of  newly elected President, the meeting of the GA was closed.

PAGE  
2

