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Introduction 
• a major expansion in higher education systems In the 

last decade in CEE and the Balkans, accompanied by 
significant reforms in degree structures and quality 
assurance systems 

• The change has been supported by the Bologna 
process, but different countries joined at different 
times with different benefits  

• The economic crisis affected countries differently, with 
the radical cutbacks on HE spending being applied 
everywhere 

• Quality, academic standards and comparability of 
degrees are still challenging institutions across the 
region; hence, the impact of QA and accreditation  



Scope and purpose 

• A desk-research focused on CEE and Balkan 
countries’ QA and accreditation processes] 

• Countries’ selection based on two criteria: 
– Relevancy to ACEU membership profile; 
– Recognised European status 

• Seeks to identify the specific challenges for 
quality assurance in the region, consider the 
relevance of functioning accreditation model and 
propose ways for further development and 
enhancement 
 
 



Context 
• Higher education in permanent increase during the last 

decade (2002-2012) 
• Balkan countries recorded higher rates of students 

involvement in higher education than those of the EU 
• Particularly strong increase of average annual growth in 

Albania (14,2%), Montenegro (11,5%) and Kosovo (10,2%) 
• Rapid growth in the range of institutions and programmes 
• Universal introduction of fees in both public and private 

HEI’s 
• Rising economic and social inequalities 
• Declining quality  and value for money  
• Increased skills mismatch and over-qualification in the last 

decade (particularly in Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, 
Hungary and Slovenia) 

 
 



Some Context Data: 
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Context (2) 
• The HE attainment rates are below the 2020 

target of 40% for BG, HR, SK, HU, RO 
• Countries in the region (according to available 

data) are recording some of the largest 
mobility rates by ‘sending country’ – Romania, 
Croatia, Bulgaria 

• Most of these states also show high 
unemployment 
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Challenges for quality assurance in HE 
• How to address high unemployment rates in 

the region? How can higher education 
improve employability of graduates? 

• How can HEI’s confront skills’ mismatch? 
• How to improve attractiveness of HE studies 

for students and reverse the trend of student-
drain from the region? 

• How far the functioning QA and Accreditation 
process helps the HE systems to deal with 
these challenges? 
 
 



The Situation with QA & Accreditation: 
• All countries have established their QA 

systems through appropriate legislation and 
bodies 

• The majority of countries have adopted 
European standards for quality assurance in a 
comparatively short period of time 

• Some countries’ national accreditation bodies 
have become ENQA full members (50% of the 
sample) and qualified for the European 
Register of QA Agencies (EQAR)- 25% 
 



The Situation with QA & Accreditation: 
Country Founding Date: ENQA membership status Status with EQAR  

Albania 2003 Affiliate member (2010) Not registered 

Bulgaria 1996 Full member (2008); 
Full member under review 
(2014) 

Registered 2008-2013 
Suspended 2014 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 2007 Affiliate member (2010) Not registered 

Croatia 2005 Full member (2011) REGISTERED 
FYROM - Affiliate member (2011) Not registered 

Greece 2007 Affiliate member (2007) Not registered 

Hungary 1993 Full member (2002; 2008) 
Full member under review 
(2014) 

Not registered 

Kosovo 2008 Affiliate member (2011) 
Undergoing review for full 
membership (2014) 

Not registered 

Poland 2002 Full member (2009; 2014) REGISTERED 

Romania 2005 Full member (2009; 2014) REGISTERED 

Serbia 2006 Full member (2013) Not registered 
Slovakia   Affiliate member (2013)   



The impact of accreditation process 
• Development of a quality culture - All HEI’s have 

passed through a QA process, some more often than 
others  

• Internal QA systems are still regarded as paper 
exercise, rather than as opportunity for development 
and enhancement of academic standards and quality 

• Private HEIs encounter more problems in getting 
accredited than the public ones (private sector 
performs lower than the public in the case of BG) 

• A growing discontent with biased evaluation 
judgements 

• Deterioration of public confidence in accreditation 
• Promotion of ranking agencies by some governments 

 
 



Institutions in the accreditation 
process (BG case) 
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Current accreditation model: 
• Processes structured around European good 

practice in quality assurance; 
• Agencies accountable to periodic external 

reviews; 
• Assessment instruments are developed in 

dialogue with institutions 
• Pools of national experts are established, 

including some internationals 
• Evaluation reports and decisions are published 

(with some exceptions) 



Areas of concern: 
• Still tangible governments and ministries’ interference 

in the processes and the management of QA bodies; 
• Insufficient missions: more ‘accreditation’ than ‘quality 

assurance’  
• formalistic approaches to the evaluation process; 
• The quality loop often not closed with appropriate 

follow-up process; 
• Lack of staff development and capacity for analysis of 

institutional and programme quality 
• Insufficient capacity for system-wide analysis 
• Institutions’ self-evaluations are often disregarded by 

the panels; 
 



Areas of concern(2): 
• some panel recommendations detrimental to 

autonomy and accountability;  
• Evaluation reports are hard to understand by 

students and employers 
• Insignificant role for stakeholders in the 

accreditation process; 
• Panels largely based on ‘domestic’ rather than 

international experts (except for Kosovo); 
• The phenomenon of ‘permanent accreditation’ is 

widespread: Multiple QA procedures duplicate 
work and increase the institutional burden  
 



Areas of concern (3) 
• Scarcity of capacity building events, especially for 

students and employers 
• Lacking transparency of accreditation decisions 
• Lack of developed tools for evaluating 

programmes’ alignment with NQFs; 
• Direct transfer of international standards and 

instruments, without adaptation to the local 
culture and needs 

• Risk of underfunding and lack of alternative 
revenue sources 
 
 



Major challenges and next steps: 
• Emancipation of QA bodies from the ministries and/or 

institutions; 
• Revision of funding approaches and generation of 

alternative incomes; 
• Full account of QAA’s double mission: accountability 

AND improvement 
• Development of NQF, subject specific frameworks and 

tools for validation of HE qualifications and verification 
of levels and credits; 

• Attention to further development and enhancement 
measures: QA strategic planning, system-wide 
analyses, periodic reviews of QA methodologies 

• Development of analytical capacity for QA staff 
• Dissemination of good practice 



Thank you for your attention! 

pgeorgievauard@gmail.com 
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