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Support for Quality Assurance and Evaluation Undertakings

The following is the result of studying several documents related to the topic of Quality Assurance (QA) in the Republic of Macedonia in general, and the Ss. Cyril and Methodius University (UKIM) more specifically, for the purpose of acquainting myself with the relevant issues and questions that will be a central part of the project on "Support for Higher Education at the Ss. Cyril and Methodius University". The documents that were available to us include

· Guidelines for Quality of Higher Education in the Republic of Macedonia

· Guidelines for Quality Assurance of Higher Education Institutions and Academic Staff (excerpts)

· Prof. Dr. Violeta Cepujnoska: Quality Assurance and Management at the University "Ss. Cyril and Methodius". Current Situation. Skopje, March 2003 

· Ss. Cyril and Methodius University: Self-Evaluation Reports of various Faculties

It has to be said right from the outset that these are just some very preliminary (and at times perhaps misguided) observations and comments regarding the topic of QA in the Republic of Macedonia. They are in no way meant to be judgmental but are merely some questions (a) to clarify our own current understanding of the issues and (b) as a contribution to the workshop on May 29 and 30 in Skopje. As the project evolves, more materials and documents will become available, and more first-hand knowledge and experience will be exchanged, that will undoubtedly lead to a deeper understanding and appreciation of the subject matter. The workshop in Skopje is an initial step to start this discussion, and we very much look forward to learning more about QA in Macedonia.

__________________

I. Quality Cycle

With the introduction of the 2002 Law on Higher Education QA in Macedonia is organized in such a way that it constitutes a quality cycle consisting of the following distinct elements or stages: self-evaluation performed by the individual higher education institutions (HEIs); external evaluation conducted by the Evaluation Agency of the Republic of Macedonia; submission of the evaluation report(s) to the Accreditation Board of the Republic of Macedonia (as well as to the Ministry of Education and Science and other relevant government authorities); measures being taken for the improvement of the teaching and learning process as well as the research capacity of the HEIs. This cycle is followed through every five years.

The model of a cycle is a very adequate and useful one since it underlines that (a) QA is a 'rolling' process and not an isolated event; (b) its components follow an integrated pattern and  form a whole; (c) QA is not an exercise for its own sake but leads from analysis to action; (d) it is 'unending', i.e., self-perpatuating and self-renewing. 

Questions/issues: 

***
Dual purpose: It has often been said that QA must be self-motivated and based on the intrinsic values of a HEI in order to be sustainable and successful The quality cycle in Macedonia closely combines self-initiated procedures for quality assessment and enhancement (self-evaluation) and extrinsic requirements to operate the HEI (the (re)accreditation procedure. What are the potential disadvantages of this close combination? 

***
To be accredited is the conditio sine qua non for a HEI, and failure in the (re)accreditation procedure is an ultimate threat to an institution. Is there a danger that in the interest of fulfilling this condition the openness and rigor of the internal QA procedure might be weakened or flawed? If the final goal of the quality cycle is (re)accreditation, you may perhaps not be as self-critical as you could (and should) be because you want to 'look good' in order to achieve this goal.

***
Some related questions: In a small country like the Republic of Macedonia with a limited and circumscribed academic community (“everybody knows ebverybody”), what are the unavoidable limits to the idea (and the realities) of an “external evaluation” and how could these limits perhaps be overcome by involving more international peers? Should QA ultimately be taken and understood as an instrument for the distribution and allocation of financial, or should ‘quality’ be a goal in itself? What are the practical consequences of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ performance in QA exercises – and who decides about these consequences? How can QA results which analyzes the present state of affairs be utilized as a tool for strategic, i.e., future-oriented planning and policy-making at UKIM?

II. The Notion of 'Quality'

'Quality' is a relative and relational term – what can be called 'quality' is always contingent on context(s) and circumstances ("there is always room for improvement"). The materials available talk a lot about quality per se, but they hardly mention the specific conditions of HE in Macedonia. As a result, the way QA is presented in these documents, it all looks highly technical and abstract – an area for 'specialists' and not a concern for everybody within the academic community. There are good reasons why guidelines have to be technical and prescriptive. But unless the promotion of quality is more 'contextualized' and directly related to the daily worries and concerns of each professor and student, there is a danger that it is being seen as a purely formal, even bureaucratic exercise. One way of counterbalancing this tendency is by involving all stakeholders (internal and external) in the QA process.

Questions/issues:

***
What can be done to raise an awareness of a 'quality culture' at UKIM and an institution-wide reflection about the importance of quality in higher education? How can a UKIM-specific notion of quality be developed and promoted? In what way could the various stakeholders become involved in the self-evaluation and in the QA cycle as a whole? Provided that it is the goal of the university to serve its different ‘clients’, what are the relevant indicators showing that UKIM is moving into a more ‘client-oriented’ direction?

III. Action-Oriented Approach?

QA is a twofold operation consisting of evaluation/assessment on the one hand (analysis) and planning/change processes (action) on the other hand. The documents spend a lot of time on explaining the evaluative and analytical part of QA which is good. However, they are not equally clear and definite about how to 'translate' analysis into action. The more skeptical colleagues at universities in Macedonia might conclude that QA is mainly about 'control' (and not change for the better). In an environment that has learnt to protect itself against control from above (state authorities or other agencies), this could result in a defensive attitude or in camouflage. 

Questions/issues:

***
What can be done to strengthen the perception of QA as a forward-looking, action-oriented approach towards improving the conditions at HEIs? How can it become a more effective tool to stimulate the creative potential and to provide a common direction for those who are looking for change and advancement? In other words: How can the emphasis of QA be shifted from analysis to action? How can the results of the evaluation be used more readily to initiate projects that address existing shortcomings? How can a system be introduced that rewards strategic change (financially or by reallocating existing resources – additional staff, classrooms, technological infrastructure etc)?

IV. From Quantity to Quality

A systematic collection of institutional data is absolutely crucial to any QA exercise. Excellent data are needed to obtain a sound and impartial view of where the HEI is at the present. The Guidelines place a strong emphasis on ways and means to gather these data, and they provide very helpful instructions and an entire methodology how to implement an institutional survey based on empirical data. The real challenge, however (as always with empirical research), is to bridge the gap between quantitative/factual knowledge and insights and qualitative/'normative' statements and value judgments. 

Questions/issues:

***
Who has the authority or power to form these statements and judgments? As the goal of the self-evaluation and other stages of the quality cycle, the Guidelines often refer to phrases and expressions such as "to form an opinion of…" or "to suggest recommendations for…". This is a necessary and in fact essential part of the QA exercise. But the simple questions remains: Who has the mandate to do this and based on which qualifications and/or influence within the internal (institutional) or external (governmental) policy and power structure? The Guidelines are sometimes not very clear in this regard.

V. Transparency and Legitimacy

Transparency at all levels is an essential requirement for the QA operation since it is key to the credibility of the process and the results of this operation. The most promising way to achieve transparency is by the broadest possible involvement of those affected by the operation which potentially is the entire university community -- academic staff, students and administration, (not to mention external stakeholders like government, parliament, relevant agencies as well as business employers, social partners, business companies, local communities etc). It is entirely legitimate that universities develop their own criteria and measures for what they call "quality". But at times when financial resources are increasingly scarce (and competition for money is increasing) it is also becoming more and more important to develop a shared perception of what is good and bad quality. It cannot be expected that everyone at the university is keenly interested in the QA operation  -- academics are notoriously individualistic and often don't have much trust in judgment 'from outsiders'. However, only transparency can create legitimacy for the QA process, and thus there is a permanent demand on those responsible for this operation to communicate and actively involve the entire university community. Some say that the ultimate purpose of the QA operation is to strengthen and focus the communication channels within the university as a whole as well as to the 'outside world'.

Questions/issues:

***
What is the general perception of QA at UKIM within the university community? Is it being seen as 'yet another exercise in filling out forms and creating unnecessary paperwork'? Or are there positive signs that the community shares the view expressed in one of the Guidelines that "(T)he self-evaluation aim is to increase the ability and the mobility of the higher education institution for continuous quality and efficiency improvement"? Is there a need to reinforce transparency, and thus legitimacy, of the QA process at UKIM and in Macedonia more generally? What are the challenges and potential limitations for doing so? 

VI. QA in the Context of Institutional Strategy/Policy

As the various Guidelines and Manuals show, the 'mechanics' for QA in Macedonia are well in place which is commendable and very encouraging. But at least from an outsider's perspective there seems to be a missing link that connects QA to the larger questions of institutional strategy and policy-making. This link, however, is of vital importance if QA is to be used, and appreciated, as a means to an end and a true 'cycle of innovation' and institutional progress. Put in other words: Without this link, QA can easily be misunderstood as an instrument of control and sanctions. The link is not a matter of just verbal support for QA by the top university leadership or the ministry; it must consist of an array of concrete projects that are conceived and shaped on the basis of the self-evaluations and assessments of the HEIs and that address an institution-wide strategy and policy of innovation and reform.  

Questions/issues:

***
How can a continuum between evaluation/assessment and strategic planning/change initiatives be established and are there examples or attempts that point in this direction? What are possible obstacles (financial, institutional etc) or opportunities to create a stronger link between QA and strategic planning? What is the (legal, governance, budgetary) relationship between "higher education institutions" (Faculties? departments?) and the "domain university"? Are there discussions in Macedonia to change the legal framework of higher education in order to promote a more 'integrated university', for example?  
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