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Overview
The Conference will be held over three half-days, in Strasbourg, at the Palais des Congrès, with the following programme:

· half-day setting the background,

· half-day with two topics examined in parallel,

· half-day with summing up and conclusion.

A meeting with the purpose of specifying expected outcomes will be held on the 8th , the day before the conference starts.

The steering committee prepared this conference in six meetings, held from October 2007 to June 2008.

Representatives from EU countries and countries involved in the Bologna process will be invited to attend.

300 participants will be attending, 1/3 of whom will have been formally invited and French participants limited to 100. 

1- Proposed topics and reasons why 

Guaranteeing quality of higher education in Europe has been developing on pragmatic lines based on the experience of stakeholders: higher education insitutions, agencies, employers, students. These guarantees have been built on the successes and limits of initiatives implemented in the different national quality systems. The concepts of these guarantees have been fine-tuned by the consensus sought by the parties commissioned by the ministries in charge of higher education.

Hence, the 2003 Berlin Communiqué forged a strong link between the autonomy of institutions and their duty for public accountability on the way they ensure the quality of their activities. This same communiqué invited countries to procure quality frameworks that incorporate a level of external assessment and accreditation of programmes and institutions. In 2005, in Bergen, ministers then adopted a framework for the development of the guarantee of quality in higher education. It is set out in the ‘European Standards And Guidelines (ESG)’ and specifies the respective responsibilities of internal quality-guarantee programmes of institutions and of those entrusted with implementing external assessors. Lastly, in 2007, in London, it was decided to establish the European register of assessment and accreditation agencies, with a view to organising a European higher education area (EHEA) by ensuring the quality of institutions provided by external assessors. This has consolidated trust and confidence within this European area, facilitating mobility and protecting Europe from potential derailments of an uncontrolled accreditation market.

Today, it would seem useful, in the light of various national experiences, to examine the respective purposes of internal, quality-guarantee programmes implemented by institutions and the external programmes implemented by agencies, as well as the nature of the link to be established between assessment of higher education and assessment of research for institutions seeking to define themselves uppermost by this double, linked activity.

2- Chosen topics

Topic 1: Assessing the link between the institutional policies and the quality of programmes within higher education institutions .


The need to re-examine the required couple of internal/external assessment arose from the observation that the assessment or accreditation, training programme by training programme, by a body external to the institution creates difficulties, both as regards effective implementation and adherence to the approach validated in Berlin, Bergen and London. The usefulness of external assessment of programmes by an assessment or accreditation agency is taken as read, but the benefits it provides and its ability to promote the development or effective management of quality must be examined.


In any case, a too broken-up approach of institutions does not facilitate their re-examination, as such, and makes it difficult to assess the coherence of its actions. Such an approach, no doubt, does not sufficiently contribute to the development of the institutional responsibility. The organisation of programme assessment procedures by an agency external to the institution could remove an essential responsibility of the institution.


It is not a denial of the interest of such a fine approach of programmes provided by assessment or accreditation agencies (it can be required in a certain number of cases: such as the implementation of new courses or branch, attribution of specific accreditation, programmes of excellence…), rather an examination of the way to combine economic efficiency, providing the guarantee of the quality of courses and development of the responsibility of higher education institutions.


How, in this perspective, to support the development of the exercise of the responsibility of institutions in terms of the quality of courses and communication with their partners and students, without losing from view the need for external examination to ensure the credibility of internal quality processes? How to promote putting in place internal procedures for the assessment of programmes that meet the needs of sincere and accurate information as regards their quality? What are the characteristics that these systems must adhere to? Under which conditions can an external approach centred on the assessment of the quality of internal workings provide a solution to meet the needs of deciders, whether they be politicians, financers, employers or students?


In short, how to ensure the combination between internal and external guarantee-of-quality programmes complies with the policies of the institution, while at the same time offering unquestionable guarantees as regards achieved results.

Topic 2: Establishing the links between the assessment of courses and research assessment.


The education/research relation is often seen as a characteristic if not a fundamental element of higher education. The deep-cutting changes of the last 25 years, and notably the mass expansion of education and research systems affecting the links between bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees on the one hand, and on the other hand, the gradual taking into account of employability concerns, have, however, in fact, led to not placing the focus of preoccupations on the education/research link. In this respect, the European standards adopted in 2005 are symptomatic of a focus rightfully placed on the education and the graduates’ futures, but which also avoid the direct examination of the education/research relation. Today, is it not necessary to reintroduce into the debate on the quality of higher education an examination of the contribution of research to the quality of education and all the more concerning institutions on the way with which the latter manage to, according to their own objectives and specificities, join or incorporate these two missions?


This examination would seem all the more necessary in the light of the challenges of the knowledge society and the need to bolster the capacity of European countries from the European higher education area to adapt and innovate their higher education to these requirements. Here, it is therefore a question of providing an opportunity to examine the conditions and criteria of the assessment of the education/research link. How to join different types of assessment that most of the time operate in distinct and non-coordinated ways? How to take into account, in a relevant way, specific contexts and the diversity of objectives of democratised higher education? How to examine this issue from the point of view of the ambitions of diversified institutions ? Especially, how to incorporate the assessment of this link in a perspective of the overall assessment of a higher education institution?

3- Expected outcomes 
A series of recommendations, both for the meeting of the EU Council of Ministers, in November 2008, and for the ministerial conference in Louvain/Leuwen, in April 2009, will come out of this work. The guest speaker, Mr Michael DAXNER, will clarify them in order to have them validated, at the Conference, with a view to presenting them, when the Council of Ministers next meets in November.

The conference makes all representatives aware of the necessity of ensuring quality, in order to:

· put in place the conditions to facilitate student and teacher mobility,

· have elements of mutual recognition for the understanding of curricula and qualifications,

· avoid fake qualifications (or so-called ‘degree-mills’), which would invalidate what precedes…
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