
The paper starts by identifying the increasingly
diverse range of users, providers and other
stakeholders in higher education, which has led
to concern for quality for the protection of the
users. We then discuss the evolution of the con-
cept of quality and define it in its various forms.
We focus on fitness of purpose, fitness for pur-
pose and standard-based quality, and justify
concern for quality assurance. We discuss three
quality assurance mechanisms: quality audit,
quality assessment and accreditation. We then
identify the purposes of accreditation: quality
control, accountability, transparency, academic
mobility and quality enhancement. Different
types of accreditation for institutions and pro-
grammes are then identified and described, with
seven broad categories and four sub-categories
of coverage. Examples of good practices are
provided in each category. The paper then
describes the accreditation process, including
general and specific criteria, means of verifying
that institutions meet the criteria using quanti-
tative and qualitative data, the decision-making
process, the outcome report and follow-up
actions. The management and affiliation of
accreditation systems is then discussed, includ-
ing the role of the state and accountability meas-
ures. Finally, we identify eleven issues at stake.
The paper ends with some general strategies for
effective accreditation at the national, agency
and institutional levels. 

INTRODUCTION: THE CONTEXT

The twenty-first century has begun with an
explosion in the number of higher education
students. According to UNESCO, enrolment
has increased approximately from 72 million
in 1999 to 133 million in 2004. Excluding
North America and Western Europe, enrolment
in the rest of the world more than doubled in
these five years, with an increase from 41.1
million to 99.1 million. China alone increased
its share from 6.4 million in 1999 to 19.4 mil-
lion in 2004,1 giving it the largest higher edu-
cation enrolment in the world at more than 23
million in 2005. This massive expansion is tak-
ing place for at least two reasons: an increase in

social demand for higher education and an
increase in the economic need for more highly
educated human resources. We discuss these
reasons below.

SOCIAL DEMAND FOR HIGHER EDUCATION: A
MORE DIVERSIFIED CLIENTELE
The increase in social demand for higher edu-
cation is a result of at least five factors:

1. Every country and consequently every cit-
izen wants to become a member of the
emerging knowledge society.

2. Higher education helps people get better
jobs. 

3. The democratization of societies and the
availability of open distance learning, e-
learning, part-time education and special
needs education are attracting more stu-
dents who would not otherwise be there. 

4. In most industrialized countries, an increas-
ing number of senior citizens are looking
for higher education for its own sake
(higher education for culture).

5. The ‘Education for All’programme adopted
by the UNESCO member states is also
increasing social demand for higher educa-
tion through expansion at lower levels. 

The structure of the social demand for
higher education has also changed among the
student population, which requires different
types of higher education institutions. The stu-
dent population now consists of the following
six categories:

1. Conventional successful completers of sec-
ondary education from the relevant age
group.

2. Mature learners, who are often enrolled
part-time in programmes related to an occu-
pation or for pleasure (working people,
housewives, retired citizens and so on).

3. Students who have already obtained a
higher education qualification and are look-
ing for highly specialized professional
opportunities at an advanced level.

4. Students who wish to diversify their occu-
pational activity (in areas such as computer
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science and management) in order to move into pro-
fessional sectors. These students seek fairly general
courses in such disciplines.

5. Students who would like to make themselves avail-
able for the global labour market and pursue educa-
tion abroad (the number of such students is expected
to quadruple by 2025).

6. Students who would like to alternate between educa-
tion and work. 

INCREASE IN THE ECONOMIC NEED FOR SKILLS
REQUIRING HIGHER EDUCATION: THE NEED FOR A
DIVERSIFIED HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM
Traditionally, for sustainable development, the economy
needed higher education to provide:

1. Exploratory skills to explore natural and physical
resources.

2. Exploitation skills to convert these resources into con-
sumable goods and services.

3. Management skills to manage the exploration, pro-
duction and distribution of goods and services. 

4. Negotiation skills to establish fair work rules, a reward
system and internal and external terms of trade.

5. Conservation skills to sustain development for future
generations.

6. Moral and ethical skills.

The recent phenomenon of globalization has increased
the importance of negotiation skills, while the dominance
of the market-friendly consumerist society has increased
the importance of conservation skills to protect the envi-
ronment from future pollution, global warming and
resource scarcity. The importance of moral and ethical
skills to protect society from corruption has increased. The
phenomenon of globalization has changed the structure of
economic demand for higher education, as follows.

Information and innovation are two of the main bases
of globalization. A new world information economy has
emerged from the combination of developments in infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT) and organi-
zational changes at the global level, leading to a new
international division of labour. This division is based less
on the location of natural resources or cheap and abun-
dant labour and more on the creation of new knowledge
through ICT and its application to a wide range of human
activities in ever-broadening space and time. As
economies are integrated into the new information econ-
omy, industrialization increasingly depends on the devel-
opment of more sophisticated ICT. The labour now
required is highly skilled and highly educated in technol-
ogy. The nature of jobs has also shifted towards more

high-technology assembly jobs in some areas and more
customized jobs in others. As innovation becomes crucial
to sustainable development, R&D personnel become cru-
cial to economic development. Economic units today
need to become learning organizations that continuously
update their skill needs by calling for different types of
higher education.

The following section discusses how higher education
systems have responded to the new structures of social
and economic demand for higher education. 

THE DIVERSIFICATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION
PROVIDERS AND THE RATIONALE FOR QUALITY
ASSURANCE

While traditional institutions are still playing a dominant
role in providing higher education to meet the aforemen-
tioned needs, they are also changing their roles as follows: 
� They are becoming partners in regional and interna-

tional consortia. 
� They have engaged in different forms of transnational

education. 
� They have joined virtual university initiatives.
� They are building partnerships with industries.

New types of institutions, with an increased private
sector role, have also emerged:
� Privatization of non-instructional activities and

enrolment of self-financed ‘private’ students at pub-
lic institutions.

� Establishment of private institutions with government
support.

� Establishment of public institutions with private
support. 

� Self-financed private institutions of various types.
Moreover, institutions of higher education have found

themselves obliged to build strategic alliances with each
other and with related agencies in order to face challenges
posed by emerging for-profit commercial higher educa-
tion providers, which has given rise to the following types
of institutions:2

� Corporate universities (both public and private).
� Media and publishing businesses that have estab-

lished partnerships with traditional institutions of
higher education.

� Educational services and brokers that bring together
a group of partners to deliver new kinds of pro-
grammes to new types of students. 

In addition, higher education companies – for-profit
higher education providers – have become increasingly
active around the world.

In short, a complex variety of higher education is
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being delivered at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Some is driven by consumer demand, but some is
driven by the newly emerging supply of producers. Some
are commercial entities with little social commitment.
What about their quality? How do students know that
what they are getting is worth the time and money they
have invested? How can governments check whether the
money they provide is being used for a valuable purpose
and whether these institutions are working for the public
interest? How do employers in business and industry
know that what they see on certificates is what they get
in terms of qualification? How can institutions of higher
education be sure that their self-presentation can be taken
at face value? How do they know whether they are keep-
ing their edge in terms of quality in the increasingly com-
petitive world of higher education? 

This becomes more important when a large number of
these institutions work online or are located offshore and
are vulnerable to corruption. To meet its social commit-
ment, the higher education sector must protect the inter-
est of its consumers (that is, students, employers in
government and industry, society at large and also the
institutions themselves). This phenomenon has generated
growing concern worldwide regarding the quality of
higher education inputs, processes and outcomes. New
quality assurance systems are now emerging. The next
section clarifies what we mean by quality.

THE DEFINITION OF QUALITY: FITNESS OF
PURPOSE, FITNESS FOR PURPOSE AND
STANDARD-BASED QUALITY 

As mentioned above, the stakeholders in higher educa-
tion are many and varied. Accordingly, the concept of
quality also varies.3 We have identified ten definitions of
quality: providing excellence, being exceptional, provid-
ing value for money, conforming to specifications, get-
ting things right the first time, meeting customers’needs,
having zero defects, providing added value, exhibiting fit-
ness of purpose, and exhibiting fitness for purpose.4 The
concept of quality has also evolved over time.5 Accord-
ing to Gola,6 the definition of quality, as applied to higher
education by the International Organization for Standard-
ization (ISO), could be ‘specifying worthwhile learning
goals and enabling students to achieve them’. 

Specifying worthwhile learning goals would involve
articulating academic standards to meet: (i) society’s
expectations; (ii) students’ aspirations; (iii) the demands
of the government, business and industry; and (iv) the
requirements of professional institutions.

Enabling students to achieve these goals would

require good course design, an effective teaching/learn-
ing strategy, competent teachers and an environment that
enables learning.

The quality of higher education is determined by the
relevance (fitness of purpose) of its mission and objec-
tives for the stakeholder(s) and the extent to which the
institution/programme/course fulfils the mission and
objectives (fitness for purpose). The quality of an institu-
tion/programme/course is also judged by the extent to
which it satisfies the minimum standard set for inputs,
processes and outcomes, which is called the standard-
based approach to quality. 

As indicated above, the objectives of the stakeholders
vary, so quality has many interpretations with political
implications, as described in a separate paper.7 As a basic
requirement, the articulation of standards must find a
common denominator if it is to consider all stakeholders
and leave ample room for institutions to fulfil their spe-
cific objectives and priorities. In addition to ensuring the
minimum quality standard, the standard-based approach
may also indicate standards of good practice that express
desirable situations towards which institutions should
strive, thus making it a vehicle for quality improvement.8

This takes us to quality assurance mechanisms, which are
discussed below.

QUALITY ASSURANCE MECHANISMS: QUALITY
AUDIT, QUALITY ASSESSMENT AND
ACCREDITATION

There are two types of quality assurance: internal and
external. Internal quality assurance ensures that an institu-
tion or programme has policies and mechanisms in place
to make sure that it is meeting its own objectives and stan-
dards. External quality assurance is performed by an
organization external to the institution. The organization
assesses the operation of the institution or its programmes
in order to determine whether it meets the agreed-upon or
predetermined standards, as mentioned above.

Quality assurance involves a variety of practices,
among which three mechanisms can be distinguished.
Quality assurance agencies often use more than one
mechanism and apply them to different units of analysis
(institutions, programmes and courses). The mechanisms
are discussed below. 

QUALITY AUDIT
Quality audits examine whether an institution or one of
its sub-units has a system of quality assurance procedures
and determines its adequacy. Audits are performed by
individuals not involved in the subjects being examined.
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Quality audits are the first step in the quality assurance
procedure.9 Norway, Australia, New Zealand and South
Africa use this approach.10

QUALITY ASSESSMENT
Quality assessment involves evaluating (reviewing,
measuring and judging) the quality of higher education
processes, practices, programmes and services using
appropriate techniques, mechanisms and activities. The
process of quality assessment takes into account the con-
text (international, national, regional and institutional),
the methods used (self-assessment, external peer review,
reporting), the levels being assessed (system, institution,
programme), the areas of assessment (academic, mana-
gerial, output and outcome) and the stakeholders’ objec-
tives and priorities. 

Quality assessment leads to quality assurance, or lack
thereof, for the stakeholders. Indeed, this process estab-
lishes confidence among stakeholders (although accred-
itation does this to a greater degree, because it provides a
quality label, which quality assessment does not do).11

France provides an example of this approach.

ACCREDITATION FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE: DEFINITION
AND JUSTIFICATION
Accreditation is the most widely used method of external
quality assurance. The historical and societal roots of
accreditation are discussed in another paper of this vol-
ume.12 It is the outcome of a process by which a govern-
mental, parastatal or private body (accreditation agency)
evaluates the quality of a higher education institution as
a whole, or a specific higher education programme/
course, in order to formally recognize it as having met
certain predetermined criteria or standards and award a
quality label.

Accreditation ensures a specific level of quality
according to the institution’s mission, the objectives of
the programme(s) and the expectations of different stake-
holders, including students and employers.13 The process
usually results in the award of a recognition status
(yes/no, a score on a multipoint scale, a combination of
letter grade and score, an operating licence, or conditional
deferred recognition) for a limited period. 

The following factors have made the adoption of
accreditation desirable for quality assurance today:

1. As higher education providers become increasingly
diversified, the demand for certified education
increases. Increasingly, students and their families,
but also the labour market, seek to differentiate
between higher education providers. A quality label
can make this easier. 

2. Threats to quality may come from different sources,
including fraudulent providers. A degree awarded by
an institution must come with a guarantee. Accredita-
tion is one way of providing that guarantee.14

3. The growing number of higher education providers
and suppliers of fraudulent documents also boosts the
demand for an organization that can accredit institu-
tions in order to maintain the required standards that
qualify graduates for admission to higher or more
specialized institutions or for professional practice in
the employment market. 

4. Institutions of higher education are confronted with
an ever more competitive world. They have an inter-
est in attracting the best students and transforming
their qualifications into a convertible currency
(including through credit transfer mechanisms, in
order to enhance student mobility). They also have
the potential to become learning organizations with
ever-improving quality.

PURPOSES OF ACCREDITATION 

Accreditation will ensure: (i) quality control (minimum
standards) in higher education; (ii) accountability and
transparency; (iii) quality enhancement; and (iv) the facil-
itation of student mobility. We discuss these issues below.

Quality control assures that higher education is in line
with minimum quality requirements in terms of inputs,
processes and outcomes. The massive expansion of
higher education and the diversification of providers has
raised questions regarding quality. These minimum
requirements urgently need to be checked in order to pro-
tect the interest of stakeholders and safeguard national
development objectives. 

Accreditation is commissioned by a suitable and rec-
ognized agency and encouraged by stakeholders to ensure
‘value for the money’, that is, accountability through evi-
dence of results. The accreditation process provides trans-
parency in the functioning of the higher education system.

The identification of weaknesses through the accredi-
tation process allows the system to adopt corrective meas-
ures and improve quality. The competitive spirit resulting
from accreditation also helps enhance quality.

Finally, in the globalized economy, accreditation is
important for the mutual recognition of credentials, which
allows institutional, regional, national and international
mobility among students, depending upon the scope of
the accreditation.

However, as the interpretation of quality varies based
on context, the purposes of accreditation for quality assur-
ance are also varied. The next section explores the differ-
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ent types of accreditation as they exist today, in order to
facilitate the exploration of new types suitable for the
changing contexts. 

TYPES OF ACCREDITATION

We have identified seven major types of accreditation.
One of them, accreditation by geographical coverage, has
been subdivided into four categories. This issue is dis-
cussed below. 

VOLUNTARY VERSUS COMPULSORY ACCREDITATION
One of the most important distinctions in accreditation is
whether it is compulsory or voluntary. A compulsory
accreditation system requires all institutions or pro-
grammes to periodically undergo accreditation. Such sys-
tems are generally concerned with verifying minimum
standards, as in Hungary, Austria, the Netherlands and
elsewhere.15 They are often established for licensing pur-
poses or for types of programmes where the stakeholders
(especially the government) have a special interest in
quality assurance. Teacher training and programmes that
prepare students for professions that are vital to national
development and security – such as medicine, law,
accounting and some types of engineering – usually
require compulsory accreditation in certain countries,
such as Argentina and Colombia, as discussed below.

However, most accreditation systems are voluntary.
Institutions apply for accreditation for the reasons men-
tioned above. India, the United States, Nigeria and Colom-
bia are examples of countries with voluntary systems. In
Finland, accreditation is compulsory for new polytechnics
and voluntary for non-degree professional courses.16

FITNESS-FOR-PURPOSE VERSUS STANDARD-BASED
APPROACH 
The fitness-for-purpose approach checks whether the
higher education institution or programme is achieving
its stated purpose (mission) and verifies whether the pur-
pose itself is acceptable (fitness of purpose). As men-
tioned above, institutions and programmes cannot all be
judged against the same standards since they serve spe-
cific clienteles and groups in a diversified system of
higher education. For instance, a traditional university
located in a major urban environment that heavily empha-
sizes excellence in research may not necessarily be
judged against the same set of standards as a teaching-
only institution that aims to train non-traditional student
groups. The fitness-for-purpose approach is considered
more appropriate for quality improvement, as evidenced
in Norway, the United States and elsewhere.

However, some argue that in accreditation systems all
higher education institutions must meet certain standards
(minimum norms) and be held accountable. This takes us
to the standard-based approach.

In the standard-based approach, very detailed stan-
dards are set for the various aspects of quality of an insti-
tution or programme. All institutions or programmes are
expected to meet these standards. The evidence gathered
is assessed in terms of overall patterns rather than each
specific standard. This means that an institution/pro-
gramme could be deficient in one area but have offset-
ting strengths in other areas and qualify for accreditation.
The standard-based approach ensures that minimum
standards are being met, which guarantees conformance
with standards and accountability. In the standard-based
approach, accreditation systems also ensure high-level
or good-practice standards, especially in situations where
institutions or programmes have relatively equal levels
of quality and/or institutions enjoy a high degree of
autonomy. Accreditation for high quality is based on a
number of selected factors related to the input, process
and output/outcome of institutions and programmes. In
Colombia, which has such a system of higher quality,
each factor is divided into a number of characteristics.
Each characteristic includes indicators that measure the
degree of compliance with respect to a benchmark. India
has a system of this type. Characteristics may be
assigned weights, which may vary depending on the type
of institution being accredited (for instance, university
or non-university).17, 18

ACCREDITATION BY GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE
Quality assurance and accreditation cannot be discussed
without taking into account the national context of the
higher education system. In the rationale for accredita-
tion, we indicated that accreditation must be contextual-
ized. The next sections discuss accreditation systems at
different levels of geographical coverage: sub-national,
national, regional and international.

ACCREDITATION AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL 

In a country like the United States, which has a varied
system of higher education, accreditation has a secular
tradition and is an extensive enterprise. As of April 2005,
the country had eight sub-national ‘accrediting commis-
sions’, each covering a specific cluster of US states.19

Although their objectives, procedures and criteria vary
in some details, their core objectives are the same: (i) to
provide accountability and evidence of student learning
outcomes; (ii) to inform the public about the accredited
status and quality of institutions and programmes; (iii) to
assure the quality of distance learning; and (iv) to facili-
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tate the mobility of staff and students between different
parts of the country.20

Most sub-national accreditation systems evaluate
entire institutions and have detailed standards that include
both general responsibilities that all institutions must
meet and criteria by which to judge whether predeter-
mined standards are being met. These agencies try to
maintain a single set of standards and rules while also
acknowledging important differences in institutional type
and mission. Some sub-national accreditation agencies in
the United States have created separate sub-units (com-
missions) for different types of institutions, which apply
their own standards and monitoring policies. 

Under this approach, the accrediting agency examines
whether an institution has a clear and coherently stated
mission, whether it is accomplishing that mission and
whether it has the necessary resources to do so. Sub-
national accreditation systems have some flexibility in
observing strengths and weaknesses and can apply dis-
cretionary judgment in weighing the evidence so that a
balanced judgment can be reached. 

ACCREDITATION AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL

In most contexts, national accreditation agencies operate
throughout a country and review entire institutions.21, 22

Based on contextual considerations, when national agen-
cies accredit institutions, they may adjust the assessment
process, the focus of the assessment, the link of the
assessment outcome to decision-making, the policy
related to its role in assessment decisions, the unit of
assessment, the assessment outcome, the policy on the
disclosure of the assessment outcome, and the period of
validity. These factors all have underlying rationales that
are combinations of the national context and the objec-
tives for which the accreditation mechanism was estab-
lished.23 These agencies may be voluntary and private, as
in Germany, Japan, the Philippines and the United States.

In the United States, 19 institutional and 62 program-
matic organizations are currently recognized by the pri-
vate Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA)
and/or the US Department of Education (USDE). The
USDE-recognized organizations function as ‘gatekeep-
ers’ to federal funds. There are also seven ‘private career’
accrediting commissions, which mainly review ‘for-
profit’ institutions, and four ‘faith-based’accrediting com-
missions, which review religiously affiliated institutions.
In addition to the eight sub-national commissions, the
CHEArecognizes four faith-based, two private career and
46 programmatic accreditation agencies.24 

In the Philippines, there are four different accreditation
agencies for four different types of institutions. Each has
its own accreditation criteria, processes and instruments,

and its own accreditors. However, the scope of the review,
based on the areas covered by the standards, is almost
identical for all of them.25 They do not derive their author-
ity from the state, but the government does rely on accred-
itation to establish eligibility for various forms of funding. 

Agencies may be state-controlled, as in most of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. In Hungary, the accreditation
bodies give their expert opinion and the government
decides whether to award accreditation. In many coun-
tries, such as Argentina, Finland and India, the govern-
ment has established autonomous or semi-autonomous
agencies that are charged by law to accredit programmes
and institutions.26 Due to the complexity of higher educa-
tion systems and policies, national accreditation agencies
lack uniformity, although there is a trend towards conver-
gence, as discussed below.

ACCREDITATION AT THE REGIONAL LEVEL 

Quality assurance in general, and accreditation in partic-
ular, has become a global phenomenon and an intense
area of international cooperation. In particular, networks
of quality assurance agencies have been established in
several regions of the world. 

French-speaking Africa has a long-standing mecha-
nism for regional cooperation and validation of academic
decisions. Regional validation of accreditation is prac-
tised in the countries of the African and Malagasy Coun-
cil for Higher Education (CAMES), which consists of 17
French-speaking African countries as of 2006. Selected
programmes are accredited to facilitate inter-country
mobility of students and academic staff.27

In Europe, accreditation for quality assurance is tightly
linked to the Bologna Process. To promote transparency,
compatibility and comparability among the diverse
higher education systems in Europe, the ministers of edu-
cation of 29 countries signed the Bologna Declaration in
June 1999. This document called for the establishment of
a European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), which would
facilitate mobility and quality assurance, thereby making
the recognition of credentials simpler. The declaration
encouraged a delicate balance between national auton-
omy in quality assurance and an integrated European
approach. The result was the establishment of ‘Standards
and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area’ (which now includes 40 states),
published by the European Association for Quality Assur-
ance in Higher Education (ENQA). In light of the diver-
sity of the systems, the monolithic approach was
abandoned. The report provides general principles rather
than specific requirements for accreditation. The general
standards were expected to find general resonance at the
national level in most signatory states. The standards and
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guidelines focus on what should be done rather than how
it should be done. They were set for internal and external
quality assurance as well as for external quality assurance
agencies specifically responsible for accreditation. 

In December 2005, it was decided that a European reg-
ister of ENQA-approved quality assurance agencies
would be created in order to comply with the requirements
of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance.28

ACCREDITATION AT THE INTERNATIONAL LEVEL

Several developments in higher education have made an
international approach to accreditation desirable. These
developments include the increasing mobility of students
and staff, the joint development of programmes from dif-
ferent countries, the need for international recognition of
degrees, the rapid expansion of export and cross-border
higher education with branch campuses, offshore institu-
tions and franchising arrangements, multinational busi-
nesses active in higher education, and the development
of distance education, virtual universities and e-learning
across national, regional and continental boundaries. 

The International Organization for Standardization
(ISO), with headquarters in Geneva, is a worldwide fed-
eration of national standards bodies responsible for cre-
ating standards for each country. ISO initially started
accrediting enterprises but now covers educational insti-
tutions as well. The ISO 9000 standard was created to
ensure that the higher education provided by a country is
globally recognized and accepted. ISO claims that the
benefits of implementing the ISO 9000 are as follows: 
� It enhances the institution’s image with an interna-

tionally accepted standard. 
� It demonstrates that the institution has a documented

quality management system. 
� It provides the foundation for a total quality manage-

ment programme and reduces stakeholder complaints. 
� It increases quality awareness, motivation and coop-

eration. 
� It focuses training and professional development. 
� It improves international communication.
� It ensures that the institution/programme is recog-

nized globally; it satisfies clientele and society and
provides graduates with employment opportunities;
it sets a baseline for continuous improvement; it
improves productivity and efficiency. 

� It reduces time-consuming audits by regulators.
� It prepares the institution for future market require-

ments.29

ISO 9000 is commonly used for the international
accreditation of specific programmes. This process is
being successfully implemented at an institution of higher
education in the Philippines.30 The latest version, ISO

14000, is being implemented at a private institution in
India (see Quality assurance and accreditation in the
Manipal Academy of Higher Education, this volume).

International accreditation is also offered by national
accreditation agencies, for instance the CHEAin the United
States. According to the latest available database, 31 coun-
tries/territories outside of the United States have accred-
ited their higher education institutions through the CHEA.
These countries include Australia, Canada, Germany, New
Zealand, Singapore and the United Kingdom.31

Other bodies offer worldwide accreditation services in
the areas of business studies and engineering. The Euro-
pean Foundation for Management Development, located
in Brussels, operates globally under its European Quality
Improvement System (EQUIS) scheme, which has cov-
ered 90 management institutions in 28 countries as of Feb-
ruary 2006.32 ABET Inc., established in 1932 and located
in Maryland, USA, offers accreditation services interna-
tionally in the areas of engineering and technology.33

The International Network for Quality Assurance
Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE), with its
present secretariat in Ireland, was set up to collect and dis-
seminate information on the current and developing the-
ory and practice of accreditation for quality assurance in
higher education at the international level.34

ACCREDITATION BY CONTROL OF HIGHER EDUCATION
Should accreditation be applied equally to the public and
private sectors? Public institutions are mostly financed and
controlled by the state. In some countries, accreditation
systems have only been set up for the private sector. Oman
provides such an example. However, other countries are
now questioning whether public institutions should also
be accountable. The call for ‘value for the money’ raises
the issue of appropriate mechanisms for accreditation. In
addition to its eight sub-national accrediting commissions,
the United States also has seven private career accrediting
commissions and four faith-based commissions, which
review religiously affiliated institutions. 

Many countries are becoming aware that both private
and public institutions should contribute to meeting
national development objectives, and accreditation is per-
ceived as equally important for both. With the introduc-
tion of the General Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS), the requirements for both public and private
providers need to be similar (except for government fund-
ing requirements). Thus, accreditation should be required
for both public and private providers. 
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ACCREDITATION BY TYPE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
(UNIVERSITY AND NON-UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONS OF
HIGHER EDUCATION)
In some countries, accreditation is practised at both uni-
versities and non-university tertiary institutions. Since
their objectives are different – one is academic and the
other is often oriented to employment or applied train-
ing – the accreditation procedures and criteria may be dif-
ferent, and thus different accreditation agencies are
required. Specialized accreditation agencies are also
established throughout a given country to review certain
single-purpose institutions and/or programmes. These
organizations work closely with the government or estab-
lished bodies on matters related to the licensing of indi-
viduals in different fields and professions. In the United
States, there were 32 specialized and professional accred-
itation agencies in 2005. Most of them were accredited
by both the CHEA and the USDE. In India, the All India
Council for Technical Education, an autonomous body
set up by the government, accredits technical and profes-
sional education programmes. 

ACCREDITATION BY UNIT OF ANALYSIS 
Accreditation may cover a whole institution and its pro-
grammes or a selected set of programmes. The areas of
focus are different. Institutional accreditation focuses on
assessing the following domains: mission, governance,
academic programmes, teaching staff, learning resources,
students and related services, physical facilities, and
financial resources. Institutional accreditation looks at the
institution as a system of which academic programmes
are a part. It is therefore relatively general and only mod-
estly considers differences among the different institu-
tional sub-units. It checks whether the mission is
appropriate, the resources are sufficient to accomplish the
mission, and the standards of academic quality are
achieved and likely to be achieved in the future. Institu-
tional accreditation is preferred in cases where quality
varies between institutions and managerial effectiveness
is a concern.

Programmatic accreditation focuses on individual
education programmes that prepare students for a specific
profession, as in Germany and Italy.35 This is necessary
because each education programme may have its own
admission requirements, teaching/learning strategy, eval-
uation methods and requirements from national qualifi-
cation frameworks. Programmatic accreditation ensures
that programmes meet expectations for entry into specific
professions. It also ensures decisions to improve pro-
grammes of deficient quality at the basic unit, that is, the
departmental level, as seen in Norway.36

However, for institutional accreditation to be effective,

it cannot ignore academic programmes, just as program-
matic accreditation cannot ignore whether the broader
institutional environment is meeting its objectives. Both
are complementary. Some countries use both institutional
and programmatic accreditation in a single process. 

In programmatic accreditation systems, compulsory
accreditation may be required for certain state-regulated
programmes because of their national importance. This
is the case in Argentina and Colombia, for instance. Insti-
tutions that offer state-regulated courses in Argentina
must be accredited by the national accreditation agency
(CONEAU), whose decision is binding.37 Non-state-
regulated courses need not have CONEAU accreditation.
Such courses may be taught with the ministry’s author-
ization and proof of meeting certain minimum require-
ments, which are much less demanding than those for
state-regulated programmes.38

ACCREDITATION FOR DISTANCE-LEARNING 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
Distance learning has gained an increasing share of
higher education around the world and its quality has
been questioned.39 Higher education of this type crosses
national borders and is often run by commercial enter-
prises. Thus, a special type of accreditation is required to
protect the interests of the students and the countries. In
her testimony to the US Congress on 1 October 2002,
Judith Eaton foresaw this problem and suggested special
criteria for the accreditation of this type of higher educa-
tion. The procedures would verify the credibility of
providers through critical analysis of content, method of
delivery, student assessment and the learning outcome
(employment). She mentioned 17 accreditation agencies
that oversee the accreditation of distance-learning instit-
utions and programmes in her country.40

ACCREDITATION PROCESS41, 42

The term ‘accreditation’ is widely used to mean differ-
ent things and types of operation. While every accredi-
tation system has its own specifics, collaboration
networks of quality assurance agencies such as the
INQAAHE have developed codes of good practice. This
section discusses the INQAAHE’s process of accredit-
ing an institution, which can also be applied to pro-
grammes with minor adaptations. 

According to the INQAAHE, the accreditation process
starts with the establishment of an accreditation agency
with nine principles of operation: (i) focus on the cus-
tomer; (ii) good leadership; (iii) stakeholders’ involve-
ment; (iv) focus on indicators of inputs, processes and
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outcomes; (v) evidence-based decision-making; (vi) rec-
ognizing continuous improvement; (vii) allowing instit-
utional autonomy in academic matters; (viii) optimizing
benefits to stakeholders; and (ix) ensuring follow-up
improvement actions. 

The INQAAHE also stipulates that the mission of a
quality assurance agency is to ensure quality, continuous
development, and the efficient performance of higher
education institutions and their systems and programmes
in accordance with their mission statements and goals so
that they may gain the confidence of their relevant stake-
holders. This mission is achieved through recognized
evaluation mechanisms within an independent, neutral
and transparent framework.

The strategic goals of a quality assurance agency are:
(i) raising stakeholders’ confidence in the outcomes of
higher education; (ii) supporting the accreditation process
for quality assurance in accordance with the internal
requirements of the institutions and their programmes;
(iii) helping institutions of higher education establish
internal quality assurance systems through self-study; (iv)
enhancing capacity building in quality assurance for
accreditation; (v) facilitating the development and appli-
cation of relevant reference standards (benchmarks) for
academic programmes; (vi) integrating a sustainable
process that combines institutions’quality assurance sys-
tems and external review and accreditation processes;
(vii) supporting continuing quality improvement; and
(viii) cooperating with other accreditation agencies. 

There is a transitional period in which institutions are
given support to develop quality assurance systems and
improve academic standards while the agency is estab-
lished and developed. 

GENERAL ACCREDITATION CRITERIA
Institutions are expected to be generally regarded among
the academic community and the other stakeholders as
well-founded, cohesive, self-critical and worthy organi-
zations that safeguard their mission, academic standards
and commitment to the range of stakeholder interests.
Some voluntary accreditation systems have established
the precondition that higher education institutions
undergo an eligibility phase. Upon successful completion
of this phase, they are eligible for accreditation. The fol-
lowing are some general eligibility criteria for an institu-
tion applying for accreditation: (i) established institutions
of higher education should already be offering the edu-
cational programmes to be accredited, and new institu-
tions should be recognized by the relevant authorities and
should already have been offering educational pro-
grammes for a specified period of time; (ii) institutions
should be able to demonstrate that they have considered

all available strategic options for academic development
and that they are committed to continuing improvement
in their academic activities; (iii) institutions should be
able to demonstrate that they meet the requirements of a
quality audit, that is, they have established systems for
internal review and for reporting academic activities,
including the means to self-evaluate and commit to effec-
tive improvement plans (self-study), and they are pre-
pared to be externally evaluated by relevant experts in the
area (peer review).

SPECIFIC ACCREDITATION CRITERIA
As an integral part of quality assessment, institutions/
programmes should meet the following accreditation
criteria:43

� Mission: Institutions should be able to demonstrate
the existence of a mission statement with strategic
objectives and a mechanism for reviewing and
updating it. 

� Governance and administration: The organizational
structure and academic leadership should ensure that
policies, systems and practices are effective, be
responsive to changing priorities and emerging needs,
and be able to transform the institution into a learn-
ing organization. 

� Human resources: Detailed information should be
available on academic and non-academic staff mem-
bers. The institution should be able to demonstrate
that they are capable of meeting the institution’s
objectives and explain staff development policies and
practices for meeting emerging challenges.

� Educational programmes: Institutions should clearly
define the quality of their educational programmes.
They should also ensure that the bodies responsible
for designing and reviewing their programmes have
clearly defined roles. Their monitoring procedures
should ensure that students are achieving learning
outcomes in accordance with benchmark standards.
Institutions should provide detailed statistics (for
example number of educational programmes, indica-
tors for admission to the different programmes, num-
ber of students registered, number of graduates of
each programme, and so on) that identify cases in
which they performed better or worse than expected
and the factors responsible, and suggest appropriate
measures. Institutions should provide details on the
number of credit hours or courses per programme, the
percentages of courses that make up the different
components of each programme’s academic structure,
the availability of special programmes for outstanding
and socially challenged groups, and the curriculum’s
adaptability to emerging economic, social and cul-
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tural needs. Institutions should identify merits and
shortcomings and suggest appropriate measures.

� Academic standards: These criteria ensure: (i) the
achievement of academic standards in comparison
with reference standards (benchmarks); (ii) the effec-
tiveness of student assessment procedures; (iii)
acceptable rates of retention, progression and
achievement among students; (iv) the relevance of the
programmes, including in terms of employment; and
(v) external evaluation of student performance and
proposals for remedial measures, if necessary.

� Quality of learning opportunities: Institutions should
ensure that their facilities and resources are adequate
(i) to achieve the intended learning outcomes and
enable students to participate in all aspects of aca-
demic social life; (ii) to enable socially challenged
students to pursue quality higher education; and (iii)
to provide adequate facilities for high achievers. They
should also provide (i) adequate teaching/learning
strategies for different programmes based on bench-
marks, and (ii) ensure suitable academic and pastoral
support and adequate learning resources (physical
facilities including lecture, seminar and tutorial
rooms, libraries, laboratories, workshops and com-
puters). They should demonstrate evidence of a suit-
able feedback and control mechanism used by
students and other stakeholders. 

� Quality management and enhancement: Institutions
should demonstrate evidence of a quality enhance-
ment vision and clear strategies for achieving it
through a suitable monitoring and control system.
They should also demonstrate (i) the extent of their
engagement with relevant stakeholders in order to
gain their confidence (ii) the effectiveness of the 
internal-review quality assurance system and (iii) the
existence of any policies or procedures for assessing
overall student performance. The institution should
also have a feasible action plan for quality manage-
ment and enhancement. 

� Research and other scholastic activities: Institutions
should have well-defined policies for creating an
environment that enables academic staff to carry out
research and a database of research conducted and
published and research patents obtained. Each depart-
ment should have an effective research plan with suit-
able implementation, evaluation and feedback
mechanisms. They should collect information on the
participation of teaching staff in research activity,
research income from different sources, and ways and
means of enhancing the research skills of the teaching
staff. They should also have proposals for a future

action plan with clearly stated responsibilities and a
time frame.

� Community involvement: Institutions should have
clear policies for community services and mechanisms
for measuring the real needs of the community and
related stakeholders. They should provide information
on the number of community service units within the
institution, the number and types of community serv-
ices at the national and international levels, for exam-
ple training programmes, workshops and seminars,
conferences, technical consultation and services, and
other related activities. They should also have mech-
anisms for evaluating the quality of services provided
and increasing their quality and quantity. Finally, they
should have a proposal for an action plan with clearly
stated responsibilities and a time frame. 

� Consolidated development plans: Institutions should
integrate the action plans for each criterion listed
above, prioritize them, determine their cost and
clearly define their outcomes, responsibilities and
time frames. 

Once the criteria have been established, the agency
examines how the various institutions and programmes
are meeting them. This is discussed below.

VERIFICATION THAT CRITERIA ARE BEING MET: USING
QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE DATA FOR
ACCREDITATION
The verification that standards or quality criteria are being
met depends on both quantitative and qualitative data.
Quantitative data allows the performance of different
departments or institutions to be compared. It refers to the
quantifiable inputs, processes, outputs and outcomes of
the system. But many criteria, including the clarity of
policies and the quality of the teaching/learning strategy,
cannot be judged by quantity alone. They require quali-
tative analysis and judgment by peers using an appropri-
ate set of references based on interviews and opinion
surveys. The verification that accreditation criteria are
being met therefore uses a combination of quantitative
and qualitative data and human judgment. However, a
quantitative framework is sometimes provided for quali-
tative judgments. Quantitative categories are applied to
qualitative aspects and scores are attached to them. This
provides transparency and a degree of ‘perceived objec-
tivity’.44 (See also Steps to setting up an accreditation
agency, which gives a list of indicators for accreditation,
this volume.)

The two methods most frequently used to verify
whether an institution or programme meets the above
accreditation criteria are a self-assessment report (or self-
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study) and a peer review involving a site visit. We discuss
these methods below.

Self-assessment is the central element of most accred-
itation procedures. The institution carries out three steps:

1. Provision of basic data and information on the crite-
ria mentioned above, Specific accreditation criteria. 

2. Analysis and evaluation of the existing situation in
accordance with the criteria. 

3. Preparation of a report on the degree to which the cri-
teria were actually met. 

Indeed, self-assessment involves a SWOT analysis
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) by which
the institution determines its strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats with regard to the stipulated
areas of assessment and the related quality criteria.

The self-assessment report informs an onsite peer-
review process conducted by a group of experts exter-
nal to the institution. The agency must organize a team
of experts that share the language, expertise and codes
of the discipline or profession of the programme or
institution being assessed (that is, they are ‘peers’). The
team of experts may include both members of the pro-
fession and student representatives. Peer review is com-
monly an essential element of the accreditation process.
The accreditation agency recruits the members and
head of the review team based on specific predeter-
mined criteria and sometimes in consultation with the
institution with respect to the expertise and size of the
team and the proposed period for site visits. The agency
also informs the members of their tasks and the code of
conduct. In addition to academic experts relevant to the
main activities of the institution, the team may include
members who practise the discipline professionally and
members with regional and international experience. A
facilitator should represent the institution during the
site visit. 

Special Contribution 1.2, Steps to setting up an
accreditation agency, shows the details of the peer review
tasks during the site visit and the steps to set up an
accreditation agency. 

A review report is prepared based on the results of the
site visit. This report evaluates key strengths and dis-
cusses any weaknesses and/or issues to be addressed.
Some accreditation mechanisms require reviewers to
express their judgment in terms of indicator scores against
a predetermined maximum or benchmark for each indic-
ator. The team sends the report to the institution for their
comments and revises if necessary. The final version is
submitted to the agency, which reaches a decision and
reports the outcome. This stage is discussed below. 

DECISION-MAKING AND REPORTING THE OUTCOME
Based on the review team’s report, the agency makes the
final decision or recommends that a public authority (the
ministry of education, for example) make a certain deci-
sion. All accreditation mechanisms publicly disclose
some aspect of the outcome. In some cases, only the final
outcome is disclosed; in others, both outcome and report
are disclosed.

The decision may take the form of approval/denial,
conditional accreditation or a grade. In the last case, as in
India, the agency uses the reviewers’ scores to calculate
the institution’s grade on a scale.45 If the institution
receives a score below the predetermined minimum, it is
not accredited.

Once the decision has been taken and reported, the
accreditation agency performs certain follow-up tasks.

FOLLOW-UP ACTIONS
If the accreditation is valid for a limited period of time,
the focus and date of the next re-accreditation review are
decided. The institution is also given recommendations
for improvement.

If the accreditation is conditional, a follow-up inspec-
tion is carried out on an agreed-upon date in order to check
that the conditions have been met and a decision is reached.

If the accreditation is postponed, the agency informs
the institution of the corrective measures required and
prepares a plan for the next inspection in consultation
with the institution. 

If the institution is denied accreditation, the institution
is informed of the appeals process and the necessary
action is taken. 

THE MANAGEMENT OF THE ACCREDITATION
SYSTEM

The governance and organization of the accreditation sys-
tem is the subject of a separate paper.46 The management
of accreditation agencies with respect to their affiliation
and accountability is discussed below.

AFFILIATION OF THE ACCREDITATION AGENCY: THE
ROLE OF THE STATE
In the current setup, accreditation agencies for quality
assurance initially started with private, voluntary and insti-
tutional initiatives, as in the United States in the indus-
trialized world and the Philippines in the developing
world. Although they worked closely with the government
and served the national interest, they remained independ-
ent of the government. With time the situation changed.
Today, most accreditation systems are initiated by the gov-
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ernment and serve governmental quality control functions.
For professional disciplines, the government and institu-
tions may not have any role in accreditation; in this case,
the most important stakeholders are often professional
organizations. However, accreditation procedures should
always remain objective and be conducted with autonomy
if not independence, without interference from the gov-
ernment, academic institutions or professional councils.
The different types of accreditation described above call
for different types of affiliation mechanisms, which can
be classified in four groups:

1. The agency may be a government agency – a ministry
unit, for example, as seen in Hungary or the USDE –
with responsibility for part of the country’s higher
education sector.47

2. The agency may be fully independent of the govern-
ment in terms of its establishment and to a large extent
in its functioning, as with the Federation of Accredit-
ing Agencies of the Philippines (FAAP), which coor-
dinates four private accreditation agencies, and the
CHEA in the United States, which covers eight sub-
national accreditation agencies.

3. The agency may be a buffer body or be established
under a local buffer organization. The government may
have a role in its initiation to serve governmental func-
tions, but it is governed independently (India, Egypt).

4. Professional associations can be established without
the government or institutions of higher education
playing any role.

Several points should be noted here. First, the quality
of higher education is a national concern and government
must play a role in the way it is assured by any agency.
The degree of the role may differ depending on the disci-
pline and type of accreditation.

Second, higher education is now crossing national bor-
ders. In most cases, government has the organizational and
logistical capability to assure quality through accredita-
tion. It should do so, especially in developing countries.

Third, because higher education is included in the
GATS of the World Trade Organization, the government
must negotiate the terms of free movement of higher edu-
cation. This does not mean, however, that the agency
must belong to the government. The CHEA, a private
agency in the USA, is recognized internationally for its
accreditation services. Although it is not a government
agency, it receives support from the government and
some government funding decisions depend upon it.

When the purpose of accreditation is an academic or
professional requirement, the government’s role should

be merely regulatory, and institutions and agencies should
play the dominant role. 

ACCOUNTABILITY OF THE ACCREDITATION AGENCY
If an accreditation agency is to be effectively managed,
it must demonstrate accountability to its stakeholders.
The ENQA recommends the following accountability
procedures:48

� A published policy for the quality assurance of the
agency should be made easily available to the stake-
holders.

� The agency should demonstrate that: (i) its activities
and results reflect its quality assurance mission and
goals; (ii) it enforces a ‘no-conflict-of-interest’mech-
anism in the work of its external reviewers; (iii) if it
subcontracts any part of its accreditation work, espe-
cially the production of materials, it has mechanisms
to ensure quality; (iv) it has internal quality assurance
procedures, including an internal feedback mechan-
ism (that is, the means to collect feedback from its
own staff and governing board), an internal reflection
mechanism (that is, the means to react to internal and
external recommendations for improvement) and an
external feedback mechanism (that is, the means to
collect feedback from experts and the institutions it
reviews for future development) in order to inform
and underpin its own development and improvement.

� A mandatory periodic external review of the
agency’s activities should be conducted by the appro-
priate authority.

This paper has given an overview of the role of
accreditation in quality assurance of higher education
with all of its emerging complexities. Obviously, no
accreditation agency can be perfect in this complex sec-
tor. Below, we discuss some of the issues that the accred-
itation system faces. 

ISSUES AT STAKE

� The first issue in accreditation is the definition and
measurement of quality. Quality means different
things to different stakeholders. It is difficult to recon-
cile all of them, so the definition of quality is in itself
a political process. 

� Regardless of the quality model adopted, there are
many methodological problems involved in measur-
ing quality. Many characteristics of quality are not
measurable and must be assessed through proxy vari-
ables. Scores on ordinal scales are imprecise, and so
are opinionated judgments. Under these circum-
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stances, it may be unfair to link accreditation to finan-
cial rewards.

� Data on student learning outcomes is often unavail-
able. Employability statistics and information on the
social usefulness of an education are difficult to collect
and compare with intended learning outcomes. Simi-
lar problems are encountered with research, other
scholastic activities and community involvement. Pro-
viding accurate information to stakeholders about the
accredited status and quality of institutions and pro-
grammes is a serious methodological challenge.

� The self-assessment component of the accreditation
process is liable to be biased and uncritical in a com-
petitive world.

� The selection of ‘peers’to act as external reviewers may
be manipulated by the institutions to be accredited. 

� Despite best efforts, accreditation procedures have so
far been unable to control corruption in commercial
higher education.49 In the most effective accreditation
system of the world, the inspector general of the USDE
testified in May 2005 that 74 per cent of his fraud cases
involved for-profit schools.50 Accreditation services
themselves may be conducted in a fraudulent fashion.
In some countries, it is more cost-effective to ‘buy’an
accreditation decision than undergo a cumbersome and
sometimes bureaucratic process. 

� Developing countries face serious problems in setting
up effective accreditation mechanisms because they
lack capable human resources and adequate financial
resources. Setting up an accreditation mechanism for
cross-border higher education is almost impossible
for poor developing countries, which mainly receive
cross-border education, because the rich providers are
shrewd negotiators.51

� Accreditation mechanisms (dominated by the local
lobby of higher education institutions) may have a
hidden agenda aimed at keeping new and sometimes
capable institutions out of the mainstream.

� It is imperative to keep accreditation agencies
autonomous of the government in order to maintain
their credibility, but this has not always been easy.
Governments often try to control agencies formally
(by sitting on their governing bodies) or informally. 

� Lee Harvey expressed serious reservations about
accreditation when he stated: ‘Accreditation is nei-
ther neutral nor benign; it is not apolitical. Quite the
contrary, the accreditation route is highly political and
is fundamentally about a shift of power but a shift
concealed behind a new public management ideology
cloaked in consumerist demand and European con-
formity.’52 If the shift of power does not assure qual-
ity, then accreditation becomes a futile exercise. 

� The accountability of accreditation agencies is another
important issue at stake. ‘Some organizations that say
they accredit are bogus themselves … “Quid custodiet
ipsos custodies” – who shall guard the guardians?’53 

STRATEGY CONCLUSIONS

We shall discuss this at the national level, the agency level
and the institutional level.

NATIONAL ACCREDITATION STRATEGIES 
� All governments should have a national accredita-

tion policy. 
� Governments should facilitate the establishment of

accreditation mechanisms for quality assurance of
their higher education systems in the context of: (i)
massive expansion; (ii) globalization; (iii) the GATS;
(iv) diversified higher education providers, contents
and methods of delivery; and (iv) portability of cred-
its and credentials.

� Governments should share responsibility for accred-
itation with voluntary and private entities, but it
should not interfere with academic matters while
overseeing regulatory aspects (see above for the role
of the state). Public and private institutions and onsite
and online higher education should follow the same
accreditation standards and focus on learning out-
comes. The standards should be the same, but the cri-
teria and methods of assessment may vary depending
on the type of accreditation, as described above.

� Governments should establish a rigorous monitoring
system and an effective public information mechan-
ism for transnational providers with respect to their
impact on national systems, credibility and usefulness
in protecting the interest of the national academic
community, especially students. In this respect, inter-
departmental linkage within the government and with
external accreditation agencies should be enforced.
Governments should give due consideration to the
guidelines prepared by UNESCO/OECD, the
INQAAHE, and the European Association for Qual-
ity Assurance in Higher Education in order to safe-
guard national interests. 

� With respect to transnational higher education, gov-
ernments should ensure that the programmes
exported by foreign providers are accredited in their
own countries. They should use their missions in the
providing country to verify the credibility of institu-
tions and programmes.

� Governments should establish an umbrella agency to
oversee the functioning of accreditation agencies.
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STRATEGIES FOR ACCREDITATION AGENCIES
� Agencies should have explicit, clearly defined goals

and objectives.
� They should have an established legal basis, receive

recognition from competent public authorities and
ensure adequate resources.

� They should maintain autonomous responsibility for
their operation, conclusions and recommendations so
that they are not influenced by any third party such as
institutions of higher education, stakeholders or the
government. 

� Agencies should have clearly defined, transparent
accountability procedures, as described above.

� Their design criteria should: (i) redefine the concept
of ‘institution’ to include all kinds of providers; (ii)
emphasize course and programme certification to
facilitate portability of credits and credentials; (iii)
incorporate transnational requirements; (iv) empha-
size evidence of results; (v) allow the development of
alternative accreditation reviews, for example elec-
tronic review and rapid-response review for rapidly
emerging providers; and (vi) address maintaining
quality assurance in a period of massive expansion.

� Agencies should redefine the criteria for assessing
teaching staff to take into account their changing
roles, for example preparation of Internet courseware,
shared decision-making within and across institu-
tions, employment across institutions.

� Agencies’design criteria should ensure the necessary
personal contact between teaching staff and students
in emerging electronic communities where ideas can
be shared through real support centres and with real
counsellors for virtual courses. 

� The design criteria should include assessment of both
affective and cognitive learning.54

� Agencies should establish effective linkages with rel-
evant government authorities and institutions.

� Agencies should have an effective public information
policy for stakeholders.

STRATEGIES FOR INSTITUTIONS 
� As competition increases among providers and

accreditation becomes an increasingly popular means
of quality assurance, institutions of higher education
should develop a policy for accrediting themselves
and their programmes.

� They should establish mechanisms for assessing
their programmes and related activities in accor-
dance with the criteria established by the agency,
especially in terms of: (i) mission, goals and objec-
tives; (ii) quantity and quality of educational pro-
grammes; (iii) academic standards; (iv) quality of

learning opportunities, including staff quality; (v)
managerial effectiveness; (vi) quality enhancement;
(vii) research and other scholarly activities; (viii)
community involvement, including cooperation with
industry; and (ix) future plans.

� They should fully cooperate with the accreditation
agency by providing everything it needs for a trans-
parent and fair evaluation of their activities for
accreditation. 

� They should develop an appropriate information sys-
tem for internal use and for use by accreditors. 

� They should have a public information policy to pro-
vide stakeholders (especially potential students) with
correct and verifiable information.

� They should ensure adequate human and financial
resources to satisfactorily prepare the self-assessment
report for accreditation.

� When they are involved in twinning or franchising
arrangements with transnational higher education
institutions, they should critically examine the qual-
ity of the partner organization to make sure that the
programmes meet the national accreditation criteria. 
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