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The Journal Scuola Democratica-Learning for Democracy and Giovanni Agnelli Foundation has enacted a 
mutual collaboration for an International Observatory on educational issues, which will publish on annual 
basis three dossiers each of them dedicated to a issue of particular relevance, both in Italy and in other 
countries. The first dossier, presented here, is dedicated to higher education evaluation. 
 
University evaluation issue is finally “exploded” as a debate topic also in Italy. Although evaluation policy 
has been circulating since twenty years, only in these last months it has been under academic, political and 
public scrutiny. Actually, although university evaluation was object of policy intervention in three different 
phases (1993, institution of the University System Evaluation Observatory; 1997-1997, institution of 
Steering Committee for Research Evaluation [CIVR] and of National Committee for Evaluation of the 
University System [CNVSU]; 2008-2012 institution of National Agency for the Evaluation of University and 
Research [ANVUR]), until now it has been largely ignored and it produced rather limited effects. Only since 
2012, ANVUR has been fully operative and it has carried out the second Research Assessment Exercise 
(VQR), currently it is carrying out the process of qualification for academics’ career advancement and from 
January 2013 it has launched the first study courses evaluation and accreditation process (AVA). All that is 
occurring not without problems, contradictions and criticisms. 
Scuola Democratica and Giovanni Agnelli Foundation initiative aims at contributing to the ongoing debate, 
enlarging the horizon beyond the national context through a comparative perspective on the topic. It is 
provided on this website four working papers on the state of higher education evaluation in France, 
Germany, Spain and the UK; on the printed journal it will be published a comparative article on evaluation 
policies in those four countries with some references to the Italian situation. 
Country-case papers was written by scholars specialized in the higher education studies and, in particular, in 
the higher education evaluation: Thierry Chevallier for the French case, Barbara Khem for the German case, 
Camino Ferrerira and Javier Vidal for the Spanish case and Laura Bellingham and John Brennan for the 
British case. Each of them provide a historical account of the development of higher education evaluation 
policies and practices in the respective countries and the most recent developments and debates in the field. 
On the whole, the working papers focuses more on didactic than research, given the fact that in Italy the 
former has been less debated there are few comparative knowledge regarding it. For this reason, a fifth 
contribution by Alfredo Squarzoni on the European Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
has been added, in which the author explain the vocabulary, contents and goals, not forgetting to refer them 
to the new Italian accreditation system AVA. 
 
Taking a closer look at each contribution, Alfredo Squarzoni’s one provides a systematic account about what 
has been elaborated at the European level on higher education quality assessment and assurance. Along the 
widespread of Bologna Process implementation and of the widening of institutions’ autonomy degree, the 
evaluation and the assurance of quality and appropriateness of the formative supply has become a priority, 
formally stated by the Bergen Communiqué in 2005 with the adoption of the Standards and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area elaborated by the European Association for 
Quality Assurance in Higher Education  (ENQA).  
The article deals with and explains contents of standards and guidelines, definitions on which they are based, 
requisites they demand and their goals. Then, those general internal and external evaluation and accreditation 
schemes are confronted with the Italian system AVA elaborated by ANVUR. Finally, some considerations 
about the future of higher education assessment are discussed in the perspective for a more integrated system 
of internal and external evaluations, a growing focus on institutional evaluations – instead of on individual 
study course – and national assessments international recognizing. 
 
Thierry Chevallier’s contribute on the French case, highlights how evaluation system reform has been carried 
out paralleling the curricular one and how both disclose a deep change affecting both higher education 
system and institutions. In this light, the reform of the evaluation infrastructure has been pulled by the 
Bologna Process implementation, which has increased both institutional autonomy and the number of study 
courses provided. 



In particular, the reform approved in 2006 was aimed at overcoming plurality and fragmentation of 
evaluation agencies operating since then, instituting the unified national agency AERES. Although some of 
the previous agencies with special tasks have been maintained, many have been merged in AERES. Its tasks 
and responsibility were to evaluate institutions and research centres, research infrastructure productivity and 
functioning, study courses and degrees they award, individual academics for their recruitment and career 
advancement. If at the beginning of the implementation of the new policy and infrastructure evaluation, its 
criteria and evaluators didn’t enjoy a wide legitimation by the academic world, in a brief time scepticism 
declined  – although it never disappeared – with the growing familiarization with the system. Yet, in January 
2013 the French government decided to abolish AERES in order to substitute it with another agency using a 
different evaluative approach and instruments. This was due to a strong criticism forma a part of the 
academic and research community towards methods and goals of AERES. 
 
The policy for evaluation in Germany is quite recent, as the work by Barbara Khem shows, although the first 
experiences trace back to mid-90’s. Like for the French case the evaluation is directly linked to the 
implementation of the Bologna Process schemes started in 2002. Facing the growth of the number of study 
courses and the increase of their interdisciplinary features, the overcoming of the traditional bureaucratic 
mechanism of state authorization had become a priority. Currently the evaluation system is structured on two 
levels, the first is state-centred, the latter is peripheral where a plurality of agencies operate at regional, trans-
regional, disciplinary and inter-disciplinary levels. 
While accreditation and evaluation of study courses have had so far a rapid development marking a clear 
discontinuity with the previous system, the same development haven’t occurred for the research activities 
and products assessment. At the moment there is not an agency for research quality assessment and the only 
kind of evaluation is carried out as an ex ante activity for the assessment of research projects to be publicly 
funded on yearly basis. More recently, a partially different form of evaluation has been instituted as a part of 
the Excellenzinitiave policy, which aims at promoting and supporting research excellence in the German 
institutions (both universities and research centres). 
 
The UK, as it is widely known, has been the forerunner in the pursuing and realization of higher education 
assessment. The contribute by John Brennan and Laura Bellingham accounts how these policies has changed 
through time, sometimes even radically, as the case of teaching assessment. Compared with other evaluation 
systems, the British one is characterized by a strong emphasis on the market logic as regulative and selective 
mechanism, and for its pervasiveness which produced and is producing a high degree of conflict between 
academic world (used to a large autonomy) on the one side, and State and agencies (more and more willing 
to exert control over institution and academics) on the other. 
The market logic structured evaluation criteria and goals on the basis of a consumerist and utilitarian 
language: concerning didactic accent is posed on students and their choice as consumers with a shift in the 
conception of higher education from as a public good to private utility one; regarding research there is a 
growing emphasis on its practical and economic impacts, as the new evaluation scheme REF demonstrates. 
 
Spain is one of the continental European countries which moved early towards evaluation. As Javier Vidal 
and Camino Ferreira note in their paper, first structured experimentation had been started since early ‘90s. 
The university reform in 2001 introduced once for all evaluation by instituting the national agency ANECA 
with overall responsibility on higher education assessments. Yet, given the federal structure of the Spanish 
state, ANECA is paralleled by a plurality of regional evaluation agencies with the same tasks. The tasks 
overlapping and duplication of national and regional agencies arose several perplexities and it is currently 
debated. Further, while didactic evaluation and accreditation are full-fledged activities, research assessment 
is still under construction because a wide consensus on criteria hasn’t been achieved so far. 
 
A transversal reading of the contributes allow to draw a general depiction of the state of evaluation of higher 
education in the considered countries. In this perspective it is possible to identify five main points. 
Firstly, considering the standards and guidelines elaborated by ENQA for study courses evaluation and 
accreditation, a considerable heterogeneity in the realization is detectable. The European framework seems to 
provide a general reference and a legitimating basis for those policies enacted in the individual states, with 
the exclusion of the UK where evaluation has been developed early and goes on in an autonomous way in 
respect of the European dimension. Although those guidelines and standards were elaborated with a 



considerable degree of generality and provide wide room for autonomy and adaptation, nonetheless a 
relevant number of their parts are still remaining unimplemented. 
A second point to highlight is that the structure of evaluation systems is converging towards the 
organizational solution of the unified national agency which task is to carry out evaluation for every relevant 
dimension (didactic, accreditation, research, academic recruitment and career advancement). Yet, in some 
countries are still characterized by a significant degree of fragmentation produced by different factors, of 
which two seem to be the most important: the plurality of evaluation agencies inherited from the past that 
they coexist with the new instituted ones (like in France and, partially, in Germany and in the UK), and the 
federal or autonomous regions state regime (like in Germany and Spain) which generates a double level 
structure (central and regional). 
Thirdly, it is apparent a tendency towards bureaucratization of evaluations and accreditation, both regarding 
goals, and the practices. Didactic and research assessments seem more oriented to control of institutions and 
academic activities than their improvement, while accreditation seems to be the new word for the traditional 
and formal-bureaucratic function of authorization. This push evaluation agencies, institutions and academics 
towards procedural conformity logic to established requisites and criteria. Bureaucratic tendencies are also 
manifest in the use of evaluation results in terms of sanctions mechanisms and in the use of excessive 
standardized and uniform criteria which do not consider organizational, disciplinary, mission diversities of 
higher education institutions. 
Fourth: evaluation policies and practices have generated everywhere tensions and conflicts with the 
academic world. Although more recently they are decreased – possibly because academics have understood 
the rule of the game and how to play the game – nonetheless resistances, oppositions and criticisms persist. 
All this is only partially to be ascribed to a overall refuse of evaluation by academics, because criticisms 
point at both evaluation general principles, too much based on managerial logic for efficiency extraneous to 
the academy, and assessment criteria and methods derived from those logics which are considered not fitted 
to assess the multiplex activities of a complex organization such as university. Currently the main knotty 
problem to solve is the construction of the academic consensus, not as much regarding evaluation per se, as 
regarding its goals, methods and tools for and by which it is pursued and realized, as the abolition of the 
French national agency demonstrates. 
Finally, evaluation activities are highly expensive, both in monetary terms (the costs for the various 
assessment exercises amount to hundreds of millions), and in time and energy to be dedicated to them, which 
are distracted from the academic core activities. This rose perplexities questioning whether bearing those 
costs actually produce any improvements and a higher efficiency in the system and, above all, saving for the 
public balances. 
 
As a concluding remark, it must be noted that if evaluation is the necessary complement and counterbalance 
to institutions and academics’ autonomy as well as a form of control, which to some extent is necessary too, 
nonetheless its problems and criticalities cannot be left out, if it is wanted it gains not only a firmer 
legitimacy basis, but also greater effectiveness and usefulness.  
 


