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Introduction 
 
The quality of university education has assumed a growing importance in the context of the Bologna process 
and today, with the re-organization in cycles of the educational paths already realized or under way in all 
Europe, it has become probably the main objective of the process. In fact, the harmonization of the tertiary 
education systems in the European area of higher education, main purpose of the Bologna process, certainly 
can not be achieved only by sharing an organization in cycles of study programmes, but it presupposes the 
sharing of learning objectives and the guarantee of their achievement. And according to the definition of the 
ISO 9000 norm, with ‘quality of education’ it is intended properly the grade (level) of fulfilment of the 
objectives established coherently with the needs and expectations of all those who are interested in the 
educational service provided (stakeholders), or, in other words, the level of accomplishment of the quality 
requirements established coherently with the needs and expectations of all the stakeholders. 

Consequence of the need to promote and guarantee the quality of education has been the as much growing 
attention to the processes of quality assurance. In higher education, ‘quality assurance’ is a generic term that 
lends itself to many interpretations. Not to make mistakes, we can still refer to the ISO 9000 norm and 
intend, with ‘quality assurance of education’, the whole of the activities (processes) for the management of 
the educational service aimed at achieving the established educational objectives and then at ‘ensuring trust’ 
in meeting the quality requirements to all stakeholders. Therefore the quality assurance activities focus on 
the activities needed to provide objective evidence of the quality achieved, where with ‘objective evidence’ 
the ISO 9000 norm intends «data that support the evidence or the truth of something». 

Quality assurance has assumed particular importance after the adoption of the document “Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area” [1], proposed by the European 
Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA, http://www.enqa.eu/) and adopted in the 
context of the Bologna process by the European Ministers responsible for higher education at their meeting 
in Bergen on 19-20 May 2005 [2]. 
This document has also introduced the concepts of ‘internal quality assurance’ and ‘external quality 
assurance’. The first concerns the activities of quality assurance in charge of the institution or of the study 
programme, the second concerns the activities of quality assurance of the agencies external to the institution 
that offers the educational service and in fact coincides with the external assessment carried out by the 
agencies for the quality assurance/assessment. 

To the concept of quality assurance it is then necessary to associate those of quality assessment, re-
examination and accreditation.  
In the world of quality ‘assessment’ (or  ‘evaluation’) refers to the systematic, comprehensive and periodic 
analysis of the activities of an organization, undertaken evaluating the compliance of the current features of 
the organization with the ‘ideal’ features described in the reference model (in fact, an assessment should 
always be carried out in front of an assessment model). It is so possible to identify the strengths and 
weaknesses (or areas for improvement) of the organization, a necessary prerequisite for the adoption of 
appropriate and effective actions for the development and improvement by management. 
Also the quality assessment can be internal or external. The ‘internal assessment’ is the assessment carried 
out independently by the same institution or the same study programme. When the assessment is carried out 
by assessors belonging to the institution to be assessed, the assessment is called ‘self-assessment’. The 
‘external assessment’ is instead the assessment carried out, usually on behalf of an agency, by an assessment 
team composed of more experts or 'peers' (peer review), external to the institution or study programme to be 
assessed. 

Again with reference to higher education, the ‘re-examination’ is a process, periodic and planned, through 
which the institution or the study programme evaluates the suitability, adequacy and effectiveness of the 
educational service offered and adopts all the appropriate actions for improvement. 
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Finally, in higher education with ‘accreditation’ it is intended the process by which a recognized 
organization formally attests the fulfillment of pre-defined standards or quantitative and/or qualitative 
requirements. 

Let us summarize and comment on the situation at European and national level as for these ‘voices’, starting 
from ‘internal quality assurance’: as a matter of fact the presence of an internal quality assurance system at 
institution or study programme level is commonly considered a necessary condition to make effective any 
process of quality assessment or accreditation.   
 

European Standards for internal Quality Assurance  
 
Today the definition of a suitable internal quality assurance system can rely on the standards and guidelines 
for internal quality assurance established in the first part of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG), 
which in the second and third parts defines also the standards and the guidelines for the external quality 
assurance and for the agencies for the external quality assurance. 
The ESG for the internal quality assurance have been developed to be adopted by academic institutions of 
the European area of higher education and their function is to provide support and guidance for all 
institutions of higher education which wish to develop their own internal system of quality assurance. They 
have also been formulated in order to be applicable to all institutions of higher education, regardless of their 
structure, functioning, size and of the national system which they belong to.  
They reflect also the statement of the European Ministers of Education in the 2003 Berlin communiqué [3] 
that «consistent with the principle of institutional autonomy, the primary responsibility for quality assurance 
in higher education lies with each institution itself and this provides the basis for real accountability of the 
academic system within the national quality framework». 

The seven standards and guidelines for internal quality assurance established in the ESG are shown in the 
following table: they represent the key aspects that, according to ENQA, characterize the quality of 
education or, in other words, the requirements that have to be fulfilled in order to guarantee the quality of the 
educational services. 

ENQA Standards for internal Quality Assurance 
1.1 Policy and procedures for QA 
Institutions should have a policy and associated procedures for the assurance of the quality and standards of 
their programmes and awards. They should also commit themselves explicitly to the development of a 
culture which recognises the importance of quality, and QA, in their work. To achieve this, institutions 
should develop and implement a strategy for the continuous enhancement of quality. 
The strategy, policy and procedures should have a formal status and be publicly available. They should also 
include a role for students and other stakeholders. 

1.2 Approval, monitoring and periodic review of programmes and awards 
Institutions should have formal mechanisms for the approval, periodic review and monitoring of their 
programmes and awards.  

1.3 Assessment of students 
Students should be assessed using published criteria, regulations and procedures, which are applied 
consistently. 

1.4 QA of teaching staff 
Institutions should have ways of satisfying themselves that staff involved with the teaching of students are 
qualified and competent to do so. They should be available to those undertaking external reviews, and 
commented upon in reports. 

1.5 Learning resources and student support 
Institutions should ensure that the resources available for the support of student learning are adequate and 
appropriate for each programme offered. 

1.6 Information systems 
Institutions should ensure that they collect, analyse and use relevant information for the effective 
management of their programmes of study and other activities. 
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1.7 Public information 
Institutions should regularly publish up to date, impartial and objective information, both quantitative and 
qualitative, about the programmes and awards they are offering. 

Then the ENQA document associates each standard the guidelines. The guidelines represent the behaviours 
that institution and/or study programmes should adopt in order to assure their quality, provide additional 
information about good practice and in some cases explain in more detail the meaning and importance of the 
standards. Although the guidelines are not part of the standards themselves, the standards should be 
considered in conjunction with them. 

The ESG have found a general consensus in the European context. In fact all the European agencies 
responsible for or otherwise involved in the quality assessment and accreditation of study programmes have 
immediately taken care to adjust their standards for the quality assessment to the ESG. 
This does not mean that the standards adopted by the different agencies - which are an important reference 
for the definition of internal quality assurance systems, as well as for assessment, internal and external, of the 
quality of study programmes - coincide with those proposed by ESG: consistency is in substance, not in 
form. This, however, is perfectly legitimate, as the same ENQA document states that there is no intention 
these standards and guidelines should dictate practice or be interpreted as prescriptive or unchangeable. 
 

Internal Quality Assurance of Study Programmes 
 
Consistently with the ESG and the models for the quality assessment and accreditation of study programmes 
of the European agencies, what entails the internal assurance of the quality of education? 
Basically five things. 

a) To ensure the quality of education first of all it is necessary that the study programme establishes the 
expected learning or programme outcomes of the educational service offered, in line with the needs and 
expectations of society and labor market. In particular, the learning outcomes must ensure the personal 
development of students and be aligned with the skills necessary to perform the roles for graduates in the 
labor market. 
The choice to take on the definition of the expected learning outcomes consistent with the needs and 
expectations of society and labor market as starting point in the definition of a system of internal quality 
assurance requires a justification. 
This choice is a consequence of the Bologna process, which, with the introduction of the 3 cycles system, has 
made (or, rather, should have made) necessary the redesign of all the study programmes not based on the 
concept of cycles. In fact such programmes were predominantly ‘staff-centred’: the object of the studies was 
what individual lecturers thought that students should learn in their course units. 
On the contrary in a system organized in cycles the study programmes shall be designed considering each 
cycle as a separate entity. In fact the first two cycles should not allow only access to the next cycle, but also 
to the labor market. 
Therefore the introduction of a 3-cycle system implies the shift from a ‘staff-centred’ to a ‘student-centred’ 
approach, which takes the student as the centre of the process of teaching and learning. In the new study 
programmes the focus can no longer be placed on what should be taught to the student, but on what students 
should learn: it is the student who has to be prepared at the best for his/her future role in society. In a cycle 
system study programmes should be organized in view of the expected learning outcomes and the 
competences to be developed/acquired by the student during the educational process; from here it derives 
also the importance of using the concept of competence as the basis for the definition of the expected 
learning outcomes. 

b) Then it needs to design and plan an educational path (curriculum and characteristics of course units and 
other educational activities) able to achieve the expected learning outcomes established and to define 
methods and criteria of assessment of the student learning able to assess the grade of achievement of the 
learning outcomes in a credible way. 
At the same time, it needs to have at disposal resources of teaching staff (lecturers and teaching support 
staff), infrastructures (classrooms, laboratories, libraries) and student services (orienteering, tutoring and 
assistance) adequate, quantitatively and qualitatively, to facilitate the achievement of the expected learning 
outcomes and to implement the established teaching methods. 
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In fact, to ensure its quality is not sufficient that a study programme defines expected learning outcomes 
consistent with the needs and expectations of society in general and of the labor market in particular, i.e. it is 
‘fit for purpose’: it must also be ‘fit for purpose’, i.e. define and implement appropriate actions to achieve the 
established educational objectives. 

c) Next it needs to monitor the results of the educational process, in order to check the degree of achievement 
of the established objectives and, therefore, the quality of the educational service offered. The importance of 
monitoring the results of the educational process in a system of internal quality assurance of education is 
evident: in fact, it is mainly through the monitoring of its results that a study programme can check the 
adequacy and effectiveness of the educational service offered. 
Always with reference to study programmes, the results of the educational process that all systems of internal 
quality assurance take under control include: 
• the attractiveness of the study programme and, therefore, the number of students who enroll in the 

programme, their provenance, geographical and scholastic, and, not least, their quality, as measured 
through the assessment of the mastery of the admission requirements, for some time now mandatory also 
in our country; 

• the results relating to the students’ career, in particular: dropouts, number of credits earned by students 
passing from one course year to the next one, time to graduation and final vote; 

• the effectiveness of course units and other educational activities and of the learning process as a whole 
perceived by students and graduates respectively; 

• the placement of graduates in the labor market, in particular as for time to placement, consistency 
between granted qualification and working activity, effectiveness of the degree in the working activity, 
opinion of the employed graduates on the adequacy of the education received. 

Obviously, with ‘monitoring’ it is not intended only the availability of data (God forbid that a university did 
not know who are the students enrolled or did not keep an eye on their career!), but, above all, their 
processing into a format useful for the analysis of the obtained results. 
Another important monitoring regards the assessment tests of the students’ learning, in order to ascertain 
their suitability to assess the level of achievement of the established learning, and their results, through, for 
example, the survey of the average value of the grades attributed to all the students who have passed the 
examination for all the course units that provide for a final vote. The importance given to this monitoring at 
European level is demonstrated by the fact that one of the seven standards for internal quality assurance of 
the ENQA document concerns specifically the assessment of students’ learning. 

d) Then it needs to promote the improvement if not continuous at least periodic of the educational service, 
through a re-examination process. In fact, to ensure quality also means ensuring that every effort is made to 
promote its constant improvement. 
The promotion of quality is a key objective for any system of internal quality assurance and the re-
examination process is the process deputed to this purpose. In fact, as already stated, the re-examination is 
the process, periodic and planned, through which the study programme evaluates the suitability, adequacy 
and effectiveness of the educational service offered and takes all the appropriate actions for improvement, 
which can regard both the management of individual processes for the quality assurance and the revision or 
redefinition of the management system of the study programme. 
In general, the re-examination process must provide a self-assessment phase for the identification of the 
strengths and weaknesses - through, in particular, the comparison with the results obtained previously and 
the comparison with the results obtained by other study programmes of the same typology - and then for the 
identification of the opportunities for improvement of the management of individual processes and of their 
results and/or for the identification of the requirements of revision/re-definition of the management system. 
Furthermore it must also include the search for the causes that have given rise to results which are considered 
unsatisfactory (e.g. motivations of dropouts, motivations of failures to transition from one course year to the 
next one, etc..), a necessary prerequisite for the adoption of appropriate and effective actions for 
development and improvement. 
European standards require then that the re-examination is not undertaken only by those who have the 
responsibility for the management of the study programme, but also involving at least teaching staff, students 
and stakeholders of the labor market of reference. 

e) Finally, it needs to document the objectives established, the educational activities carried out, the 
resources available, the results obtained in order to provide public evidence of the overall quality of the 
educational service to all stakeholders. If quality assurance means, as it means, ensuring trust to all 
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stakeholders that the established quality requirements will be met, then it is also evident the importance of 
the informative documentation in a system of internal quality assurance. 
The informative documentation should be made available to all who may have an interest in the study 
programme. This requires that it is easily available on the net and possesses a simple structure and a concise 
and focused drafting. In addition, the purpose and the pubic value of the informative documentation require 
procedures for the drawing (extension, language, reading format) homogeneous at university level and 
possibly also at national level. 

These five points, which, as already explained, characterize the systems of internal quality assurance of 
university education at least in the European context, correspond also to what is reported in the document 
“Autovalutazione, Valutazione e Accreditamento del Sistema Universitario Italiano (AVA)” (“Self-
Assessment, Assessment and Accreditation of the Italian University System”), approved by the Italian 
National Agency of Evaluation of the University System and Research (ANVUR) on 24 July 2012 [4]. In 
that document, ANVUR states that the quality assurance of education requires: 
a) the definition of the objectives to be achieved; 
b) the implementation of actions that allow their achievement; 
c) the use of credible ways of assessment of their effective  achievement. 

 
Furthermore, according to ANVUR, other requirements of a system of quality assurance of education are: 
d) the re-examination of the educational service offered, to be carried out annually and which has to include 

the drafting of a final report; 
e) the compilation of the “Scheda Unica Annuale (SUA-CdS)” (“Annual Unique Form”) of the study 

programmes, where to collect information about the study programmes, to be made public and accessible 
on the net so as to satisfy the conditions considered necessary for proper communication of the 
characteristics of the study programmes offered to students and all stakeholders.  

It can therefore be said that the system of internal quality assurance proposed by ANVUR in the AVA 
document is consistent with the European standards and equivalent to the systems of internal quality 
assurance of the European agencies for the quality assessment and accreditation of study programmes. 
 

External Assurance or Assessment of Quality 
 
As already mentioned, the external quality assessment of university education regards the activities of quality 
assessment of the agencies external to the institution that offers the educational service and coincides with 
what the ESG calls ‘external quality assurance’. 

The reasons why quality assurance should be carried out by external structures may be different.  For 
example the ESG mention the following: 
• the protection of national academic standards in the field of higher education; 
• the accreditation of study programmes and/or institutions; 
• the protection of the users; 
• the checking by independent structures of the information - qualitative and quantitative - on study 

programmes and institutions that will be made known to the public; 
• the quality improvement and enhancement.  
In any case, the ESG provide an important role for external quality assurance in the creation of the European 
Higher Education Area and in Part 2 establish the standards, reported in the following table, and the 
guidelines.  

ENQA Standards for external Quality Assurance 
2.1 Use of internal quality assurance procedures  
External quality assurance procedures should take into account the effectiveness of the internal quality 
assurance processes described in Part 1 of the ESG. 

2.2 Development of external quality assurance processes 
The aims and objectives of quality assurance processes should be determined before the processes 
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themselves are developed, by all those responsible (including higher education institutions) and should be 
published with a description of the procedures to be used. 

2.3 Criteria for decisions 
Any formal decisions made as a result of an external quality assurance activity should be based on explicit 
published criteria that are applied consistently. 

2.4 Processes fit for purpose 
All external quality assurance processes should be designed specifically to ensure their fitness to achieve the 
aims and objectives set for them. 

2.5 Reporting 
Reports should be published and should be written in a style, which is clear and readily accessible to its 
intended readership. Any decisions, commendations or recommendations contained in reports should be 
easy for a reader to find. 

2.6 Follow-up procedures 
Quality assurance processes which contain recommendations for action or which require a subsequent 
action plan, should have a predetermined follow-up procedure, which is implemented consistently. 

2.7 Periodic reviews  
External quality assurance of institutions and/or programmes should be undertaken on a cyclical basis. The 
length of the cycle and the review procedures to be used should be clearly defined and published in advance. 

2.8 System-wide analyses 
Quality assurance agencies should produce from time to time summary reports describing and analysing the 
general findings of their reviews, evaluations, assessments, etc. 
 
The external assessment of the quality of study programmes - submitting the governance, the processes 
managed, the results obtained, the improvement actions adopted to an independent and objective audit - 
generally has the twofold purpose of checking the level of satisfaction of the standards established in the 
assessment model adopted and with respect to which the external assessment is carried out, and of helping 
the study programme to identify and become aware of its strengths and weaknesses, giving account of its 
overall quality. 
To tell the truth, within the quality assurance community itself, there are some quite fundamental differences 
of view of the appropriate relationship that should be established between higher education institutions and 
their external evaluators. Some, mainly from agencies which accredit programmes or institutions, take the 
view that external quality assurance is essentially a matter of ‘consumer protection’, requiring a clear 
distance to be established between the quality assurance agency and the higher education institutions whose 
work they assess, while other agencies see the principal purpose of external quality assurance to be the 
provision of advice and guidance in pursuit of improvements in the standards and quality of study 
programmes and associated qualifications. In the latter case a close relationship between the evaluators and 
the evaluated is a requirement. Yet others wish to adopt a position somewhere between the two, seeking to 
balance accountability and improvement. 

The processes implemented by agencies for quality assurance obviously depend on the purpose of the 
assessment. For example, the procedures adopted when the main purpose of the assessment is the pursuit of 
the quality improvement may be very different from those carried out when the primary goal is a strong 
consumer protection. 
However, regardless of the purpose of the assessment, the standards proposed in the models of the agencies 
are frequently organized into ‘areas’ of quality assurance and assessment, which, with reference to study 
programmes, include: 
• an area ‘objectives’, including standards related to the study programme objectives (educational 

objectives and associated competences, expected learning outcomes); 
• an area ‘educational process’, which includes standards relating to the design and planning of the 

educational process and to the assessment of student learning; 
• an area ‘resources’, including standards relating to teaching staff, facilities and student services; 
• an area ‘monitoring and results’, including standards relating to the monitoring of the results of the 

educational process; 
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• an area, finally, which might be called ‘management system’, which includes standards related to the 
organizational structure of the study programme and to the process of quality promotion and 
improvement. 

As a rule, the external assessment assumes the presence of a self-assessment process. In fact the availability 
of the self-assessment report, which should be compiled as result of any process of internal assessment, is 
considered very important to the effectiveness of the external assessment process. 
In addition, external assessment involves, in general, a site visit by an assessment team that works on behalf 
of the agency. The assessment teams are almost always made up of experts in evaluation coming in part from 
the academy and in part from the production, services and professions world.  
This composition is considered very important in order to make assessment teams not self-referential, as it is 
increasingly felt the need of the presence of the students in the assessment team. 
 
External Quality Assurance of Institutions 
 
Until a few years ago, the external quality assurance dealt almost exclusively with study programmes, but 
already an investigation into the procedures adopted by the national agencies conducted by ENQA in 2008 
[5] revealed that, although the procedures of external assessment (and accreditation) of study programmes 
were the most common, some agencies also practiced the external assessment (and accreditation) of 
institutions offering study programmes. 

In general, in countries where it is practiced the external quality assurance of institutions concerns the 
assessment of the adoption and implementation of an effective system of internal quality assurance by the 
institution, based on its ‘vision’ of the quality of education, able to guarantee the quality of the study 
programmes offered by the same institution. The institutional assessment does not necessarily provide for the 
evaluation of the quality of study programmes. 

For example ANVUR, which practices the institutional accreditation of universities, has defined the 
following standards for quality assurance of institutions, borrowed from those developed by the Dutch 
national Agency NVAO [6]: 
• the institution should establish, state and actually pursue appropriate policies to achieve its vision of the 

quality of education; 
• the institution knows the extent to which its policies are actually carried out by the study programmes; 
• the institution requires that study programmes practice quality improvement, aiming at results of 

increasing value; 
• the institution has an effective organization with powers of decision-making and monitoring of the 

quality of the study programmes and of the education offered to the students. 

Today there is a tendency to emphasize the procedures of external quality assurance at institutional level. 
This however does not mean that these procedures will replace the external assessment of study programmes. 
In fact for the stakeholders the assurance of the study programmes quality is crucial. 
An integration of the procedures for the quality assurance at institutional level with those at study 
programme level is however likely and indeed desirable. This is already happening in the Dutch system 
which provides an external assessment procedure ‘simplified’ for the study programmes which belong to 
institutions that have received a positive evaluation of their quality assurance system [7]. In this case, the 
external assessment of the study programmes does not take into account all the standards for their quality 
assurance provided by the assessment model, but merely considers those relating to the educational 
objectives, the educational project and the results of the educational process. 
 
Agencies for external Quality Assurance 
 
The external quality assurance is generally on the responsibility of agencies for the external quality 
assurance/assessment (and accreditation). 
In Europe there has been a strong growth of the agencies working in the field of external quality assurance 
since 1990, helped by cooperation and sharing of the best practices among the agencies, and the creation of 
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) in 2000 was the natural 
formalization of these developments. 



 8 

The European standards for external quality assurance agencies are established in Part 3 of the ESG and are 
reported in the table below. There is the conscious ambition that the standards should be neither too detailed 
nor too prescriptive. They must not reduce the freedom of European quality assurance agencies to reflect in 
their organisations and processes the experiences and expectations of their nation or region. The standards 
must, though, ensure that the professionalism, credibility and integrity of the agencies are visible and 
transparent to their stakeholders and must permit comparability to be observable among the agencies and 
allow the necessary European dimension. 
It should be added that in this way the standards do also contribute naturally to the work being done towards 
mutual recognition of agencies and the results of agency assessments or accreditations. 

ENQA Standards for external Quality Assurance Agencies 
3.1 Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education  
The external quality assurance of agencies should take into account the presence and effectiveness of the 
external quality assurance processes described in Part 2 of the ESG. 

3.2 Official status 
Agencies should be formally recognised by competent public authorities in the EHEA as agencies with 
responsibilities for external quality assurance and should have an established legal basis. They should 
comply with any requirements of the legislative jurisdictions within which they operate. 

3.3 Activities 
Agencies should undertake external quality assurance activities (at institutional or programme level) on a 
regular basis. 

3.4 Resources 
Agencies should have adequate and proportional resources, both human and financial, to enable them to 
organise and run their external quality assurance process(es) in an effective and efficient manner, with 
appropriate provision for the development of their processes and procedures. 

3.5 Mission statement 
Agencies should have clear and explicit goals and objectives for their work, contained in a publicly 
available statement. 

3.6 Independence 
Agencies should be independent to the extent both that they have autonomous responsibility for their 
operations, and that the conclusions and recommendations made in their reports cannot be influenced by 
third parties such as higher education institutions, ministries or other stakeholders. 

3.7 External quality assurance criteria and processes used by the agencies 
The processes, criteria and procedures used by agencies should be pre-defined and publicly available. These 
processes will normally be expected to include: 
• a self-assessment or equivalent procedure by the subject of the quality assurance process; 
• an external assessment by a group of experts, including, as appropriate, (a) student member(s), and site 

visits as decided by the agency; 
• publication of a report, including any decisions, recommendations or other formal outcomes; 
• a follow-up procedure to review actions taken by the subject of the quality assurance process in the light 

of any recommendations contained in the report. 

3.8 Accountability procedures 
Agencies should have in place procedures for their own accountability. 

In 2008 it was also set up the EQAR, the “European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education” [8]. 
Currently the agencies of external assessment which comply with the standards set by the ESG registered in 
the EQAR are 24 of 14 different European countries. 
 

Accreditation 
 
Few words, finally, on the accreditation of study programmes, as the accreditation process generally 
involves: 
• the presence of a system of internal quality assurance, 
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• the self-assessment of the study programme, 
• the external assessment by an independent body (agency), 
 
The only thing to add is that in an accreditation process the external assessment is certainly aimed at 
checking the fulfillment of established quantitative and/or qualitative standards. 
In many countries the accreditation of study programs is a necessary condition in order to continue to receive 
government funding. In addition, it is now considered an essential tool to promote the quality of the study 
programmes and recognition of qualifications issued in different countries. 

The AVA system proposed by ANVUR [4] introduces the concepts of ‘initial accreditation’ and ‘periodic 
accreditation’' (already present at least in the Dutch accreditation system, from which ANVUR has certainly 
drawn inspiration) and interprets the accreditation as a ministerial act authorizing or not authorizing (initial 
accreditation), confirming or revoking (periodic accreditation) the activity of institutions and study 
programmes. In the AVA system, therefore, accreditation is linked to the authorization to operate. 
Initial accreditation will result in the assessment of the compliance of institutions and study programmes to 
specific requirements established by ANVUR, aimed at measuring requirements - educational, structural, 
organizational and of qualification of academic staff and research - considered appropriate to ensure quality, 
efficiency and effectiveness, as well as in the assessment of the economic-financial sustainability of the 
planned activity. These indicators have been defined and reported in the AVA document [4]. 
As it was expected, the indicators for initial accreditation are mainly of a quantitative nature. 
On the contrary the periodic accreditation will require the check of the persistence of requirements for initial 
accreditation and will also be based on further indicators defined ex-ante by ANVUR and on the outcomes of 
the periodic assessment. Also these indicators have been defined by ANVUR in the document AVA and 
include: 
• for institutions, the fulfillment of the already mentioned requirements for their quality assurance; 
• for study programmes, the fulfillment of the requirement for the quality assurance of study programmes, 

i.e. the effective and efficient application of the system of internal quality assurance by the study 
programmes which will be subjected to external assessment; 

and, for both institutions and study programmes, the results of ex-post check of the actual learning of 
graduates, with regard to both specific and generic learning outcomes, by appropriate tests. 
The last indicator appears certainly original. In fact, to the best knowledge of the writer, nowhere in the 
world this indicator is used for the accreditation of study programmes. And if it is not used anywhere in the 
world, probably it is because there is some problem. 
 

An eye to the future 
 
In November 2010, the ENQA has started the project ‘Visions for the Future’, the follow-up of two previous 
projects on quality assurance procedures conducted in 2003 [9] and 2008 [5]. The final report of the project 
[10] was presented at the meeting of European Ministers responsible for higher education in Bucharest on 
April 2012. 
The project was centered on ‘good practices’ in assuring external quality and was intended to explore both 
the changes taking place and the expected developments in the process of external quality assurance in the 
European higher education area, in order to provide results that could be used by the stakeholders involved in 
increasing the culture of quality in the field of higher education. 

The survey also allowed to identify priorities for the future development of European agencies for the 
external quality assurance of higher education. 
The agencies members of ENQA believe that the main priority is the need to establish a better relationship 
between external quality assurance procedures and development of mechanisms for improving higher 
education. Innovative processes adopted by the agencies in this regard show some convergence around four 
‘strategies’, practiced with different levels of intensity by the individual agencies. 
The first strategy involves the promotion of quality assurance systems managed by the institutions of higher 
education and of external assessments able to measure the increase of their effectiveness. This strategy is 
associated with a better attention to institutional assessment and to the purpose to optimize the processes of 
external assessment, with the reduction of bureaucracy and a greater focus on results. 
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The second strategy is based on benchmarking and the need to establish frames of reference with regard to, 
for example, the learning outcomes of the study programmes and other areas of the higher education. In this 
regard agencies consider necessary a larger internationalization in order to promote the study programme 
quality.  
The third strategy requires the identification of the excellences in higher education and the dissemination of 
good practices. This is an emerging area that comes from different lines of thought, which has the aim to 
improve the educational offer in general, to encourage innovation in teaching and to promote the 
attractiveness of the study programmes at international level. 
The fourth strategy regards the intensification of the monitoring of the quality of study programmes and 
institutions and of the follow-up actions through the availability of data and indicators, in order to measure 
the improvement continuously. 
In any case it is widely accepted that, whatever the strategy, quality assurance of teaching and learning 
should always put the student at the centre of the attention. 
Finally, and as a complement to these strategies, European agencies for the external quality assurance of 
higher education find it necessary to make progress in the international recognition of assessment and 
accreditation practices adopted and implemented at national level. 
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