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ENQA-workshop organised in cooperation with NOKUT

Assessing educational quality: Knowledge production and the role of experts

14-15 February 2008, Oslo, Norway  

The aim of the workshop is to discuss central questions relating to the use of expert panels. 

The workshop will focus on the knowledge production and the roles of the experts who conduct quality assessments of higher education. The workshop will provide a forum for meta- or position debates around evaluations that are carried out by expert panels and make a contribution towards contested issues in European quality assurance debates. As a preparation for the workshop, we will ask the persons that register to answer some questions about their agencies practices. On the background of this material, specific comparisons on a few topics will be presented to the workshop.    

The workshop will cover the following three topics: 

External expert panels’ evaluations vs. research based evaluations of higher education

Governance and control of higher education through national quality regimes vary, but quality assessments by external expert panels play a crucial role in most countries. A remaining topic for discussion, however, is the respective merits of expert panels’ evaluations versus more research based evaluations. The debates too often take the form of stalled discussions between (educational) researchers and, for example, representatives of quality assurance agencies, where the defence of their own position easily comes to the fore. The workshop aims at fresh, reflective, informed and developmental discussions on this controversial issue.  

“The quality contract”: Agency regulations meet expert panels

Experts assessing higher education on behalf of QA-agencies work within a national model of external quality assurance and get their mandates from the QA-agencies. Evaluation procedures as well as standards and criteria are to a large extent regulated by agencies or authorities. Such regulations are important for the process to be transparent and predictable. In addition, they ensure that the evaluated institutions are assessed according to the same requirements and criteria. However, experts being responsible for conducting the assessments, including the pronounced evaluations, raise the question of how much room there is for “proper” expert knowledge. The focus will be on how agencies and experts handle this balance. 

Expert knowledge in public  

In Europe the national assessments of higher education normally result in public reports. The public reports are seen as important information to students, authorities and society in general. The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) state that “the interests of society in the quality and standards of higher education need to be safeguarded”. According to the ESG, “Reports should be published and should be written in a style, which is clear and readily accessible to its intended readership […]”. It is generally assumed that the reports are important for the evaluated institutions’ reputation. But what “knowledge” or “authority” status do (or should) the reports legitimately have?
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