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THE HOLY SEE’S

QUALITY ASSURANCE AGENCY:
A BRIEF PRESENTATION

Preliminaries

Since joining the Bologna Process on 19th September 2003 in Berlin, the Holy See has been actively involved in its developments, especially through the Congregation for Catholic Education, the department of the Holy See responsible for governing and coordinating Higher Education within the Church. Since 2003, a commission has been established to determine the effect of the Bologna Process on Ecclesiastical Faculties along with taking part in seminars organized by the Bologna Follow-Up Group. European Ecclesiastical Universities, Faculties and Institutes have been informed by the Congregation on the ECTS, the Diploma Supplement and internal quality assurance procedures and have been requested to introduce them. The students of Roman Ecclesiastical Universities have organized themselves into a Conference and elected their President. The Holy See has sent a delegation at each ministerial summit (Berlin, Bergen, London) and has been represented in the Bologna Follow-Up Group. An initiative from the Holy See was the Seminar held in Rome on: “The Cultural Heritage and Academic Values of the European University and Attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area” (31 March – 1 April 2006), co-organized with UNESCO-CEPES and the Council of Europe. In 2007, a new step was taken with the erection of the Holy See’s Agency for Quality Assurance AVEPRO (Agenzia per la Valutazione e la Promozione della Qualità nelle Facoltà Ecclesiastiche).

Ecclesiastical Faculties
Academic Centres of the Catholic Church at the university level are classified according to two types in light of the goals and contents of their studies: Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties, and Catholic Universities. 

With Christian faith as their basis, all Catholic Universities teach and carry out research in the disciplines common to all universities. These universities and university-level colleges (over one thousand in number throughout the world) award degrees on the basis of civil authority. The recognition of their degrees outside the countries where they are located is the same as that of the degrees from the civil universities in their respective countries.
Ecclesiastical Universities, Faculties and Institutions are engaged in teaching and research in the religious sciences proper to the Church, that is, those areas that deal more particularly with Christian revelation, along with various related disciplines. Through the content of this teaching and research activity, they are, therefore, connected with its mission of evangelization. They are governed by a common academic legislation everywhere in the world under the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana of 1979.
  They also confer degrees under the authority of the Holy See (cf. Can. 816-817 Code of Canon Law 1983). These institutions number 651, of which 372 are in Europe (see enclosed Tables); they are listed in the Annuario Pontificio, the official yearbook of the Holy See. Depending on State regulations, these institutions and the academic degrees they confer may or may not be recognized by the State in which they are located. These Universities and Faculties ─ whether free-standing or belonging to Catholic or State universities​ ─ are governed under the jurisdiction of the Holy See through the Congregation for Catholic Education and are intended for both ecclesiastical and lay students.

Quality Assurance and the Holy See’s Agency AVEPRO

The safeguarding of quality constitutes a moral obligation of the Church, which is called upon to exercise its responsibility towards the resources that God has entrusted to it. Numerous initiatives in favour of the promotion of quality are constantly prompted by the concern and readiness of institutions themselves and their administrators, of local churches and religious congregations. The Holy See expresses a similar concern through the solicitous work and care of the Congregation for Catholic Education. The newly-established Holy See’s Agency, AVEPRO (Agency for the Evaluation and Promotion of Quality in Ecclesiastical Faculties), has received the approval of the Holy Father Benedict XVI and has been erected by the Secretariat of State in September 2007. AVEPRO is intended to reinforce concern for quality through the implementation of new instruments and procedures. These instruments and procedures should be well adapted to present-day requirements and should meet the need embodied by the Bologna Process in Europe to progress towards unified standards. 

In accordance with the norms regulating Quality Assurance Agencies within the European Area of Higher Education, the Agency for Ecclesiastical Faculties, though under the supreme authority of the Holy See, is autonomous in the development of its quality assurance processes and will not be influenced by interested parties, by the institutions themselves or by the ecclesiastical authorities responsible for them. 

In this early stage of its existence, the Agency, under the Presidency of Father Franco Imoda S.J., former Rector of the Gregorian University, and with the help of the Congregation for Catholic Education and its Bologna Process Commission, is working at the setting up of its internal organization: a Board of Directors, a Board of Advisers, groups of experts, and administrative management. AVEPRO is also preparing the necessary tools for its activities: a handbook, references and benchmarks, a database, a website, etc.
In the choice and development of its criteria and procedures, the Agency will have to take into account both the agreed upon “European Standards and Guidelines” and the specificity of ecclesiastical studies, keeping in mind the definition of quality drawn from the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana. The notion of “quality” can, thus, be understood as the capacity of ecclesiastical institutes and faculties to correspond to the aims defined in the Constitution as follows:

· to cultivate and promote their own disciplines through scientific research, to deepen knowledge of Christian revelation and of matters connected with it (Art. 3 § 1);

· to prepare students (clerics and lay-people) for the priestly ministry, for teaching the sacred sciences and for the more arduous tasks of the apostolate and other activities of the Church (Intro III);

· to promote the continuing permanent education of the ministers of the Church (Art. 3 § 2);

· to present the truths of Christian revelation to the people of the present day in a manner adapted to various cultures and considering the new issues that arise (Art. 3    § 1);

· to collaborate, in accordance with their own nature and in close communion with the Hierarchy, with the local and the universal Church, in the work of evangelization (Art. 3 § 3).

For the promotion and assessment of quality assurance in ecclesiastical academic institutions and within the limits of its competency and capacity, the Agency will carry out the following activities:

· to help ecclesiastical academic institutions to develop a quality culture and to make improvements in the attainment of their own ends through information, contacts and other support of the same kind;

· to develop, define and update procedures for internal and external quality assurance processes according to either ecclesiastical or civil, either judicial or practical requirements at the regional, national and international levels;

· to plan and to carry out external assessment of single institutions through the visits of experts, and to process the final corresponding reports;

· to elaborate and to suggest convenient measures after external assessments and to implement follow-up procedures to ensure that these measures are taken into account;

· to act as a source of reliable information from within and from without the field of academic institutions;

· to carefully choose experts for external assessment processes and to offer them a basic as well as permanent training;

· to promote the creation and distribution of means and adequate subsidies for the promotion of quality;

· to carry out other activities related with its own aims according to the requirements of time and place.
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