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1.  Executi ve summary  

1.1  Introduction  

The Quality Assurance Unit of the Flemish Interuniversitary Council 1 (henc e-
forth VLIR -QAU or Unit) is, by legislation, charged with the coordin ation of 

the periodic assessment of university programmes within the fram ework of 
an accr editation sy stem.  Furthermore, the VLIR -QA Unit is, by legislation ï  
together with VLHORA ï also charged with the coordination of the periodic 

assessment of academic programmes, organised by colleges of higher ed u-
cation in cooperation with universities, w ithin the framework of an associ a-

tion.  
The VLIR -QAU is a member of ENQA and its membership regulations stip u-
late a periodic review of the agency.  

This report contains the assessment of the VLIR -QAU by an independent 
panel of quality assurance experts.  

 

1.2  Rev iew process  

First initiatives for an external review date from mid -2006. Initially a joint 

review was considered, together with the quality assurance unit of the sister 
organis ation VLHORA (Flemish Council of University Colleges), but later both 
parties de cided for separate reviews. In September 2007, the initial co m-

munication with the ENQA secretariat took place. On the basis of consult a-
tion with the ENQA secretariat, a choice was made for an independent qua l-

ity assurance consultant to coordinate the revie w and to act as secr etary of 
the review panel. In April 2008, a consultant was contracted. At that time 
the process of drafting the Self -Evaluation Report had already started. This 

was finished in the autumn of 2008. In the meantime panel members were 
appr oached, again after co nsultation with ENQA.  

 
A preparatory visit to the VLIR -QAU by chairman and secretary took place 
on 16 th  January , 2009. A programme of about ten on -site meetings was 

drawn up, involving about 60 people including the chairman and membe rs 
of the VLIR Board, VLIR managing director, VLIR -QAU staff members and 

administrative staff, faculty and institutional quality assessment coordin a-
tors, VLHORA representatives, representatives of the student organization, 
Ministry (administration), former  panel members, Higher Education Reco g-

nition Commission and NVAO  (Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands 
and Flanders) . All meetings were held in the VLIR office in Brussels from 3 rd  

February  up to and including 5 th  February, 2009.  
 

1.3  Evidence  

The VL IR-QAU submitted (the English version of) its Self -Evaluation Report 
to the panel on 5 th  November, 2008. An update to the Self -Evaluation R e-
port was received by the panel on 28 th  January, 2009. This was accomp a-

nied by a short note concerning the Unitôs role in the quality assurance sy s-
tem.  

 

                                       
1 In Dutch: Cel Kwaliteitszorg van de Vlaamse Interuniversitaire Raad.  
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Both the report and update were considered by the committee, as well as 
various other documents that were available to the committee in a dvance of 

and during the site visit. The panel received an evalu ative document from  a 
faculty coordinator that was not able to attend the meeting and also r e-
ceived two samples from follow -up reports.  

 
The site visit provided further oral evidence.  

 
The panel considers the Self -Evaluation Report as very open and inform a-
tive, with attenti on for shortcomings and possible tensions.  

The panel was hosted with great hospitality and flexibility and received 
every support. All the meetings were open and informative and there was 

no indication that any information or opinion was being held back.  
 

1.4  Conclusions  

 
Compliance with the ESG (Standards and Guidelines for Quality A s-
surance in the European Higher Education Area)  

In the light of the documentary and oral evidence, the review panel is sati s-
fied that, in the performance of its functions, the VLIR  Quality Assurance 

Unit is in compliance with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assu r-
ance in the European Higher Education Area . The Panel, therefore, reco m-
mends to the Board of ENQA that the VLIR Quality Assu rance Unit should 

have its Full Membersh ip of ENQA confirmed for a further period of five 
years.  

 

1.5  Recommendations  

The committee has formulated a number of recommendations.  

The (impleme ntation of the) recommendations are not conditional for the 
assessment of the VLIR -QAU as compliant with the ES G. 
The recommendations are relevant to the functioning of the VLIR -QAU; in 

most instances, however, implementing them will also require decisions 
and/or e fforts from other parties.  

 
The recommendations are the following:  
-  Enhance stakeholder involvement.  

-  Im prove readability and accessibility of reports for a broader readership.  
-  Monitor follow -up activities.  

-  Clarify the position of óMaster after masterô programmes in the assess-
ment procedure.  

-  Reduce the number of themes, aspects, criteria and points of attent ion 

in the procedures and always be transparent about the crit eria used.  
-  Take care to have the óreferential frameworkô (a discipline-specific frame 

of re ference) ready early in the assessment process.  
-  Shorten the duration of the entire process.  
-  Draft a pro per mission statement.  

-  Produce system -wide analyses.  
-  Improve the internal accountability procedures.  

-  Strengthen the (operational) independence of the VLIR -QAU. 
-  Consider changing the selection procedure for the review panels.  
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2.  Introduction  

2.1  Outline of th e review process  

2.1.1  VLIR Quality Assurance Unit  

The VLIR -QAU is, by law, charged with the coordination of periodic asses s-
ment of university programmes within the framework of a bi -national a c-

credit ation system (a joint system of Flanders and The Netherlands).   
 
The VLIR-QAU is part of a three - tier system of quality assurance and a c-

creditation. In this system the VLIR -QAU occupies the middle layer, in b e-
tween the individual universities (and their programmes) on the one hand 

and the NVAO on the other hand. Each  layer has -  in principle -  its own 
autonomy and well -delineated responsibility:  
-  The individual universities are responsible for the development and i m-

plementation of internal quality assurance procedures. Within this 
framework, programmes are in charge o f their own self -evaluation pro c-

esses. The programmes draw up a self -evaluation report as the basis for 
an external peer review.  

-  The VLIR-QAU is responsible for the organisation of external asses s-
ments of programmes (with an emphasis on improvement) and th e pu b-
lication of the assessment reports of  assessment panels consisting of e x-

ternal peers.  
-  Finally, the NVAO is in charge of the formal accreditation of the pr o-

grammes which have been assessed by the VLIR -QAU, and focuses on 
accoun tability.  

2.1.2  Purposes of t he review  

The VLIR is a member of ENQA. Membership of this organisation requires a 

five -yearly external assessment of the VLIRôs activities in the field of exte r-
nal quality assurance. The goal of such a review is to check whether the 

VLIR complies, as a qu ality assurance agency, with the Standards and 
Guidelines for Qua lity Assurance in the European Higher Education Area .2  
The assessment should be based on a self - evaluation report and a site visit 

by an independent international panel of experts.  
 

Addition ally, the VLIR -QAU regards the review as a suitable opport unity to 
conduct a critical evaluation of its role in the quality assurance and a ccred i-
tation system; especially in the light of proposed changes in the sy stem that 

are currently in discussion.  

2.1.3  Com mittee and review method  

The firs t initiatives for an external review date from mid -2006. Initially a 

joint review, together with the quality assurance unit of the VLHORA was 
considered, but later a decision was made for separate reviews. In Septe m-

ber 2007 , the initial communication with the ENQA secretariat took place. 
On the basis of consultation with the ENQA secretariat, a choice was made 

                                       
2 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education 

Area,  European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, 2007, He l-

sinki, 2nd edition, 2007  
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for an indepen dent quality assurance consultant to coordinate the review 
and to act as se cretary for the review pane l. In April 2008 smets+ hover+ 

adviseurs was contracted for that  purpose . At that same time the process of 
drafting the Self -Evaluation Report had already started. This was finished in 
the a utumn of 2008. In the meantime panel members were approached, 

agai n after co nsultation with ENQA. A list of panel members is recorded in 
annexe 6.1 . All panel members have signed a declar ation of independence.  

 
A preparatory visit to VLIR -QAU by the chairman and the secretary took 
place on 16 th  January, 2009. A programme of about ten on -site meetings 

was drawn up involving about 60 people including the chairman and me m-
bers of the VLIR Board, VLIR managing director, VLIR-QAU staff members 

and administrative staff, faculty and institutional qual ity assessment coord i-
nators, VLHORA representatives, representatives of the student organiz a-

tion, Ministry (administration), former panel members, the Higher Education 
Recognition Commission and NVAO. All meetings were held in the VLIR o f-
fice in Brussels f rom 3 rd  February up to and including 5 th  February, 2009.  

 
The VLIR -QAU submitted (the English version of) its Self -Evaluation Report 

to the panel on 5th November, 2008. An update to the Self -Evaluation R e-
port was received by the review panel on 28 th  Januar y, 2009. This was a c-
companie d by a short note concerning the Unitôs role in the quality assur-

ance system. The report and update were considered by the commi t tee, as 
well as various other documents that were available to the committee b e-

fore and during the site visit.  
 
The panel considers the Self -Evaluation Report to be very informative and 

sufficiently self -critical. However, the panel also noticed a certain preocc u-
pation with system questions (concerning the division of responsibilities b e-

tween the three tiers in the system and with the current discussion about 
possible changes to the system). Understandable as this may be, its  rel e-
vancy for the review of the Unit against  the ESG is limited.  

 
The site visit provided further oral evidence. The panel receive d an evalu a-

tive document from a faculty coordinator that was not able to attend the 
meeting and also received two samples of follow -up reports.  
The meetings were very informative and were characterized by a very open 

discussion.  
Furthermore, during the vi sit, the panel was very pleasantly hosted by the 

VLIR and had full access to documentation.  
 
After the site visit the secretary wrote a draft report. This was submitted for 

commentary to the panel members. Based on the various comments a new 
version of the  report was drafted and sent to the VLIR -QAU for factual ver i-

fication  on March 29, 2009 . The reaction of the VLIR QAU was received on 
April 27, 2009. Chairman and secretary thereupon finalized the report, 
which was submitted to the VLIR -QAU May 15, 200 9.  
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2.2  Outline of the report  

The panel first presents a description of the VLIR -QAU in chapter 3. 

 
In chapter 4 the panel presents its findings regarding the VLIR -QAUôs com-

pliance with the ESG. 
 
In cha pter 5 the panel  formulates conclusions and recommendations.  

 
Finally some annexes are added.  

 



 

VLIR Quality Assurance Unit Review Report ï May 2009 10 

3.  VLIR Quality Assurance Unit  

 

3.1  History  

The VLIR has been the consultative and advisory body of the Flemish un i-

versities since 1976. Since 1991, a separate quality assessment unit within 
the VLIR has organized the programme assessments, which have been a s-
signed by law to the universities as part of their responsibility for the inte r-

nal and external qua lity assurance of the programmes.  
 

The VLIR-QAU is now part of a three - tier system of quality assurance and 
accreditation. In this system the VLIR -QAU occupies the middle layer, in 
between the individual universities (and their programmes) on the one 

hand , and the NVAO on the other hand. Ea ch layer has its own autonomy 
and well -delineated responsibility:  

-  The individual universities are responsible for the development and i m-
plementation of internal quality assurance procedures. Within this 
framework, programmes are in charge of their own sel f-evaluation pro c-

esses. The programmes draw up a self -evaluation report as the basis for 
an external peer review.  

-  The VLIR-QAU is responsible for the organisation of external asses s-
ments of programmes (with an emphasis on improvement) and the pu b-
lication o f the assessment reports of  assessment panels consisting of e x-

ternal peers.  
-  Finally, the NVAO is in charge of the formal accreditation of the pr o-

grammes which have been assessed by the VLIR -QAU, and focuses on 
accountability.     

 
This three - tier system w as introduced in Flanders in 2003. The legislative 
basis for the system is twofold.  

-  The Universities Act (1991) assigns responsibility for the internal and 
external quality assurance of education to the universities themselves. 

Thus each university is res ponsible for internal quality assurance within 
itself as an institution. Additionally, each university is required to submit 
its programmes for an external assessment on an eight -year cycle and 

to act on the findings and results of this external assessment . The task 
of organising these external assessments has been entrusted to the 

VLIR, which has been the consultative and advisory body of the univers i-
ties since 1976. Within the VLIR a Quality Assurance Unit has been set 
up to carry out this role. The exter nal quality assurance system serves a 

twofold purpose: it is intended to help improve the quality of university 
education, and the universities are required to account for the way in 

which they address quality and quality assurance in the context of a pr o-
gramme.  

-  The Higher Education Act ( Decreet betreffende de herstruct urering van 

het hoger onderwijs in Vlaanderen,  2003) adds a number of important 
elements. The external quality assurance system, that was mainly d e-

signed with a view to introducing improvemen ts, underwent a thorough 
modification with the introduction of the external quality assurance sy s-
tem. Alongside the interest in making improvements, the programmes 

were now also required to demonstrate their ógenericô (or basic) quality 
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as a condition for accreditation, to be based on an external peer asses s-
ment. Flanders and the Netherlands decided to have their higher educ a-

tion programmes jointly accredited, and to this end they established the 
NVAO.  

 

The 2003 Higher Education Act continues the VLIR-QAUôs responsibility for 
coordinating the external assessments. The assessment  panels  from  then 

on  judge  the  programmes  on the basis of the six óthemesô (covering 21 
óaspectsô) listed in the NVAOôs accreditation framework.  
After the publication of the assessment report, the higher education instit u-

tion submits an accreditation application to the NVAO. The NVAOôs decision -
making structure is binary: either the programme receives accredit ation or 

it does not. If the accreditation decision about a programm e is neg ative, the 
institutionôs board may submit an application to the Flemish government for 

a temporary recognition. A positive accreditation decision has an eight -year 
period of validity. In 2012, all bachelorôs and masterôs programmes will be 
assessed  for the first time according to this new system.  

 
Currently, changes to the system are under discussion, which may lead to 

the implementation of a revised system in Flanders from 2013. The pr o-
posed system would consist of institutional audits in combinati on with a sy s-
tem of limited (in respect to the current situation) programme evalu ations. 

This discussion of course has no direct relevance with regard to the review 
of the VLIR -QAU at this moment, but understandably part of the di scussion 

within the meetin gs pertained to the current policy discussions.  
 

3.2  Tasks  

The VLIR-QAU is responsible for the coordination of the joint external a s-

sessments of the academic programmes organised by the universities. Pr o-
grammes are not reviewed in isolation but always togethe r in a cluster of 

related programmes, enabling a comparative approach. Some unique study 
programmes  however are assessed individually.  
 

Moreover, the VLIR -QAU is responsible (together with its sister organisation 
VLHORA) for the coordination of the externa l a ssessments of the academic 

programmes organised by university colleges in the context of an associ a-
tion 3 and for the academic programmes jointly o rganised by universities and 

university co lleges.  
 
The VLIR seeks, in the context of external qua lity assu rance, to contribute 

to the monitoring and improvement of the quality of university education by 
carrying out external educational asses sments.  

 

                                       
3 Since 2003, university colleges and universities have been grouped together in 

five associations  which are organised around a university. An important function of 

the associations is the optimisation of the collaboration between university co lleges 

and universities with a view to the adoption of academic standards in the two -cycle 

education (the four and five -year programmes), i.e. embedding this educ ation in 

scientific research, at the university colleges.  
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The  Quality  Assurance  Unit  fulfils  this  role  by  organising,  on  a  reg u-
lar  basis,  educational  asse ssment visits, carried out by panels of ind e-

pendent and authoritative peers.  
 
The Unit also has the task of supporting the VLIR Quality Assurance and 

Accreditation Working Group. This Working Group discusses quality assu r-
ance - related problems, carries out  policy preparation work and formulates 

formal opinions for  the administrative bodies of the VLIR with regard to e x-
ternal quality assurance.  
 

3.3  Status  

The role of the VLIR -QAU is firmly established in the legislation. Article 
57bis, § 2ter  of the Higher Ed ucation Act clearly establishes the role of the 

VLIR as a quality assessment body. It is also stipulated that the VLIR is r e-
spon sible for drawing up an Educational Assessment Visits Guide ( Decreet 

betreffende de herstruct urering van het hoger onderwijs in Vlaanderen,  art. 
93, § 3).  
The role of the Higher Education Recognition Committee (an independent 

external body that checks the independence of proposed members of review 
panels) is also established in the legislation ( Decreet betreffende de he r-

structureri ng van het hoger o nderwijs in Vlaanderen , art. 93, § 3bis).  
 

3.4  Mission  

The VLIR Quality Assurance Unit has defined its mission (óOpdrachtsverklar-

ingô) as follows: 
 

ñIn the context of the statutory role assigned to the Flemish Interuniversity 

Council (VLIR), VLIRôs Quality Assurance Unit is responsible for the coordi-
nation of the joint external assessments of the academic programmes o r-
ganised by the universities. Moreover, the VLIR Quality Assurance Unit is 

responsible together with VLHORA for the coordination  of the external a s-
sessments of the academic programmes organised by university colleges in 

the context of an association and for the academic programmes jointly o r-
ganised by universities and university colleges. The VLIR seeks, in the co n-
text of external quality assurance, to contribute to the monitoring and i m-

provement of the quality of university education by carrying out external 
educational assessments.  

The  Quality  Assurance  Unit  fulfils  this  role  by  organising  on  a  regular  
basis  educatio nal  assessment visits, carried out by panels of independent 
and authoritative peers. Their findings are published in public reports. The 

tools used by the Quality Assurance Unit in the execution of its role are 
supported by research and consultation with its partners.  

During the assessment process, the Quality Assurance Unit attaches pa r-
tic ular importance in its coordinatory role to:  

-  monitoring the independence, transparency and consistent execution of  
  the whole process;  
-  recognising  and  respectin g  the  individuality  and  stimulating  the   

  engagement  of  the  programmes under assessment;  
-  ensuring attention for both the accountability and the improvement  

  fun ction of the assessment process.  
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As tangible end products of the assessment proces s, the published reports 

are intended to inform the outside world objectively about the quality of the 
visited programmes, offer constructive suggestions on improving quality 

within the programmes and as such constitute the substantive basis for the 
issue of formal accreditations.ò (SER, p. 15-16)ò  

 

3.5  Organisation  

The Bureau and the Board are the VLIRôs two administrative bodies, and 

cover the fields  of  internationalisation,  communication,  ed ucational  po l-
icy,  research  policy  and  equal opportunities,  personnel and f inance, and 

quality assurance and accredit ation.  
 
The Bureau consists of the six rectors of the Flemish universities. The Board 

has twelve members, also from all Flemish universities . 
 

The VLIR secretariat had 19 staff members (18 FTEs) on  1 October 2008. 
See Figure 1 for an organisation chart.  
 

Figure 1: Organisation chart  
 

 
 
Within the VLIR secretariat, the number of staff members working on the 

external quality assurance evaluations has changed from two in itially in the 
early 90s to ten  on 1 October 2008.  

The VLIR-QAU staff currently consists of:  
-  Academic coordinator (0,3 FTE). The academic coordinator acts as an 

advisor, mediates in the event of problems, helps monitor the asses s-



 

VLIR Quality Assurance Unit Review Report ï May 2009 14 

ments, runs the meetings to decide on the composition of t he asses s-
ment panels, inaugurates the assessment panels and chairs the Quality 

Assurance and Accredit ation Working Group.  
-  Coordinator (1 FTE), responsible for the coordination and supervision of 

the execution of the programme reviews.  

-  Eight staff members ( 8 FTE), who organize the reviews and act as se cre-
tary of the panels.  

-  Two administrative staff (1,5 FTE)  
 
The VLIR-QAU receives a grant for its general functioning and the univers i-

ties pay for the individual assessments. For 2008 the Unit budgeted a rev e-
nue  of ú 358,020 (general functioning) and ú 767,247 (individual asses s-

ments), which results in an overall revenue of ú 1,125 ,267 . For 2009, the  
Unit has budgeted ú 365.180 (general functioning) and ú 954,000 (indivi d-

ual assessments), which results in an over all revenue of ú 1,319 ,180. The 
budget rise (+17%) is mainly the consequence of the increase in the nu m-
ber of assessments.  
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4.  ESG compliance  

In this chapter the panel presents its major findings in the fo llowing format:  
- Description of the information gathere d; making reference to mee t ings 

or documentation explored.  
- Analysis of that information with respect to each standard.  
- Conclusion as to the degree of compliance of the VLIR Quality Assurance 

Unit is with the ESG. 
 

4.1  ESG 2.1 Use of internal quality assuranc e procedures  

 

External quality assurance procedures should take into account the effe c-

tiveness of the internal quality assurance processes described in Part 1 of 
the European Standards and Guidelines.  

 

4.1.1  Description  

In paragraph 3.1 the Flemish system of qua lity assurance in the universities 
is sketched. It is a three - tier system:  

- Institutional level: the universities establish and maintain an internal 
system of quality assurance at institutional and programme level.  

- Quality assurance agency level: all progr ammes are periodically r e-

viewed by an independent, external panel; these panel reviews are o r-
ganised and supported by the VLIR -QAU. 

- Accreditation agency level: the reports by the review panels serve as a 
basis for formal accreditation of the programmes by the NVAO. Accred i-

tation is a prerequisite for state funding of the programme and for d e-
gree -awarding power.  

 
A central link between these three tiers is the NVAO accreditation fram e-
work, consisting of 6 themes and 21 aspects. 4 Theme 5 is Internal quality 

Assurance, consisting of the following three a spects:  

- Aspect 5.1. Evaluation results.  

- Aspect 5.2. Measures for improvement.  

- Aspect 5.3. Involvement of staff, students, alumni and the professional 

field.  
 

This internal system of quality assurance serves in p art to facilitate the 
drawing up of a reliable and transparent self -evaluation report faculty coo r-
dinators and their teams with respect to the themes and aspects of the 

NVAO accreditation fram ework.  
The framework is  also the frame of reference for the inde pendent panels 

that review the programmes.  
 

                                       
4 The accreditation framework has a legal basis; see article 58, Higher Education 

Act (Decreet betreffende de herstru cturering van het hoger onderwijs in 

Vlaanderen), April 2003.  
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The review procedure (worked out in great detail in the Educational A s-
sessment Visits Guide  that was developed by the VLIR -QAU in cooperation 

with its sister organisation VLHORA) pays considerable attention to T heme 
5. Amongst others, there will always be meetings with those responsible for 
quality assurance at central, faculty and programme level to gauge the d e-

sign, functioning and effectiveness of the internal quality assurance proc e-
dures on the basis of the d escription in the self -evaluation report.  

 
Various aspects of the NVAO accreditation framework cover the elements 
described in ESG, Part 1:  

- Standard 1.1 (Policy and procedures for quality assurance ) is covered by 
aspects 5.1 (Evaluation results ) and 5.3  ( I nvolvement of staff, students, 

alumni and the professional field ) .  
- Standard 1.2 (Approval, monitoring and periodic review of programmes 

and awards ) is covered by aspects 2.1  (Correspondence between the 
aims and objectives, and the curriculum ) , 5.1 (Evaluat ion results ) and 
5.2  (Measures for improvement ) . 

- Standard 1.3 (Assessment of students ) is covered by aspect 2.7  (Lear n-
ing assessment ) . 

- Standard 1.4 (Quality assurance of teaching staff ) is covered by aspect 
3.1  (Quality of staff ) .  

- Standard 1.5 (Learning re sources and student support ) is covered by 

aspects 2.6  (Coherence of structure and contents ) , 3.3  (Quantity of 
staff ), 4.1  (Facilities )  and  4.2 (Tutoring ) . 

- Standard 1.6 ( Information systems ) is covered by aspects 2.5  (Wor k-
load ) , 3.3  (Quantity of staff ) , 5. 1 (Evaluation results ) , 6.1 (Achieved 
learning outcome ) and 6. 2 ( Study progress ) . 

- Standard 1.7 (Public information ) is covered by aspect 1.1  (Level and 
or ientation ) , 2.7  (Learning assessment ) , 4.2  (Tutoring ) . 

4.1.2  Analysis  

The panel understands that there is a division of responsibilities and a u-
thorities in the system of quality a ssurance. The institutions themselves are 
responsible for the quality assurance of their programmes (Higher Ed ucation 

Act, art. 93). Because of this formal division of responsibilities the VLIR-
QAU (and the review panels that the Unit is coordinating) necessarily take 

into account the (effectiveness of) the internal quality assurance processes 
within the institutions. Neither the VLIR -QAU nor the review pa nels have 

any responsibi lity reg arding the internal quality assurance pro cesses within 
the institutions; these reside  firmly in the institutions. They do not r epeat 
the various activities of the internal quality assurance; they only r eview the 

scope and effectiveness of the internal qual ity assurance system following 
the aforementioned three aspects of the NVAO accreditation framework. In 

the process all standards of ESG Part 1 are taken into a ccount.  

4.1.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR Quality Assurance Unit fully complies with ESG 2.1.  
 

4.2  ESG 2.2 Develop ment of external quality assurance pro cesses  
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The aims and objectives of quality assurance processes should be dete r-

mined before the processes themselves are developed, by all those respo n-
sible (including higher education institutions) and should be publis hed with 

a description of the procedures to be used.  

 

4.2.1  Description  

At the national system level the aims and objectives of quality assurance 
processes were determined in the course of the legislative process leading 

to the current system as laid down in the  2003 Higher Education Act. In this 
pro cess, the various stakeholders have been consulted.  

 
At the level of the VLIR -QAU, the aims and objectives are recorded in the 
VLIR -QAU Educational Assessment Visits Guide ; see Chapter 1, Quality and 

Quality Assurance  Systems and, more specifically concerning the tasks of 
the VLIR -QAU, paragraph 3.2, Task of the Assessment panel. All the proc e-

dures to be used are documented in this guide.  
The Educational Assessment Visits Guide  has been developed on the basis 
of the NV AO accred itation framework and in consultation with stakeholders.  

4.2.2  Analysis  

It can clearly be established that, formally and factually, the aims and o b-
jectives were determined before the processes themselves were deve loped, 

given the fact that the processe s and procedures had to be based on the 
law. Fu rthermore, the VLIR -QAU has published its procedures.  
 

As to the involvement of óall those responsibleô, the panel is satisfied that 
this is formally the case. However, here, as well as regarding some other 

standards, the panel feels that serious involvement of stakeholder parties 
falls somewhat short of what might be expected. For instance, the involv e-

ment of stakeholders (other than the universities) in the conce ptualisat ion 
and update of the Educational Asse ssment Visits Guide  was limited. The 
panel will critically discuss this with regard to standard 4.16  where it is 

more rel evant.  
 

The panel notes that the quality assurance system has in fact two main 
functions that are defined  in the law:  
- An improvement function, geared towards a continuous improvement of 

the relevance, content, learning, assessment and outcomes of pr o-
grammes.  

- An accountability function, whereby accreditation is a condition for fun d-
ing and for granting degree -awarding power.  

 

The panel learned in the meetings that for the institutions, as well as for the 
VLIR -QAU, the improvement function definitively comes first. The gover n-

ment representative regarded both functions as important.  
It is evident, from the Unitôs Self -Evaluation Report and from various mee t-
ings that there are sometimes tensions between the two functions. E spe-

cially at the start of the system in 2004 there was some apprehension that 
the openness, necessary for the improvement function, might jeopar dize 

programme accreditation. The improvement function demands self -crit icism 
in the self -evaluation report and requires recommendations by the review 
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panels and this might be perceived, by the accrediting agency, as substa n-
tial shortcomings prohibiting acc red itation.  

At the start of the new system, this has certainly played a role at times, 
with the NVAO asking additional questions about the nature of the reco m-
mendations and at times even óredoingô the job of the panel or the VLIR-

QAU. The panel ôs impressio n is that this is no longer the case other than in 
exceptional situations. The VLIR -QAU has meanwhile learned to take great 

care to ensure that the review reports make a clear distinction between the 
assessments and the motivations for them on the one hand , and sugge s-
tions for improvements on the other hand. The panel has understood from 

NVAO representatives that this nowadays hardly ever gives rise to pro b-
lems.  

 
Furthermore, it is evident that a positive characteristic of the current sy s-

tem is a great sens e of ownership and involvement on the part of the un i-
versities (but, as already mentioned, this is less so in the case of other i m-
portant stakeholders: students, employers  and society in general ).  

4.2.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 2.2.  
 

4.3  ESG 2 .3 Criteria for decisions  

 

Any formal decisions made as a result of an external quality assurance a c-

tivity should be based on explicit, published criteria that are applied consi s-
tently.  

 

4.3.1  Description  

The VLIR-QAU does not make any formal decisions as a resu lt of the exte r-
nal peer review of a programme. Given the three - tier system, the formal 

accreditation decision, based on a review panelôs report, is made by the 
NVAO.  
 

The decisions by the NVAO are demonstrably based on explicit, published 
criteria that are  applied consistently. The panel refers to the conclusion 

ñNVAO fully complies with ESG 2.3ò in the Report of the committee for the 
review of the Accreditation Organization of The Netherlands and Flanders 
(NVAO)  (September 2007).  

 
It should be mentioned he re that there are two possibilities of appeal, one 

in the phase before the panel finalises the report and one after the a ccred i-
tation decision by NVAO.  

4.3.2  Analysis  

ESG 2.3 does not directly apply to decisions made by the VLIR -QAU; ther e-
fore the panel has to t ake into account the decision making of the NVAO. As 
the NVAO has recently been reviewed with regard to ESG -compliance, the 

panel can refer to the (above -mentioned) conclusions of the NVAO review 
committee.  
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There is one point that deserves attention conce rning the elaboration by the 
VLIR -QAU of the 21 óaspectsô of the formal accreditation framework into 

more than 50 additional ócriteriaô and more than 100 ópoints of attentionô. 
Strictly spea king, panels need only take the 21 aspects into account. The 50 
cr iteria and 100 points of attentions are supplementary.  

In the meeting with panel members the panel learned that panels (at least 
in a number of cases) make a selection out of the points of attention. This 

selection is however not communicated to the staff of the programme in 
review.  
To begin with, the panel feels that a combination of 21 aspects, 50 criteria 

and 100 points of attention is too complex for panel members to handle 
consistently within the context of a review process.  So it is understandable 

th at panels would want to make a selection. This however can negatively 
affect the transparency of the review.  

 
One particular case in the procedures seems not yet sufficiently reg ulated; 
the position of the ómanamaô (master after master programmes, or a d-

van ced master programmes 5). There is apparently no clear conception of 
the position of this master in relation to the óregularô master. This hinders 

the assessment process. It was also r eported to the panel that it is not easy 
to classify the master -after -mas ter pr ogrammes into sensible clusters.  
 

The meetings did not leave the impression that these circumstances ser i-
ously hinder ed the process  . However, reflection on these issues would 

seem appropriate.  

4.3.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 2.3.  
 

4.4  ESG 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.  

 

4.4.1  Description  

In short, the quality assurance processes are the following:  
- A self -evaluation report prepared by the staff of the faculty to be r e-

viewed.  

- A site visit to review the programme by an independent panel co nsist ing 
of expert peers, at least one student member  and  an educational e xpert.  

- The use of generic and a discipline -specific criteria, tailored to suit the 
individual nature of the programmes.  

- A public report  

- The use of a legally -based accreditation framework.  
 

The VLIR-QAU:  
- Develops and maintains the Educational Assessments Visits Guide.  

                                       
5 For admission to a ómanamaô, the candidate should already have completed a n-

other master programme.  
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- Assists the institutions in the ir internal quality assurance efforts, and 
(amongst other things) offers a wor kshop for programme staff members.  

- Offers a thorough briefing for panel members.  
- Provides the secretary for the panel.  
- Ensures the  correct implementation of the agreed procedure s. 

 
The purposes, for which these processes are applied, are twofold:  

- Improvement.  
- Accountability.  

4.4.2  Analysis  

The guidelines mention some elements of external review processes that 
not only help to ensure their validity, reliability and usefulness, but also  
provide a basis for the European dimension of  quality assurance. Each of 

these is recorded below and related to the VLIR -QAU processes.  
- Experts undertaking the external quality assurance activity have appr o-

priate skills and are competent to perform their task.  
The review panel consists mainly of peers from the discipline; one of the 
panel members is an educational expert. There is always a seat for a 

student member  (but not in all cases a student willing to participate is 
found) . A trained secretary is pre sent to support the panel and to draft 

the report.  
- Care in the selection of experts . 

Great care is taken in the selection of panel member s and to ensure both 

their expertise and their independence; this will be elaborated in par a-
graph 4.14 . 

- Provision of appr opriate briefing or training for experts.  
The VLIR-QAU provides a briefing for the panel members. During the e n-
tire process the secretary is present to provide information and explan a-

tion s where needed. A detailed Educational  Assessment Visits Guide  is 
available.  

- Use of international experts.  
The use of international experts is considered desirable but is impeded 
by the fact that the working language must be Dutch and by the (trave l-

ling) costs of engaging foreign experts. Ther efore, in 2006, it was d e-
cided that (because of the costs involved) in general no experts from 

outside Europe were to be included in the panels. In practice, the inte r-
national dime nsion is often fulfilled by Dutch experts.  

The government representative exp ressed the need for international 
benchmarking of Flemish curricula, which would require the i nvolvement 
of more foreign peers.  

- Participation of students.  
The presence of one student member in the review panel is compulsory  

but when a student candidate  canôt be found, the panel can still deliver a 
valid report.  

- Review procedures used are sufficient to provide ad equate evidence to 

support the findings and conclusions reached . 
The review procedures as outlined in the Educational Assessment Visits 

Guide  are ad equate.  
- Use of the self -evaluation/site visit/draft report/published r eport/follow -

up model of review.  
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All these steps are clearly present in the way the reviews coordinat ed by 
the VLIR -QAU are executed.  

- Institutional improvement and e nhancement policies a s a fundamental 
element in the assurance of qua lity.  
The accreditation system is geared toward both accountability and i m-

provement. The latter function is demonstrably present (all review r e-
ports contain recommendations) and was highlighted by all the part ies 

interviewed by the panel.  
 
The whole process is a thorough one, but also takes a very long time. It can 

take up to three years from the beginning until the final accreditation dec i-
sion. The first year is used for the start -up (planning and organizing, panel 

formation, workshops for faculty coordinators, etc.) and for writing the self -
evaluation reports. The second year is used for the actual peer vi sits. As is 

chosen for a clustered approach in which all similar programmes are r e-
viewed in one process, t his takes a relatively long time. In the third year 
the panel reports on the evaluated study programmes are published (six to 

nine months after the assessment visits to the study programmes). Finally 
the accreditation decision can take a long time. Not bec ause the NVAO 

takes such a long time (as a rule four months), but because the institut ion s 
sometimes wait before they submit the accreditation request. Sometimes 
improvements have already been set up and the inst itut ion  wants to report 

these to the NVAO. A ctually there is no need for this, as the NVAO takes 
only the panel report into account and no information about changes and 

improvements made after the site visit (this is the so called ósnapshot ap-
proachô in which the observations made during the site vi sit are decisive).  
The result is that accreditation decisions can in fact refer to dated pr o-

grammes. This does however not substantially affect the usefulness of panel 
reports for the  purpose of programme improvement.   

 
In the Self -Evaluation Report , the VLIR -QAU is strongly in favour of what is 
called ósnapshot evaluationô: the moment of the site visit is the moment of 

assessment. At that moment a snapshot of the programme is taken. Ev ery-
thing that happens afterwards ( including programme improvements) ca n-

not and may not be taken into account by the review panels and the a c-
creditation organisation. Although this is a correct point of view, in pra ctice 
it implies that within the clustered approach, snapshots of the pr ogrammes 

are taken at different moments (as the various visits are spread over a p e-
riod) and that the snapshot is ï in a sense ï óhistoryô at the time of the ac-

creditation dec ision.  
 
For the most part the VLIR -QAU is not in a position to speed up the pr ocess, 

because the causes lie within legisl ative regulations:  
- Panel formation is a complex process involving various actors.  

- The clustered approach is mandatory.  
- Formally it must be the institution that submits a request for an a ccred i-

tation decisions. It is not the responsibility of the VLIR -QAU to su bmit 

the report to the NVAO. In fact once the panel has finalised the r eport, it 
is public and NVAO can take note of it, but it cannot take a fo rmal dec i-

sion as long as there is no formal application for accreditation.  
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All in all, the panel concludes that the observed shortcomings do not result 
in non -compliance or partial compliance on the part of the VLIR -QAU. How-

ever, steps should be taken to speed up the process and ensure that pu b-
lished material is more up - to -date.  

4.4.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully co mplies with ESG 2.4  
 

4.5  ESG 2.5 Reporting  

 

Reports should be published and should be written in a style that is clear 

and readily accessible to its intended readership. Any decisions, comme nda-
tions or recommendations contained in reports should be easy for a reader 

to find.  

 

4.5.1  Description  

The primary intended readership of the report consists of the universities 
(with regard to the improvement function) and the NVAO (with regard to 

the accountability function, i.e. the accreditation decision).  
Reports are clearl y structured in accordance with the NVAO accreditation 

framework and contain explicit judgments of the programme per theme and 
aspect and provide recommendations.  
Moreover, as every programme is always reviewed together with similar or 

related programmes, the reports contain a comparative chapter that i n-
cludes a comparative score table, in which all programmes are compared on 

each theme (on a binary scale: satisfactory/unsatisfactory) and aspect (on a 
skewed four -point scale: unsatisfactory, satisfactory, g ood, e xcellent).  
The comparative review is useful for the programmes reviewed, but also for 

parties such as the government, employers and (prospective) st udents.  
 

All reports can be downloaded by the general public from the VLIR we bsite: 
http://www.vlir.be/content1.aspx?url=p_178.htm .  

4.5.2  Analysis  

The reports are definitively accessible to their intended readership. This 

could be established by the panel itself and was confirmed in the meetings 
the panel had with the parties that constitute the intended readership.  

 
That being said, it is also evident that the reports are not written with a 

broader readership in mind. The reports contain information that is impo r-
tant for students (especially when they select a university to study a given 
programme) , for employers when hiring a graduate  and for society at large . 

However, the reports are not easily accessible to these stakeholders  and the 
VLIR QAU is not actively communicating relevant information . Only r ecently 

(as me ntioned in the January 2009 update to the Self -Evaluation Report) 
the VLIR -QAU has devised a communication plan to make relevant inform a-
tion from the review reports available to at least the following target 

groups: students in the final  year of their secondary education, their pa r-
ents and employers. The panel considers this a welcome and necessary 

step , because the panel feels there is room for improvement . 

http://www.vlir.be/content1.aspx?url=p_178.htm
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This does not i mply non -compliance with ESG 2.5, as the standard does not 
refer t o stakeholders parties in general, but to the (formally) intended rea d-

ership, i.e. the NVAO and the universities.  

4.5.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR Quality Assurance Unit fully complies with ESG 2.5  

 

4.6  ESG 2.6 Follow - up procedures  

 

Quality assurance processes which contai n recommendations for action or 

which require a subsequent action plan should have a predetermined follow -

up procedure that is implemented consistently.  

 

4.6.1  Description  

Given the orientation towards the improvement function one would expect 

to find a clear fo llow -up procedure. As said before, the review reports a l-
ways contain recommendations. However, neither the VLIR -QAU nor the 
NVAO play any role in monitoring the follow -up activities aimed at pr o-

gramme improvement, except that in the next review (which take s place 
eight years later) the panel will look into the way recommend ations have 

been implemented.  
 
However, it is clear a follow -up does indeed take place. In the meeting with 

faculty and institutional coordin ators, they stressed the fact that they do 
imp lement improvements and that they are obliged to report on their fo l-

low -up activities one year after the pu blication of the review report. The 
panel has received, from one of the institutional coordinators who partic i-
pated in one of the meetings, two examp les of recent follow -up reports. 

Some universities stated that they organize internal mid - term r eviews that 
monitor the implementation of improvements a fter the visitation.  

 
Reports of follow -up activities are sometimes added to the review report 
when this  is submitted to the NVAO for accreditation of the programme. 

However, as noted above, this has no effect on the a ccreditation decisions, 
which are solely based on the findings of the panel.  

The review panel is dissolved after the report is fin alised  and is not involved 
in a ssessing the results of the follow -up procedures.  
 

4.6.2  Analysis  

Given the importance that all parties concerned attach to the improvement 
functions, the follow -up procedures are not very clearly regulated.  

There can be hardly any doubt that improvement does take place but it was 
evident that various parties have different views about the extent to which 

improvement take s place.  There is also hardly any monitoring, other than 
on the basis of the accreditation cycle . 
However, this does not inf ringe on compliance with ESG 2.5 as it is firmly 

established that a follow -up does occur.  
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In the meetings various suggestions have been made to improve the mon i-
toring of the follow -up process (delegate it to the VLIR -QAU, retain the r e-

view panel for this  task, let the NVAO take implemented improvement into 
consideration in the accreditation decision process). None of these seem 
easily implementable , but this certainly deserves attention as the improv e-

ment -orientated benefits of the quality assurance syste m now seem to be 
partly underestimated. I t is also possible that in some cases the d egree of 

improvement is inadequate. Some form of monitoring at a system level 
seems desirable.  

4.6.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 2.6.  
 

4.7  ESG 2.7 Periodic review s 

 

External quality assurance of institutions and/or programmes should be u n-

dertaken on a cyclical basis. The length of the cycle and the review proc e-
dures to be used should be clearly defined and published in advance.  

 

4.7.1  Description  

All programmes in Flemis h universities are reviewed every eight years; this 
is stipulated in the Higher Education Act ( Decreet betreffende de herstru c-
turering van het hoger onderwijs in Vlaanderen , 2003, article 93, § 1).  

The review procedures are described in general terms in th e Higher Educ a-
tion Act ( Decreet betreffende de herstructurering van het hoger o nderwijs in 

Vlaanderen , 2003, articles 57, 57bis, 58 and 93). They are described in fu r-
ther detail in the Educational Assessment Visits Guide .  

4.7.2  Analysis  

The periodic reviews are  firmly established in the law. All procedures have 

been clearly described and published in advance.  The panel considers the 
eight year cycle, in combination with the long duration of the whole accred i-

tation process (up to three years) as too long . 

4.7.3  Conclus ion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 2.7.  

 

4.8  ESG 2.8 System - wide analyses  

 

Quality assurance agencies should produce from time to time summary r e-

ports describing and analysing the general findings of their reviews, evalu a-

tions, assessments, etc.  

 

4.8.1  Descrip tion  

An interesting feature of the Flemish system is the so called óclustered ap-

proachô: clusters of programmes in the same discipline are reviewed to-
gether within one assessment cycle. As a consequence, comparative r e-
views are possible. Every review repor t contains a chapter with general co n-

siderations and a comparative score table  in which all programmes are 
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compared on each theme (on a binary scale: satisfa ctory/unsatisfactory) 
and aspect (on a four -point scale: unsatisfactory, satisfactory, good, exce l-

lent).  
The comparative review is useful for the programmes reviewed, but also for 
parties such as the government, employers and (prospective) st udents.  

4.8.2  Analysis  

The comparative reviews are certainly a valuable resource . They are drawn 
up by the r eview pane ls. Although such reviews could be considered a form 

of system analysis, the VLIR-QAU does not expand this by publish ing  sum-
marizing and/ or analytical articles or reports containing broader system -

wide summaries and analyses based on the review reports and  the add i-
tional information that the Unitôs secretaries might have collected during the 
review processes. This is regrettable  as the Unit has a wealth of information 

at its disposal that could be put to descri ptive and analytical use.  
 

 
In the January 200 9 update to the Self -Evaluation R eport mention is made 
of a project that has been developed to make a broader analysis of the pu b-

lished assessment reports and to search for óbest practicesô which could be 
valuable to other programmes. Envi saged are three s tages:  

- During the first stage the comparative score tables will be analysed 
(quantitative data, significant correlations between scores and aspects, 
significant correlations between scores, aspects and defined groups of 

programmes).  
- At the second stage, a qualitative analysis of the scores will be co n-

ducted. A report on the results of those two phases is planned early a u-
tumn of 2009.  

- The third stage would focus on the development of a user - friendly tool to 

analyse the results of f uture assessments systemat ically.  
 

At the moment of the review however, the VLIR -QAU does not completely 
measure up to the requ isites of this standard.  

4.8.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU Quality Assurance Unit substantially complies with ESG 2. 8. 
 

4.9  ESG 3.1: Use of external Quality Assurance p roc edures  

 

The external quality assurance of agencies should take into account the 

presence and effectiveness of the external quality assurance processes d e-
scribed in Part 2 of the European Standards and Guidelines.  

 

4.9.1  Description  

The Flemish quality assuran ce system consists of three tiers:  

- Institutional level: the universities establish and maintain an internal 
system of quality assurance at institutional and programme level.  

- Quality assurance agency level: all programmes are periodically r e-
viewed by an in dependent, external panel; these panel reviews are o r-

ganised and supported by the VLIR -QAU. 



 

VLIR Quality Assurance Unit Review Report ï May 2009 26 

- Accreditation agency level: the reports by the review panels serve as a 
basis for formal accreditation of the programmes by the NVAO. Accred i-

tation is a prerequisit e for state funding of the programme and for d e-
gree awarding power.  

 
As has been demonstrated in the previous paragraphs the external quality 
assurance processes as described in Part 2 of the European Standards and 

Guidelines  are all present in a  satisfact ory way.  
 

 

4.9.2  Analysis  

See the analyses o f the standards of Part 2 of the ESG in paragraphs 4.1  up 

to and including 4.8 . 
Although the committee has made a critical remark with regard to ESG 2.8, 
this i s no reason to withhold the judgement of full compliance, given the 

fact that to a certain extent broader analyses are being made.  

4.9.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 3.1.  

 

4.10  ESG 3.2: Official status  

 

Agencies should be formally recognised by com petent public authorities in 

the European Higher Education Area 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 

wh ich they operate.  

4.10.1  Description  

The role of the VLIR QA U is firmly established within the legislation. Art icle 
57bis, § 2ter of the Higher Education Act clearly establishes the role of the 
VLIR as a quality assessment body. It is also stipulated that the VLI R is r e-

spon sible for drawing up the Educational Assessment Visits Guide ( Decreet 
betreffende de herstructurering van het hoger onderwijs in Vlaa nderen  art. 

93, § 3).  
The role of the Recognition committee (that checks the independence of 
proposed members of  review panels) is also established in the legislation 

(Decreet betreffende de herstructurering van het hoger onderwijs in 
Vlaanderen , art. 93, § 3bis).  

 
Compliance of the VLIR -QAU with requirements of the legislative jurisdi c-
tions is checked amongst other s by the NVAO and the Recognition commi t-

tee.  

4.10.2  Analysis  

The legal basis of the VLIR -QAU derives from the legal basis of VLIR, which 

is designated by law as the quality assessment body, and has allocated the 
execution of this task to a separate unit in such a  way as to exclude the 

possibility of any influence of the VLIR board upon the selection of panel 
members, the deliberations of the review panels and the drafting of the r e-
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view reports. The panel will discuss the independence in par agraph 4.14  as 
ESG 3.2 does not specifically address this aspect.  

 
It was abundantly clear in the meeting with the VLIR Board and with the 
institutional and faculty quality assurance coordinators from the universities 

that the chosen arrangement (of d elegating the quality assessment to the 
VLIR) greatly enhances the ownership and involvement of the institutions , 

and is conducive to the realisation of the improvement function of the sy s-
tem.  

4.10.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 3.2.  
 

4.11  ESG 3.3: Activities  

 

Agencies should undertake external quality assurance activities (at the i nst i-

tutional or programme level) on a regular basis.  

4.11.1  Description  

The VLIR-QAUôs main  activity  is  the  organisation  and  conduct  of  pr o-
gramme  evaluations  with a vie w to external quality assurance. Since the 

introduction of a ccreditation in 2005,  the  Unit  (as  of  the  end  of  2007)  
has  assessed  247  of  the  total  of  597  programmes scheduled for the 
present cycle of assessments. The programme evaluations ar e co nducted in 

a cycle of eight years.  

4.11.2  Analysis  

The VLIR QAU undertakes external quality assurance activities on a regular 

basis. The se aim at the programme level only (g iven the three - tier system 
and the absence of institutional evaluation in the qua lity assurance system ) .  

4.11.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 3.3 . 
 

4.12  ESG 3.4: Resources  

 

Agencies should have adequate and proportional resources, both human 

and financial, to enable them to organise and run their external quality a s-
surance process(es ) in an effective and efficient manner, with appropriate 

provision for the development of their processes and procedures.  

4.12.1  Description  

The VLIR-QAU staff consists of:  

- An academic coordinator (0,3 FTE).  

- A coordinator (1 FTE).  

- Eight staff members (8 FTE).  

- Two  administrative staff members (1,5 FTE).  
 
The Flemish universities fund the VLIRôs policy support work and the work 

of the VLIR -QAU. They also foot the bill for the assessments. The Unitôs in-
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come thus varies from year to year depending on the number of pr o-
grammes to be assessed.  

For 2008 the Unit budgeted a revenue of ú 358,020 (general functioning) 
and ú 767,247 (individual assessments), resulting in an overall revenue of  
ú 1,125 ,267. For 2009 ú 365,180 is budgeted for general functioning and  

ú 954,000 for individual assessments, resulting in an overall revenue of  
ú 1.319.180. The budget rise (+17%) is mainly due to an increase in the 

number of assessments.  
 
To be able to estimate its financial needs as accurately as possible, the 

VLIR -QAU has drawn up a financial policy plan for the period 2007 ï2011. 
Because the period 2009 ï2010 will see a peak in the number of asses s-

ments, extra staff workers were  recruited for two or three years (2.5 FTE).  

4.12.2  Analysis  

The VLIR-QAU budget only refers to its own activities  and those of the r e-

view panels. The total costs of the programme assessment and accredit a-
tion procedures are higher and involve also the costs for dra wing up the 
self -evaluation reports for the review panels (funded by the un iversities) 

and the costs of t he accreditation by the NVAO (funded by the Ministry).  
The panel considers the entire quality assessment and accreditation sy stem 

as rather costly but thorough.  
 
In the Self -Evaluation Report the VLIR-QAU states that its financial and pe r-

sonnel resources are óvery limitedô and that additional human resources 
would be needed ñif the Unit wishes to achieve all its ambitions in terms of 

policy monitoring and support (monitoring and contri buting to the develo p-
ment of a new system, performing wider - ranging subs tantive anal yses)ò (p. 
45).  

Of course there is a balance between budget and activities, but the panel 
would be hard pressed to consider the VLIR -QAU under -budgeted. The 

panel suggests an internal re -assessment by the VLIR -QAU of the efficiency 
of its  vario us procedures, which might possibly create some room for other 
activities that the panel considers d esirable (cf. paragraph 4.8 ).  

 
Of course, if the tasks of the Unit were to be expanded (e.g., with regard to 

monitoring of foll ow up) , it  could have budgetary consequences.  

4.12.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR Quality Assurance Unit fully complies with ESG 3.4.  

 

4.13  ESG 3.5: Mission statement  

 

Agencies should have clear and explicit goals and objectives for their work, 

contained  in a publicly availabl e statement.  

4.13.1  Description  

The VLIR-QAU has formulated the following mission ódescriptionô (óOp-

drachtsverklaringô): 
ñIn the context of the statutory role assigned to the Flemish Interuni-

versity Council (VLIR), VLIRôs Quality Assurance Unit is responsible 
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for  the coord ination of the joint external assessments of the academic 
programmes organised by the universities. Moreover, the VLIR Qua l-

ity Assurance Unit is responsible together with VLHORA for the coo r-
dination of the external assessments of the academic pro grammes 
organised by university colleges in the context of an association and 

for the academic programmes jointly organised by universities and 
university colleges. The VLIR seeks, in the co ntext of external quality 

assurance, to contribute to the monitori ng and improvement of the 
quality of university education by carrying out external educational 
assessments.  

The Quality  Assurance  Unit  fulfils  this  role  by  organising  on  a  
regular  basis  educational  assessment visits, carried out by panels of 

independent and authoritative peers. Their findings are published in 
public reports. The tools used by the Quality Assurance Unit in the 

execution of its role are supported by research and consultation with 
its partners.  
During the assessment process, the  Quality Assurance Unit attaches 

particular importance in its coordinatory role to:  

- monitoring the independence, transparency and consistent exec u-

tion of the whole process;  

- recognising  and  respecting  the  individuality  and  stimulating  

the  engagement   of  the  programmes under assessment;  

- ensuring attention for both the accountability and the improv e-

ment function of the a ssessment process.  
As tangible end products of the assessment process, the published 
reports are intended to inform the outside worl d objectively about the 

quality of the visited programmes, offer constructive suggestions on 
improving quality within the programmes and as such constitute the 

substantive basis for the issue of formal accreditations.ò (SER, p. 15-
16)  
 

This statement is pu blished on their website: 
http://www.vlir.be/content1.aspx?url=p_201.htm .  

4.13.2  Analysis  

The VLIR-QAU mission description is not a mission statement in the full 
sense of the term. It describes what  the Unit does rather than what it 

stands for. In the Self -Evaluation Report and in the meetings, the Unit e x-
pressed the wish to develop a ñtrue mission statement, in which it wishes to 
express its vision and its role with regard to all aspects of quality assu r-

ance.ò(SER, p. 16). Amongst other things, the Unit would like to incorporate 
a more active role at study days and conferences, the recording of best 

practices and the conduct of meta -analyses of the impact of the a ssessment 
system.  
The panel agree s wi th the Unit that mission statement which is more vision -  

and ambition -oriented is preferable to the current statement.  
However, in terms of the ESG 3.5, the current mission description is suff i-

cient.  

4.13.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 3.5.  
 

http://www.vlir.be/content1.aspx?url=p_201.htm
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4.14  ESG 3.6: Independence  

 

Agencies should be independent to the extent that they have both auton o-

mous responsibility for their operations and that the conclusions and re c-
ommendations made in their reports cannot be influenced by third parties 
such as higher ed ucation institutions, ministries or other stakeholders.  

4.14.1  Description  

The standard of independence is relevant both to the VLIR -QAU and the 

members of the review panels that are coordinated by the Unit.  
 

VLIR-QAU 
The VLIR-QAU is part of the VLIR, the autono mous consultative and adv i-
sory body of the Flemish universities. The Higher Education Act grants the 

VLIR an autonomous and independent position with respect to its roles in 
the context of the o rganisation of external quality assurance. What matters, 

of co urse, is the independence of the VLIR-QAU from any influence from the 
VLIR board.  
However, t he VLIR Board has no way of intervening in the work of the Unit, 

other than defining the budget and formally ratifying the composition of r e-
view panels.  

 
The indep endence of the Unit is for a large part assured by the indepen d-
ence of the review panels (see below). Staff members of the Unit act as 

secretaries to the panels but they are not member s of the panel and have 
no formal say in the fin dings of the panel.  

 
Panel members  
The independent functioning of the Unit is realised by ensuring the ind e-

pendence of the assessment panels in the formulation of their conclusions 
and recommendations. To ensure this independence, various safeguards 

have been built in:  

- The prog rammes under assessment are only involved in the first phase 

of the selection of the panel; they can suggest candidates (for chairpe r-
sons and members).  

- The chairperson can add candidate panel members to that list and co m-

poses the panel in cooperation with the VLIR -QAU project manager for 
the review.  

- Various grounds for incompatibility are defined.  

- Candidate panel members are required to sign twice a statement of i n-

dependence: as a precondition for joining the panel and at the end of 
the assessment process,  declaring that they have carried out the a s-

sessment in complete independence  (from institutional interests) .  

- Before the panel can officially start its work, its independence is checked 

by the Higher Education Recognition Commi ssion.  

4.14.2  Analysis  

There is no indication (on the basis of the documents that were studied or 

the meetings that were held) of insufficient independence of the VLIR -QAU 
and the review panels or of undue influence by the VLIR board or the un i-
versities.  
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However, the Unit believes that it s independence within the VLIR can and 
should be reinforced further. In the second part of 2007, the VLIR Board 

approved the creation of an autonomous Operational B ureau for the QAU to 
further insulate it from the VLIR Board, and to reinforce the governanc e of 
the Unit itself. Since then, the dec ision has been made to merge the VLIR 

and the VHLORA (and their r espective quality assurance units). Cons e-
quently no concrete steps in this direction will be taken until the merger of 

both units.  
 
The panel agrees t hat the issue of independence demands attention. A po s-

sible way to enhance QAUôs independence would be to create a separate 
steering committee (or óquality boardô), responsible for the operational 

working of the Unit.  6 This would have the advantage that t he Unit would 
get more ódedicatedô support, because in the current situation the VLIR 

board has a much broader scope of activities. Furthermore this steering 
committee could serve as a ófirewallô against any VLIR Board infl uence.  
 

The panel does not sugges t severing the tie b etween the Unit and the VLIR, 
as the ownership of quality assurance by the universities is an i m portant 

achievement. The composition of the steering committee, however, should 
not be sim ilar to that of the VLIR Board. Academics are need ed, but they 
could include also international and stakeholder representatives  to improve 

the accountability of the quality assurance  system and the ownership of 
stakeholders . 

Some remarks can be made with regard to the i ndependence of the panels.  
In the pr esent situation the procedure starts with the nomination of cand i-
date chairpersons and panel members by the faculty coordinators. The 

VLIR -QAU project manager responsible for a specific review presents a pr o-
posal  regarding  the  chairperson  and  a list  of  candidate  members  (di s-

cipline experts, educational expert and student) to the VLIR board for ratif i-
cation . The chairperson then composes the panel in cooperation with the 
project manager. There is communication with the programme coordinator 

about th e composition to avoid certain incompat ibilities that could only be 
identified by the faculty coordinator. Finally, the Higher Education Recogn i-

tion Commission checks the independence of the panel me mbers.  
 
Despite all efforts to create a transparent proce dure, part of it r emains a 

óblack boxô. The panel has learned from the Higher Education Recognition 
Commission (that does a final check on the independence of the panel 

members) that in about 25 percent of the panels some form of incompatibi l-
ity or depende ncy is identified (or cannot completely be ruled out). That is a 
high percentage  in terms of panels  (remarks concerning 8 of 29 panels) , but 

is substantially  smaller in terms of panel members  (less than 5%; 11 out of 
228 proposed panel members. I n these ca ses a m odus vivendi has been  

found to minimise the impact of any  incompatibility or dependency  by not 
letting the concerned panel member take part in the visit to the institution 
where a potential incompatibility or d ependency is signalled.  

 

                                       
6 The VLIR Board could of course still keep the formal responsibility to mai ntain the 

quality a ssurance function.  
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In almost 10 p ercent of the cases (3 out of 3 4 panels) assessment panels 
have fulfilled their task without a student member  (no student could be 

found; students were not considered independent by the Higher Ed ucation 
Recognition Commission; students withdrew shortly bef ore the assessment 
visit). This should of course be avoided as much as possible.  

 
The VLIR-QAU now plays only a very limited role in composing the panel. 

There are good reasons for that (who could be better qualified to nominate 
panel candidates than the a cademics themselves) but there is the downside 
of the óblack boxô in part of the process. Furthermore, there is the possibility 

that the interest to participate will wane in the course of time (as panel 
membership is quite time -consuming).  

 
In the Dutch sy stem, the quality assurance agencies have the responsibility 

to compose the panels and have formed a pool of panel members. Ind e-
pendence can, thus, be better guarded; it has the added advantage of cr e-
ating a more experienced and  trained pool of panel me mbers. 7  

 
Apart from that, the panel also stressed the importance of international 

peers in the review panels. This would promote not only independence but 
would also contribute to a stronger international frame of refe rence.  
 

With regard to student particip ation, action should certainly be taken.  
The panel understood, in the meeting with representatives of the student 

organisation, that they cannot readily play an active role. They have no way 
of actively contacting  all  students of programmes that are going to be r e-
viewed and  mention that  they are generally not well informed about the r e-

view schedules , with the result  that they cannot adequately inform st u-
dents.   

 
The VLIR-QAU could arrange together with the student organisation the 
formation of a pool of ( possibly trained) students for panel me mbership. 

The panel feels that it is preferable, but not necessary , that the student 
member of a panel should be always a student in the exact disc ipline to be 

reviewed; that could also be a related discipline  (this view was supported by 
the student  delegation ) . This way , it could also be easier to find st udents.  
 

All the remarks made about independence, however, do not imply non -
compliance  with ESG 3.6 . Independence certainly is sufficiently saf e-

guarded. In this respect, the panel can also refer to a recent investigatio n of 
quality control in higher education in the Nethe rlands and Flanders by the 
Belgian Court of Audit and the Dutch Court of Audit. Specifically the courts 

investigated whether the universities did not influence the assessment r e-
sults in their function as  member of the VLIR Board. The courts of audit 

concluded that the VLIR, in its capacity as quality assurance agency, has 
demarcated its activities properly and has limited any conflict of interests 
effectively. 8 

                                       
7 On the other hand, the principle must be that peers, and not professional aud i-

tors, do the reviews but that does not rule out attention to training.  

8 Verslag van het Rekenhof en de Algemene Rekenkamer over kwaliteits bewaking in 

het hoger onderwijs in Nederland en Vlaanderen (Report of the Belgian Court of 
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4.14.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU fully complies with ESG 3.6.  

 

4.15  ESG 3.7: External quality assurance cr i teria and processes  

 

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 equivalen t procedure by the subject of the quality 

assurance process;  

- an external assessment by a group of experts, including, as appropr iate, 

(a) student member(s), and site visits as decided by the agency;  

- the public ation of a report, including any decisions, rec ommendations or 

other formal outcomes;  

- a follow -up procedure to review actions taken by the subject of the qua l-

ity assurance process in the light of any recommendations contained in 
the r eport.  

4.15.1  Description  

All the elements contained in ESG 3.7 are clearly present in the Flemish 
system. They are also predefined and publicly available.  

4.15.2  Analysis  

With regard to the item ófollow-upô it is clear that the review is not executed 
by the VLIR -QAU, but this not req uired  by ESG 3.7. There is a follow -up r e-

view, but at the university level. This became evident in the meeting with 
pr ogramme and institutional coordinators and was further substantiated by 

fo llow -up reports that the panel received. However the procedure could be 
improved. The panel has elaborated on this poi nt in paragraph 4.6 . 

4.15.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR Quality Assurance Unit fully complies with ESG 3.7  

 

4.16  ESG 3.8: Accountability procedures  

Agencies should have procedures in place for their own accountability.  

4.16.1  Description  

As part of the V LIR, the Unit is accountable on a regular and structural basis 
to the main stakeholders via the VLIR Bureau, the VLIR Board and the VLIR 

working groups and sub -working groups.  
 
The Quality Assurance Unitôs internal quality assurance system involves the 

fo llowing procedures:  

- Processing remarks and complaints.  

All remarks, problems or complaints can be reported to staff members or 
to the Unitôs coordinator. They will try to mediate any problems. There is 

always the possibility to enter a formal procedure of arbitration.  

                                                                                                                
Audit and the Dutch Court of Audit on quality assurance in he higher education in 

Flanders and The Netherlands), Se ptember 4, 2007, par. 3.5.2, p. 65.  
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- External consultation  
The Unit is consulting the universities on an ongoing basis via the Quality 

Assurance and Accreditation Working Group. The Working Group di s-
cusses quality assurance - related problems, carries out policy preparation 

work , and formulates formal opinions to the administrative bodies of the 
VLIR with regard to external quality assurance.  
The panel has understood in the meeting with university and programme 

coordinators that there is a good working relationship.  
There is also re gular consultation with organisations concerned with 

qua lity assurance in Flemish higher education, such as the VHLORA, 
NVAO, VVS ( National Union of Students in Flanders ), and the Flemish 
government. There is also regular contact with the Dutch counterpart  

organisations QANU ( Quality Assurance Netherlands Universities ) and 
VSNU ( Association of Universities in the Netherlands ).  

- Internal organisation.  
All programme assessment are organised and supported by VLIR -QAU 

staff. The organisation of a visitation is b ased on detailed script, laid out 
in a 15 -step plan. This plan (which the panel has studied) outlines in d e-
tail the various steps in the process, including sheets and fo rmats to be 

used.  

- Staff member s are guided by the Unitôs coordinator and there are regu-

lar staff meetings where information can be exchanged. A weekly 
smaller executive staff meeting takes care of the day - to -day business.  

- Composition of programme assessment panels  
There is a strict procedure for the composition of the panel, in which 

variou s parties play a specified role ( VLIR -QAU, faculty coordinators 
fr om the universities, chairman of the assessment panel , the  VLIR 
Board, the Higher Education Recognition Co mmission).  

- Feedback systems  
The VLIR-QAU gathers on a regular basis feedback from a ll parties co n-

cerned to check its procedures and to promote improvement. Feedback 
is requested from: chairmen and members of assessment pa nels, faculty 

coordinators, institutional coordinator, students, the Unitôs staff mem-
bers (including the secretariat),  government, the Higher Education Re c-
ognition Commission and NVAO.  

Some of the stakeholders participate via an electronic questionnaire (per 
semester or year); others are consulted in meetings.  

Feedback findings are compiled and discussed in the Unit's st aff mee t-
ings and in the Quality Assurance and Accreditation Working Group  

- International dimension  

The VLIR is a 'full member' of INQAAHE ( International Network of Qua l-
ity Assurance Agencies in Higher Education )  and  ENQA, and cooperates 

with various other international organisations in the field of quality a s-
surance and accreditation.  

 
Recently, during the preparation of the Self -Evaluation Report a survey was 
administered among all those directly involved in the assessment pro cess 

leading to internal refl ection on and the introduction of a number of i m-
provements.  
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4.16.2  Analysis  

The panel has understood in the meeting with faculty and university coord i-

nators that there are good working relationships and that the academic 
community feels actively involved and take n seriously as a partner.  
The NVAO has (February 14, 2005) explicitly acknowledged that the VLIR 

Educational Assessment Visits Guide was conducive to reports that can 
serve as a valid basis for accreditation decisions. Fu rthermore, every single 

panel repo rt that is submitted for accreditation is scrutinized by NVAO to 
ensure that it provides credible evidence and a valid basis for an accredit a-
tion dec ision . 

 
In the meeting with NVAO representatives the quality of the panel reports 

and of the work of the Un it in general was explicitly underlined.  
 

The panel is pleased to see that the findings in the Self -Evaluation Report 
were not only based on impressions from meetings but also on the results 
of a survey. This instrument will be further developed; the Unit  has sought 

professional assistance and is considering ou tsourcing the data gathering 
and primary analysis.  

 
In general though, the internal quality assurance still relies for a substantial 
part on relatively ósoftô instruments. Given the scale and the number of key 

persons and parties involved, this is feasible. However, the panel would 
welcome a more systematic approach: periodic review s of the pro cesses,  

an annual action plan et cetera. The panel regards the electronic su rvey as 
a useful addition in thi s regard.  
 

Furthermore the panel considers involvement of stak eholders outside the 
higher education environment, as in fact too weak. The VLIR is not suff i-

ciently sensitive to the needs of a wider set of stakeholders. The panel r e-
fers to its recommendation  in paragraph 4.14  (in the context of enhancing 
the ind ependence of the VLIR -QAU) o n giving stakeholders a substantial 

represent ation in an advisory board.  This also would be beneficial in terms 
of accoun tability. The panel con siders this  an important element; however, 

as ESG 3.8 is not explicit  about  the role  of stakeholders with regard to a c-
countabi lity processes, compliance is not affected.  

4.16.3  Conclusion  

The VLIR -QAU Unit fully complies with ESG 3.8.  
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5.  Conclusions  

In this chapte r the panel formulates its conclusions and recommend ations  

5.1  Compliance of t he VLIR - QAU  with the ESG 

 

In the light of the documentary and oral evidence considered, the R eview 
Panel is satisfied that, in the performance of its functions, the VLIR -QAU 
Quality Assurance Unit is in compliance with the Standards and Guidelines 

for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area . The Panel 
therefore recommends to the Board of ENQA that the VLIR -QAU should 

have its Full Membership of ENQA confirmed for a fur ther period of five 
years.  

5.2  Recommendations  

In this section the panel presents its recommendations. The (implement a-

tion of the) recommendations are not conditional for the compliance a s-
sessment of the VLIR-QAU with the ESG.  

 
The recommendations are relevant  to the functioning of the VLIR -QAU. 

However, implementing them will, in most instances, also require involv e-
ment of other parties.  

5.2.1  Stakeholder involvement  

The system has the characteristic of a óclosed shopô, in the sense that it is 

very much centred on the academia. This has the obvious and important 
benefit of a great sense of ownership by the universities and of a strong 

improvement orientation. However, it infringes somewhat on the accoun t-
ability function , and it isolates the system in some way from br oader soci e-
tal involvement. This is apparent , for instance, in the fact that the panel 

reports have little impact outside the academic community and have li m ited 
value for prospective students and employers (see also paragraph 5.2.2 ).  

 
The panel recommends a stronger involvement of stakeholders. This could 
be realised for instance by the formation of a specific advisory board or 

steering committee for the VLIR -QAU, with sufficient representation of 
stakeholders . The panel recomm ends viewing stakeholders as much broader 

than solely employers and students ; parents, trade unions, teachers,  
schools,  guidance centres, should also be taken into account.  

5.2.2  Reports  

The panel reports are not written with a broader readership (i.e., other t han 
that of the universities and the NVAO) in mind. The reports contain info rma-
tion that can be important for students (especially when choosing at which 

university to study a given programme) and for e mployers (when employing 
a graduate). But this informa tion is not readily acce ssible in a concise ma n-

ner.  
 
The panel strongly recommends making the relevant information in the 

panel reports more readily available to prospective students  and other 
stakeholders. The VLIR -QAU has drawn up a communication plan for  this  

pu rpose . The panel recommends that this plan be executed . However, the 
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panel is not reco mmending the construction of ranking tables based on the 
information.  

5.2.3  Follow -up  

Improvement of the quality of programmes is a central purpose of the sy s-
tem. It  is evident that such improvements are taking place, but pr imarily at 

the discretion of the faculties or universities. Given the emphasis of all pa r-
ties on the improvement function, on would expect some form of (external) 
monitoring of improvement, which is not the case.  

The panel recommends remedying this. One possibility , which does not ex-
clude other s,  would be to give the VLIR -QAU a role in this.  

5.2.4  óMaster after masterô 

The position of the ómaster after masterô (Flemish: manama) programmes 
should be clari fied; the development of specific criteria for assessment 
seems desirable. Furthermore, extra care should be taken to avoid that 

Manama pr ogrammes suffer from inadequate clustering in the assessment 
process.  

5.2.5  Themes, aspects, criteria and point of attention  

Programmes are assessed on the basis of 6 themes, 21 aspect, 50+ criteria 
and 100+ points of attention.  

 
The panel considers this is to be a very elaborate framework and also as not 
quite in line with the character of a peer review. Care should be taken t hat 

the quality assurance process does not develop into a more or less m e-
chanical audit process w here long lists of criteria are ticked off .  

 
Whatever the number of criteria, it should be clear before the start of the 
process which criteria will (primarily ) be used by the panel. It a ppears that 

sometimes panels make a selection of ópoints of attentionô, but this is only 
communicated after the programmes have drawn up their self evaluation  

report (but before the assessment visits). These ópoints of attentionô are not 
to be viewed or used as separate evaluation criteria, but any confusion 
about their status should be avoided by clarif ying  more explicitly to the 

study  pr ogrammes under evaluation that the ópoints of attention ô are not 
meant to be evaluation cr iteria themselves.  

5.2.6  Discipline -specific frame of reference  

Review panels draw up a óreferential frameworkô (a discipline-specific frame 
of reference) as a concretisation of the theme óAims and objectives of the 

programmeô of the NVAO accreditation framework. This referential fram e-
work is presented to the programmes before the visits , but after su bmission 
of their self -evaluation reports. The panel understands that it is di fficult to 

do everything sequentially (as the duration of the total process is already 
substantial) but it would be preferable for the programmes to have the re f-

erential framework at their disposal earlier so as to be able to use it such 
(as a frame of reference) in the process of writing the self -evaluation r e-
port.  
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5.2.7  Duration of the entire proc ess 

The entire process, from initial preparation until the final accreditation dec i-

sion can take up to three years. In a sense this leads to a system that pr o-
duces óhistoricalô decisions.  
 

This has to do with several factors, some of which (like the clust ered r e-
views) should not be discarded lightly while others (a very long pro cess of 

panel formation, submitting accreditation applications late) might be reco n-
sidered.  

5.2.8  Mission statement  

The VLIR-QAU has described adequately what it does, but has no explici t 
statement about what it wants to achieve. In the Self -Evaluation Report, 
the intention is stated to formulate a true mission statement. The panel 

agrees that this certainly should be done. The Unit definitively has an e x-
pertise and overview that certainl y warrants a broader contribution to the 

development of quality assurance than only via its coordination function.  

5.2.9  System wide analyses  

The VLIR-QAU has a wealth of information about university programmes at 
its disposal. That could and should be put to de scriptive and analytical use. 

The VLIR-QAU has developed plans to compile broader analyses. The panel 
recommends that these plans be realized.  

5.2.10  Accountability procedures  

In general, the internal quality assurance relies for a substantial part on 
relatively ósoftô instruments; is largely informal. Given the scale and the 

number of key persons and parties involved, this is feasible.  The panel ho w-
ever, would we lcome a more systematic approach : periodic review s of the 
processes, an annual action plan et  cetera . The panel regards the use of the 

electronic su rvey as a useful addition in this regard.  The internal evaluation 
process of the Unit should also take stakeholdersô views more into account.  

5.2.11  Independence of the VLIR -QAU 

The VLIR-QAU is sufficiently independen t. There is however a case for e n-
hancing unambiguous operational independence without detracting from the 
VLIR's formal responsibility for the execution of the external quality assu r-

ance in any way.  
 

Due to the intended merger of the VLIR and VLHORA the or iginal plans to 
create an óoperational bureauô have been postponed. The panel would sug-

gest that preparations continue so that the new structures can be impl e-
mented at the moment of the merger; there should be a clear implement a-
tion plan.  

 
The panel finall y stresses that the ódegreeô of independence must be wisely 

chosen to prevent loss of óownershipô by the university sector. The ambition 
to engage more independently in policy preparation pro cesses should be 
handled cautiously  (Self -Evaluation Report, p. 3 6) should be handled ca u-

tiously.  
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5.2.12  Independence of programme assessment panels  

There is no doubt about the independence of the panels. Although the pro c-

ess of panel formation is not entirely transparent, the panel considers the 
many safeguards that are built  in as adequate. It is reco mmended though 
to make the process entirely transparent. One way to achieve this could be 

by making the VLIR -QAU primarily responsible for the panel formation. De-
velopment of a pool of panel members by the VLIR -QAU would also enh ance 

possibilities for training panel members, and might also enlarge the number 
of international peers. This would not necessarily have to exclude faculties 
from the possibility of nom inating candidates.  

A specific problem seems to be the availability of student panel members. 
The concept of a pool could be used here as well. The panel feels that it is 

not necessary for a student member to be enrolled for  exactly the same 
programme as is under review. It would be sufficient if it is a related pr o-

gramme. Th is would enlarge the number of students that are available.  
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6.  Annexes  

 

6.1  Composition of the review panel  

 

Marcel Crochet , Expert in the field of the Belgian universities; chai rman of 
the panel.  
Former rector of the University of Louvain - la-Neuve, advisor of the Minister 

of Higher Education of the French Community of Belgium, member of NVAO 
evaluation committee.  

 
Lee Harvey , Expert in quality assurance and higher education policy. Ind e-
pendent consultant on higher education. Visiting professor at Copenh agen 

Bus iness School. Former director of Centre for Research and Evaluation, 
Sheffield Hallam University.  

 
Herman Du Toit , International expert in quality assurance and higher ed u-
cation policy.  

Project Manager Quality Promotion and Capacity Development: HEQC.  
 

An dree Sursock , International expert in quality Assurance in un ivers ities.  
Deputy Secretary General in charge with quality assurance of EUA, member 
of NVAO evaluation committee.  

 
Mia Douterlungne , Stakeholder member.  

Secretary General (Administrateur -Generaa l) of the Flemish advisory board 
for education (VLOR).  

 
Gertie De Fraeye , Student member.  
Chair of VVS ( National Union of Students in Flanders ) respo nsible for the 

coordination, educational affairs and QA.  
 

Carlo Hover , independent consultant on quality as surance in higher educ a-
tion; secretary of the review panel.  
 

All panel members have signed a declar ation of independence.  
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6.2  Glossary of acronyms  

 
ENQA European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Educ ation  

ESG Standards and Guidelines for Quality A ssurance in the Eur opean 

Higher Education Area  

INQAAHE  International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher 

Education  

NVAO Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands & Flanders  

QANU Quality Assurance Netherlands Universities  

VLIR Flemish In teruniversity Council  

VLHORA Flemish Council of University Co lleges  

VLOR Flemish Advisory Board for Education  

VSNU Association of Universities in the Netherlands  

VVS National Union of Students in Flanders  
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6.3  Schedule of the site visit  

 

Tuesday 3 Febru ary  
    

PREPARATION  
    

 15h00  17h45  
 

Preparatory meeting of the panel, time to study available 
documents  
Á Panel alone  

 

 17h45  19h00  Meeting with members of VLIR Council and Management 

of Quality Assurance Unit  
Á M. Vervenne (Chair VLIR)  

Á L. Melis (memb er VLIR Council)  
Á Y. Michotte (member VLIR Council)  
Á E. Nauwelaerts (representing L. De Schepper, 

member VLIR Council)  
Á R. SôJegers (General Director VLIR) 

Á E. Van Avermaet (Academic Coordinator VLIR Unit 
QA)  

Á M. Bronders (Coordinator VLIR Unit QA)  

 

 19h00   Formal welcome aperitif  

Á M. Vervenne (Chair VLIR)  
Á L. Melis (member VLIR Council)  

Á Y. Michotte (member VLIR Council)  
Á E. Nauwelaerts (member VLIR Council)  
Á R. SôJegers (General Director VLIR) 

Á E. Van Avermaet (Academic Coordinator VLIR Unit 
QA)  

Á M. Bronders (Coordi nator VLIR Unit QA)  
Á Staff & Support Staff Unit QA  
 

 20h00   Diner panel: Museum Brasserie  
Á Panel alone  
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Wednesday 4 February  
    

Theme óQUALITY ASSURANCE UNITô 
    

 9h00  10h00  Meeting with members of Quality Assurance and A ccred i-
tation Working Gr oup  

Á E. Van Avermaet (Chair QA&A WG)  
Á P. Ameloot (UHasselt)  
Á F. Van Den Bogaert (UAntwerpen)  

 

 10h15  11h15  Meeting with staff QA Unit  

Á M. Bronders  
Á D. Cortvriendt  

Á P. Daerden  
Á I. De Vooght  
Á J. Stockmans  

Á P. Van den Bosch  
Á P.-J. Van de Velde  

Á S. Van Luchene  
Á E. Va n Zele  

 

 11h15  11h45  Break  
 

 11h45  12h30  Meeting with administrative personnel QAUnit  
Á A. Despiegheleir (administrative support)  

Á S. Spolspoel (administrative support  
Á J. Van Haver (financial support)  

 

 12h30  14h30  Lunch, time to study available documents and short fee d-

back meeting with member review panel VLHORA  
Á Panel alone  
Á 12h45 -  13h 15: A. Demeulemeester (member r e-

view panel VLHORA)  
 

    

Theme óASSESSMENTô  
    

 14h30  15h30  Meeting with Faculty Coordinators & Institutional Coord i-
nators from Universi ties 9  

Á F. Gladines (IC, VUB)  
Á J. Claeys (IC, UGent)  
Á J. Hoornaert (Former IC KULeuven)  

Á I. Verachtert (UAntwerpen)  
 

                                       
9 The panel ha d received a note with impressions about and reflections upon the 

functioning of the VLIR Quality Assurance Agency by Mr. Paul Schotsmans (faculty 

coordinator, Faculty of Medicine, K.U. Leuven, Belgium) who was not able to attend 

the meeting.  
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Á H. Vanherzeele (FC óBouwkundeô 2007, VUB) 
Á D. Vanneste (FC Toerisme, K.U.Leuven, 2007)  

Á H. Bocken, (F.C. óAdvanced Masterôs study pro-
grammes in Lawô 2006, UGent) 

Á I. Loots (F.C óMilieuwetenschappenô, 2006 UAnt-
werpen)  

Á L. Bossaert (F.C. óVerpleegkunde / Vroedkunde 

2008 UAntwerpen)  
Á M. Aerts (FC óStatistiekô 2007 UHasselt)  

Á G. Van Heusden (FC, ITG, 2007)  
 

 15h30  16h30  Meeting with former assessment pa nel members  
Á L.W. Gormley (Chair óAdvanced Masterôs study 

programmes in Law, 2006)  

Á P. Vercauteren (Chair óPolitieke Wetenschappen, 
2007)  

Á A. Diekmann (discipline expert óToerisme 
VLIR/VLHORAô, 2007)  

Á J. Perquy (educational expert óPolitieke Weten-

schappenô, 2007 / óKunstwetenschappen en Arche-
ologieô, 2008) 

Á D. Demedts (Student Verpleegkunde / Vroe d-
kunde, 2008)  

Á A.Y. Castro Sanchez (Student óStatistiekô, 2007)  

 

 16h30  17h00  Break  

 

    

Theme óSTAKEHOLDERSô  
    

 17h00  17h45  Meeting with VLHORA (Flemish sist er organisation for 
University Colleges)  
Á A. Verreth (Secretary General VLHORA)  

Á K. Dewilde (Coordinator Unit QA VLHORA, member 
QA&A WG)  

Á S. Landuyt (Staff member Unit QA VLHORA, me m-
ber of common VLIR/VLHORA working group New 
Accreditation System)  

Á Paul Garré  (Member Steering Committee Quality 
Assurance VLHORA)  

 

 17h45  18h30  Meeting with NVAO (Accreditation Organisation)  

Á G. Aelterman (Vice president, NVAO)  
Á G. Langouche (Board member, NVAO)  
Á M. Wera (Policy advisor, familiar with VLIR doss i-

ers, NVAO)  
 

 18h30  19h15  Review panel meeting & further time to study documents  
Á Panel alone  

Á Staff Unit QA óstand byô for eventual questions  
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 19h15   Informal aperitif with the interlocutors of that day  
 

 20h00   Diner panel: LôEpicerie 
Á Panel alone  
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Thursday 5 February  
    

Theme óSTAKEHOLDERSô (continued) 
    

 9h00  9h45  

 

Meeting with members of Ministry & Recognition Co mmi s-

sion  
Á J. Van Marle (Chairman Recognition Commission)  

Á B. Craps (Recognition Commission)  
Á N. Vercruysse (head of department on higher ed u-

cation)  

 

 9h 45  10h30  Meeting with VVS (Student organisation)  

Á J.Vansina (Board member, in charge of selection 
student members panel)  

Á R.Resseler (Staff member)  
 

    

CONLUSION  
    

 10h30  12h30  Concluding review panel meeting & lunch  
Á Panel alone  

 

 12h30  13h00  Conclu ding meeting &  preliminary oral report  
Á R. SôJegers (General Director VLIR) 

Á E. Van Avermaet (Academic Coordinator VLIR Unit 
QA)  

Á M. Bronders (Coordinator VLIR Unit QA)  
Á Staff Unit QA  

 

 


