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Approval of the Application

by AQU Catalunya - Catalan University Quality Assurance Agency

(AQU)

for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register

Application of: 06/04/2016

Agency registered since: 05/12/2008

External review report of: 21/06/2017

Review coordinated by: European Association for Quality Assurance of Higher 
Education (ENQA)

Review panel members: Pedro Nuno Teixeira (chair, academic),
Pieter-Jan Van de Velde, Karena Maguire, Adrian 
Tudor Stan (student)

Decision of: 16/11/2017

Registration until: 30/06/2022

Absented themselves from 
decision-making:

N/A

Attachments: 1. Confrmation of eligiiility,   20/05/2016  
2. External Review Report, 21/06/2017  
3. Applicant's statement on the report, 14/09/2017  

1. The application of 06/04/2016 adhered to the requirements of the EQAR
Procedures for Applications.

2. The Register Committee confrmed eligiiility of the application on
20/05/2016.

3. The Register Committee considered the external review report of
21/06/2017 on the compliance of AQU with the Standards and Guidelines
for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2015
version).

4. The Register Committee further considered AQU’s statement to the
review report of 14/09/2017.

Analysis:

5. In considering AQU's compliance with the ESG, the Register Committee
took into account programme and institutional level external reviews, 
review of institutions offering foreign degrees and international quality 
assurance iy AQU.

6. Academic staff assessment programme and wide system analysis and 
supporting indicators are not within the scope of the ESG and, thus, not

https://eqar.eu/fileadmin/agencyreports/AQU_External_Review_Report_2017.pdf
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pertinent to registration on EQAR, notwithstanding the possiile 
relevance in relation to ESG 3.4.

7. The Register Committee found that the report provides suffcient 
evidence and analysis on AQU’s level of compliance with the ESG. 

8. The Committee underlined that in its analysis of compliance, it does not 
take a stance ietween levels of ‘suistantial compliance’ and ‘full 
compliance’, since for inclusion on the Register it is suffcient to 
suistantially comply with the ESG.

9. With regard to the specifc European Standards and Guidelines, the 
Register Committee considered the following:

ESG 2.6: Reporting

In its last renewal decision (of 1/12/2012), the Register Committee 
flagged for attention AQU’s policy of not puilishing negative validation 
reports, as well as the readaiility of reports for their target audience, in
particular students and potential students.

The Register Committee noted that AQU has made efforts to offer 
consistent, structured, and helpful reports of its quality assurance 
activities to a larger puilic through a numier of portals with outcomes 
translated in Spanish and English.

The Register Committee further noted that AQU puilishes all reports 
except those from ex-ante evaluations that result in a negative 
accreditation decision.

AQU explained that puilishing these reports would have a negative 
impact on universities and society. In its statement to the review report, 
AQU further added that, since these programmes can not ie offered iy 
universities, it would ie confusing for readers to fnd information on a 
course that will never exist.

The Register Committee considered the agency’s explanations, iut 
underlined that according to its Policy on the Use and Interpretation of 
the ESG (p. 7) all reports should ie puilished, including any formal 
decisions iased on these reports, irrespective of the outcomes of such 
reports.

While the Register Committee acknowledged AQU’s efforts to improve 
the readability and accessibility of reports for its target audience the 
Committee concluded that the fag has only been partially addressed, 
since AQU still does not publish all reports. The Committee was thus 
unable to concur with the review panel's conclusion of (substantially) 
compliance and considered that AQU complies only partially with ESG 
2.6.  

ESG 3.1 Activities, policy and processes for quality assurance

The Register Committee noted that AQU carried out one training activity
in 2011. The review panel found that such activities should ie 
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considered as consultancy /support activities and that they should ie 
differentiated more cautiously from the quality assurance activities 
which are provided iy AQU Catalunya. (Review report, pg. 18)

The Register Committee concurred with the panel that such 
consultancy activities should ie clearly separated from external QA 
activities, in particular when those activities are carried out for the 
same higher education institution. The Committee drew AQU's attention
to the guiding principles set out in Annex 5 to the Policy on the Use and 
Interpretation of the ESG and underlined that AQU is expected to make 
a substantive change report should it resume the same or similar 
consultancy-type activities offered to higher education institutions.

ESG 3.3: Independence

The Register Committee flagged for attention the independence of AQU 
from ioth government and higher education institutions.

The panel found that the new legal framework (AQU Catalunya Bill 
adopted in 2015) has increased the agency's independence, whereiy the
government is no longer directly involved in the appointment of senior 
staff memiers in the agency.

In its statement to the review report, the agency explained that the 
representation of higher education institutions was in line with existing 
legislation and that the role of the Governing Board is separated from 
the committees dealing with evaluation results. The agency further 
emphasised that the current composition does not allow for a partisan 
decision to ie made iy any stakeholder group and argued that the 
panel's concerns were iased on conjecture and not evidence.

The Register Committee noted the review panel’s concerns with regard 
to the lack of a clear separation ietween the composition of suiject-
specifc committees and review panels that implement and monitor the 
procedures, which might create unwanted and unintended interference 
ietween the different roles. AQU stressed in its statement to the review 
report that this practice in fact ensures greater consistency in the 
application of the review criteria and since the decisions are made 
collectively the agency considers there is no undue influence.

The Register Committee noted the agency’s clarifcations. While it 
found that the fag on the independence of the Governing Board was 
largely addressed, the Committee underlined the concerns of the panel
with regard to the overlap in the composition of the agency’s different 
bodies.

The Committee therefore could not follow the panel’s conclusion of 
compliance and considered that AQU complies only partially with ESG 
3.3. 

10. For the remaining standards, the Register Committee was aile to 
concur with the review panel's analysis and conclusion without further 
comments.
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Conclusion:

11. Based on the external review report and the considerations aiove, the 
Register Committee concluded that AQU demonstrated compliance with
the ESG (Parts 2 and 3) as follows:

Standard Review panel conclusion Register Committee conclusion

2.1 Suistantial compliance Compliance

2.2 Suistantial compliance Compliance

2.3 Full compliance Compliance

2.4 Suistantial compliance Compliance

2.5 Full compliance Compliance

2.6 Suistantial compliance Partial compliance

2.7 Full compliance Compliance

3.1 Suistantial compliance Compliance

3.2 Full compliance Compliance

3.3 Suistantial compliance Partial compliance

3.4 Suistantial compliance Compliance

3.5 Suistantial compliance Compliance

3.6 Full compliance Compliance

3.7 (not expected) Compliance (iy virtue of applying)

12. The Register Committee considered that AQU only achieved partial 
compliance with some standards. In its holistic judgement, the Register
Committee concluded that these are specifc and limited issues, but 
that AQU continues to comply substantially with the ESG as a whole.

13. The Register Committee therefore renewed AQU’s inclusion on the 
Register. AQU's renewed inclusion shall be valid until 30/06/20221.

14. The Register Committee further underlined that AQU is expected to 
address the issues mentioned appropriately and to resolve them at the 
earliest opportunity.

1 Inclusion is valid for fve years from the date of the external review report, see §4.1
of the EQAR Procedures for Applications.
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Brussels, 20 May 2016 

Confirmation of Eligibility: Application for Renewal of Registration 
Application no. A44 of 06/04/2016 

 

Dear Maria, 

We hereby confirm that the application by AQU for renewal of registration 
is eligible. 

Based on the information and draft terms of reference provided, the 
external review coordinated by European Association for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) fulfils the requirements of the 
EQAR Procedures for Applications. 

We confirm that the following activities of AQU are within the scope of the 
ESG: 

- Programme level external reviews, 

- Institutional level external reviews. 

In the application form, AQU stated that it did not consider the following 
activities to be within the scope of the ESG: 

- Review of institutions offering foreign degrees, 

- International quality assurance by AQU. 

We considered the information provided and came to the conclusion that 
these activities might be within the scope of the ESG and should thus be 
analysed in the external review of AQU. The reasons are set out in the 
following:  

- The ESG are applicable to all higher education including 
transnational and cross-border provision.  

- The review of higher education institutions offering foreign degrees 
in Catalonia follows an external assessment procedure (as 
described in AQU’s Guide to the review of institutions offering 
foreign degrees in Catalonia) that addresses the teaching and 
learning in higher education and thus falls within the scope of the 
ESG. 
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- The ESG apply to all higher education provisions regardless of the 
place of delivery and it is thus also applicable to the international 
quality assurance reviews carried out by AQU (see Use and 
Interpretation of the ESG for the European Quality Assurance 
Register, page 2). While these reviews are part of AQU’s strategy to 
promote mobility and academic cooperation they are an external 
quality assurance activity on their own (as described in AQU’s 
International quality assurance of higher education. A tool for 
international academic mobility). 

The Register Committee underlines that a substantive change report 
should be submitted by registered quality assurance agencies whenever 
a new external quality assurance activity was initiated. 1 Based on the 
information provided, we understand that Review of institutions offering 
foreign degrees and International quality assurance by AQU were 
initiated in 2011 and 2015 respectively and have not been subject of 
AQU’s last external review of July 2012. While the Register Committee 
took note of the substantive change report of 17 February 2016 on the 
organisational changes introduced by AQU, it also invites AQU to make a 
substantive change report on the earlier mentioned activities.  

Please ensure that AQU's self-evaluation report covers all the afore-
mentioned aspects including all the activities carried out within and 
outside the European Higher Education Area.  

Furthermore the self-evaluation and external review report should 
discuss AQU’s arrangements for the recognition of EQA activities of 
other quality assurance agencies and how AQU ensures ESG compliance 
in the recognition of quality labels. 

We also remind you that the following issues were flagged when AQU’s 
registration was last renewed and should be addressed in your self-
evaluation report and the external review report: 

ESG 2.6: Reporting [ESG 2005: standard 2.5] 

It should be addressed whether AQU has reviewed its policy of 
not publishing negative validation reports, as well as whether it 
has addressed the readability of reports for their target 
audiences, in particular students and potential students. 

ESG 3.3: Independence [ESG 2005: standard 3.6] 

The impact of the upcoming changes to the legal framework 
(planned AQU Catalunya Bill) should be addressed in terms of 

                                                        
1 See further information in EQAR Guide for Applicants on substantive change 
reports, Chapter 9.  
http://eqar.eu/fileadmin/documents/eqar/information/guide/EQAR_GuideForApp
licants.pdf#page=28  
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AQU's independence of both government and higher education 
institutions. 

In the application form, AQU stated that it considered the following 
activities to be within the scope of the ESG: 

- academic staff assessment programme, 

- wide system analysis and supporting indicators. 

Based on the provided information we came to the conclusion that 
these activities are not external quality assurance activities in the scope 
of the ESG. The reasons are set out in the following: 

- ESG type reviews concern the review of degrees and programmes 
and not the individual assessment of academic staff members, thus 
Academic staff assessment programme is not an external QA 
activity within the scope of the ESG and, thus not pertinent to AQU's 
registration.  

- Wide system analysis and supporting indicators is not a separate 
external quality assurance activity, but rather an integral part of the 
agency’s quality assurance processes and it should be addressed in 
relation to ESG 3.4 Thematic Analysis. 

We confirm that participation in international projects is not an external 
quality assurance activity within the scope of the ESG.  

It is AQU’s choice - in agreement with the review coordinator – if the 
review panel should comment upon the earlier mentioned activities 
outside the scope of the ESG, notwithstanding the possible relevance in 
relation to ESG 3.4.  

We will forward this letter to ENQA in its capacity as the coordinator of 
the external review. At the same time we underline that it is AQU's 
responsibility to ensure that the coordinator and review panel take 
account of the present confirmation, so as to ensure that all activities 
mentioned are analysed by the panel. 

This confirmation is made according to the relevant provisions of the 
EQAR Procedures for Applications. AQU has the right to appeal this 
decision in accordance with the Appeals Procedure; any appeal must 
reach EQAR within 90 days from receipt of this decision. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
Colin Tück 
(Director) 
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Cc: ENQA 



Subject: Forwarding copy of AQU's le er to ENQA

From: Direcció <direccio@aqu.cat>

Date: 9/15/2017 2:39 PM

To: 'Colin Tück (colin.tueck@eqar.eu)' <colin.tueck@eqar.eu>

CC: Melinda Szabo <melinda.szabo@eqar.eu>, "applica ons@eqar.eu" <applica ons@eqar.eu>

Dear director,

I am sending a ached hereto for your informa on ‐and also to be taken into account in the process of the renewal of our
inscrip on in the Register‐ a copy of the le er sent to ENQA, regarding the analysis of AQU Catalunya’s final external review
report.

Best regards,

Martí Casadesús i Fa

Director
AQU Catalunya
C. dels Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona
Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50      Fax: +34 93 268 89 51
direccio@aqu.cat       www.aqu.cat

This e-mail, together with any attached document, is for the sole use of the intended recipient(s), and it may contain confidential information. Any
unauthorized review, use, disclosure or distribution of this e-mail or its contents is strictly prohibited. If you are not the intended recipient, please contact
the sender by reply mail and destroy the original and all copies of the original.

 Think whether it is really necessary before printing this message.

Attachments:

170914 ENQA AQU Le er External review report.pdf 1.6 MB

170914 ENQA Annex Analysis AQU External review report.pdf 3.6 MB

Forwarding	copy	of	AQU's	letter	to	ENQA imap://w00940ec.kasserver.com:993/fetch>UID>/Applications/0...

1	of	1
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Mr, Padraig Walsh
Presiden!

ENQA-European Association for Qualiíy Assurance in
Higher Education
Avenue de Teryuren, 36-38
BTE41040Brussels
BELGIUM

Seneralitat de Cstalunys
mwcií per a la Busutst del
Sistgiiia Univsrsitsrí d? Cstslyny^

Núiterc; 62333/2637/201?
Data; ÍU/09/2Q!7 l'iit0;47

Registre de sortida

Barcelona, 14th September 2017

DearPresidentofENQA,

As you may already know, on 21 June the ENQA Board reconfirmed AQU Catalunya's full
membershipoftheAssociationforafive-yearperiod.ThisisthethirdtimethatAQU Catalunya
has successfully undergone an externa! review coordinated by ENQA (2007, 2012 and 2017)
and we are therefore familiar with the positive development made by ENQA in these 15 years.

Nevertheless, having made a thorough analysis of the final 2017 externa! review report and
the Board's decisión, we would like to express our disagreement with the assessment made of

the levet of conformity of substantial compliance with standards 2.2, 2.4, 2.6, 3.1, 3.3., and
3.4.; with the Board's overall judgment of substantial compliance, as well as the formal

grievance we make that this decisión is non-appealable, which leaves us - the Agency and all
other agencies thatfindthemselves in a similar circumstance-totallydefenceless.

In the 2012 review, ENQA considered that AQU Catalunya was in ful] compliance with 12
standards, substantial compliance with 2 standards and 8 recommendations for improvement
were made. In 2017 the Agency has been assessed as being in full compliance with 6
standards, substantially compliant in 8, and 16 recommendations for improvement were

made. In other words, within a period of five years the number of standards in full compliance
has halved and the recommendations for improvement have doubled. While we recognize that
the Catalán agency did pass the external review, the outcome implies that during this five-year
period events have led to a significant reduction in the level of compliance with the standards.

What is striking in our case is that the external report mentions no substantive fact to justify
such a substantial drop in the overall assessment. Neither can it be clearly attributed to the
fact that reviews are based on two different versions of the ESG (2005 and 2015), as the more

AQU Catalunya . C. deis Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat
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recent versión is clearly a continuation of the previous one. This would leave us with the most

plausible explanation being the degree of discretion ¡n interpreting the criteria for assessing
compliance with the standards, which is of great concern to us in that this would undermine

the consistency of reviews undertaken by ENQA.

After carefully analysing the final external review report, the annex to the present letter sets

out the details of our position regarding the standards and outcomes that we disagree with.

We consider that, in carrying out the assessments, various things have taken place that we

wish to put before the Board for its consideration and resolution. In no way is this meant as a

list of grievances because of a grudge or resentment - quite the opposite. Our reflection is

based on serenity and critical self-analysis, and as such we point out certain specific aspects

that we believe are important enough to deserve your special attention:

1. Unlike in previous reviews, and in accordance with ENQA's new "Guidelines for ENQA

Agency Reviews" published in 2016, the draft final report of the 2017 review received
by the agency did not include the assessment proposal for each standard. This clearly
leaves an agency being reviewed in a position ofhelplessness, given that the reading in
isolation of the evidence and the analysis of compliance, unless it is very clear, will
raise doubts about the level of compliance with what each standard ¡s being assessed
against. In our case, for example, standards 3.3. and 3.4. were not addressed in the
revised draft because, from our interpretation of the report, we were in full
compliance with them; the same ¡s true for comments and recommendations, which
we would have addressed in a more evident way if we had been aware of their impact
on the final assessment. We therefore recommend that the preliminary assessment be
transparent even if it is only temporary because this is more likely to inspire trust in
the reviewee, who can at least say they have been able to put forward their points of
view together with all the available ¡nformation.

2. A more strategic issue, and one that can help safeguard the coherency and consistency
of reviews, is the fact that from the second review onwards the starting point should
be the contents of prior reviews and the levéis obtained. In addition to focusing their
efforts on the current self-assessment report, a review panel should be asked to
review previous external reports, especially decisions regarding improvements
implemented subsequent to the previous review. It makes no sense for compliance
with all the improvements proposed by a previous panel to lead to an outcome that is
clearly inferior to the previous one. Levéis of compliance should therefore either
decrease or increase in relation to the evidence of the results obtained from the

modifications undertaken by the Agency in the new period under revjew.

3. We consider that it is highly inappropriate for analytical factors not dealt with in the
draft report to be included in the final report. In the first place because this creates
uncertainty regarding the actual factors that have been taken into account in the final

AQU Catalunya . C. deis Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Te!.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat
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assessment of the standard, and secondly because of the agency's total
defencelessness in not being able to appeal them. If in the process of an appeal an
agency provides sufficient evidence to override a judgment issued in the draft report,
it is equitable to set aside the judgment, and under no circumstances should new
elements be added to uphold a previous assessment that is no longer substantiated
because they cannot be appealed. In any case, the panel is responsible for ensuring
that all judgments issued are based on evidence not interpretations, and that
assessments are supported with evidence.

4. Assumptions and opinions of the panel that are not based on evidence should go no
further than a caveat or enhancement proposal nor under any circumstance should
they condition the assessment of a standard nor be raised to the category of a
recommendation. The opinions and views of the panel are always welcome and
agencies should consider them as factors for reflection and improvement. It is
inappropriate, however, for an opinión based not on evidence but on impressions to
influence a review procedure in a signifícant way because of the negative
repercussions on all levéis (bias in the review, unease and discontent in the unit being
reviewed, loss of trust in those coordinating the review, etc.).

5. As was the case in point 4, ifthe contextual factors in which the external review of a
country is organised do not infringe any standard and their solution lies beyond the
agency's jurisdiction, they should be referred to as no more than a caveat or
enhancement proposal. It would be unfair for them to be raised to the level of a

recommendation or to even influence the final assessment.

6. We believe that giving more importance to an anecdote in the assessment of overall
performance, where there is an absence of non-compliance with the standard, aside
from affecting the consistency of the assessment, is a disproportionate way to proceed
and distorts the perception of reality. Seen from this perspective, it will be very
difficult for any agency to achieve full compliance with any standard.

7. In spite of the fact that the Guidelines for ENQA Agency reuiews, section 2.4. N.B. state
that "The panel is expected to review the current status of an agency and not planned
orforeseen developments which, for example, may affect the legal status ofan agency
and ¡ts operations in a substantive way" we notice that the assessment of certain
standards was conditioned by procedures that are still not operational, due to issues
beyond the agency's control. We consider that it is not possible to assess something
that has not yet taken place, in addition to the fact that agencies need time to think
about, design and initiate procedures.

8. Lastly, we believe it is not good practice to limit the possibility of appeal solely to
agencies that have received an unfavourable report. This approach would make sense

AQU Catalunya - C, deis Vergós. 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat
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if reviews were dichotomous (favourable/unfavourable), but where there are different
levéis of assessment there is the need to safeguard their legitimate self-defence. This
is one aspect envisaged in the ESG that ENQAshould make provisión for, ifonlyforthe
purposes of consistency. In this regard, we add that it is not a good institutional
practice to charge a fee for an appeal, even though this is returned in cases where
appeals are upheld. This practise may hamper the process by coercing a reviewee's
willingness as well as decisions made by the reviewers.

Given that ENQA has no formal appeals procedure for agencies, we ask the Board to analyse in
detail the remarks set out in this letter and to take appropriate measures regarding the 2017
reviewofAQU Catalunya in particular and, more specifically, the managementand handling of
the entire process in general.

AQU Catalunya believes that in the 2017 review it successfully demonstrated its progress since
the previous review, and itisforthis reason that it isdifficultto understand the reasonsforthe

outcome, and I speakforboth within and outside ofthe Agency. In spite of our dissatisfaction,

however, I can assure you of the Agency's commitment to quality, compliance with the ESG

and the intactness of the EHEA. We are of the firm belief that this experience will help us all to

play our full part in ensuring the coherent and consistent review of QA agencies, which

benefits both the strengthening and improvement ofthe European Higher Education Área.

Sincerely,

l^rtí Casadesús Fa

Director

AQU Catalunya . C. deis Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat
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ANNEX. Analysis ofAQU Catalunya's final external review report

Only the standards that, according to the final assessment, AQU Catalunya is not in agreement
with are reviewed below.

In Standard 3.1. Activities, policy and processes for quality assurance.

There are important differences between the wording ofthe analysis and the draft submitted

to AQU Catalunya, in particular the inclusión of new factors. Firstly, an opening paragraph was

added that summarises the assessment of all the other standards, which we believe also

conditions the assessment ofthe standard and we have subsequently been unable to appeal

this. Secondly, new factors were also added to the second paragraph of the analysis, for

example teaching staff, which lies beyond the scope of the review and should not be referred

to, as well as certain contextual aspects in the country, such as the ex-ante accreditation of

programmes, the quality of teaching staff and changes in programmes in between

accreditation rounds which, according to the panel, and based on other education systems, are

aspects that they consider to be part o/interno/ quality assurance. Lastly, the recommendation

included in the report, which is based on paragraph 3 ofthe analysis, is an adaptation ofthe

one in the draft report that focuses on institutional accreditation, a process that, as is

explained above, is still in a very early stage and not yet operational. We are ofthe opinión

that it makes no sense to include recommendations referring to institutional accreditation,

given that this does form part of the scope of the review (chapters 5 and 6 of the self-

assessment report), and that it only appears in chapter 14: "Current challenges and áreas for

future development" .

Furthermore, AQU Catalunya takes the view that it is inappropriate to include in the final

reports analytical factors that have not been covered in the draft report. In the first place

because this creates uncertainty as to the actual factors taken into account in the final

assessment of the standard, and secondly because of the agency's total defencelessness in

being unable to appeal them.

In addition, the assessment of the standard appears to have taken into account contextual

factors in the country that should have no influence on the assessment unless the panel is in

possession of evidence showing that these processes have a negativa impact on the university

system, which is notthe case.

Lastly, AQU Catalunya notes that, in accordance with the Guidelinesfor ENQA Agency reviews,

section 2.4. ÍV.B. The panel is expected to review the current status of an agency and not

AQU Catalunya . C. deis Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat
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planned orforeseen developments which, for example, may affect the legal status ofan agency

and its operations in a substantive way, the formulation of a recommendation based on a

process that is in an initial stage and that is still not operational, given that it is not possible

under existing regulations in Spain, cannot condition the final assessment. It is moreover

totally disproportionate for this one process to condition all of the other activities, policies and

QA processes that account for the overwhelming majority of the Agency's activities

consolidated over the last five-year period.

We also believe that the evidence section of standard 3.1. in the final external review report

totally upholds the fact that the Agency fully complies with standard 3.1. Compared to the

previous review, there is no negative evidence at all to justify a reduction in the level of

compliance.

In Standard 3.3. Independence.

As in the previous standard, the final versión of the report contains remarks that were not in

the draft received by AQU Catalunya, which it was unable to dispute, such as the following:

"However, the changes in the legislation did not ¡ncrease the agency's independence of the

Catalán higher education institutions. All rectore of Catalán higher education institutions are

now members of the Governing Board, as well as 7 representatives of Social Councils of the

public universities and 3 academics who are employed by a Catalán university." It should be

noted that this composition of the Governing Board was established in accordance with

legislation in 2003 and was therefore the same composition as in the ENQA reviews of 2007

and 2012. In the 2015 reform, in order to comply with the requirements of ENQA reviews,

AQU's Governing Board was expanded to include students and stakeholders. In any case, it is

important to stress that while the Governing Board is a broad-based body, its functions are

clearly sepárate from review, as stated in the final report: The Governing Board is not involved

in the development of the procedures. It should be noted that this body also works as a

Standing Committee.

It is surprising that, regardless of the efforts by the Agency and the Government of Catalonia's

Executive Council to totally resolve through new legislation the relevant aspects of

independence pinpointed in previous reviews, which Ís recognised in the external review

report, the analysis includes an opinión introduced by the panel that would also appear to

influence the standard's assessment. More specifically, "... the panel has same reservations

about the current level of involvement of people who are active within the Catalán higher

education System. As a rather small ecosystem the Catalán higher educotion system may be

more exposed to the perception of conflicts of interest. This concern was further strengthened

AQU Catalunya . C, deis Vergós. 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat



Agencia
per a la Qualitat
del Sistema Universitari
de Catalunya

during the review panel meetings with high-level representatives of the higher education

institutions. During these meetings, the review panel noticed regularíy that those institutional

representatives did not sepárate explicitly their roles in the management of their own

institution and thelr roles as members of bodies within AQU Catalunya". It should be recalled

that the rectors of the universities are on the Governing Board of AQU Catalunya precisely

because of the positions they hold, and they therefore speak according to the role they

represent. In our view, what should be analysed is whether the measures endorsed by the

Governing Board constitute a conflict of interests, which has never occurred, and this is easy to

prove as all minutes and agreements are publicly available on the AQU Catalunya website:

http://www.aau.cat/aau/estructura/organs/consell direccio.html. Furthermore, majority vote

counting does not allow for a partisan decisión to be made by a stakeholder group

representing the Governing Board (rectors, labour unions, government authorities, students,

etc.). The panel's concern, which ultimately takes the form of a recommendation when really it

should be no more than a caveat, is based on conjecture, and it is unwarranted to attach more

weight in the assessment of this standard to an opinión rather than the evidence.

The other aspect that appears to have influenced the assessment ofthis standard is the fact

that, in certain external review panels, chairpersons of the Agency's subject-specific review

committees were appointed as panel members, more specifically this occurred in 27% ofthe

cases over the last five years. This decisión, which in no way contradicts the ESG, as it sets up

no conflict of interests and also ensures greater consistency in the application of the review

criteria, was perceived as being a lack of independence and resulted in a recommendation. In

any event, it should be stressed that decisions are made collectively and it is therefore

impossible for one member of a committee or panel to influence an entire body's decisión or

ruling. It is surprising for what is clearly a minor and debatable issue to have played such an

important role with regará to compliance with the standard and for it to lead to a

recommendation, when it should in fact be referred to as an enhancement proposal or caveat.

In any event, we do draw attention to the fact that ENQA makes use of this mechanism in

more critical situations where a conflict of interest may have occurred, for example in the

composition of ENQA's Appeals and Complaints Committee, on which there are members who

have been appointed as members of review panels, including one of panels that visited us. In

this regará, AQU Catalunya points out that the members of AQU Catalunya's Appeals

Committee, together with external reviewers that it uses, are individuals who are sepárate

from all of the Agency's other QA procedures and under no circumstance can there be a

conflict of interest as they are members of different panels.
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From a careful reading of the standard and the guidelines, and bearing in mind the efforts
made across the university system in Catalonia to address the recommendations made by

ENQA, we are very surprised that the final assessment was influenced by unsubstantiated
opinions (¡.e. opinions not backed up by evidence) and by what is a very minor and debatable
issue, in relation to which neither compliance with the standard nor the Agencys
independence can be questioned under any circumstance.

In Standard 3.4. Thematic analysis.

In relation to this standard AQU Catalunya would like to focus on the paragraph in the analysis

where it says "Although the review panel values the broad range of reports AQU Catalunya has
produced in the post, only the recent reports which intégrate the results of quality assurance
procedures such os ex-ante and ex-post accreditation, as well as the results ofthe surveys AQU
comes out, fully comply with the focus o¡ this Standard". It is surprising that the Agency's
development was recognised as having been positive to the point that the panel itself
considered that the latest reports fully complied with the standard, yet did not give this

assessment. In this regard, it should be noted that the production set out by AQU Catalunya in
the self-assessment report was the production from 2012 to 2016. If one takes into account all
the reports issued, the Agency has produced numerous university programme reports across

the university system, including those posted on the Agencys website:
http://www.aau.cat/aau/oublicacions/informes avaluacio.html. It should also be taken into
account that in the implementation ofthe new VSMA framework (the Agency's framework for
quality assurance and review) the first results of the accreditation of new procedures were
obtained in 2015. The Agency has therefore been diligent in producing reports.

Given AQU Catalunya's significant experience in publishing reports, the recommendation: The
panel recommends that the agency structurally embeds the practice of the publication of
thematic analyses in its work programme, providing overview reporte which bring together the
results of its quality assurance processes and its other activities in arder to inform the higher
education sector and broader society" seems reiterative. It would also appear that the EUC

website, which is mentioned around thirty times in the self-assessment report, was not taken
sufficiently into account (the EUC website was inaugurated in 2016 and offers all of the
information available to AQU Catalunya on all accreditation procedures, programme by
programme, together with all data and figures from the different surveys that it coordinates).

There is no case in the external review report of any negativo evidence to justify a change in

theassessmentof2012 offull compliancetothatofsubstantiallycompliantin 2017.
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In Standard 2.2. Designing methodologies fit for purpose.

As was the case with Standard 3.1., on the one hand/ in the anaiysis of the standard remarks

were added that did not appear in the draft report, such as: "Nevertheless, in the view ofthe

review panel, AQU Catalunya should develop a clear visión on the consequences ofits ambition

to moi/e towarüs self-accrediting institutions and more institutional autonomy. In the view of

the panel the current combination of procedures does not in itself lead to more institutional

autonomy. Therefore, the panel is convinced that the agency should develop a clear view on

whether all current procedures fit within its overall visión." The assessment of this standard

would also appear to be linked to certain contextúa! aspects that are beyond the control of

AQ.U Catalunya/ as in the fírst paragraph of the anaiysis section and in ¡nstitutional

accreditation (second paragraph) which, as mentioned above, is a process that is in a very early

stage and is still not operational due to it depending on Spanish regulations that that are

pending parliamentary approval.

The point being made by the Agency is the same as in standard 3.1.: it is unacceptable for

aspects to have been included that we have been unable to appeal, and for the standard to be

conditioned by opinions and/or projects that have still not been implemented and that cannot

be undertaken in the current regulatory framework as this would imply the assessment of

proceduresand aspects that the Agencyhasonlyjuststarted to roll outand implement.

Secondly, in the analysis it is acknowledged that "The agency has put much effort into creating

o unique structurefor the suite ofguidesfor the different evaluations procedures." It then goes

on to say that "Nevertheless, the panel noticed that there is still quite some diversity in the

structure and content of the dífferent assessment framewoks. Similar aspects are tacklecl, but

often in a slightly different way.". A minor aspect such as this, which does not compromise the

standard, should clearly not condition its assessment.

In addition, the Agency considers that the recommendation that "the agency develops a clear

visión on how the externa/ quality System in Catalonia should be designed in arder to mote /t

even more fit for purpose" should not be anything more than an enhancement proposal or

reflection to be taken into account. In any case, there is no evidence in the report to suggest

that the methodologies used are not fít for purpose. Again, it is difficult to understand why in

this case there has been a drop in the level of compliance.
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In Standard 2.4. Peer-review experts.

In this standard a new remark was added that is not in the draft report and which also appears

to condition the final assessment, which is "Table 3 shows a strong presence of experts from

other Spatn regions. ThÍs contríbutes to the independence of the ponéis. As the approach to

higher education is relatively similar in the different Spanish regions, the experts from other

Spanish regions should no be considered equivalent to International experts". AQU Catalunya

has not had the opportunity to clarify this remark and I also wouldn't want you to interpret

this as meaning that the intention of AQU was to consider experts from Spain in the same light

as international experts. Nevertheless, the Agency does beiieve it Ímportant to point out the

idiosyncrasy that the main pool of Spanish speakers is Spain and so it therefore makes sense

that most experts come from this geographical área. The panel does however recognise that

"Since the previous ENQA peer review, the agency has worked hard to increase the number of

academic experts from outside the Catalán higher education System". The Agency therefore

did fulfil Íts commitment and did comply with the requirement.

That said, the report goes on to say that "the number of International experts remains quite

low" and that "it would be useful to define a target level of international participation in the

different review procedures. Especially in the case of PhD programmes...". AQU Catalunya's

reply to that is that all calis for international reviewers have been filled. And as is explained in

point 7 of the supporting arguments "AQU Catalunya has the ambition to continué to increase

the experts from outside Spain when the purpose of the evaluation recommends it, as for

example the assessment ofthe doctoral degree programmes".

In this regará we consider that it is the positive efforts made by the Agency that should be

assessed, and admittedly greater efforts can be made. Nevertheless, we believe that making

the assessment of the standard conditional upon an enhancement proposal, which then

became a requirement, and an accreditation programme (PhD) that will be implemented in

2018 to be a highly restrictive assessment, especially when there is no required minimum

number of internationai experts according to the standards. Neither is there any mention

made by the panel of a deterioration in this regará, quite the opposite, in fact. A distinction

clearly needs to be made between what is set out in the guidelines and good practices, and

what justifies compliance with the standard.

The other aspect that would appear to have negatively impacted the assessment of the

standard is the training of experts. "The panel, however, did not find evidence for a strong

emphasis on the new reasoning behind the new ESG in the training provided to peer review

experts. Indeed, the panel understood that some of the more experienced panel members did

not particípate recently in a training. In this way they might have missed the new elements

whích have been ¡ntroduced upon the atignment ofthe procedures wíthin the 2015 ESG .
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The first consideration is that the ESG are from May 2015, while the training of experts for
accreditation procedures under the new VSMA framework (the Agency's framework for quality

assurance and review) dates from 2014. In 2014 4 sessions were organised, 13 in 2015 and 11

in 20161. All experts, without exception, who particípate in an external review are trained by
AQU Catalunya. As stated in the self-assessment report (p.89) "The training session has the

same structure for all the QA processes: the presentation (contextualization) of the project, the

procedure of evaluation, the methodology, and, if it is necessary, some practical case studies.

The training session takes from 3 hours (ex-post IQAs certificotion, teaching assessment

handbooks, the quality assurance of research at Department level, international quality

assurance and quality assurance offoreign institutions offering degrees in Catalonia) to5 hours

fprogramme level externo/ reviews in Catalonia)." The aim ofAQU Catalunya, as set out in the

standards, is to ensure that experts "have appropríate skills and are competent to perform

their task" and not "place a strong emphasis on the new reasoning behind the new ESG".

Experts working with the Agency do however apply the current ESG as they form part of the

review methodologies and as such they do have appropriate skills and are competent to

perform their tasks. More focus should have been placed instead on "The panel members the

review panel interviewed are positive about the training and guidance they receivedfrom AQU

Catalunya", and under no circumstance was there any complaint from the reviewees about the

level oftraining ofthe experts.

Lastly, one other aspect that appears to have conditioned the assessment of the standard

regarding the use of international experts is the use of Catalán in reviews: "Afirst issue is the

use of Catalán in a limited number of procedures. Although the panel fully respecte the choice

to carry out some assessments in Catalán, this choice inherently reduces the possibilities to

involve International experts". As requested in the supporting arguments process for the draft

report, it was explicitly requested that the fact that language has never been a barrier in

external reviews be taken into account and if this was to appear in the final report that it

should also be stated that the Agency has always been flexible in QA procedures as regards

respect for the use of the most convenient language, in agreement with the institution being
reviewed.

In any case, in the overall analysis, it is obvious that AQU Catalunya fully complies with the

standard. The report sets out various enhancement proposals, which then become

requirements that ultimately influenced the final assessment, which would appear to be highly

disproportionate to the Agency's overall application of the standard which, as described in the

report, is fully satisfactory, both for AQU Catalunya, the experts and the units being reviewed.

Figures from AQ.U Catalunya'5 Annual Reports.
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It should be noted that there is no evidence at all evidence of less involvement by AQU

Catalunya in internationalisation, nor can it be said that the Agency has disregarded the
trainingofexperts.

In Standard 2.6. Reporting.

There would appear to be two aspects that influenced the assessment of this standard. The
first is the non-publication of unfavourable reports in the ex-ante accreditation (validation) of
programmes, while the second is the facilitation of available information in a more integrated
way.

In relation to the first issue, the paneladded a paragraph to the report that was not included in
the draft reviewed by AQU that shows the panel's opinión about something, which we
disagree with. "Indeed, this ESG Standard clearly requires the publication of all reports in
order to fully comply with the ESG". With regard to this matter, AQU Catalunya notes that ESG
guideline 2.6. states: "The report by the experts is the basis for the institution's follow-up
action of the external evaluation and it provides information to society regarding the activities

of an institution". Reports should be used as the basis for implementing corrective actions and
enhancement measures. As explained in the self-assessment report, if as a result of a
validation procedure ex-ante accreditation is withheld, a programme cannot be offered and
there will therefore be no follow-up or monitoring of the programme by the institution. It is

the Agency's opinión that it is irrelevant to provide information to society on a course that will
never exist. On the contrary, the publishing of a report on a programme that will never be
introduced would be very confusing for society. In short, in arder to comply with the standard
and not cause confusión in society, such reports should basically never be published (not vice

versa).

We also believe that the assessment of the standard was insensitive to a contextúa]

understanding of the situation here, compared to other countries. One should also bear in
mind that ex-ante accreditation is uncommon in Europe, and the review ofthe agency should

not be impacted by an additional quality assurance process that most other agencies do not
implement.

At the same time, insufficient consideration was given to the fact that all other reports

produced by the Agency have been published, that "The panel commends the agency for its
consistent focus on substantiating the assessment outcomes, as well as on good prácticos and
recommendations for improvement" and that "The agency implemented the recommendation
of the 2012 ENQA review in order to mote reporte and their conclusions as comprehensive as
possible ¡or non-experts". What prevails here is an anecdote that has no impact on the quality

AQU Catalunya . C. deis Vergós, 36-42, 08017 Barcelona . Tel.: +34 93 268 89 50 . infor@aqu.cat



Agencia
per a la Qualitat
del Sistema Universitari

de Catalunya

of the study programmes being offered to society, in terms of the Agency's overall

performance in all QA processes.

As regarás the second matter, insufficient attention was also paid to AQU Catalunya's

faunching and implementation of the EUC platform (http://estudis.aqu.cat), which provides

access to ¡nformation for all stakeholder groups. The platform provides direct access to all site

visit reports and the Agencys decisions/ as laid down by the standard, along with further

interesting information for stakeholders. In addition, all quantitative and qualitative

information is made available in three different language and is easily comparable. The portal

has received over 100,000 visits in the twelve months that it has been operational. This is

possiblyone ofthe most robust and efficient information systems available to stakeholders in

higher educatíon in Europe, which has been widely acclaimed by other QA agencies. It is

surprising that, given the impact of the platform, the Agency was not considered to be fully

compliant with this standard.
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