








THIS REPORT presents findings of the ENQA Agency Review of the Agency for the Quality of the Basque University 
System (Unibasq), undertaken in 2018.
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This is the second time that Unibasq - the Agency for the Quality of the Basque University System 
undergoes a process involving the external assessment of its activities, in this case, in accordance with 
the ESG 2015.  
 
We would like to thank the panel for their in-depth review and the commendations and 
recommendations made. Apart from a few factual inaccuracies that are marked in the pdf file sent 
attached, we would like to make several specific remarks on some of the panel’s findings and 
recommendations. The report is complete and adds value to the self-evaluation report, showing Unibasq 
the way towards further improvement.  
 
 
ESG 3.1 ACTIVITIES, POLICY, AND PROCESSES FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

1. The panel recommends the agency to clearly distinguish its ESG-based evaluation procedures and 
its consultancy activities. 

 
In view of the comment in pages 20-21, Unibasq does not understand this recommendation: “Finally, the 
panel has noticed in its discussions with several stakeholders that a clear conceptual distinction between 
ESG-based evaluation and consultancy activities is lacking within Unibasq. The ex-ante evaluation of 
‘títulos propios’ at the UPV/EHU may be considered as consultancy. This type of activity may allow the 
agency to diversify its activities and capitalize on its expertise. Although the panel did not find any 
problematic interference between evaluation and consultancy activities, it recommends the agency to 
clearly distinguish those activities and thus prevent any potential conflict of interest.” If there is no 
problematic interference, why the recommendation? In fact, the difference is clear for our institutions as 
our ESG-based evaluation activities lead to a binding report for any accreditation or certification 
decision, while our consultancy activities lead to a report which someone else (institution or 
government) might take into account for their own decision-making processes. 
 
 
ESG 3.4 THEMATIC ANALYSIS 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

2. The panel recommends that the agency structurally embeds the practice of the publication of 
thematic analyses in its strategy and daily work, providing overview reports which bring together 
the results of its quality assurance processes and its other activities in order to inform (potential) 



 

 

students, the regional Government and society at large, and to serve as input for further quality 
improvement within the higher education system. 

3. The panel recommends to ensure that enough resources are available to extend its work on 
thematic analysis. 

 
The agency will continue with its efforts regarding the development of thematic analysis in the Basque 
University System. It will be one of the main topics in the new strategic plan which is due by the end of 
2019 beginning of 2020 and will be also part of the new programme-contract with the Basque 
Government. 
 
 
ESG 3.5 RESOURCES 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

4. The panel recommends the agency to continue to search for ways to diversify its incomes. 
 
As stated in the SER, Unibasq is a public entity and its main income comes from the Basque Government, 
in the last years through a programme-contract. Even if the agency can have a small amount of income 
coming from some other sources (fees, international projects…), the diversification options are limited, 
as well as the extra funding, since Unibasq is a non-profit organization and have to reimburse the surplus 
money to the Basque Government. That is why, even if Unibasq could take the recommendation as a 
suggestion, it seems that it has a huge impact in the conclusion of the panel regarding the compliance 
with this standard, regardless of the resources available. 
 
 
ESG 2.1 CONSIDERATION OF INTERNAL QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

5. The panel recommends the agency integrates the concept of student-centred learning as a core 
element in the agency’s work and in its procedures (ESG 1.3). 

 
As already mentioned in the SER and during the interviews, the concept of student-centred learning is 
implicit in all the programme reviews, even if the specific term is not explicit in all the documents “In the 
ex-ante evaluation of Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees, these aspects are reviewed as part of the criteria 
dealing with the planning of teaching activities and their expected outcomes. In the ex-ante evaluation of 
Doctoral programmes, they are reviewed when assessing the educational activities, the programme 
organisation and achievement of the expected learning outcomes. In the follow-up and accreditation 
procedures, they are part of the review of delivery and performance indicators, and achievement of 



 

 

learning outcomes (respectively). As the case of AUDIT, this aspect is reviewed when assessing how the 
centre provides student-centred study programmes. In the case of DOCENTIA, it is part of the planning of 
teaching activities and their expected outcomes.” 
 
 
ESG 2.2 DESIGNING METHODOLOGIES FIT FOR PURPOSE 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 

6. The panel recommends the agency to further develop its quality assurance procedures in order to 
further increase the fitness for purpose of the whole external quality assurance system, aiming for 
better balance between qualitative and quantitative approaches. 

 
Even if from an external point of view there might be a perception of a strong quantitative approach, 
since a set of indicators are used to monitor the delivery of the programmes and the IQAS of the schools 
and faculties are process-based and they have mechanisms to assure the quality of these same 
programmes and the activities they performed; a qualitative approach is used through Unibasq’s 
external review activities, mainly during the interviews with the different stakeholders and taking into 
account the reflections they made in their self-evaluation reports.  
 

7. The panel recommends to involve the Advisory Board more often at a strategic level in the 
development of the longer term strategy and vision of the agency on the development of the 
external quality assurance framework in the Basque country. 

 
During the development of Unibasq’s strategy, all the agency’s bodies are consulted to take into account 
their views regarding the development of the external quality assurance framework in the Basque 
Country. This includes our Advisory Board, which apart from fine-tuning all the review procedures and 
approving the evaluation criteria, assesses all the review activities done by the agency and propose 
actions to further improve them. The Advisory Board will have a relevant role in the development of the 
new strategic plan 2020-2023.  
 
 
ESG 2.4 PEER-REVIEW EXPERTS 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

8. The panel recommends that the agency integrates the values and concepts underpinning the 2015 
ESG, with special attention for student-centred learning more explicitly in the training of reviewers 
and experts. 

 



 

 

In each training session the connections among our evaluation criteria and the ESG 2015 are explained. 
Nevertheless and in order to further improve our trainings we will highlight the changes made and make 
more explicit remarks to student-centred learning. 
 

9. The panel recommends that the agency pursues its efforts to increase the involvement of 
international experts in the panels. 

 
As commented in the SER and during the interviews, we will continue with our international 
collaborations to train more international experts who will be part of our committees or panels for the 
new institutional accreditation procedure. 
 
 
ESG 2.6 REPORTING 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

10. The panel recommends the agency to further research ways to offer the available information in a 
more integrated way, making both quantitative and qualitative data easily accessible and 
comparable for all stakeholders, including students and employers. 

 
Unibasq publishes on its webpage the review reports under the specific procedure area, so all the 
information regarding the specific procedure (legal framework, standards and guidelines, evaluation 
committees, etc.) and its objectives are clear. In addition, since the creation of the Observatory of the 
Basque University System activity (https://observatorio.unibasq.eus/en/bachelor-degrees/) each degree 
has a specific area where all the related indicators and its different review reports can be reached. This 
way, quantitative (indicators) and qualitative (review reports with recommendations and good practices) 
data are easily available for all kind of stakeholders.  
 
 
ESG 2.7 COMPLAINTS AND APPEALS 
 
Panel conclusion: substantially compliant 
 
Panel recommendations 

11. The panel recommends that the agency splits the Ethics and Guarantees Committee and make 
sure the Appeals Committee is composed of members who are independent from the agency and 
the Basque higher education system. 

 
Unibasq was already thinking on changing the composition of the Ethics and Guarantees Committee in 
order to become more independent from the agency and the Basque Higher education system, but still 
thinks that having just one body could be enough. The staff from the agency will have just a 

https://observatorio.unibasq.eus/en/bachelor-degrees/


 

 

methodological and supportive role and no member of the agency’s direction will be part of the 
Committee.   



EQAR | Aarlenstraat 22 rue d’Arlon | BE-1050 Brussels

Agency for the Quality of the Basque University System (Unibasq)
Ms Eva Ferreira

– by email –

Brussels, 15 April 2019

Application by Unibasq for renewal of registration on EQAR

Dear Ms Ferreira,

The Register Committee has considered your application of 05/01/2018
for renewal of inclusion on the European Quality Assurance Register 
(EQAR) and the external review report of 05/03/2019, which analyses
Unibasq's compliance with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2015).

The Committee was unable to take a decision on Unibasq's application as 
yet and kindly requests Unibasq to provide additional clarification on the 
matters described in the following.

A. Background

1. Evaluation of “títolos propios”

In its decision of 29/11/2014, the Register Committee clearly stated that 
(initial) evaluations of “títolos propios” study programmes offered by 
Universidad del País Vasco / Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea (UPV/EHU) are
considered as external quality assurance activities within the scope of the
ESG.

Unibasq never contested this classification and these evaluations have 
been listed on the official EQAR Register entry as quality assurance 
activity within the scope of the ESG ever since.

In its application of 05/01/2018, Unibasq did not mention the evaluations 
of “títolos propios”. This led EQAR to believe that the activity had been 
discontinued.

In its 2018 self-evaluation report, Unibasq described these evaluations 
under the heading “Other evaluation activities”.
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The external review report of 05/03/2019 described these reviews under 
the heading “Consulting activities” and noted that “Unibasq has a 
consultancy agreement with the UPV/EHU to provide a report on all new 
study programmes of this type” and that this report “serves as input for 
the internal policy making of the UPV/EHU” (p. 16).

Nature of “títolos propios” evaluations

The current panel described that “the evaluation consists of a report 
based on the university’s internally defined evaluation criteria. It is a 
desk-based review that looks into four dimensions: training programme 
(academic planning, if applicable, internships and review systems); 
academic staff (adequacy of the academic commission and the teaching 
staff); students (access requirements, support systems and their 
participation in the improvement of the programme); and management 
(funding, administration staff and infrastructures and resources)” (p. 16).

The Register Committee therefore considered that the activity matches 
all four characteristics described in the EQAR Policy on the Use and 
Interpretation of the ESG (section 4, page 3).

In general, the Register Committee has held that activities are within the 
scope of the ESG irrespective of whether they are based on an agency’s 
own frameworks or carried out as contractor using a third-party 
framework, such as UPV/EHU’s own evaluation criteria in this case.

Only if Unibasq acted solely as a subcontractor to UPV/EHU and had no 
own responsibility whatsoever for the review process or outcomes in the 
public eye (i.e. it is not brought in connection with the evaluations), the 
classification as capacity building service and outside of the scope of the 
ESG might be accurate.

If Unibasq was associated with the evaluations or the resulting reports, 
the Register Committee would consider the activity as an external quality 
assurance activity within the scope of the ESG.

Presentation and distinction in public

The external review panel reported in its analysis of Unibasq’s 
compliance with ESG 3.1 that it had “noticed in its discussions with 
several stakeholders that a clear conceptual distinction between ESG-
based evaluation and consultancy activities is lacking within Unibasq. The 
ex-ante evaluation of ‘títulos propios’ at the UPV/EHU may be considered 
as consultancy. This type of activity may allow the agency to diversify its 
activities and capitalize on its expertise. Although the panel did not find 
any problematic interference between evaluation and consultancy 
activities, it recommends the agency to implement the relevant Guideline 
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and, so, clearly distinguish its quality assurance activities and its other 
activities in its communication and daily work” (p. 19/20).

The Unibasq website (https://www.unibasq.eus/en/degrees-certificates-
and-diplomas-titulos-propios/) does present the evaluation of “títolos 
propios” along with Unibasq’s external quality assurance activities for 
official degrees and does not make a clear distinction that they were an 
activity of a different nature.

The website states that “the UPV/EHU regulation for certificates and 
diplomas [… establish] that Unibasq will evaluate and certificate” those 
diplomas. While the Register Committee acknowledged that the term 
“evaluation” might at times be used for consultancy-type activities, it 
considered that using the term “certificate” implies that an activity is 
external quality assurance in nature, rather than consultancy.

The UPV/EHU catalogues of “títolos propios” 
(https://www.ehu.eus/documents/1664504/9275896/Catalogo-Masteres-
Propios-2019-2020.pdf/41b26e67-4a75-75bf-3c6d-99b8f8a37879) 
appears1 to state that these diplomas are accredited by Unibasq.

2. International quality assurance

The external review report noted that, at the time of the review, Unibasq 
was “performing a first international ex-post accreditation procedure for 
the University of Aconcagua in Chile”.

While noting that the procedure was in general similar to the procedure 
for ex-post accreditation in the Basque Country, the panel stated that – 
due to the voluntary nature – “the full responsibility to request any kind of
follow-up lies in the hands of the institution” (p. 40).

B. Clarification questions

The issues raised above raise major questions regarding the 
classification of “títolos propios” evaluations as well as their compliance 
with the ESG, if relevant, since they are not covered by the external review
report. We therefore kindly request that you clarify the following:

1. Regarding “títolos propios”:

(a) Please explain why Unibasq did not list the evaluation of 
“títolos propios” in its application for renewal of registration.

(b) Please elaborate on Unibasq’s classification of the evaluation 
of “títolos propios” in light of the above. In doing so, please 

1Google Translate (https://translate.google.com/) was used on the catalogue.
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bear in mind the characteristics mentioned in the EQAR Policy 
on the Use and Interpretation of the ESG (section 4, page 3).

(c) If Unibasq maintains that these were consulting activities 
outside the scope of the ESG, please explain which specific 
steps Unibasq has taken to prevent that these activities are 
misrepresented or misconstrued as external quality 
assurance activities.

(d) Please provide an overview of how ESG 2.1 – 2.7 are applied in 
these evaluations. Where these evaluations follow the same 
processes or criteria as one of Unibasq’s activities for official 
degree programmes you may simply indicate so.

2. Regarding international quality assurance:

(a) Please elaborate briefly how Unibasq plans to develop further 
its international evaluation activities after the first procedure.

(b) Please clarify whether Unibasq’s Protocol for international 
quality assurance contains any provision to require or 
encourage follow-up, or whether Unibasq takes any other 
steps to encourage follow-up of international accreditation 
activities.

We would be obliged if you could clarify these matters by 21 May 2019 at 
the latest.

Kind regards,

Karl Dittrich
(President)
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21. Even though the flag was partially addressed the Register Committee did not concur with the review 
panel’s conclusion of compliance, but concluded that Unibasq still complies only partially with ESG 2.6.” 
 
The Register Committee noted that Unibasq publishes all reports except those from ex-ante 
accreditation that have not been successful. As outlined in the SAR, Unibasq publishes all reports of 
implemented study programmes. When a programme does not pass the ex-ante accreditation, it cannot 
be offered by universities, therefore, since it would be confusing for readers to find information on a 
study programme that will never exist, we do not publish the report.  
 
 
ESG 2.7 – Complaints and appeals 
The Deferral of Application document states the following regarding ESG 2.7:  “… 26. Given the 
composition of the Ethics and Guarantees Committee limiting its independence the Register Committee 
was unable to concur with the review panel’s conclusion of compliance, but concluded that Unibasq 
complies only partially with ESG 2.7.” 

 
A new Ethics and Guarantees Code was approved by Unibasq’s Governing Council at its meeting of the 
15th July 2019 (see Annex 3 – Draft minutes, 4 – Ethics and Guarantees Code and 5 – Internal 
Regulation). The new code establishes that the Committee is composed of experts from outside the 
Basque University System, one student appointed by Unibasq Consultative Students Committee and two 
experts appointed one by the Governing Council and another one by the Advisory Board. In all cases, the 
members cannot be part of any Unibasq body or committee.  
 
The new members will be appointed in the next meetings of the Advisory Board (27th September 2019) 
and of the Governing Council (21st October 2019). Unibasq´s staff will support the Ethics and Guarantees 
Committee as technical secretary, but won’t have any voting rights. 
 
Should you require any further clarification, do not hesitate to request it. 

 
 

Best regards, 
 

 
 

Eva Ferreira García 
Director 

 




