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1. Introduction

On 01.01.2018, the regulations for the current accreditation system, the State
Treaty on the Accreditation of Studies' and the individual state regulations
based on the model ordinance’came into force. Contracts concluded up to and
including 31.12.2017 are to be treated according to the old legal basis for the
entire accreditation period; contracts concluded from 01.01.2018 onwards are

to be treated according to the current legal basis.

At the beginning of the year 2018, in "The Further Development of the German
Accreditation System Following the Resolution of the Federal Constitutional
Court",® the legal bases of the then "new accreditation system" were presented
without practical reference due to the lack of procedures carried out: In the
accreditation system, a peer review process is also the central element of the
evaluation of study programs, with the participation of representatives from
science, professional practice and students. The agencies organize the evalua-
tion procedures. The Accreditation Council takes the decision on accreditation.
In terms of content, the formal and technical criteria were separated and the
examination of the former was assigned to the agencies, while the latter are
examined and evaluated by the evaluators. The Accreditation Council sets
"grids" for the preparation of accreditation reports, to which the agencies are
bound.

2. Question and objective

After the first assessment procedures, a first examination and review of the
practical implementation of the current requirements in the AHPGS can now
take place. Are the agency's internal processes adapted to the current system?
Do the processes and the quality management of the AHPGS ensure the crea-
tion of "good" accreditation reports, on the one hand in the sense of complete
and meaningful documentation and evaluation of the criteria and on the other
hand with regard to the extent of the expert requirements? A further aspect to

' "State Treaty on the Organisation of a Joint Accreditation System for Quality Assurance in
Studies and Teaching at German Universities" of 12.06.2017

2 "Model Law Ordinance pursuant to Article 4 Paragraphs 1 - 4 of the State Treaty on the
Accreditation of Studies" Resolution of the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education
and Cultural Affairs of the Lander in the Federal Republic of Germany of 07.12.2017
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be examined is whether the review procedures were completed within the time-

tables agreed with the universities.

The analysis serves the AHPGS-internal use for the follow-up of the processes
and equally the members, universities, reviewers and other interest groups for
information about the activities of the AHPGS.

3. Data and method

The analysis refers to evaluation procedures of the AHPGS within the frame-
work of program accreditation of study programs, in which the State Treaty on
the Accreditation of Study Programs and the respective state ordinance or
model ordinance are used as a basis. The data result from courses of study for
whose evaluation the contract between the AHPGS and the individual universi-
ties was concluded from 01.01.2018. Since only procedures in which at least
the self-report has already been submitted are considered for the question, the
analysis is limited to these study programs. By 31.12.2019, self-evaluation re-
ports for the evaluation of 61 study programs in 35 (bundle) procedures had
been submitted to the AHPGS. Currently, the AHPGS has prepared nine accred-

itation reports for a total of twelve study programs according to current law.

The analysis first differentiates all submitted self-reports by type of higher edu-
cation institution, federal state and their distribution in bundle and individual
procedures. With regard to the quality of the accreditation reports, the nine
accreditation reports prepared are essential, which are reviewed with regard to
compliance with formal and technical criteria, the implementation or use of qual-

ity improvement loops and the duration of the procedure.

Up to now, the reviewers have been asked informally and unstructured about
their experiences with the legal bases, the implementation of the review proce-
dures and the grids. The standardized, annual survey of the experts will only be
conducted at the beginning of 2020 and cannot be taken into account in the

present analysis.



4. Result

The 61 courses of study to be evaluated in 35 (bundle) procedures are divided
according to the type of university into three courses of study at universities,
three courses of study at universities of education, one course of study at a
university of cooperative education, 52 courses of study at universities of ap-
plied sciences and two courses of study at a founding university. Of these, 13
of the evaluation procedures (or bundles if applicable) (29 study programs) are
carried out at private, state-recognized universities of applied sciences and 17
(23 study programs) at state-run universities of applied sciences. The contracts
on which the procedures are based were concluded with universities in the fed-
eral states of Baden-Wirttemberg, Bavaria, Berlin, Brandenburg, Bremen,
Hesse, North Rhine-Westphalia, Rhineland-Palatinate and Saxony, so that the
State Treaty on Study Accreditation is applied in conjunction with the respective
state ordinance issued and in Berlin and Brandenburg in conjunction with the
model ordinance of the KMK. The 61 study programs are divided into 19 indi-
vidual procedures and 16 bundled procedures. The bundling procedures cover
two to four study programs.

In the meantime, six meetings of the Accreditation Council have taken place in
which decisions on program accreditations had to be made. The Accreditation
Council has also decided on the accreditation of two study programs evaluated
by the AHPGS. Presumably another three applications from universities in which
the AHPGS has carried out the evaluation procedures were submitted to the

Accreditation Council for decision by the end of 2019.

The following data refer to the evaluation procedures completed by
31.12.2019: Up to this point in time, the AHPGS has finalized nine accreditation
reports for a total of twelve study programs. Of these, seven were individual
procedures and two were bundled procedures with two and three study pro-
grams. In the analysis, therefore, only the grids "single procedure" and "bundle

procedure"” play a role with regard to program accreditation.

In the procedures, non-compliance with the formal criteria was identified for six
study programs and the universities were immediately informed of this. All uni-

versities have addressed and remedied the shortcomings identified.

For five study programs, the evaluators found that all subject-related criteria
were fully met. For seven courses of study, deficiencies were found on site with

regard to the fulfilment of the technical and content criteria. In this context, the
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universities have used a quality improvement loop for all study programs with
deficiencies in the subject-related content criteria after the on-site assessment.
In five study programs, the quality improvement loop led to the complete elim-
ination of the deficiencies, so that the accreditation reports were prepared with-
out the need for expert opinions. Although one edition of an accreditation report
(bundle) was edited for two study programs, the second edition (revision of the
two module manuals) remained in place, so that the final accreditation report

for two study programs contains an expert opinion on each edition.

An evaluation procedure was carried out at a system-accredited university. The
quality assurance system there opens up the possibility of having the courses
of study externally assessed in accordance with the state regulations. The ac-
creditation report serves as a basis for the university's decision on the (re-)ac-
creditation of the study programs and, as far as is known, has not (yet) been

submitted to the Accreditation Council.

The average duration of proceedings in the completed procedures was seven

months.

The Accreditation Commission Program Accreditation of the AHPGS has taken
note of all test reports. The comments of the Commissioners have been directly
taken into account in the further processing as non-compliance with formal cri-
teria or as issues to be discussed on the spot. Six of the accreditation reports
prepared were submitted to the Accreditation Commission. Due to lack of time,
three reports were not forwarded to the Accreditation Commission in advance,
so that the university could submit the initial accreditation of the study program
in due time according to the deadline set by the Accreditation Council for dealing
with the application at the next meeting.

5. Discussion

The AHPGS has responded to the high demand for advice from the universities
in the current accreditation system, which is currently being launched, by taking
the following measures: A template for the preparation of the self-reports was
developed at the beginning of 2018 and made available to the universities with
explanations via the homepage. In several revisions the template was adapted
to the new developments in the accreditation system. According to the feed-

back from the universities, it is being used.
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The AHPGS conducts semi-annual workshops (two in 2018 and two in 2019)
in relation to the current accreditation system according to the State Treaty on
the Accreditation of Studies and the state regulations and addresses the per-
sons in charge of accreditation in the universities at all levels as well as the
experts. The workshops were initially attended by persons with the function of
deans and university professors who also act as reviewers. In the last work-
shop, October 2019, the majority of the working level responsible for the coor-
dination or (partial) preparation of self evaluation reports was interested in par-
ticipating. The feedback from the workshops shows that the participants
received the information they had hoped for and many other helpful details for
the preparation of the self-reports and the documents. They perceive the
AHPGS as a supporting and advisory body. From the point of view of the
AHPGS, these persons act as multipliers to the universities and contribute sig-
nificantly to improving the self-reports with regard to the scope and presenta-

tion of the requirements.

The Accreditation Council responded to the need for advice from the universities
by publishing "FAQs" on the Accreditation Council's homepage. From the point
of view of the AHPGS, this measure has proven to be helpful. If you have any
questions in this regard, the AHPGS will gladly refer you to the FAQs.

The immediate feedback to the universities on non-compliance with formal cri-
teria did not represent a 'system change' for the AHPGS. The previous proce-
dure in the old law, i.e. to ask the university "open questions" in response to
its application with the aim of completing documents, or to improve or supple-
ment the explanations in order to meet formal criteria, has been transferred to
the new system.

The application of the grids provided for the preparation of the accreditation
reports immediately revealed potential for improvement: The universities had
difficulties with the "data sheet" in which statistical data on the study program
are queried. For example, in the question of "study success", the basis for cal-
culation was unclear. On the advice of the AHPGS, the universities referred to
the last accreditation period and disclosed the basis of calculation. In the mean-
time, the Accreditation Council (102nd meeting on 21/22.11.2019) has de-
signed an Excel table for the calculation of the data to be taken into account in
the revision of the grids. In the course of 2019, it also became apparent that

the reference in the grids to the model ordinance of the KMK is obsolete, as 13
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of the 16 state ordinances have already come into force. And finally, the expert
opinions were unclear with regard to Section 12 MRVO or Land regulations
without subheadings. An additional complicating factor in the case of bundling
procedures, for which a separate grid is specified, is that a distinction must be
made between overarching and study program-related parts. The AHPGS there-
fore welcomes, in the sense of transparency and clarity of the reports with
which the public can inform itself, a revision of the grids as decided by the
Accreditation Council in its meeting on 21/22 November 2019. A corresponding

working group has been set up.

The informal survey of the reviewers on the application of the legal bases, the
implementation of the review procedures and the application of the grids, which
has been carried out informally so far, shows a largely positive trend. The re-
viewers express in part a streamlining of the documents and the reports and
overall a positive perception of the measures taken by the AHPGS for the tar-
geted preparation of the reviewers, such as the written notes supplementing
the documents of the university, the telephone information on the role and task
of the reviewers prior to the on-site assessment and a presentation on the legal
basis on the evening before the on-site assessment. Further and above all dif-
ferentiated results can only be expected with the annual, standardized survey
of the experts at the beginning of the year.

In the overview of the quality improvement loops at the levels of test report and
expert opinion, the streamlining of the procedures at the Accreditation Council
intended by the legislator appears to have been successful by imposing as few
(formal) requirements as possible. In the case of non-compliance with formal
criteria, the universities have made improvements up to the on-site assessment.
In addition, the universities are very much interested in implementing expert
recommendations with regard to the subject-related criteria before they are
made binding by the Accreditation Council. A time problem plays a role, espe-
cially in the case of initial accreditations, so that in such cases a quality im-

provement loop is rather dispensed with.

Based on the experience gained with the first decisions of the Accreditation
Council, accreditation reports which are not sufficiently meaningful or complete
for the decision are returned to the agencies via the universities. In individual

cases, agencies were invited to feedback meetings. There is also an exchange



of information at branch level in the event of queries. Two out of three accred-
itation reports of the AHPGS submitted to the Accreditation Council have been
accepted without objections as a basis for decision. In these cases, the Accred-
itation Council has not made a decision deviating from the expert recommenda-
tion. No decision was taken on the third application submitted at the meeting
and the university was asked to comment. The AHPGS has not been involved
so far. According to information from the university, the Accreditation Council
made enquiries about a study variant with additional practical phases. Although
this model is not described in the accreditation report but is usually referred to
as "dual", it is not in the sense of 8 12 Para. 6 of the Bavarian Study Accredi-
tation Regulation (Bayerische Studienakkreditierungsverordnung) or, according
to the explanatory memorandum to 8 12 Para. 6. All universities of applied
sciences are affected by the decision on this issue across all degree programs.
The Accreditation Council may wish to proceed in the sense of a decision of

principle.

The value of seven months average processing time is not meaningful due to
the lack of a relevant number of procedures and does not distinguish between
a procedure with or without a quality improvement loop. On the one hand, the
fast processing time is due to the time pressure: For initial accreditations, the
accreditation report must be uploaded eight weeks before the date of the Ac-
creditation Council meeting in order to ensure that the application is dealt with
in the meeting and a decision is reached. For re-accreditations, the discontinu-
ation of "provisional accreditation" increases the pressure to ensure that the
study program is accredited without an accreditation gap. On the other hand,
the universities were very committed and disciplined in the completed proce-
dures, especially in the quality improvement loops. As a result, it is clear that
the average duration of the procedure of nine months, which was communi-
cated to the universities in advance, is correct in order to give the universities
planning security for meeting the accreditation deadlines. A reduction of the
planning target is not appropriate. An acceleration of the procedures also de-

pends on the involvement of the universities.

From the point of view of the AHPGS, the Accreditation Commission continues
to be a fixed component and an important quality feature in the evaluation of
study programs, in addition to the appointment of the evaluators. The Accredi-
tation Commission makes a significant contribution to ensuring the consistency

and validity of assessments and recommendations for resolutions, which are
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both technically adequate and cross-program and cross-procedural. The Accred-
itation Commission is currently involved in the test report and optionally in the
accreditation report. In one case, the inadequate fulfilment of a formal criterion
was only dealt with by the university on the basis of a reference from the ac-
creditation commission. Comments of the Accreditation Commission will be
taken into account within the scope of the on-site assessments or after the

approval of the expert report as notes under 3.1 in the grid.

6. Summary

The AHPGS carried out the first assessment procedures under the new law
efficiently, quickly, correctly and without objections. The processes for handling
procedures have been fully adapted to the new framework conditions in the
AHPGS and will be further optimized. The data situation of the present analysis
is only suitable to a limited extent for drawing general conclusions about the
quality of the accreditation reports, especially with regard to the completed
procedures.

The time dimension of the evaluation procedures must continue to be moni-
tored. A reduction of the planning target of nine months on average is not ap-
propriate due to the unrepresentative number of procedures carried out. Partic-
ularly as in the individual cases the involvement of the university and the high

time pressure played a significant role.

With regard to the external perception of the review process by the AHPGS,
the standardized annual surveys of the reviewers and the universities will pro-

vide further and more valid findings.

For further thematic analyses, the following topics are conceivable as a conse-
quence of the reflections on the first evaluation procedures under the new law:
Consideration of the type and number of non-compliance with formal and sub-
ject-related criteria, the use of quality improvement loops, and an examination
of certain characteristics, especially those that are particularly health-related,
such as the "dual" characteristic or the implementation of the requirements for

cooperative study programs.



