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Introduction

Recently, many higher education institutions of the European Higher Educa-
tion Area have created joint study programmes with the aim of attracting stu-
dents from different countries as well as facilitating the mobility of students.
Since several different national regulations have to be respected at the same
time, joint study programmes often encounter challenges when it comes to
their accreditation or certification.

Therefore, the European higher education ministers signed the European Ap-
proach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes in 2016 (EA for the follow-
ing). The aim of the approach is to facilitate the accreditation of joint pro-
grammes for higher education institutions. If member states recognize the
European Approach, there is no need for each single HEI of the joint pro-
gramme to assure an accreditation according to national standards. There-
fore, the European Approach was conceived to provide one single quality as-
surance procedure for a joint study programme even if HEls from different
countries are involved.

The term “joint programmes” is often used in many meanings: Some refer to
this term when they speak about programmes that end with a joint degree,
others tend to use the term for any form of cooperation where two or more
higher education institutions offer a study programme. Therefore, there is no
consensus regarding the term joint programme.

EVALAG s working definition of joint programmes is the following: A Joint
programme is a programme offered jointly by different higher education in-
stitutions irrespective of the degree awarded.’

Therefore, EVALAG defines joint programmes in a broader sense, including
programmes that lead to a joint degree as well as programmes leading to
double or multiple degrees. Furthermore, all joint programmes feature an in-
tegrated curriculum.?

" Programmes delivered jointly by different institutions from a single country are excluded.

2 |n case the consortium has a German member: Please note that currently (June 2024), the German legislation defines
the term joint programme more narrowly. For more information, see paragraph 10 of the specimen decree, to be found
here: https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/152 (last access June 25, 2024).



https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/152

1. About us

EVALAG (Evaluationsagentur Baden-Wirttemberg) is a well-known and re-
spected agency for national and international programme accreditation as
well as institutional accreditation on the national and international level. It was
created in 2000 as a foundation under public law and is committed to non-
profit purposes. The bodies of the Foundation comprise the international
Foundation Board, the Accreditation Committee, the Certification Commis-
sion and the Complaints Commission, as well as the Management Board.
EVALAG ‘s office is located in Heidelberg, Germany.

As a member of ENQA (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education) as well as EQAR, EVALAG is committed to the European Stand-
ards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Educa-
tion Area (ESG). It works independently and on the basis of internationally
accepted standards.

EVALAG is authorised by the German Accreditation Council. Furthermore, it
is recognized as an accreditation agency to work on national procedures in
Switzerland and Austria and it is also active in further European countries and
on the international level.

Furthermore, it is an active member of the following organisations fostering
the development of quality assurance within European and international
higher education institutions: CEENQA (Central and Eastern European Net-
work of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education), DeGEval
(Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Evaluation e.V.), ERIEC (European Research Infra-
structure Evaluation Consortium), INQAAHE (International Network for Qual-
ity Assurance Agencies in Higher Education) and ECA (European Consortium
for Accreditation).

2. The European Approach - An Overview

The European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes (EA) was
designed to ease the accreditation of joint programmes that are offered by
different HEIs from different EHEA countries. The advantage of the EA is that
the number of programme reviews for accreditation purposes may be re-
duced in case member states recognize the EA. Overall, the criteria do not
differ from the usual criteria for international programme accreditation in the
EHEA as they are based on the European Standards and Guidelines for
Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) as well as
on the Qualifications Framework for EHEA. Since the EA is designed to facil-
itate integrated approaches to quality assurance of joint programmes that
genuinely reflect and mirror their joint character, there is a special focus on
the specific features of joint programmes. In the light of these criteria, it is
obvious that a programme review according to the European Approach is
based on agreed tools of the EHEA. Additional national criteria are therefore
not taken into account in an EA programme review.



Depending on the size of the consortium, the review may take between 12
and 18 months. It consists of three main phases: The first phase is about pre-
paring and finding an agreement regarding the timeline, the selection of the
experts, the draft of the self-assessment report (SAR) and its submission. A
second phase deals with preparations for the onsite visit and the onsite visit
itself. Subsequently, the last phase concerns the drafting of the expert report,
a statement from the consortium, the accreditation decision and the publica-
tion of the report.

Steps for a programme review using the European Approach

Preparatory phase Main phase Reporting phase
agreement on time- | preparation of the report (group of exports)
line on-site visit

statement of the consor-
selection of the training for experts tium

group of experts preparatory meeting | accreditation committee

SAR draft (group of experts) meeting
SAR is handed in on-site visit publication of the report
follow-up

The programme review is organised by an EVALAG project manager who
serves as a contact person for the consortium, for the group of experts and
stakeholders. The project manager ensures that the review process is carried
out according to the standards described in the EVALAG manual.
He/she/they is/are not a member of the group of experts.

The review process corresponds to a peer review process according to in-
ternational standards in higher education. EVALAG is in charge of the selec-
tion of the experts, the consortium can reject members on grounds for par-
tiality/reasons for partiality. There is at least one on-site visit with one con-
sortium member, other consortium representatives may also participate in
this on-site visit. Alternatively, there are additional online meetings with rep-
resentatives from other consortium members. The group of experts drafts a
report on the basis of the submitted documents and the results of the inter-
views of the on-site visit.

The review process ends with a decision of the accreditation committee of
EVALAG. The accreditation committee consists of a number of national and
international representatives from higher education, representatives from the
labour market and a student representative. It decides whether the label of
the EA is awarded to the consortium. In case of a positive decision, the label
is awarded for six years.



3. Standards for Quality Assurance of Joint Pro-
grammes in the EHEA

The focus of the review process is enhancement-led. The criteria are divided
into nine different requirement categories which are based on the ESG: Eligi-
bility; Learning outcome; Study programme; Admission and recognition;
Learning, Teaching and Assessment; Student Support; Resources; Transpar-
ency and Documentation as well as Quality Assurance.?

A. Eligibility
A.1 Status

The institutions that offer a joint programme should* be recognised as
higher education institutions by the relevant authorities of their coun-
tries. Their respective national legal frameworks should enable them
to participate in the joint programme and, if applicable, to award a joint
degree. The institutions awarding the degree(s) should ensure that the
degree(s) belong to the higher education degree systems of the coun-
tries in which they are based.

A.2 Joint design and delivery

The joint programme should be offered jointly, involving all cooperat-
ing institutions in the design and delivery of the programme.

A.3 Cooperation Agreement

The terms and conditions of the joint programme should be laid down
in a cooperation agreement. The agreement should cover the follow-
ing issues:

e Denomination of the degree(s) awarded in the programme

e Coordination and responsibilities of the partners involved regard-
ing management and financial organisation (including funding,
sharing of costs and income etc.)

e Admission and selection procedures for students
e Mobility of students and teachers

e Examination regulations, student assessment methods, recogni-
tion of credits and degree awarding procedures in the consor-
tium.

% The following text that elaborates on the nine points is taken from the EQAR website: https://www.eqar.eu/kb/joint-
programmes/agreed-standards/; last access September 5, 2023.
4 Standards use of the common English usage of “should” which has the connotation of prescription and compliance.



https://www.eqar.eu/kb/joint-programmes/agreed-standards/
https://www.eqar.eu/kb/joint-programmes/agreed-standards/

B. Learning Outcomes
B. 1 Level [ESG 1.2]

The intended learning outcomes should align with the corresponding
level in the Framework for Qualifications in the European Higher Edu-
cation Area (FQ-EHEA), as well as the applicable national qualifications
framework(s).

B.2 Disciplinary field

The intended learning outcomes should comprise knowledge, skills,
and competencies in the respective disciplinary field(s).

B.3 Achievement [ESG 1.2]

The programme should be able to demonstrate that the intended
learning outcomes are achieved.

B.4 Regulated Professions

If relevant for the specific joint programme, the minimum agreed train-
ing conditions specified in the European Union Directive 2005/36/EC,
or relevant common trainings frameworks established under the Di-
rective, should be taken into account.

C. Study Programme [ESG 1.2]
C.1 Curriculum

The structure and content of the curriculum should be fit to enable the
students to achieve the intended learning outcomes.

C.2 Credits

The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) should be applied
properly and the distribution of credits should be clear.

C.3 Workload

A joint bachelor programme will typically amount to a total student
workload of 180-240 ECTS-credits; a joint master programme will typ-
ically amount to 90-120 ECTS-credits and should not be less than 60
ECTS-credits at second cycle level (credit ranges according to the FQ-
EHEA); for joint doctorates there is no credit range specified.

The workload and the average time to complete the programme
should be monitored.



D. Admission and Recognition [ESG 1.4]
D.1. Admission

The admission requirements and selection procedures should be ap-
propriate in light of the programme’s level and discipline.

D.2. Recognition

Recognition of qualifications and of periods of studies (including
recognition of prior learning) should be applied in line with the Lisbon
Recognition Convention and subsidiary documents.

E. Learning, Teaching and Assessment [ESG 1.3]
E.1 Learning and teaching

The programme should be designed to correspond with the intended
learning outcomes, and the learning and teaching approaches applied
should be adequate to achieve those. The diversity of students and
their needs should be respected and attended to, especially in view of
potential different cultural backgrounds of the students.

E.2 Assessment of students

The examination regulations and the assessment of the achieved
learning outcomes should correspond with the intended learning out-
comes. They should be applied consistently among partner institu-
tions.

F. Student Support [ESG 1.6]

The student support services should contribute to the achievement of
the intended learning outcomes. They should take into account spe-
cific challenges of mobile students.

G. Resources [ESG 1.5 &1.6]
G.1 Staff

The staff should be sufficient and adequate (qualifications, profes-
sional and international experience) to implement the study pro-
gramme.

G.2 Facilities

The facilities provided should be sufficient and adequate in view of the
intended learning outcomes



H. Transparency and Documentation [ESG 1.8]

Relevant information about the programme like admission require-
ments and procedures, course catalogue, examination and assess-
ment procedures etc. should be well documented and published by
taking into account specific needs of mobile students.

I. Quality Assurance [ESG 1.1 & part 1]

The cooperating institutions should apply joint internal quality assur-
ance processes in accordance with part one of the ESG.

4. The Review Process- Preparatory Phase
First steps

Before the first phase starts, it is important to clarify each countries” regula-
tions regarding the EA (use and recognition). Therefore, EVALAG is in contact
with the relevant authorities and agencies since early information about the
programme review facilitates the recognition process in each country. Once
the contract is concluded, EVALAG updates the information regarding the
regulations.

The review starts with an information event about the review process and all
aspects required for its smooth progress. Topics include a typical timeline,
the group of experts and its composition, important features of the pro-
gramme 's curriculum and target group, the drafting of the SAR as well as
modalities of the on-site visit.

Group of experts

The group of experts is comprised of a minimum of four members: a) at least
two professors from higher education with an expertise in the field of the
study programme and in quality assurance, coming from two different coun-
tries of the consortium b) a representative of the labour market c¢) a student
expert with expertise in quality assurance in higher education.

As a first step, EVALAG drafts a long list with potential candidates for mem-
bers of the group of experts. Subsequently, the consortium can reject indi-
vidual people on grounds of partiality. EVALAG contacts potential candidates
and concludes the contracts with the group of experts. The project manager
informs the consortium about the composition of the group of experts once
the composition is finalised (for more information regarding the group of ex-
perts and their role, see next section).



Criteria for the selection of experts are the following:
¢ Independency
e Impartiality
e expertise in the relevant field on the level of higher education
e expertise in quality assurance in higher education

Furthermore, it is important for EVALAG that the composition of the group of
experts is diverse and comprises people from different backgrounds.

EVALAG offers a training for experts on the EA. This training provides experts
with information about the criteria for the assessment procedure. It is also a
first opportunity for experts and the project manager to get to know each
other.

Self-Evaluation Report

The self-evaluation report (SER) is written jointly by the consortium and then
submitted to EVALAG. The SER provides the group of experts with compre-
hensive information about the joint programme, the cooperation agreement
of the consortium, the learning goals of the programme, the curriculum and
how it is linked to the learning outcomes, the information provided for the
students, study regulations, resources, teaching staff, workload, admission
regulations and student assessment. The SER comprises a maximum number
of 25 000 words. For a more detailed guide to the structure of the SER and
its annexes, see annex 2. The date for the submission of the SER is at least
three months before the date for the on-site visit (see annex 3).

5. The Review Process - Main Phase

The main phase starts with the preparation of the on-site visit. It usually takes
place for one and a half days at the leading HEI, other HEIs of the consortium
can participate in the on-site visit either virtually or physically.

EVALAG, the consortium and the group of experts jointly agree on a date for
the on-site visit. Once there is an agreement regarding the date, EVALAG
proposes a time schedule for the on-site visit in consultation with the leading
HEI.

The experts check whether the study programme complies with the criteria
of the European Approach (see chapter 3). In line with international stand-
ards, experts act as critical friends. They are asked to draft recommendations
and, in case a criterion is not respected, to formulate conditions while keep-
ing in mind their feasibility.

1



Experts” role include the following tasks:

e analyse the SER and its attachments, inform themselves about the
HEls by looking at their websites and other available information

e comment on the SER for the internal preparatory meeting (see below)
e participate in the preparatory meeting

e contribute to the drafting of the report

e participate in the follow-up process

Experts do not interact with consortium members directly, it is the project
manager who is in charge of coordinating and communicating between these
two groups.

The preparatory meeting takes place online three to two weeks ahead of the
on-site visit. Experts discuss their comments to the SER and questions in
preparation for the on-site visit. They may also decide to ask for additional
documents for the consortium to send in. The project manager organizes and
chairs this preparatory meeting.

The on-site visit (one day and a half) takes place at the campus of the leading
HEI. The project manager prepares the schedule for the on-site visit in close
cooperation with the leading HEI as well as the experts. All experts and the
project manager travel to the campus and participate at the on-site visit.®
This form of participation does not depend on the nature of the accreditation
(for example a first time application of the EA or reaccreditation according to
EA, an accreditation of a study programme that was already launched or an
accreditation of a study programme yet to be launched). The time schedule
for the on-site visit comprises slots with different stakeholders as well as in-
ternal slots for an exchange between the experts.

6. The Review Process - Reporting Phase

After the on-site visit, the project manager together with the experts drafts a
report assessing the programme according to the EA approach and its crite-
ria. Subsequently, the consortium is given one month time to comment on the
draft report. After that, experts decide whether and how they take into ac-
count the consortium’s statement and finalize the report. The report is trans-
ferred to the EVALAG accreditation committee which decides about the ac-
creditation of the joint programme.

Subsequently, the report is published on the EVALAG website. Furthermore,
it is published on the DEQAR website and the EQAR website listing all pro-
grammes for which the EA was carried out successfully.

5 Under exceptional circumstances (force majeure), there is the possibility to organise an online visit.

12



The published report comprises an introduction that elaborates on the con-
text of the assessment procedure and indicates experts” names. The last
part of the report describes the decision of the EVALAG accreditation com-
mittee.

In case the accreditation is conditional, the report indicates the conditions
and the time frame for the consortium to provide evidence for the fulfiiment
of the conditions. During the follow-up procedure, experts are asked to as-
sess the consortium’s progress in the light of the previous non-compliant
criteria/criterion. Then, the EVALAG accreditation committee decides about
the fulfilment of the criteria or criterion.

EVALAG also offers a follow-up procedure independent of conditions to the
consortium. The standard time frame is two years after the assessment pro-
cedure. In case of first time accreditations, where the study programme was
not yet launched at the time of the assessment procedure, the offer applies
to a period of one year or 18 months.

In case the consortium does not agree with the outcome of the assessment
procedure, it is entitled to appeal against a formal outcome or an accredita-
tion decision. EVALAG has guidelines for the appeal procedure that are pub-
lished on its website.



7. Annex

7.1 European Approach Application Form

procedure

European Approach - Key information before starting the assessment

Title of study programme

Degree

ECTS

Duration of the study programme

Date of the launch of the
programme

Number of students

currently:

envisaged:

Consortium name (if any)

Names of consortium members
(including city and country)

Partners that are not HEI (if any)

Lead HEI

Indicate the partner countries that
recognize the EA (if information is
available)

Special funding scheme (for
example ERASMUS Mundus)

14



7.2European Approach Guidelines for Drafting the SER

EVALAG suggests the following structure for the Self-Evaluation Report:

Chapter 1 Presentation of the Consortium and each Consortium
member, short overview of the study programme and
the cooperation

Chapter 2 Eligibility

Chapter 3 Learning Outcomes

Chapter 4 Study Programme

Chapter 5 Admission and Recognition

Chapter 6 Learning, Teaching and Assessment

Chapter 7 Student Support

Chapter 8 Resources

Chapter 9 Transparency and Documentation

Chapter 10 | Quality Assurance

Chapter 11 Annex®

Curriculum (all courses offered), study regulations, co-
operation agreement, degree certificate and diploma
Supplement, sample student assessment, evaluation re-
sults (if available), admission regulations

® This is a non-exhaustive list of documents that are useful for the SER.



7.3 Timeline

Timeline for the European Approach - short overview

month 1 First talk, agreement on timeline

months 1-7 Selection of experts and preparatory meetings
month 8 Submission of SER

months 8 - 12 Training and preparatory meetings (group of experts)

months 12-14 On-site visit

months 14-18 Drafting of the report

Statement of the consortium

Accreditation Committee meeting
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