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Ladies and Gentlemen,

The world we live in towards the close of the 20th century and on the threshold of the 21st century is marked by far-reaching changes. Their dynamism accounts for a universal demand for higher education. This European as well as global trend can be traced easily in the continuous increase in the number of students acquiring tertiary education.

The developed countries differ considerably in the number of students admitted to study. The general public in the Czech Republic (but frequently also the professional circles) have formed a notion of a university student enrolled, as a rule, in a master study programme. Students of higher education institutions in those countries, however, where the rate of university students among population group aged 19 amounts to 50% (e.g. the USA) or even 70% (e.g. Finland), largely attend a whole number of short programmes with a practical focus.

The number of students admitted to higher education institutions in the Czerch Republic has almost doubled recently. It has shown an increase from 14% in 1990 up to the current 24%. Nevertheless, this level is not yet comparable to rates achieved by the developed countries. We envisage that a greater diversity of study options offered, mainly through the provision of shart bachelor study programmes with a practical focus, will enable us to get considerably closer to the above-cited rates over the academic year of 2004/2005. We estimate that in that year 51 percent of the age group of 19-year-old youth will be able to enrol in institutions providing tertiary education.

The Ministers of Education of numerous European countries have assembled recently at the conference in Bologna which further expanded the principles and ideas embedded in the so called “Sorbonne Declaration” adopted on the occasion of celebrations of the 750th anniversary of the establishment of Sorbonne University. The Sorbonne Declaration introduces the concept of a two-level model of higher education composed of two study cycles. An international recognition of degrees awarded upon successful graduation from the first study cycle and their acknowledgement as degrees testifying to the acquisition of an adequate level of competence is important for a successful attainment of the key objective, i.e. making higher education accessible to everyone. The second cycle then consists of shorter study programmes, either master or doctoral, allowing the maximum possible measure of permeability. Both types of the second-cycle study programmes emphasize an independent research activity. Simultaneously, yet another crucial challenge that higher education institutions are faced with due to the current dynamic developments within society is addressed: to create a higher education institution that would be able to respond to the need for and meet the requirements with respect to life-long learning which has become the sine qua non in today’s education.

The necessary comparability of such a system can be achieved (while preserving its originality) by means of a transferable credit system and subdivision of courses into blocks. We presume that some kind of “upgraded” European Credit Transfer System will not only provide for the transfer of credits but also encompass the accumulative aspect in future. Some sort of “accumulation” of acquired education should, besides the transfer of credits, facilitate its recognition.

It is desirable that everyone be enabled to the maximum possible extent to have access to education of any type and level. Higher education should be made accessible in future to everyone capable of acquiring education at such a level. 

Another characteristic feature of current higher education that represents at the same time a trend likely to persist in the new millenium consists in its international dimension. Understandably, efforts aimed at the development of cooperation and achieving comparability are initially directed towards “easily accessible” neighbouring countries. This principle underlies the gradual creation of conditions for a mutual understanding of different educational systems, their evaluation and comparison allowing for both the academic aspects, i.e. the structure of educational systems, their permeability and linkage of individual levels of study, as well as those related to the future employability of graduates in their country of origin and abroad.

As far as the recognition of academic qualifications is concerned, a significant event has taken place this year. At the beginning of 1999, the Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region came into force. This legal document specifies the procedure for recognition of academic qualifications on a European level. This so called Lisbon Convention represents the outcome of several years of joint efforts of the Council of Europe’s member states and UNESCO to simplify the process of recognition of academic qualifications and promote mobility in higher education. Thirty- six states have signed the Convention to date. 

Information on the educational system existing in a given country, information on institutions providing recognized qualifications, the methods of evaluating the achieved level of education, comparison between educational systems and an identification of the specific features of any education system (including all the respective differences), provide a basis for the recognition of academic qualifications.

The support for recognition of academic qualifications and mobility contributes to a better utilization of national cultural as well as scientific heritage and, simultaneously, to a real assertion of the right of any citizen to education, following the principle of equality. That is why the Lisbon Convention is perceived as the outset of a new period in which the experience gained during its implementation within the European region may be utilized fully and disseminated into other regions, with a due respect for the traditions of sovereign countries and diversity of educational systems.

Any recognition of academic and vocational qualifications is, however, based upon a mutual trust of the countries concerned as well as their higher education institutions that enjoy a considerable autonomy in a number of countries. Such trust can be inspired only by a conscientious provision of high-quality and reliable information and availability of the relevant information but it depends also upon the way in which issues related to the evaluation of study programmes and acquired qualifications are addressed, i.e. upon accreditation procedures applying to all higher education institutions.

With respect to the aforesaid facts, we have recognized the significance of the accreditation process within the area of higher education with regard to both its legislative implications and the Ministry of Education’s practice. We consider it as an integral part of the process of maintenance of the optimal level of higher education institutions. We regard it as a process of verifying the competence and acknowledging validity which results in the issuance of decisions expressing an official recognition that a certain educational programme meets the established standards and that its quality as well as a whole range of precautions taken to preserve its standard guarantee a certain quality of acquired education.

I dare say that we have already attained the European standard in this area. Nevertheless, I deem it appropriate to devote some space to the onset of the accreditation system in the Czech Republic to illustrate the context in which it originated and developed.

The institution of “accreditation” was introduced by the first Act on Higher Education Institutions no. 172/1990, Coll. adopted soon after the fundamental change in Czech society in 1989. This act stipulated that the Government of the Czech Republic should establish an Accreditation Commission as its advisory body, the appointed members of which would be selected from among the leading figures in the higher education institutions as well as professional and scientific bodies. However, the concept of “accreditation” was not introduced within the act except in the name of the aforementioned Commission and, in practice, it referred only to an expert evaluation of proposals for the establishment of faculties, branches of study, etc. In compliance with the wording of the higher education act, the Accreditation Commission presented its opinions on proposals for the establishment, splitting, merger and dissolution of higher education institutions and individual faculties as well as on the withdrawal (or restitution) of the right of such institutions to conduct state examinations and advanced state examinations in the respective branches of study and their right to conduct habilitation procedures and procedures for the appointment of professors. The Ministry  was authorized to take the decision as to the withdrawal or restitution of such a right, based upon a proposal or expert opinion submitted by the Accretitation Commission. The aforecited act also specified that higher education institutions existing as of the day of its coming into force may provide postgraduate study courses only pursuant to a favourable decision of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports issued upon a recommendation by the Accreditation Commission.

The key activity of the Accreditation Commission consisted of work related to the establishment of new faculties of higher education institutions. This activity was relatively easy, and the Commission delivered a large number of selective recommendations. From this point of view, new faculties can be classified either as those established with no restrictions and those for which the Accreditation Commission did not recommend the performance of habilitation procedures, procedures for the appointment of professors, or the provision of postgraduate (doctoral) courses and/or recommended only the organization of an integrated course of study in the form of bachelor level study programmes.

The comparability of the level of Czech higher education institutions with that of universities in foreign countries has been and continues to be ensured not only by the membership on the Accreditation Commission of  European university representatives but also by the co-operation developed between the Accreditation Commission and analogous bodies abroad, including its participation in conferences, PHARE programmes, etc.

Apart from its already mentioned activities, the Accreditation Commission’s members took  part in discussions concerning the preparation of a new draft of the Higher Education Act, which drew on experience gained during the implementation of the Accreditation Commission’s past activities.

The new Act on Higher Education Institutions no. 111/1998, Coll. has considerably reinforced the role which the Accreditation Commission plays. This new Higher Education Act has introduced periodic renewal of accreditation for all study programmes,  conferred by the Ministry on the recommendation of the Accreditation Commission. This activity involves all study programmes, including doctoral programmes as well as individual fields for habilitation procedures and procedures for the appointment of professors. The aforementioned Higher Education Act has also introduced yet another untraditional element into Czech higher education – the establishment of private institutions. The role of the Accreditation Commission is indispensable for private higher education institutions  since the award of state permission to operate depends on the accreditation of their study programmes by the Commission.

The existing Accreditation Commission was established in August 1998. It comprises twenty-one members. Its chair, vice-chair and members were appointed by the Government.   One-third of its members were appointed for a two-year term of office, one-third for a four-year term and the remaining one-third for six years. This arrangement ensures a regular turnover of its membership. The members may be appointed for a maximum of two terms of office, the term being for six years after the initial short appointments.

Drawing on the experience gained from the Commission’s past activities, representatives of several European universities were again appointed as members. This arrangement should lead to the attainment of several objectives. It should in particular widen the scope of expert approaches towards the relevant issues, facilitating the transfer of experience acquired by foreign countries, and confronting Czech views with the European standpoints to achieve comparability on a European scale when evaluating the level of Czech faculties.

An evaluation of the respective levels shown by faculties of similar focus represents another important task to be fulfilled by the Accreditation Commission. The process of quality assessment has already taken place in the case of more that 55% of the total of 111 faculties. The evaluation of individual faculties of education has produced most interesting results. The evaluation process allowed a description of all faculties in the light of uniform criteria and their subsequent differentiation in terms of quality. It has revealed a whole number of problems as to the quality of study provided, to which the Commission reacted by the submission of proposals to the Ministry. The evaluation of faculties of economics and departments of economics existing in other faculties as well as the assessment of faculties of law proved especially interesting.

The Accreditation Commission has developed certain procedures for evaluating faculties that ensure their objective comparability and are therefore respected on the part of the higher education institutions. This evaluation focuses upon the key activities of higher education institutions and conditions for their implementation. The characteristics and organizational structure of individual faculties are monitored comparatively and in a complex manner as well as the composition of their staff, equipment, management, study courses from the viewpoint of students, learning process from the standpoint of teachers, their scientific, artistic and other creative activities.

Since the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports in legally required to ensure the performance of the Accreditation Commission, a four-member secretariat for the  Accreditation Commission,  attached to the Ministry, has been established to provide  administrative and various other services during the Commission’s proceedings.

The Accreditation Commission has set up working groups responsible for the expert preparation of reference materials for its meetings. At present there are 18 working groups comprising 184 distinguished specialists from higher education institutions as well as institutes connected to the Academy of Sciences who are appointed by the Chair of the Accreditation Commission following deliberations by the Commission on the subject. Of them 109 are professors and 50 are associate professors (“docents”).

The rules of procedure of the Accreditation Commission as well as its working groups are enacted by the Accreditation Commission Statutes approved by the Government.

The accreditation system in the Czech Republic is nowadays fully comparable with analogous systems existing in the neighbouring countries as well as EU member states.   This comparability is in fact continually monitored via ongoing contacts with foreign partners.

I can therefore state with conviction that the Czech Republic fully complies with the Council Recommendation no. 98/561/EC of 1998 on European Co-operation in Quality Assurance in Higher Education. This assertion does not represent a mere personal conviction;  compliance with the above Recommendation was acknowledged in the analysis of the Czech accreditation system performed by a Mission of the Council of Europe in 1997. A general availability of information and provision of information for both experts and the  general public constitute, in our opinion, an important part of quality assurance in higher education. The work of  the Accreditation Commission is therefore completely transparent; all its decisions and minutes of meetings are made public via electronic media and its annual report – that the Accreditation Commission is obliged to prepare – will also be made publicly available.

The new Higher Education Act which came into force in January 1999 takes full account of the above mentioned recommendations by European bodies and – as far as quality assurance in the field of higher education is concerned – it is fully compatible with recommendations embedded in the EC legislation. Current practice in this area testifies to the validity of my contention.

I believe that the development of higher education in the Czech Republic is in full harmony with analogous developments taking place in the EU member states. I consider the legislative framework indispensable for the continuation of such a development as equally compatible, including compliance with all the relevant European conventions and international agreements.
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