STIFTUNG II
Akkreditierungsrat

Drs. AR 36/2019
Preliminary Guidelines for the Preparation of Accreditation Reports

Decision of the Accreditation Council dated March 21, 2019

The results of the evaluation in program and system accreditation are documented in
accreditation reports, which are published on the website of the Accreditation Council Foundation
upon completion of the process.

The accreditation reports are not only intended for higher education institutions, students,
prospective students,

10 interested parties, ministries, potential employers, or third-party funding providers, but also form the

15

central basis for the Accreditation Council’s accreditation decisions. Unlike the agencies, the
Accreditation Council cannot rely on the expertise of the reviewers who oversaw the accreditation
process on-site. This makes it all the more important that the accreditation report alone enables
the Accreditation Council

Council to make consistent, plausible, and transparent accreditation decisions and to process

accreditation applications in an efficient manner.

The Accreditation Council is well aware that the increased importance of the accreditation report

poses particular challenges for reporting. The

This document is intended to serve as a guide for evaluators and agencies. To this end, it first

25
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systematically outlines the Accreditation Council’s expectations regarding an accreditation report
(Part I). Practical guidelines for reporting are then derived from this (Part Il). By formulating these
guidelines in the form of guiding questions, agencies and evaluators are also enabled to conduct

a reflective self-assessment of the

System-accredited higher education institutions are invited to consult the guidelines for preparing

the quality reports resulting from internal procedures as well.

The guidelines are a working document that will be updated as experience with the new
accreditation system grows. The Accreditation Council’s Secretariat will also provide the agencies

with structured feedback—on a bilateral basis—regarding individual accreditation reports.
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Part I: The Accreditation Council’s Expectations for Accreditation Reports

1 Make use of the flexibility!

While the state regulations provide a general framework for the design of degree programs, they
also allow for
. The Accreditation Council is committed to providing universities with the greatest possible scope

for action and expressly calls on them to make use of these freedoms.

Reference is made here to the article “More Courage in the Design of Curricula” from Research &
Teaching.! The Accreditation Council urges that the statement often heard at universities, cited in
the article as an ideal-typical example—*‘We won'’t get that approved during accreditation”—

no longer apply. The restructuring of the accreditation system offers an opportunity to question
what were once considered certainties. The Accreditation Council invites universities, agencies,
and evaluators to contact it in advance in cases of uncertainty to inquire whether certain projects

are feasible in principle.

The accreditation report is the place where the use of rule-exception provisions
from the statutory regulations must be transparently presented and whether the deviation is
considered justified. In this regard, it is decisive whether the fundamental objectives underlying

the rules are achieved.

The task of the reviewers is to evaluate the university’s project from the overarching perspectives
(feasibility of study/examination workload)

and clearly present the current status and evaluation in the accreditation report.

2 Positive Reports

The quality of most bachelor's and master’'s degree programs offered in Germany is good and
has been continuously improving for a number of years. This is the finding of the accreditations,

which is confirmed by student surveys.

Where identified, existing quality and development potential should also be stylistically expressed

in motivating and appreciative language.

To ensure consistent decision-making by the Accreditation Council, it is important to make a clear
conceptual distinction between recommendations that go beyond the specified criteria and relate

to potential for improvement, and requirements proposed in connection with

'_https://iwww.forschung-und-lehre.de/lehre/mehr-mut-bei-der-gestaltung-von-curricula-1446/ (02/08/2019)
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3 Individual Character and Specific Findings

Accreditation reports document the results of the individual evaluation of a specific degree
program or QM system by individual evaluators. It is therefore inherent in the nature of the matter

that accreditation reports reflect a correspondingly individual perspective—

. This distinctive character is a key feature of the accreditation reports. It reflects one of the central

strengths of accreditation: a case-by-case examination of the subject matter of accreditation that
(especially in program accreditation) also takes into account the specific characteristics of the

academic discipline.

When reading the accreditation report, the reader must be able to form a picture of

10 the degree program or the QM system, including potential strengths and weaknesses. In particular,
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the program profile (in program accreditation) or the overview of the QM system (in institutional
accreditation), as well as the summary evaluation, should therefore be characterized by
sufficiently concrete statements. Clichés and platitudes should be avoided as much as possible or

at least supplemented by corresponding

In exceptional cases, it may also be appropriate to briefly highlight differing perspectives within

the review panel.

4 Separation of Documentation and Evaluation

In accreditation reports, documentation and evaluation must be clearly separated from one
another. The documentation section should concisely summarize key aspects of the current
status without making evaluative statements. The evaluations, in turn, should refer only to facts

that are self-explanatory or that have been briefly explained in the documentation section.

5 Completeness

The page limit specified in the Model Regulation alone makes it clear that completeness does not
mean overloading accreditation reports with exhaustive documentation of the current status and

the results of the evaluation in every respect.

30 A complete accreditation report must contain evaluations of each of the criteria included in the report

template, but it is not mandatory to treat every criterion with the same level of detail: matters that
are undoubtedly well-established can be addressed briefly, whereas more space should be

devoted to the evaluation of development potential as well as strengths and weaknesses.
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However, for an accreditation report to be complete, it must also address all important quality-
related aspects and obvious quality risks with the appropriate level of brevity or detail. Quality-
related aspects and quality risks cannot be defined in general terms, as they arise from the
subject of accreditation itself

or from the results of the expert evaluation and must be identified by the experts and agencies in

the individual process.

6 Coherence

For its decision-making, the Accreditation Council requires accreditation reports that answer as
many questions as possible and raise as few as possible. A coherent

report is self-explanatory and contains evaluations that are sufficiently well-reasoned. A mere
reproduction of the relevant requirement text from the statutory regulation is generally insufficient.
What is required is a program-specific, substantively comprehensible, and evaluative statement.
A coherent accreditation report addresses quality deficiencies and requirements in a criteria-
oriented

and is analytically sound. The institution’s qualification and quality objectives serve as the
essential framework for the argumentation, particularly when addressing subject-specific and

content-related issues.

The assessments must be based on the facts presented, and the proposed decision must

logically follow from the assessment. Proposals to grant a

A coherent accreditation report should make evidence-based statements and reflect the analysis
of the available empirical data conducted during the site visit. This applies, for example, to the
relationship between program duration, success rate, and program feasibility, or to the

relationship between human resources, the number of students,

An accreditation report lacking supporting evidence makes it difficult for the Accreditation Council
to understand the panel of experts’ reasoning and, consequently, to make comparable decisions
in similar cases. An accreditation report containing contradictory statements is fundamentally
unsuitable as a basis for decision-making by the

Accreditation Council.

7 lllustration of Quality Development

The accreditation report not only serves as a basis for the Accreditation Council’s decision-
making but also forms the starting point for the measures following the evaluation and informs the

public about a higher education institution’s activities (see ESG Standard 2.6).
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Therefore, in addition to assessing quality, accreditation reports should also address the
development of quality and include information on strengths, potential for development, or best-
practice models that may go beyond the specified criteria (see also the explanatory notes to
Section 24 of the Model Statute).

Accreditation not only evaluates standards and criteria, but can also contribute to quality
development and to the discussion of quality issues beyond the scope of individual degree
programs. To highlight this quality-enhancing aspect of accreditation and to provide incentives for
exceptional improvements in the quality of education, the Accreditation Council agreed in the fall
of 2018 to award a prize for
good solutions developed in degree programs or in QM systems. Against this backdrop, the
identification of best-practice models in the accreditation report is also of particular importance to

the Accreditation Council.

8 Taking the institution’s arguments into account

Especially when deficiencies relevant to conditions are identified, the accreditation report

also reflect any potentially controversial discourse with the institution. That is, in addition to the
reviewers’ arguments, the accreditation report should also address the institution’s
counterarguments in an analytically sound manner and clarify the basis on which the proposed

requirement is founded.

9 Special requirements in reaccreditation procedures

Particularly in reaccreditation procedures, it is appropriate and sensible to establish priorities for
the evaluation—especially with a view to the evidence-based further development of a degree
program during the previous accreditation period. These priorities should be briefly outlined in
Section 2.1 (Priorities of the Evaluation / Focus of Quality Development) and explained at the

appropriate point in the report through adequate documentation

25 and an assessment of the changes made during the previous accreditation period and the underlying

30

rationale.

10 Special Requirements in Bundled Procedures

In “classic” bundled procedures that do not include sub-programs, care must be taken to ensure a
careful distinction between cross-program and program-specific
. Each program in the bundle constitutes a separate subject of evaluation. This must also be

reflected in the program descriptions and specific summary evaluations.

In bundled procedures that include combined and partial degree programs, a complete evaluation
of all partial degree programs must be conducted; however, redundancies should be avoided

when documenting the
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evaluation results. It is also advisable for the profile description of the combined degree program

to include a brief explanation of its structure.
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Part lI: Practical Guidance / Key Questions for Self-Reflection

The following questions can assist agency staff and members of review panels in preparing the

accreditation report:

Is the report, on its own, comprehensible to third parties who are not involved in the
evaluation

(adopting the perspective of the reader)?

Are the sections on the individual criteria logically coherent? Do positive overall
assessments, conditions, and recommendations emerge plausibly and evidence-based
from the evaluation section? Are the items to be evaluated included in the
documentation?

Are the descriptions of the current status free of evaluations or value judgments?

Are the weightings appropriate—do the key points, particularly strengths and challenges,

take up the most space?

Is the text as specific and clear as possible, or does it contain clichés, platitudes, and
boilerplate language?

Does the report also include recommendations and statements regarding the development
potential of

program or the QM system?

[For program accreditations:] Does the text provide a clear impression of the (sub-
Jprogram under review, or could the text just as easily describe any other program?

[For system accreditations:] Is it clear how the internal QM system is integrated into the
study

and what effects it achieves?

Are any proposed conditions logically justified, and is a clear conceptual distinction made
between proposed conditions and recommendations for quality development that go
beyond the criteria?
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Part lll: Application Examples Case Study
1: Make Use of Flexibility!

A university wishes to deviate from the requirement that modules must have a minimum size of

five ECTS credits (MRVO § 12, para. 5). A key objective of this provision is to prevent excessive

By combining smaller and larger modules, the number of exams does not exceed what it
would be if all modules were exactly 5 ECTS.

Not all modules include an exam (see MRVO § 8(1)).

Not all module exams are held in a concentrated period at the end of the semester.

The scope and volume of material in the modules/exams are designed to ensure
feasibility.

Case Studies 2-5: Incomplete Accreditation Reports

 When evaluating a degree program that, among other things, prepares students for a

profession requiring professional association admission, an accreditation report is
incomplete if it does not address the topic of professional association admission under the
criterion “Qualification Goals/Ability to Engage in Qualified Employment.”

If the accreditation report indicates below-average results regarding the

career entry from available graduate studies without this fact also being reflected, for
example, in the evaluation of the criterion “Ability to engage in qualified gainful
employment,” important quality-relevant aspects are not taken into account and the
accreditation report is incomplete.

If in Chapter 2.1 (Key Areas of Evaluation / Focus of Quality Development)

If it is noted that the evaluation focused on the participation of external stakeholders in the
institution’s quality management system without providing a detailed presentation of the
evaluation results in the appropriate section, the accreditation report is incomplete.

If a degree program in a subject that has only recently been recognized as an academic
discipline is being evaluated,

an accreditation report is incomplete if it does not demonstrate an examination of
questions regarding the subject’s fundamental academic viability, the academically sound
design of instruction, or staff recruitment in a subject without an academic tradition

(quality risk).
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Case Study 6: Coherent Accreditation Reports

Graduate surveys are available in many places, for example for most of the universities in North
Rhine-Westphalia from 2017.2 It is expected that the universities will address such existing
information in their self-evaluation reports and present the conclusions drawn from it

. The accreditation report must assess how (or how not) the universities have addressed the

existing graduate surveys.

2https://www.uni-kassel.de/einrichtungen/fileadmin/datas/einrichtungen/incher/Publikationen/INCHER_Projektbe-
richt StuBNRW2014 0703.pdf
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