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A short historical review

To understand the current quality assurance movement in Spain, it is necessary to review the recent history of its universities. Spanish universities, the oldest founded in the Middle Ages, remained quite stable until the eighteenth century under the influence of the Catholic Church. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, liberalism stemming from the French Revolution changed the structure of the State. The new Liberal State was the shield of all citizens against the aristocratic and ecclesiastic oligarchy in the Ancient Regime. This change brought “… (though not without fierce resistance and periods of reaction) the concept of the university as an institution of the state, which now succeeded to the monopoly once wielded by the church in this field” (García-Garrido, 1992, p.664). Thus, in Spain, as in other European countries, the State monopoly over higher education originated as a mechanism to protect universities against the social sectors that opposed academic freedom and independence of knowledge. The State, then, became the guarantor of both freedom of teaching and the administration of universities. This development sets Spain (and other continental European countries) apart from the evolution of higher education in other countries, such as the United States, where private ownership of the first colleges provided the guarantee of freedom and independence from external powers such as the state or other forces. 

In the “Napoleonic” system of higher education, the universities were in fact State agencies completely regulated by laws and norms emanated from the State. Everything in the daily functioning of a higher education institution was a consequence of the application of some external rule, which applied to all educational institutions. Until very recently, academic programs were identical among institutions, with the same curricula and no differences even in the syllabus. Universities had no specific budgets and expenditures were regulated by the state to the most minute detail. Professors were appointed after a strict selection procedure as members of a national body of civil servants.  They moved frequently from one university to another.

In this stifling atmosphere of State regulation, quality assurance, as currently understood, did not have a place. The higher education processes, from the financial issues to the number of teaching hours of a course, followed established state rules and deviations from these rules were not permitted, at least in theory. The control of the processes was exclusively ex-ante, and criteria and standards were pre-established. The system relied on the integrity of appointed “professor-officials” to assure the strict fulfillment of the rules. Only in cases of glaring misbehavior did the State make an ex-post intervention to correct the problems. 

This extremely regulated higher education system was also an elitist system whose main goal was to prepare the ruling group of the modern State, especially the civil servants. Spanish universities, like their French and Italian counterparts, had a strong professional orientation.  The teaching process was focused on the transmission of skills essential to the development of the professions, many of which were in the State structure. The strict system used in the selection of civil servants functioned as an ex-post system of quality control. The same function was exerted indirectly by professional associations in other cases throughout the country.

The situation described above began to change during the 1970s, when the system started to shift from an elite system to mass higher education.  Legal changes also helped trigger a complete renovation of the higher education system. The University Reform Act of 1983 formed the basis for the process of emancipation of higher education from the control of the State, as it happened in other European countries in this decade (Neave and Van Vught, 1991). The main changes introduced by this Act were: (a) universities became autonomous entities with the capacity to establish their own programs and curricula; (b) institutions were conceived as independent and competitive units; (c) professors were not a national body any more and began to “belong” to each university; (d) responsibility over universities was transferred to the regional governments; and (e) institutions began to receive public appropriations as a lump sum, and to have wide-ranging capabilities in allocating their funds internally. There is not only a shift of formal control from the government to the institutions, as in other countries (Woodhouse, 1996), but also a movement from the national government to the regional governments.

These legal changes over the past few decades mean that the State now has less direct control over universities and higher education has grown, diversified, and regionalized. Besides, the number of universities, the number of students, and the resources committed to higher education have grown substantially (Mora, 1996; Mora and Villarreal, 1996; Mora, 1997a).

Spanish universities, then, are currently in a position that could be considered as promising and progressive. Nevertheless, it is the general consensus in academic and governmental sectors that an additional effort must be made now to improve the overall quality of the institutions and their programs. If during the last few years a considerable effort has been made in the growth of higher education, quality improvement is clearly the main goal for the near future. Quality assessment and quality assurance have become central issues in the higher education agenda and in the policies of regional governments. 

Así lo reconoció el gobierno español que en el 2001 promulgó una nueva ley-marco para las universidades españolas (LOU, Ley Orgánica de Universidades) en las que la calidad juega un papel central. La estructura de las universidades no cambia en sus aspectos básicos, pero desde el punto de vista de la calidad destaca la creación de la ANECA (Agencia Nacional para la Evaluación de la Calidad y la Acreditación). Esta nueva agencia que empezará a funcionar a principios de 2003, y cuyas funciones señalaremos más adelante, marca la relevancia que para todo el sistema universitario tienen los aspectos relacionados con la calidad.

First Experiences in Quality Assessment

Accountability of individual performance. The traditional Spanish higher education system, monopolized and completely regulated by the State, obviously did not concern itself with accountability. However, as the system became more autonomous and decentralized, greater accountability became necessary. Research efforts began to be evaluated in 1986 as a prerequisite step to receiving special funds for university projects. Generalized assessment of individuals and institutions did not begin, however, until the early 1990s.
Since 1990, the research and teaching of tenured professors are assessed periodically.  For each positive assessment during the period (six years for research and five years for teaching) professors receive a permanent increase in salary. Each university is in charge of evaluating the teaching quality of its professors. Because of the lack of valid and reliable standards for the assessment of teaching, almost everyone receives a positive assessment.  This flawed system had become a way of rewarding seniority with no significant effects on improving quality. 

Many universities have now introduced systematic surveys of student’s opinion about the quality of their instruction. The use of these surveys is a controversial issue; although some universities are using the results, particularly when a professor’s ratings are remarkably below the average.  Such individuals are compelled to receive some pedagogical training. A systematic low rating also could be a reason for denying promotion in some universities. Although these surveys still have many methodological problems, such as validity and reliability, they have had a positive indirect effect on the quality of institutions. The responsiveness of teachers towards students, for example, has increased considerably and the fulfillment of teaching duties, tutorials, and other pedagogical activities is higher in institutions with systematic student surveys. 

A national committee composed of experts from different scientific fields is in charge of assessing the research activities of professors. Criteria for assessing research are stricter than for assessing teaching. Therefore, a significant proportion of professors are evaluated negatively. The increase in salary for each positively evaluated research period is not substantial, but these premiums are becoming the key for promotion in the universities. 

Although the systematic evaluation of professors both in teaching and research can be regarded as positive, the fact that it is only rigorous or discriminatory enough in the case of research assessment has introduced the conventional bias of considering research as more important than teaching in the academic career, a frequent phenomenon that is asserted in most higher education systems (Vidal, 1997).

First institutional quality assessment experiences. The act that devolved autonomy to universities made a general statement about the necessity to incorporate some formal system of quality assessment in universities. Nevertheless, several years passed before this principle started to be implemented. In the early 1990s, several studies analyzed the experiences of quality assessment in other countries. At that time, three main models were employed in Europe: the Dutch, the British, and the French.  The Dutch model was a translation of American accreditation procedures to the Dutch reality. The Dutch assessment model was primarily program-centered and based on self-studies and external visits (Vroeijenstijn, 1995). Experts recommended this approach for Spain with institutional assessment of research and management added teacher evaluation.  Employing these assumptions the “Experimental Program for Evaluation of the Quality in the University System” that incorporated these elements was launched in 1993.

The Experimental Program. The Experimental Program evaluated teaching, research, and institutional management in several universities (García et al., 1995; Mora, 1997b). As an experimental project, the primary purpose was to try various methods and make proposals for changes based on experience in the experiment. The experiment proved to be extensive enough to draw meaningful conclusions.  In general, the Experimental Program attained its main objectives: (a) testing the accuracy of a methodology and (b) extending the culture of evaluation in Spanish universities. On the other hand, some weak points were discovered such as (a) lack of institutional data for quality assessment, (b) lack of support from leaders in some universities, and (c) some methodological problems as a consequence of the inexperience of the assessors.  General speaking, in a very short time the project created and extended quality assessment in universities as a first step in improving institutional quality. 

The European Project. Immediately after the Experimental Program, the European Union launched the European Pilot Project for Evaluating Quality in Higher Education. This was also a pilot project for testing a common methodology among European universities. The methodology was very similar to the one used in the Experimental Program. The European Project permitted modification in the methodology, and adapted it to a broader European context. But the most important result of that project is the recent proposal by the European Commission for establishing a relatively common system of quality assessment in European universities.  This system would be based on the methodology of self-study and external visits, although each country could reorganize the process, keeping any idiosyncratic national characteristics. This European proposal had an important impact in Spain by convincing some skeptical people, especially politicians from central and regional governments, to support quality assessment in universities.

Conclusions from pilot assessment experiences. After this short but intensive experience, several points became clear to persons involved in the process: a) universities should control the quality assessment effort, but some kind of agreement and cooperation with governments should be reached, especially in relation to the consequences of evaluation; b) the basic methodology employed (self-study, external visits, and a final report) was adequate; c) research and management should be evaluated employing similar processes; d) the importance to overcome the reluctance that some people have towards assessment -- and to have the support of the university leaders for the project, and e) the results of the process should have internal and external consequences. Although the main consequence of the assessment process must be the improvement of quality, universities and/or units should be provided some kind of incentive to participate and implement the recommendations.  The performance funding found in many American states (Layzell, 1998) and some European countries (Höltta, 1998) are examples of such an initiative.

The Program for Institutional Evaluation of Quality in Universities

In 1995 the Council of Universities approved the Program for Institutional Evaluation of Quality in Universities (PNECU), hereinafter referred to as the Evaluation Program (Consejo de Universidades, 1995). The Evaluation Program formally institutionalized quality assessment in Spanish universities, as an extended and continuous process for the entire university system. 

The stated objectives of the Evaluation Program were four: (a) promoting quality processes in Spanish universities; (b) providing methodological tools to universities for this assessment process that would be homogeneous throughout the country and similar to processes used elsewhere in Europe; (c) providing society, especially students, relevant and reliable information about the quality of the institutions, their programs, services and scientific levels; and (d) providing accountability to the regional governments.

The Evaluation Program was headed by the Council of Universities, a national organization composed of representatives of the regional and national governments and the rectors of all universities. A Technical Committee composed for the Council’s officials and experts in evaluation was in charge of the process. The Evaluation Program evaluated teaching (in programs), research (in the departments related to programs assessed in teaching), and management (in services also related to the programs).

Although the program was not compulsory, almost all universities participated in its first year.  The universities which had been in the previous pilot projects started at higher participation levels with an extensive assessment of programs. Universities without such experience started with a prudent, more basic level of participation. 

The methodology was the same that was used in former Spanish projects and recommended by the European Commission. The first step of the process is a self-study made by the Evaluation Committee of each university.  This report has two purposes: to promote reliable information on the evaluated unit and promote awareness of quality issues in the university community. The second step is a visit by an External Committee composed of experts in the field (academic and non-academic). They interview leaders, staff, and students in each evaluated unit and compare their findings to the self-study report. This External Committee sends a report following each visit to the Council of Universities. Third, the universities issue a published report synthesizing the self-study and the External Committee report. A general report concerning the program’s first-year activities has been published recently (Consejo de Universidades, 1998).

The Technical Committee has prepared written guidelines to standardize the process in participating universities. These guidelines define criteria and procedures, and establish the main points to be assessed and summarized in the committee reports.  Nevertheless, the reports had the option to use a different structure. Some universities, with more refined internal quality procedures, have used the criteria provided by the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) for their self-report.  EFQM criteria are based on the application of Total Quality Management (TQM) principles to educational institutions.

Consequences of the Evaluation Program on Quality Assurance processes

El PNECU estuvo vigente desde 1995 hasta el 2001. Durante este periodo se evaluaron en España unas 1700 titulaciones, casi la totalidad de los departamentos universitarios y una buena porción de servicios universitarios. Prácticamente todas las universidades (excepto algunas muy nuevas en la que no era apropiado iniciar todavía evaluaciones) pasaron por este plan. Varios miles de personas en las universidades participaron en comités de autoevaluación, visitas externas, etc.. 

We can point out some consequences of the Evaluation Program. Generally speaking, in a relatively short time several important goals have been reached. First, university leaders and staff now accept the evaluation process. The more these people know about and participate in the process the more they are willing to accept assessment. Second, some of the improvement proposals are already being implemented, especially in the fields of teaching and management. Third, new offices are being established very rapidly in the universities to support these processes. Finally, the publicity given to the whole process is promoting and stimulating a “quality culture” in universities.

These consequences are encouraging all institutions to develop more strategies for change and to provide clear support for improvement proposals. The main question now being raised by all participants is: what is the purpose, the tangible results of these activities?  If they do not soon find a satisfactory answer, their interest and collaboration -- which are crucial in this internal-external assessment methodology -- will soon diminish. Since the required reports contain improvement proposals, they must soon result in some discernible consequences and rewards. Once needs are detected, institutions need to develop and implement improvement strategies, and it is difficult to go forward with improvements and additional assessment if this first stage -- which is where we are now -- does not have any tangible consequences or rewards. 

This situation has led some universities to move from Quality Assessment to Quality Assurance. Evaluation Committees have now turned into permanent Quality Committees, and assessment processes are being included in the annual agenda of many institutions. This process is in its initial phase and there are already many differences in approach among the institutions. The involvement of institutional leaders in the movement for quality assurance is the main factor that determines the speed and intensity of these changes. 

For example, the Technical University of Catalonia, one of the more active universities in the pilot project, has restructured its organization and its decision-making system around a Strategic Plan for Quality. This plan has three stages (planning, execution and evaluation) and affects both the institutional and unit levels. There are specific programs for human resources, budgetary policy, curricula reform, environmental improvement, et cetera.  The University of Barcelona also has a Quality Plan containing five objectives: definition of its mission, evaluation of teaching and research, a strategic plan for the improvement of management and, finally, improvement of information and its utilization by users. 

The structure of these two plans, or some components, are found in other participating universities -- from the oldest to the newest, and from the largest to the smallest (benchmarking is one of the most successful strategies in this initial stage). The areas of common concern are always teaching (curricula and syllabus design, new technologies, doctoral studies, etc.) and sometimes research, management and services. Each university is adapting the Evaluation Program to its unique internal demands. For instance, the University of Salamanca has developed a plan for the evaluation of the whole university in two years. The University Carlos III (Madrid) has a Plan for Quality based on TQM which stresses emphases in teaching and management.  The University of Leon is attempting to carry out an evaluation and improvement program over three years. One of its most innovative objectives is the development of new services for post-graduates. The University of Mondragon (Basque Country), one of the newest private universities in Spain, which is focused on a program of technical studies, has obtained the ISO-9000 accreditation. The University of the Basque Country is focusing on the training of quality teams (leaders, facilitators, and participants).   Quality teams are the most commonly used methodology in the Evaluation Program. Examples of such efforts are found in almost every university.  This catalog represents a very dynamic situation, with many initiatives and a great degree of adaptation to the needs and possibilities of each institution, its needs, and leadership. 

Although there were local initiatives before the Evaluation Program was formalized, its implementation has had the consequence of moving institutions from the evaluation stage to the next level of quality improvement. Institutions that have supported the process with resources such as special units and technicians are moving definitively along the path to quality assurance. The coordination of these activities among different universities and the dissemination of information about the results and the consequences are very important next steps.

Finally, another consequence of the Evaluation Program has been the formal involvement of some more progressive regional governments in the process of stimulating quality assurance among institutions, eventually establishing regional agencies for promoting such quality efforts. An example is Catalonia’s Agency for Quality in Universities founded by the regional government and all the Catalan universities. 

Sin lugar a dudas, el PNECU fue un éxito de participación en todos los sentidos y extendió la cultura de la calidad por las universidades españolas. Sin embargo, los que observamos el proceso desde dentro somos conscientes de algunas deficiencias. En algunas universidades la evaluación ha cumplido perfectamente su fin: la auto-mejora. Los resultados de las evaluaciones se han integrado en los procesos de dirección de las universidades como una herramienta más para la gestión. En otras, sin embargo, los procesos de autoevaluación, aunque se hayan realizado con corrección, una vez acabados han sido prácticamente olvidados. La falta de consecuencias de la evaluación corre el peligro de convertirla en un proceso burocrático dentro de unas universidades públicas, con profesorado funcionario y no siempre dispuesto a la innovación y al esfuerzo por mejorar. Por otro lado, algunos gobiernos regionales le dieron relevancia a los procesos de evaluación participando en su financiación y, sobre todo, colaborando en las acciones de mejora. Otros, sin embargo, no tomaron ninguna iniciativa en ese sentido. 

En consecuencia, la cultura de calidad se ha extendido, aunque menos de lo que sería deseable. La propia estructura de las universidades españolas (y, en general, de las europeas) es poco propicia para el desarrollo de una cultura de calidad y de mejora. Los procesos de calidad funcionan mejor en ambientes más competitivos y motivados por objetivos externos que los que tiene una universidad española. Por lo tanto, parece obvio que, aunque se debe continuar con los procesos de evaluación, hay que introducir nuevos mecanismos que estimulen en las universidades (y en sus profesores) actitudes más preocupadas por la calidad de los resultados. 

El II Plan de calidad de las universidades

En la situación descrita de relativo éxito, pero con la clara percepción de la existencia todavía de problemas no resueltos, se inició a mediados del 2001 el II Plan de Calidad de las Universidades (http://www.mec.es/ consejou/ calidad/). Este nuevo plan sexenal introduce elementos nuevos (nótese que el propio titulo del plan ya no hace referencia en exclusiva a la evaluación) señalando tres nuevos aspectos que debían acompañar al proceso de evaluación ya emprendido y que seguiría con una estructura y metodología semejante:

1. Establecimiento de un sistema de información pública sobre las titulaciones. Mediante un catalogo de más de cincuenta indicadores (http://www.mec.es/ consejou/ indicadores/) se pretende informar a los usuarios (internos y externos) de las universidades de algunas características importantes de las titulaciones.

2. Establecimiento de un sistema de certificación de los servicios siguiendo los mecanismos de certificación de la calidad que son usuales en las empresas.

3. Establecimiento de un sistema de acreditación de las titulaciones.

Por primera vez aparece la palabra acreditación en los documentos españoles relacionados con la calidad universitaria. Esta aparición no es casual ni aislada. Durante ese mismo año, en toda Europa empieza a discutirse también este término.

Como ya señalamos en la introducción, el gobierno promulgó a finales del 2001 una nueva ley reguladora de las universidades (LOU: Ley de Ordenación Universitaria) que creaba la Agencia Nacional de Evaluación y Acreditación (ANECA) con tres objetivos básicos: hacerse cargo de las actividades del II Plan de Calidad de las Universidades, iniciar formalmente los procesos de certificación y acreditación que el II PCU señalaba, y encargarse de la evaluación individual del profesorado. Se espera que esta agencia inicie sus actividades en el comienzo del año 2003. Al mismo tiempo, siguiendo el ejemplo de Cataluña y Andalucía que lo hicieron hace ya algunos años, otras comunidades autónomas han creado agencias de evaluación. 

Aunque es prematuro, indicar el modus operandi de esta nueva agencia, todo hace pensar que sus actuaciones serán del siguiente tipo:

1. Evaluación de la calidad para la mejora: Asumirá las funciones del II Plan de Calidad de las universidades, compartiendo esta actividad con el creciente número de agencias regionales que también gestionarán directamente este programa en sus respectivas regiones.

2. Evaluación para al acreditación: La nueva agencia iniciará un proceso de acreditación que esta totalmente por definir, pero que se referirá a los programas académicos. En qué medida esta actividad pueda ser compartida con las agencias regionales es un tema de debate. La acreditación se extenderá a todos los títulos oficiales de cualquier grado que otorgan las universidades.

3. Certificación de calidad: aunque también está definir, se centrará especialmente en los servicios que ofrecen las universidades así como en la gestión de dichos servicios. También está por definir si esta certificación se hará o no en combinación con empresas certificadoras tradicionales del campo empresarial.

Sea cual sea el inicio de estas nuevas actividades, es evidente que el marco europeo derivado de la Declaración de Bolonia, las nuevas tendencias de acreditación en Europa y el desarrollo de actividades comunes de garantía de la calidad con países de América Latina marcarán el desarrollo de éstas en España durante los próximos años.
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