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R. V. Topchyan, K. H. Grigoryan, V. A. Gyulazyan

MAHATMA PROJECT AS AN EXPERIENCE OF CLUSTER ACCREDITATION IN
ARMENIA AND IN GEORGIA

The National Centre for Professional Education Quality Assurance Foundation (ANQAgmber of
EU TEMPUS MAHATMA (Master in Higher education management: Developing leaders for managing
educational transformatiorthreeyear multicountry joint projectTheobjective of the projeds to promotethe
transformation of higher education management in Armenia and Georgia ththeghtroduction of a new
Masteros program/ professional devel op rBeAmnteniac andr s e
Georgianuniversities have developdda s t e r 6 s ang are gperatings to different extents, th@uality
Assurance QA) systemsdeliveryof masters programs along with tE@iropeanprinciplesfor program design
Thecomparative research has been conductbeé results opilot program accreditationsvere analyzed The
findingswere summarizedn order to discuss the major featigeto generalize thepproaches angrospects
The proposed recommendatioren serveas a basis for thgeneraldevelopmenof programaccreditation in
Armenia and theegion

Keywords: Program accreditation regional and cluster accreditationf)AHATMA project quality
assurance standardexpert panelsevaluation repds.
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Introduction .

The role of program accreditation Program accreditatiomims to periodically evaluate the effectiveness of
academic prograsas well as to monitor whether théyoroughly ensures the acquisition of intended learning
outcomes Accreditation of degregranting academic programs is intended to provide these programs with a
credential. The credential can be used by the prograth¢heir stakeholders the general public, students and
prospective students, employers, industry, and governmental baodiassess the quality of the program and the
extent to which it achieves its own goals as well as aguped educational standardshe process of program
accreditation also serves to foster s{mination by learning organizations; to develop a dialog between
stakeholdersf educational programs on content, methods, and learning outcomes; and to encourage continuot
improvement oficademic programs through benchmarking.

Program accreditation conf i r ms eerhcarefullyaassessed sand ithatu t i ¢
scale, scope, and quality meet comprehensive, global and national standards for accreditationalpuiaies
statement about the deep commitment of the institution and its faculty to ongoing evaluation and continuou:
guality improvemeni2].

The benefits ofprogram accreditation are that it: recognizesap r o g r a mibnmeent © educational quality
and continuous improvemen represents peer recognition aachievement of quality benchmarks; strengthens
graduate employment opportunities; advances the profesgioomotes standards of practice and advocates
rigorous preparatiorExternal quality assuransgstem, mainly said the accreditation process is an essential tool
for enhancing the quality of internationalizatiaf.

The primary objective of the program accreditation process is to ensure that accredited academic programs
prepare students to meet tharrent and anticipated needs tbe labor market for qualified professionals
working in the field of higher education manageni&ht



MAHATMA project.

ANQA has made a considerable progress in relatigrdgram accreditation artle development atanchrds

In relation to voluntary program accreditation, as of now ANQA has conducted pilot reviews, within the
framework of Tempus MAHATMA8]. To encourage universities to apply for program accreditations, making
the procedure more effective and eefftcient, a financial policy on cluster accreditation is currently being
developed.

Cluster accreditation refers tothe accralitation of a number of relatgqutograms athe samdime and with the
same expe panel. Cluster accreditation

A enables comparison beeen similar programs offered by differenttingions while evaluting them;

A facilitates minimal standard benchmarking while making the evaluationegsoobjective and
transparent;

A provides for shared costs of a program accreditation.

Upon the completio of the pilot accreditations ANQA embarkadona phase of improvement and review of

the regulatory documents, methodology and the pratsdtbased on the stakeholdi&feedback in relation to

the effectiveness of the accreditation process, revedimghortcomings and obstacles. Based on the revealed
needs steps towards the improvement of the procedure were undertaken and the area regulatory documenta
was revised.

Generally, the pilot programeview consists of followingphasesprogram seklevduation, desk review, site

visits and report production. ANQA attaches great importance to the continuous improvement of the
accreditation process; hence a reviefv regulatory documentsvas conducted The observation of the
effectiveness of the accreditat process by ANQAhelps withidentifying the actual state of the prxss,
existing problemsand the revisiorand improvenent(according to goals and objectives)the docimmentation

basis and the process itself.

MAHATMA is a threeyear multicountry jant project, under the EACEA N° 25/2011, 5th call and Curricular
Reform actionThe overall goabf the projecis to promotethe transformation of higher education management
in Armenia and Georgia through i nt aldevelopmentcoursesin a
higher education management.

The project is implemented through 9 work packagéke fourth work package ifocused on thdnitial
accreditation of the new MA (Master in higher education managenird)initial acceditation of he study
programwas undertaken in 2018].

The National Center for Professional Education Quality Assurance foundation of Arm&NiQA) and
National Center for Educational Quality Enhancement of Ge¢NZEQE) shared responsibilitiesf leadeship

in this work package, and organized the initial accreditations in respective countries and monitored the Wk
implementation. ANQA and NCEQE weresponsible forsettingup peeireview panels including local and
international experts to conduct deskiew and ie-visits and produce the final reports on the status of the new
MASs.

In Armenia 4 expert panels (Armenian State Pedagogical University after Kh. Abovyan (ASPU), Armenian State
University of Economy (ASUE), Vanadzor State University after H. TumanyalJ\VSoris State University
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(GSU)) were established acdorg to ANQA regulation on thexpert panel composition to implement pilot
program accreditation in ArmenkBach expert panel consisted of 2 local expertsité@national experts (one
from Bath Spa Wiversity, UK, the other from National Centre for Education Quality Enhancement, Georgia)
and 1 student expert. The internabexperts participated in all pangds 6].

The same principle was applied for Georgian Universities. One Armenian expenvaiged in the processes.

In Georgia each expert panel consisted of 2 local experts, 2 international experts (one form Bath Spa Universit
UK, the other from NCEQE (National Center for Educationablily Enhancement of Georgialhe processes

were coadinated by a Coordinator and assistant to the Group. The international experts participated in all 4
procedures (llia State UniversitffSU), Tbilisi, International Black Sea University (IBSU), Thilisi, Akaki
Tsereteli State University, Kutai$ATSU), Baumi Shota Rustaveli State UniversiBSU)). All site visits in
partner universities met completely site visit schedule and kept agenda.

ANQA conducted several introductory workshops with the -eeffluation implementation teams of the
universities, as wkas through periodic meetings intensively worked with the universities, providing necessary
guidance to implement sedfssessment.

After site visits the experts prepared draftstiodir site visit reports. The final reports were sent to Project
coordinabrs iInNCEQEand ANQA.

Self-evaluation.

For contributing tau n i v e reffectiveiingpkerdentation of the sealivaluation procesANQA has developed
guidelines[1], including a program seHevaluation format, which ishe part of the Accreditation $tee
Analyzing the information provided byniversities it should be noted, the sealfaluation format helps and
guidesprogram leaders and teaimgheir activities.

Based on the ressliof research, it can be statdluiat the experts want to see moralgtical data and not just
descriptions ofdcts and figure$4,6]. Therefore there should nobnly be quantitative datgrovided but also
analysis of the programlynamicsthe causes akductiors or increass of student numberstc

The selection opeerreview experts is one of the most important steps of ¢beeditation processn asmuch

as the recognition of accreditation decisions mainly depends on the level of adherence to both the selectic
criteria of external experts and the implementatibrestablished procedures. The selection criteria of ANQA
experts and procedures are in line with standards set by the European Consortium forafiooreHighly
gualified local and international experienced professiomatse selected for the implemaation of the external
evaluation. Generally, the expert panel consists of: representatives of the teaching staff, representatives
professionabr specific field and representatives the field of educatiomanagement; students agahployers

The coodinatos consolidatedhe link between the expert panel and timéversity under review. He/she is a
guarantor of the accreditation methodolo@hey havethe following regonsibilities the smooth flow and
effective implementation of all procedures (halglidiscussions, regulating misundarslings);protection of the
rights of all panel membershe analysis of situationsn case of need coming up Wwitight decisions and
solutions;keeping to the site visit agendenalyzing the results, it can be sitihat the coordinators carried out
their duties properly. In some cases there were shortcomindscisionmaking process and monitoring the
smooth flow and effective implementation of the process



Desk review

During the desk review the experts asedshe adequacy of the selWaluation report, academic programs and
respective documentation submittedtbguniversitiesto determine the efficiency and effectivenesacademic
programs according to ANQA and NCEQE (National Center for Educational QtialEnhancement of
Georgia)criteria and standard. It wasbserved the effectiveness of desk reviampended upothe following
perspectives: developing a clear idea albeuniversitieswriting out issues that are subject to examination at
the time ofa site visit, production of a panel report.

It can be stated that the desk review was implemented effectively in different expert panels. Thus, the proce:
has served its purpose; the experts were able to develop a clear idea abmturtheand qualitiesf the
university/academic prograand to assess its strengths and weaknesses. The problematic issues/questions th
were not introduced sufficiently and were subject to examination at the time of a site visit were written out.
According to experts the tier was very useful for effective organizationtbé site visits. The experts were
provided with all the necessary documents, including normative acts and legal documents for the effective
assessment ahe universities activities and the implementatiohacademic program3he experts are satisfied

with the documentation package (legal and normative acts, guidelines, formats, etc.) provided byardNQA
NCEQE (National Center for Educational Quality Enhancement of Geargi@d)are convinced that they are
sufficient for the implementation of external evaluafidrg.

All the meetings gave opportunities to understand activities of the univdviintenance of procedure is a
necessary prerequisite for the effective meetings.

Closed meetings give a greapportunity to exchange ideas and share experience and are based on the mos
important principles of democragyaccepting the opinion of the majority by taking into account the opinion of
the minority[3]. The duration of the site visit was enough to abtall the necessy information about each
university, to develop a clear idea about thaiversity and to identify its strengths and weaknesses.

Report production.

After the site visit the expert panel and the AN@Ad NCEQEcoordinatos produced theoanel report based
on desk review andhe findings brought out from the site visitBased on the findings the expert panel
conducted irdepth analysis in accordance with the format.

Apart from structural elements, the content issues of the repoebbsrved which are followingthe language

of the reports waanderstandablehe panel repostwerelinked o Higher Educationlinstitutiord s -evaluatfon

report; repors reflected the perception theHEIl 6 s environment, thentpaHEI 0:¢
history andfurther development directionthe reportreflected the strategy dhe HEI; the HEI acceptedhe
weeknesses outlined in the repottthe r eport can hayv e straagy;an impagtcoh theo n
administration and governancétbe HEI; and finally the reportprovided the universitiesvith new analytical

opportunities.

Based on the obtained data, it can be said thatreportedrecommendations were very useful from the
perspective of further del@ment and improvement of theniversities;they were understandable from the
persgctive of their implementation.



According to the Statute on Accreditatiamiversitiesrepresentd their remarks on each assessment of criteria
and about the draft version of the report. The chaird the expert panel antbordinator revisg the report if
the remarks were wefjrounded.

The expertswere independent during the external evaluation. There were not any obstacles to restrict thei
independent and impartial activities. The cooperation with international expert was quite effective. The
experts consider that the international expert should be provided with the information aboutctteeal
systems ofArmenia and Georgia Also, the coordinators worked effectivelfpr their team demonsating
communicative, managerial, organizational and teamwork skills.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO HElIs :
For Academic programs:
1. Develop mechanisms for program monitoring and improvement.

2. Improve the mechanisms fadentifying the link between the learnirmutcomes of the program artde
Armenian National Qualifications Framework (ANQF)

3. Take steps to ensure the sustainability of the program.

For teachingstaff:

1. Clarify the mechanisms ftine recruitmentof the teaching staff.

2. Take geps for thereduction of riskswhich are related to the fact of having regrmanent teaching staff.

3. Formulate a system of needs assessment and development of the teaching staff involved in the program.
For teaching and learning practices

1. Take steps fordking the choice of teaching and learning methods with learning outcomes.

2. Wit hin t he framewor k of teacher so academic fr
methods chosen by the teachers are in line with learning outcomes.

For student assessment:
1. Take steps to align assessntasks andools with learning outcomes.

2. Develop mechanisms for the students to be able to become oriented in their edkpationg how to
improve)based on the results of assessment

For research anddevelopment
1. Developaresearch strategprt he academi c program emphasi zing t he

2. Take steps towards the formation of researclsskihong the students linking thesith research projects.
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For the learning environment:

Take steps to developlear mechanisms for the improvement of material and technical and educational
methodical resources based on the results of evaluation.

For quality assurance

1. Develop clear internal Quality Assurance policy for thedacgic program emphasizing especially the
review phase (plado-checkact: PDCA).

2. Take steps for the involvement of a wider range of stakeholders in internal QA processes.
3. Disseminate the good practicamong other programs of theiversity.
The strengths of the academic program are:

1. The learning outcomes of the academic program are clearly defined and visually mapped on the level c
modules and courses.

2. International experts were involved in the process of development of the academic program.

3. The teaching staff is experienced and has relevant qualificagieim3, Full Professors and Associate
Professors).

4. Universitywide approaches of the assessment of knowledge are applied within the academic program and tt
components are specified tagiinto consideration the peculiarities of the academic program.

5. Theacademic program is provided with thecessary resource base.

6. QA procedure has been developed for the academic program. Students and teaching staff are involved in C
processes.

The benefits ofregional accreditation are:

1. Sharing of experience in organizing program accreditation between two countries, which have many
similarities in education system

2. Survey of different methodol ogi cal i ssues of b

3. Participation of regional experts in expert panels in Armenia and in Georgia, gaining experience of
different procedures, criteria and standagieups, traditions and cultures.

4. Savings in time and in resources during regiocaatl clusteraccreditation pycess planning and
realization.

5. Knowledge gained from new experience in regional cluster accreditation.

The benefts from regional accreditation, particularly for ANQA are:

New cooperation between regional quality agencies.

Exchange of regional expedsadsharing of different experiences of experts.

Evaluation of regional expedactivity by foreign universities and partner agencies.

Cross analysis of experts6é evalwuation repor
Survey of different quality cultures.

SAREI A
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6. Increasingof efficiency of resourceguantity experts, costs, time savings etc.) during cluster
accreditation process planning and realization.

Quality requirements and key implications

Development of the education should be aimed at improving the quality assiBamMdahatma project hpéd
involved nstitutions tacommit themselves explicitly to the developmeha quality culture. Theput in place a
management system thacognizeghe importance of quality, and quality assurancehéir twork. This system

is effective(e.g.it would need to be understood by all participaresficient(e.g.toav oi d &égofad pl
(e.g.thearrangements would militate againshfiiwts of interest), andllow for appropriatexternal input(e.g.
throughthe use of external subject expertsirogramreview).

Thesepilot accreditationgocus on quality assurance attety also cover provision of progranad collaborative
partners. Thenstitutions have in place monitoring mechanisms to collect the necessary data and estehtish
involved n providing additional information. The process involves the provision of reports and documentation
to be reviewed by a panel of experts.

The MAHATMA team consideedwhich QA mechanismeust be introduced and identifisteps necessary for
the monitoring and reporting of results. The partners edhfor transparency of procedures and strategic
alignment of operations.

The strategic prioritie®or development are the following:

A Efficient continuation and developmeot the program accreditation process tivtal recognition, focus
on studententered learning, and the establishment of cluster accreditation,

A Promoti on of t he establishment of cluster 8
internationalization with both regional and European vecaiming at enhancement of international
recognition of Armeniamighereducation,

A Developmentofthedency ds potenti al as an i sumnceintnefield n r
of professionaéducation.

Hopdully, the newly formed ProfessionAlssociation of Educationalists will promote the enhancement of the
higher education systems of Armenia and Georgia through an active change dialogue, experience exchange ¢
research in the field of higher education.
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