
STUDENT PARTICIPATION IN ARACIS 
 

Part of the ARACIS audit report produced by ESU, August 2008-10-30 

Authors: Koen Geven, Katja Kamsek, Viorel Proteasa 

  

Introduction 

  

As the third aspect of the evaluation, the team has taken a close look at student 
participation in ARACIS and its activities. The role of students in quality assurance is 
increasing and has been established as a core principle of quality assurance in the 
ESG. In Romania however, the involvement of students is relatively new, as CNEAA 
never involved students in either its council or its evaluations. Before assessing the 
participation of students in ARACIS itself, it makes sense to look back into some of 
the fundamental reasons for involving students in quality assurance.  

  

Firstly, society and the labour market are rapidly changing in a global environment. 
Students are more than ever aware of the pressure on them, develop their own ideas 
about their future and are more articulated in voicing what they need. This concept is 
reflected in the new (Bologna-) paradigm of learning, which is heavily student-
centred. Such a system needs to listen to the voices of the actors inside it in order to 
continuously adapt to the changing environment. Needless to say, this works both 
ways: involving students also provides momentum towards this new system of 
learning.  

  

Secondly, students have a fundamental interest in being involved in discussions about 
the quality of education. As the quality of their education not only affects their 
academic careers, but to a high degree determines their future lives, it is only fair that 
they have a strong say in accreditation and quality improvement. Furthermore, as the 
concept of quality is highly debatable in itself, it is important to involve students, who 
have a unique understanding of it. 

  

Thirdly, the process of quality assurance is more effective if students are involved. 
Not only will they feel ownership over the process, but students also have a valuable 
contribution to make to the discussions about quality. As they are roaming from 
classroom to classroom, they are easily able to compare one teacher or a course to 
another, have argumented opinions and give comprehensive suggestions accordingly. 
They are often the best in evaluating  teaching quality, pedagogies, the relation 
between different courses, workload, the learning outcomes and whether a course is 
challenging enough or not.  

  

Finally, the actors involved in quality assurance processes learn a lot from their 
activities. The competences associated with evaluations are a clear understanding of 
the concept of quality, of doing evaluation and giving feedback. By involving students 
in the many evaluations, we are supporting a generation that is educated to be both 
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critical and constructive.  

  

Based on these reasons, the team concludes that students should be involved at all 
levels, and as equal partners to staff (teachers, professors, administration) and the 
leadership of higher education institutions. The following observations are made from 
that background.  

 

Observations 

  

ARACIS is contributing to the improvement of student involvement in quality 
processes as well as in the wider higher education system. This role is recognised by 
the leadership of ARACIS as needed for the relatively traditional higher education 
sector. The team has found that especially from a historical perspective, ARACIS has 
managed to improve student participation substantially, although still much can be 
done to make students an equal partner in all its operations. 

  

An overview over where in the hierarchy and in which activities students are 
participating is not available, so we will try to give an overview in this report. Two 
students were part of the interim council that prepared the methodology of ARACIS 
and the legislation that was adopted in the Parliament. In the legislation, students 
became a member of the institutional evaluation teams. However, they are not 
members of the site-visit teams for programme accreditation, not members of the 
permanent expert commissions that adopt the reports, not member of the team that 
authorises new study programme and the Parliament removed them from the council 
in the final legislation (despite lobbying efforts from the Minister, the student unions 
and the ARACIS leadership). It is positively noted that ARACIS moves beyond the 
law and invites the students to the meetings of the council as observers who can freely 
speak. Furthermore, students are taking part in some of ARACIS’ projects such as 
improving the methodology for external evaluation and the international project on 
quality assurance of student assessment.  

  

A big concern is the separation of students from the other experts in the evaluations. 
Where students are involved, they still feel that they are not fully part of what is 
happening. Students and teachers are separately trained to gain competences in quality 
assurance. Students also prepare for the site-visits separately from the teachers. 
Therefore, they often feel that they are not seen and treated equally by the other 
members of the team. If they want to express their opinion, then they usually feel that 
they have to write a separate report. Although being able to write a separate report in 
order to get the message across was initially requested as by the student unions 
themselves, they now feel that this has led to a further disintegration of their work. 

  

For a large part, this situation reflects the perception of the wider Romanian higher 
education community in which students are not yet seen as an equal partner. In that 
respect, ARACIS is improving the understanding of the role of students and for that 
reason acts as an important role model.  
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The student unions have been pro-active in improving student participation in quality 
assurance by training their members, learning about the issue in a European context 
and developing policies to improve quality assurance in Romania. It is clear to the 
study visit team that students are ready to be involved on more levels and on a more 
equal footing. In particular, they have also shown to be reflective over their own role 
and are willing to ‘assure the quality’ of their own involvement.  

Recommendations 

  

The study visit team has developed a list of recommendations to ARACIS and the 
other actors in Romanian higher education to improve the participation of students in 
quality assurance. The recommendations can generally be summarised into two main 
points: 

  

1.  Introducing a formal status of students in ARACIS's bodies as equal partners  

2. Enabling full and equal participation in practice  

  

The study visit team considers that the recommendations can contribute to the debate 
about quality assurance, as agreed upon in the terms of reference. It also considered 
that, in spite of the publicly declared willingness of ARACIS and the efforts paid to 
improve student involvement in quality assurance, the solution accepted by all the 
relevant stakeholder, was not at the reach of ARACIS for the moment. The context of 
Romanian society, specially the culture of quality, is influencing heavily this situation. 
  
The study visit team encourages ARACIS to produce a set of gradual measures to 
improve the situation regarding student participation, in consultation with the 
stakeholders and using the input from the external evaluations they have been 
undergoing.  

  

We therefore recommend to: 

 Introduce students' evaluators in the provisional authorisation of study 
programmes and accreditation processes of already existing study programs. 
As the study programme is often the connecting point between the student and 
higher education, students have a good judgement of these programmes. 
Student unions are enthusiastic to participate in these reviews and provide 
trained experts, giving momentum for their inclusion.  

 Improve the number of students as evaluators in quality assurance evaluations, 
so that students are represented proportionally in any site-visit team.  

 Create the same remuneration system for students and other experts, in order 
to make them an equal member of the teams.  

 Empower (students') evaluators on quality assurance of HEIs.  This approach 
stimulates common understanding of standards and guidelines by all 
evaluators and facilitates trust. It is also recommended that student unions 
besides a joint training continue with organizing trainings for students' 
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evaluators which is especially focussing to students needs.  

 Hold joint training sessions for student and professor evaluators. Such training 
sessions would help to develop an environment of trust, cooperation among 
evaluators and especially to achieve a common understanding of the 
methodology.      

 It would be useful to address the following issues during the trainings: 

 successful cooperation between professor and student evaluators  

 understanding the role of student involvement in higher education  

 how to evaluate student participation at different levels of HEIs  

 how to evaluate the effectiveness of learning processes and how to 
approach these when writing recommendations.   

 Introduce students as full and equal members of the ARACIS Council and 
other relevant bodies of ARACIS. The law should recognise that students are 
an equal partner, in order to fully include them on the highest level. This 
would create a strong ownership over and support for the process of quality 
assurance as well as further promote the idea of students as equal partners.  

 Enable meetings of evaluation team prior to the site visit in which evaluators 
can jointly reflect on the self evaluation report and material presented by the 
higher education institution undergoing evaluation. This would allow the team 
to prepare jointly and keep everyone on equal footing.  

 Plan the timing of a site-visit as practically as possible so that students can 
more easily participate. It is advisable that evaluations take place in a period in 
which there are no exams. In cases where this is not possible, students should 
be allowed certain flexibility in their exams by their higher education 
institution.  

 Establish a common practice that only one joint report is delivered by the 
actors involved in a site-visit. This would encourage the idea of consensus 
within the study visit team about the final product of the visit. In case a 
member of the team disagrees with the final report, a dissenting opinion could 
be added to it, in order to stimulate an inclusive process.  

 Allow the site-visit team to jointly discuss and reflect upon their observations 
after visiting the higher education institution and jointly prepare the final 
report. This activity is important for all evaluators to achieve a common 
understanding of the quality of the institution, to give clearer and stronger 
suggestions to the higher education institution about improvement and create a 
joint ownership over the report.  

 Encourage higher education institutions to write a joint self evaluation report 
in a team that includes stakeholders with a focus to prepare a SWOT (or 
comparable) analysis rather than each stakeholder preparing their individual 
report containing mostly quantitative indicators. The preparation of the self 
evaluation report at the institution can thus become a learning experience and 
can greatly improve the common understanding of the quality culture among 
stakeholders, enabling common grounds for searching and implementing 
solutions.  
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 Encourage the higher education institution to follow up the evaluation with a 
group of experts including all stakeholders which will reflect upon the 
recommendations and further develop an improvement plan.  

 Aid student organisations financially as well as with material goods in order to 
support activities such as trainings for student evaluators or promotion projects 
for the pool of student evaluators.  

  

Conclusions 

The leadership of ARACIS is clearly motivated to improve student participation and 
recognises it as a fundamental principle of modern quality assurance. The 
understanding of the realities of students can be improved and their participation can 
still be greatly expanded. As already argued above, one of ARACIS’ core challenges 
is to shift the paradigm around quality assurance from a focus on quantitative 
indicators to an approach of continuous quality improvement. A broader shift or 
paradigm towards a student-centred higher education system is however needed as 
well, as promoted by the Bologna Process. This requires that students are seen as 
equal partners in all decisions regarding higher education, which is far from being a 
reality. Changing these paradigms takes time and efforts by leading organisations such 
as ARACIS, but will pay off in a better and modern higher education system.  

 


