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Structure and Development of the Higher Education Quality Evaluation System in Latvia


Accreditation of higher education institutions takes place according to the Law on Higher Education Establishments (LHE), adopted by Saeima on November 17, 1995 and changed on December 26, 2000; article 9 of which stipulates the general accreditation principles of higher education institutions (HEI) and their study programmes (SP). Only those higher educational establishments who have received credence (been accredited) and which offer state accredited study programmes have the right to issue certificates of higher education recognised by the state to its graduates. The accreditation proceeds in accordance with the regulations on accreditation approved by the Cabinet of Ministers on October 20, 2001. Study programmes are accredited no less often than once in six years. HEI can receive accreditation (if more than half of SP have received accreditation) for 2 years or permanent, but the Minister of Education and Science can decide to ask for repeated accreditation of HEI or SP.

Normal accreditation of SP is for 6 years, for HEI – permanent. Should substantial shortcomings be found in the process of assessment of a higher educational establishment or study programme, it shall be temporarily accredited for two years. Subsequently a second accreditation shall be performed which cannot end in a temporary accreditation in the case of a study programme.

Should the Council of Higher Education and the Accreditation Commission give a negative assessment of a higher educational establishment as well as all the study programmes thereof, it shall be denied accreditation. The following shall qualify as reasons for refusal:

1. the submitted documents do not comply with requirements of laws and other legal acts;

2. the qualifications of the academic staff are not sufficient;

3. the premises are not up to standards advanced for higher educational establishments;

4. the higher educational establishment does not make available study laboratories, which would allow the students to master contemporary technologies of work.

In case of a repeated negative decision the accreditation refusal shall be final and the Council of Higher Education or the Accreditation Commission shall submit a recommendation to the Minister of Education and Science to either reorganise or liquidate the respective higher educational establishment or study programme.

The results of accreditation and the reasons for cancellation of the Certificate of Accreditation of HEI or SP are published in the newspapers and put in the Internet.

Credentials of higher educational establishments established by legal entities are recognised by the state and they receive the right to use the state emblem of the Republic of Latvia in the credentials after the respective higher educational establishment and the programme of studies has been accredited and its statute (satversme) has been approved by the Cabinet of Ministers (for the main part of HEI), by the parliament (for universities) or by the Ministry of Education and Science (for colleges). 

New SP can be established by the Senate of the HEI, but must receive licence from the Ministry of Education and Science and within not more than 2 years must receive accreditation. Requirements to the study programmes and HEI as well as the most important organisational aspects related to accreditation are reflected in the Accreditation Regulations for HEI (AREG) approved by the Cabinet of Ministers on November 28, 1995 and changed on October 20, 2001. Recommendations for application of these Rules are elaborated by Baltic Higher Education Co-ordination Committee. Accreditation is a part of the higher education quality assurance system, which, together with self-evaluation and evaluation by external experts, forms the main stages of a continuous quality assurance process. 

In order to organise evaluation of a specific higher educational establishment and/or study programme a non-profit organisation "Higher Education Quality Evaluation Centre Ltd." (HEQEC) in accordance with recommendations of the Council of Rectors as well as in compliance with the requirements of the European Union and in accordance with the recommendations of the respective institutions of the European Union shall form an Evaluation Commission with involvement of Latvian and foreign experts. The shareholders of HEQEC are the Ministry of Education and Science and (according to a decision made by the Council of Rectors) five higher education establishments: University of Latvia, Riga Technical University, Riga Stradina University, Daugavpils University and “Business Institute Turiba”. The activities of the HEQEC are supervised by the five persons strong Board. One member is appointed by the Ministry, one by the University of Latvia and one by Riga Technical University, while two other members are elected by the meeting of the shareholders. The day-to-day activities of the HEQEC are entrusted to the Director elected by the meeting of the shareholders. Permanent employees of the HEQEC are hired by the order of the director. Now the personnel of the HEQEC consists of 7 employees (2 of them academic, other administrative and technical personnel): 4 full time equivalents, including the director. To carry out evaluations of HEI and their study programmes experts are hired for the period of work of each evaluation commission: from 3 to 7 days. 

According to the Statutes the HEQEC has the following objectives:

- to organise quality assessment of higher education institutions and study programmes on behalf of the Ministry for Education and Science; 

- to set up commissions and working groups responsible for solving problems related to quality assessment and accreditation;

- to invite foreign experts for peer visits to higher education institutions;

- to sum up and to make public the experience obtained as the system of higher education institution and study programme quality assessment is being set up and implemented.

- to support the procedures aimed at quality assessment of higher education institutions and study programmes as well as preparing peer visits in compliance with the Law on Education of the Republic of Latvia and the Law on Higher Education Institutions; 

- to inform society about results of quality assurance.

The staff of the HEQEC look through the submitted self evaluation reports and help to prepare and to carry out the site visit, but do not participate directly in the evaluation. HEQEC has prepared the questionnaires and recommendations for experts and for HEI and has organised training for experts and seminars for representatives of HEI, but during the site visit experts can decide by themselves about the plan of the visit and what methodological approach to use. Particularly the four level grading model from UK has been recommended to use as one possibility (both for self-evaluation and external evaluation), but mainly the self-evaluation reports are without grading. 

The regulations for the higher education quality assurance are the same in the university and non-university sector but the approach should be different. The study programmes should be evaluated according to their specific aims and objectives. The members of the external expert team also should be chosen according to the specific tasks of the evaluation.

The self-assessment is a necessary pre-condition and the first step of the accreditation of the higher education institution and SP. The creation of the permanently acting quality assurance and improvement system, based on the self-evaluation, is the main goal of the accreditation.

The self-assessment report not exceeding 30 pages must be prepared by the HEI during the period of approximately 2 – 6 months. Documents describing the premises and facilities of the institution, its long term development plans, financial documents and those certifying the property relations and explaining the governance of the institution can be appended to the self-assessment report, but it is suggested to add a list with names of these documents and information, where, when and how to receive these documents. The CVs of the academic staff and at least a short description of all study courses must be appended. At the stage of preparing the self-evaluation report a steering group should be set up, where the administration, academic staff, and students should be represented. 

We are using the quality assurance system mainly for the quality improvement and as a tool for reforms in higher education. External experts are first of all advisers, supporting the creation and activities of internal quality assurance system in higher education establishments. Only if shortcomings are too big and discussions cannot proceed in a constructive way, the experts become more controllers and must give their recommendations, how to reorganise or close the SP or HEI. The self-evaluation must contain mainly the strategic development plans for at least 6-year period, and evaluation should concentrate on the critical analysis and improvement of these plans. There is some minimum of statistical data and indicators asked by the regulations for the self-evaluation reports, but the data should only support the analytical part of the reports. In case of private HEI there are usually more problems to solve using evaluation and accreditation, because the accreditation is the main tool to control the required minimum for the quality of studies. 

The foreign members of the Evaluation Commission are to read the self-assessment report that should be handed over in Latvian and in English (or in some other foreign language) and go for a two days visit to the higher education institution to be accredited. 

Evaluation committees shall be made up by one expert from Latvia and by at least two experts from EU, Estonia, Lithuania or another foreign country, excluding the 1st level (college) higher professional education, for which all experts may be from Latvia. One Evaluation Commission can evaluate the HEI and simultaneously one or more similar SP. Evaluation Commission must be approved by the Accreditation Commission for the evaluation of the SP and by the Higher Education Council for the evaluation of the HEI. 

Public discussion of the preliminary report of Evaluation commission report must be organised at the end of experts’ visit. The elaborated Evaluation Commission’s final report and all individual reports received from experts by the Centre are submitted to Higher Education Council or Accreditation Commission, which decide about accreditation. 

The decision on accreditation is made by the Council for Higher Education approved by the parliament (Saeima) for accreditation of higher education institutions or by the Accreditation Commission set up by the Ministry of Education and Science for accreditation of study programmes after hearing the recommendations of the Evaluation Commission and an open discussion. The approved Certificate of Accreditation shall be signed and issued by the Minister of Education and Science. The Minister can refuse to sign the Certificate of Accreditation only if some legal regulations have been violated. After receipt of the Certificate of Accreditation and confirmation of the statute (satversme) and the rector of the higher educational establishment in accordance with the procedure envisaged by the Law on Higher Educational Establishments the higher educational establishment shall be entitled to issue graduation credentials recognised by the state.

After the decision the Evaluation Commission final report is published in newspaper “Izglîtîba un Kultûra” (“Education and Culture”) and/or put in the Internet (www.aiknc.lv). Last publication of fool content of the reports in “Izglîtîba un Kultûra” was made on 04.10.2001. All evaluation reports after this and part of previous reports have been put in Internet. We plan to put in Internet main part of the self-evaluation reports and all Evaluation Commission final reports. They all are available at Higher Education Quality Evaluation Centre. We publish the list of accredited HEI and SP, and list of licensed SP at least once a year. The actual lists are available in the Internet. Now all students are informed about the accreditation and this is important information for the competition between HEI. Students are looking for the HEI, which have received the right to issue the state-recognised diploma. Only students, who study accredited study programmes, has right to receive state guaranteed lone.  

At present, evaluation and accreditation of all SP and HEI are mainly finished. We have started the second cycle of the evaluation of the SP on 18 November 2001. Main part of accredited SP are new and are going through the evaluation and accreditation during the 2 years period after receiving the licence. 

There are approximately 120000 students in Latvia.

41 out of 48 HEI (26 state and 15 private) have already received accreditation: 

all 5 university type and 15 non-university type state HEI have been accredited, 

12 out of 14 private non-university type HEI have been accredited,

3 private colleges out of 4 and 6 state colleges out of 10 registered have received accreditation.

There are 2 branches of foreign HEI and 48 branches of Latvian HEI registered in Latvia with at least one study programme. 

Statistics on existing accredited programmes (current data on 13.03.2004.):


Total accredited programmes: for 2 years - 66, for 6 years - 457

By degree: for 2 years / for 6 years

1st Level Professional Studies - 17 / 36

2nd Level Professional Studies - 4 / 32

Bachelor Studies - 5 / 93

Doctoral Studies - 3 / 49

Master Studies - 5 / 93

Professional Bachelor Studies - 13 / 25

Professional Master Studies - 5 / 9

Professional Studies - 14 / 120

By study direction: for 2 years / for 6 years

Natural Science - 2 / 51

Humanities - 7 / 66

Engineering - 16 / 103

Agriculture - 1 / 10

Service - 9 / 5

Pedagogy and Teachers Education - 30 / 86

Social Science - 1 / 111

Health Care – 0 / 25

More statistics and other information about higher education in Latvia is available at www.aiknc.lv .

