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I.
Framework Conditions 

1.  
New University Law (2002) provides Austrian universities with large autonomy and responsibility and requires them to introduce an evaluation and quality assurance system (para. 14).

2.  
Strategy development process involving all stake-holders at University of Graz 2000-2003 and 2004-: new development plans and strategic objectives.

3.  
Conclusion of internal performance agreements between rectorate and faculties (two-level system).

4.  
Establishment of divisions for Performance and Quality Management and Teaching and Study Services at rectorate level under responsibility of vice-rectors for research and for teaching.

5.  
Faculty of Law participates in strategic development and implementation, including quality assurance.

6.  
Establishment of Austrian Quality Assurance Agency (AQA).
II.
Main Elements and Instruments of Quality Assurance

A. Teaching

1. Principle of Evaluation of all Courses
Evaluation is binding for all obligatory courses, which need to be evaluated at least every three years. For other courses it is voluntary, but encouraged. 

2. Procedure of Evaluation

The Division for Teaching and Study Services provides forms, which are filled in by the students, who also control the process and deliver the forms to the university. 

The forms have two parts, a standardised part and an open part: 

In the standardized part, 19, fixed questions are structured into 

a)
teaching efficiency (competence of teacher, pedagogical/didactic methodology, participatory approach, clarity of study objectives, linguistic expression of teacher, perceived interest of teacher in learning progress of student, utilization of teaching media, i.e. transparencies, power point, internet, reference to literature), structure of course, respect of course hours),
b)
student satisfaction (whether the course stimulates the student to deal with the topic further, whether the student has been interested in the topic before, whether the student considers taking this course to be reasonable for his/her studies, whether the student feels that he/she has learned a lot from the course), 
c)
professional course requirements (high or low), equal treatment of sexes (i.e. by gender-sensitive language), physical framework conditions (room, equipment, etc.) leading to
d) two general questions on the assessment of the course on the whole (marks 1-5) and on the general performance of the teacher (marks 1-5).

The open part is voluntary and is provided to the teacher right after the evaluation as a direct feed back. It contains the following questions: 

· What do you like about this course?

· What do you not like about this course?

· (Give) proposals, recommendations and comments.

The standardized part is evaluated by the Division for Teaching and Study Services and the result shared with the teacher and the dean of studies of the respective faculty. With the agreement of the teacher, it is also published on the intranet of the university. The teacher might add his/her comments.
In most cases, the feedback helps teachers to improve their course, in few individual cases the dean of studies uses the result of the evaluation to take action. More important, the results may be taken into account in appointments for (more) permanent teaching positions. Problems may be posed by a low participation of students or by teachers not paying attention to results. What proved useful, however, was to offer an interpretation of the results by experts to the teachers concerned.
Presently, the system is being revised and the evaluation might be done electronically in the future.

B. Research

The University of Graz has established a data base on all existing research at its faculties which contains not only scientific books and articles, but also participation in international conferences or other pertinent activities, which give a comprehensive picture of the capacity and the weaknesses of the faculty and its sub-units. The system can be connected with data from the teaching area, like participation in courses, number of examinations etc. which allows the faculty and university management to see more clearly what is the performance in the different parts of the university.

All faculties of the University of Graz – the faculty of law in 2004/2005 - have been subjected to an external peer review, which can also be taken into account for the performance agreements to be concluded within the faculty and for the review of the organisation plan of the university. This review, of which the Vice-Rectorate of Research is in charge, has to be repeated every five years. 
1. The Procedure of the External Peer Review

The first step is the internal review of each sub-unit of the faculty, by way of a self-description, which is then made available to the external peers. For the purpose of the first review in 2004/5, the law faculty was divided into three parts, i.e. the sub-units for history and basic subjects (i.e. legal philosophy), public law and private law sub-units. In this case, also the structure of the faculty, which consists of about a dozen sub-units of different size was subject of the evaluation. 

The self-description had to give all relevant information on the sub-units (i.e. institutes), their structure, the staff, the research focus and teaching obligations, other activities, and, in particular, research projects and publications).

The procedure of the external evaluation consisted in a three-day visit of the external peers, starting from a general meeting between the heads of the sub-units, the dean of research, the speaker of the evaluation unit, the dean of the faculty, and the vice-rector with the peers to discuss the procedure. Then visits of the three peers took place to all sub-units of the evaluation unit including meetings with all the staff and discussing all aspects of the unit. A second meeting followed with the external peer in charge of the particular sub-unit. Accordingly, the sub-units were divided among the peers, who acted as a collective body as well as individuals in the evaluation. In the end, there was a common meeting with everybody involved in order to present the preliminary results of the evaluation by the external peers and to provide an opportunity for reactions by the heads of the sub-units. The next step is the written assessment of the peers, which is made available to the evaluation unit and sub-units for their comments. 

It should also be noted that in the whole procedure a representative of the Committee on Equal Treatment of the university has been present and actively took part. 

2.
Main Issues of Evaluation

The evaluation is focused on the situation and improvement of research, discussing all framework conditions and obstacles, which emanate from the staffing situation, the various obligations like the teaching load and the financial resources available. Particular emphasis is put on the possibilities of creating synergies within the faculty, of attracting external funding and of improving the working conditions. In that context also the issue of strengthening the cooperation between sub-units or even the question of splitting larger sub-units and merging smaller ones is discussed. There is also the issue of strategy development according to plans the sub-units have developed themselves or the faculty and its dean of research would like to see. The external peers have the opportunity to talk to the staff at all levels as they want. In certain cases, they also talk to master and doctoral students to see their conditions and views. However, the main focus is on research, whereas the teaching process is not given equal attention, which has led to criticism.

All in all the process gives not only interesting insights and assists strategy-building of the sub-units, but also provides a certain transparency about the functioning of other sub-units and their problems and an opportunity to look for common solutions. 

It is expected that when the faculties have to conclude the performance agreements with the rectorate, the dean of the faculty will in return conclude specific performance agreements with the respective sub-units.
C.
Additional instruments of quality assurance
The University of Graz has also introduced an internal peer review for the design of new study-programmes. The Curriculum Commission has the task of evaluation of new master programmes outside the regular studies, where standards, financial basis, and capacity of the teaching staff can be assessed. For new programmes there is also the requirement for an external evaluation of the proposed programme. For the future, an accreditation system is foreseen. 

In addition, there are several specific offers for the staff members of the university to upgrade themselves, i.e. with regard to teaching methods. For example, there is a Summer School on university management with a workshop on models of quality assurance and certification. This programme was aimed at the university management in order to discuss the definition of quality of university performance in research, teaching, and further education and management, the determination of quality standards and parameters and the organisation, documentation and certification of such processes.
Specific principles have been adopted by the Senate of the University of Graz in 2004 in order to secure good scientific practice and prevent undesirable attitudes in the science process. Accordingly, all scientists active at the University of Graz commit themselves to work only lege artis, i.e. to pursue their scientific work according to legal rules, ethical norms and to avoid scientific wrongdoing in their own work and to prevent it in their environment. This includes the respect for the intellectual property of others, no use of wrong data, no theft of ideas or unauthorised publication, prevention of sabotage of research activities of others or deletion of primary data as a result of purposeful wrongdoing or serious negligence etc.

Accordingly, the directors of organisational units or sub-units and the supervisors have the responsibility for quality assurance in their area and for the knowledge of the principles of good scientific practice by their students.

For complaints the University of Graz has established a Complaints Commission, which can undertake an internal evaluation and persecute scientific wrong doing. 

D.
Ranking 
The Faculty of Law of the University of Graz has introduced a system of ranking of students, based on the marks of the students. Every year, a special ceremony is organised, in which the best twenty students are presented to the public. For the students, to be higher up in the ranking has become an important objective improving their employability. 
The Austrian Agency for Quality Assurance is in charge of a faculty ranking, which has led to some discussions in the Faculty of Law of the University of Graz, not at least because the size and resources of different law faculties in Austria are difficult to compare, the more so with Germany and Switzerland. For the purpose of the ranking, four elements of evaluation were combined, i.e. questionnaires for the faculties, the professors, for students and the administration. The result allows to compare for example Law Faculties or specific studies like law in a pluraldimensional way, i.e. equipment, study and teaching, employment relevance etc. As a result a classification takes place in three groups: the top group, the middle group and the low-ranked group.

For example, professors were asked to evaluate the framework conditions of their research and teaching situation, like rooms and equipment, library, staff, finances and support by the university administration and then asked the question to which five universities in Austria, Germany and Switzerland they would send their daughter or son for their studies, if only the quality of education (not the costs) would be decisive. The own university could not be mentioned among the five. Professors were also asked which five universities in Austria, Germany and Switzerland they considered as leading in their field of research. Again, their own university was not to be included.
III.
Future perspectives

It should be said that the focus on quality assurance, which is part of the Bologna process, is of a rather recent nature also for Austria. Accordingly, there were some hesitations, if not resistance from some colleagues to this new development. The principle of university autonomy and academic freedom, however, can not be an argument against quality assurance. 

There certainly is a problem of comparability, because of the diversity of situations and working conditions. Still, the process helps to rationalize the existing conditions and to responsibilize the staff as well as the management with regard to their efficiency and the satisfaction of students. 

For the future it is expected that the instrument of accreditation will play a larger role, in particular for the accreditation of new private universities. In Austria, this is already used for the licensing of new universities, which have to go through an obligatory accreditation process by an Accreditation Council. Only recently, after the new university law of 2002, the Austrian Quality Assurance Agency (AQA) has been established as a common institution of the Austrian Universities, the Austrian Student Service and the Ministry for Education, Science and Culture. It is already assisting universities in their quality assurance activities and will in the future provide procedures for the evaluation of teaching programmes on the Baccalaureate and Master level and for the evaluation and certification of quality management processes. In this respect it can also provide a monitoring function for quality assurance at the universities, which all had to commit themselves in their statutes to establish a quality assurance process. 
However, in Austria, the universities are still in an early stage of learning to work with the new instruments of quality assurance, which should be considered as essential tools to improve the quality of teaching and research, but also must not be over-estimated in their potential. In particular, the question of who is drawing the conclusions and how the results are implemented appears to be crucial. It is also important that the process takes place on all levels of the organisation of the university including the university management itself. It should also encourage the faculties to develop new forms and procedures of responding to their collective responsibility for the teaching and research process. It also helps the faculties to understand and explain the problems they have to master in order to achieve their objectives.

In conclusion, the quality assurance approach provides new perspectives for a more rational organisation of the teaching and research process and is in the process to develop into an indispensable tool in the university community.
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