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Abstract

Success of national institutions of quality assessment (NIQA) and
accreditation of quality depends on the external quality assurance (EQA)
processes. In spite of the fact, it is more than two decades that continuous
quality assessment started in higher education in Iran. Nevertheless, the
external in higher education quality assessment (non-medical), has not been
done in an organized way yet. At the national level, three institutions have
been established to act as national quality assurance agency (QAA):1)
comprehensive higher education, 2) medical education, and 3) engineering
education. The QAA in medical education has been active in conducting EQA.
However, the other two NIQA have not yet been able to carry out EQA and
therefore not eligible for being recognized as an accredited QAA agency.
Based on the above, a research project was conducted to find out the actual
and desired states of the NIQA in Iran. In doing so, three research questions
were framed and answered in the research project. This article reports the
findings of the research project. The results indicated that the National
Institution of Quality Assessment of general medical education has been
successful. However, there is room for improvement of the other two NIQA.
In this regard, factors which are affecting such situation are analyzed and
towards improving the conditions of these two NIQA, a set of measures are
proposed.

Keywords: National institution, External assurance, Accreditation, Barriers
to continuous assessment, Higher education.

Introduction

The concept of continuous evaluation of quality in higher education system of
Iran was first introduced through a master’s program in measurement and
evaluation in 1976 (Bazargan, 2020). This program was launched at the newly
established Bu-Ali Sina University (BASU) in Hamadan. BASU was planned
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to be an innovative university emphasizing: programs with three
characteristics: interdisciplinary, problem-oriented and community outreach
(Bazargan, 2021).

A decade later, the then Ministry of Science and Higher Education (MSHE)
established a bureau of monitoring and evaluation (BME). Consequently, the
BME instructed each university to establish an office of monitoring and
evaluation under the vice-president for academic affairs. However, this office
was charged with several tasks but short of continuous evaluation of quality.

As the movement of quality assurance in higher education was gaining
ground at the global level during the 1990’s, the Ministry of Health, Treatment
and Medical Education (MHTME) decided to take steps towards introducing
continuous assessment in medical sciences universities. Towards this end, a
research project was designed and conducted to develop an evaluation model
which could fit the needs of quality assessment of medical education
(Bazargan, et al., 2000).

During the past two decades, the MSHE was re-named as the Ministry of
Science, Research and Technology (MSRT). The MSRT established an
agency called Center for Monitoring, Evaluation and Quality Assurance of
Higher Education (CMEQA) under the direct supervision of the minister. It
was supposed to act as a national agency for assessing the quality of higher
education, research and technology in Iran. Furthermore, the Ministry of
Health, Treatment and Medical Education established the Council for General
Medical Education to monitor and evaluate the quality of the general medical
education doctorate program. In addition to these two agencies, the Society of
Engineering Education helped the establishment of Iran Accreditation
Institute of Engineering Education in 201 1. Based to the above, a question was
framed as: “What is the actual and desired situation of continuous quality
assessment of higher education of Iran? Towards answering this question, a
research project was designed and carried out. This article reports on the
results of the research project.

Method

A case study approach was used to carry out the research project. In doing so,
data regarding national agencies were collected through observation and direct
contact with the relevant authorities. Furthermore, data about international and
regional agencies were collected from their platforms. Then, data were
analyzed to answer three research questions as follows:

1. What is the actual situation of national agencies for continuous quality
assessment (NACQA) of higher education in Iran?

2. What are the characteristics of the successful national institutions of quality
assessment at the international and regional (NIQAIR) levels and whether
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there is any difference between the NIQAIR characteristics and the NACQA
present situation?

3. What are the barriers and factors that threat the implementation of
continuous quality assessment of higher education in Iran?

Findings
As mentioned above, three institutions were established as national agencies
to assess the quality of different disciplines:

i) Center for Monitoring, Evaluation and Quality Assurance of Higher
Education (CMEQA),

i1) Secretariat of the Council for General Medical Education (SCGME),

iii) Iran Accreditation Institute of Engineering Education (IAIEE).

Data collected through direct observation, indicate that the CMEQA was
established in 2011 and charged with a heavy agenda. It is expected to assess
the quality of: 1) academic programs of higher education system (public and
private institutions); 2) research system of the country; and 3) technological
activities.

Facing with such a heavy agenda, the CMEQA concentrated on organizing
provincial teams to monitor the quality of private higher education. However,
such activity has not been based on a continuous quality assessment program.
Therefore, neither internal quality assurance (IQA), nor the external quality
assurance (EQA) was being planned for the system of higher education. But,
in 2019 the Center developed the Sanandaj Manual for research assessment
(Montazer,2019). This manual presents a model for evaluation of research
institutions. Based on this model, a few research institutions, under the MSRT,
were somehow assessed. Due to the process which was conducted for data
collection and analysis, the assessment process could not be considered
neither internal nor external evaluation.

The Ministry of Health Treatment and Medical Education (MHTME) has
been active in carrying out internal evaluation since 1996. A research projects
was conducted to develop a suitable model to assess medical education quality
in 1996 (Bazargan, et al., 2000). Consequently the model which was
developed in 1997 considered by academics as a suitable model not only to
assess the quality of departments at the medical sciences universities, but also
the departments in comprehensive universities as well. The model was
adopted for conducting IQA at the medical education departments in the
following years.

Gaining experience in assessing quality of medical education, the MHTME
decided to establish the SCGME. This institution has been active as a national
agency to assess the quality of general medical education doctorate program
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in Iran. It has helped more than 60 Faculties of Medical Education to conduct
IQA and prepare reports. Then, reviewing the IQA reports, it has organized
EQA of'the doctorate programs in those faculties. The SCGME used standards
of World Federation of Medical Education (WFME). Being aware of the need
for approval of its quality assessment process, the SCGME has gained the
approval of the WFME for a period of ten years in 2019.

Finally, the Iran Accreditation Institute of Engineering Education
(IAIEE).as a national agency for assessing the quality of engineering
education, was established in 2011. It has based assessment activities on the
American Board of Engineering and Technology (ABET) model. The ABET
model is comprised of nine criteria which is suitable for evaluating
engineering programs in a decentralized engineering education system (EES).
But, Iran engineering education system is centralized. In other words, the
academic programs in all universities of technology and faculties of
engineering are the same, which are approved by the Council for Higher
Education Planning Board at the Ministry of Science, Research and
Technology. Furthermore, although the IAIEE has been established ten years
ago, there has been not been any request for external evaluation neither from
universities of technology nor from faculties of engineering. Furthermore, the
IAIEE is considered as a non-profit organization which its funding resources
should come from the service charges that provide. But, due to many factors
which are impediment to quality assessment in Iran higher education system,
it seems there is no felt need for quality assessment at the EES.

With regard to the characteristics of the successful national institutions of
quality assessment (NIQA) at the international and regional, there are sets of
guidelines of good practice for the national institutions of quality assessment
(QA). A set of these guidelines has been published by the INQAAHE (2021)
and another set by the Asia-Pacific Quality Network (APQR, 2021). By
analyzing both guidelines, it is clear that the practice of external quality
assurance (EQA) by national institutions of QA is recognized as a veto for
refusing the eligibility. In this respect, among the three afore-mentioned
agencies which are dealing with continuous assessment, only the Secretariat
of the Council for General Medical Education has been conducting EQA
regularly. Therefore, the other two are lagging behind.

Towards answering the third research question, a focus group was used to
collect data. Results of this focus group indicate that there are at least ten
factors that threat the implementation of continuous quality assessment of
higher education in Iran. These factors and barriers are analyzed and
suggestions are made about how to face them.
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Conclusion

There are three agencies which are supposed to plan and monitor internal and
external quality assurance in higher education in Iran. It is argued that the
managerial approach to the IQA would not help quality enhancement as
expected in developing countries. This argument has been verified in the
research projects which are carried out in Iran (Bazargan & Farasatkhah ,
2019). The practice of collegial IQA would help the faculty members to
develop a sort of ownership of quality assessment. But, this has not taken
place.

As it is indicated above, at the national level in Iran, three institutions have
been established to act as national quality assurance agency (QAA). The
disciplines that they are dealing with are as follows: 1) comprehensive higher
education, 2) medical education, and 3) engineering education. The QAA in
medical education has been active in conducting EQA. However, the other
two have not yet been able to carry out external quality assurance processes.
Therefore, except the one which is dealing with medical education the other
two need to conduct external quality assessment and observe other guidelines
proposed by international or regional networks so that to be eligible for being
recognized as an accredited QAA agency.
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20. National Qualification Framework (NQF)
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