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The Keywords of Accreditation, from Ministry to Universi-
ties

Andrea Lombardinilo, Gabriele d’Annunzio University, Chieti-Pescara
andrea.lombardinilo@unich.it

Keywords: University, Reformism, Rationalization, Teaching Quality, Transpar-
ency

1. Teaching university innovation

The workshop of University Innovation - within the course of Sociology of
Education held at the Gabriele d’Annunzio University, Chieti-Pescara - aimed
to highlight through a double-analysis perspective, both ministerial and aca-
demic, and was developed thanks to the institutional engagement of the author
within the Ministry of Education, University and Research. In particular, the
study of the bureaucratic system marking the introduction of an accreditation
system allowed students to better understand the transition to the current aca-
demic ‘controlled autonomy’ triggered to contrast self-reference, fragmentation
and lack of transparency (De Martin, 2017).

Even though university renovation implies a thought shift, the study of ac-
creditation enables us to focus on a number of programmatic guidelines direct-
ing the path of rationalization, which is made explicit by the recurrence of some
featuring Keywords. Thus, the proposal of a Workshop of University Innovation
represented a significant opportunity to make clear the reasons that forced the
central government to restrict the programmatic autonomy of single universities,
the public support for which is nowadays bound to quality and efficiency perfor-
mances (Moscati, 2012).

The study of university reformism cannot neglect the analysis on the ongoing
accreditation process, whose normative references are disseminated with stra-
tegic Keywords expressing the way universities are being conducted by MIUR.
The aim is to further investigation on the double normative level regulating our
higher education system: the upper one regards the central government, the
other one concerns the peripheral academic institutions, whose accreditation
duties involve both degree and doctorate courses.

The challenge of evaluation entails the goal of economic sustainability, which
has become closely related to the assessment of merit and quality assurance.
This is one of the most significant achievements of the ‘assured universities’
drawn by the normative hypertrophy of our times (Morcellini et al., 2017). This
is what the Workshop of University Innovation tried to highlight starting from the
so-called ‘Pacchetto serieta’, introduced by the Ministry in 2007 with the aim of
limiting the negative effects of uncontrolled academic actions often pivoted on
local and personal necessities. For instance, it was the case of the honoris
causa degrees, the frequency of which risked being seen as an academic strat-
egy to advertise and attract enroliments. In the meantime, the inception of AN-
VUR in 2007 was functional to promoting a new evaluation system, which re-
placed the Policy Committee for Research Evaluation (CNVSU) as an (allegedly)
independent evaluation subject, endowed with wide and complex assessment
commitments (Capano et al., 2017).
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2. The keywords of accreditation: quality, transparency, merit

Indicators, parameters, criteria, monitoring, assessment, definition, planning:
these are some of the strategic sub-Keywords related to the accreditation of
degree courses and rationalization of the academic system, as the lexical anal-
ysis of some normative acts showed during the Workshop. These normative
policies inaugurated a new reformist season for our universities, which were
required to apply specific actions concerning quality assurance (in line with Law
no. 1/2009) to be monitored by ANVUR (dpr. 76/2010).

Therefore, the monitoring apparatus was fuelled by the interaction between
Ministry and Agency, in accordance with the progressive reduction of universi-
ties’ autonomy, which was weakened by the endless stream of didactic and fi-
nancial parameters also to be observed. In particular, art. no. 1, par. no.4 of
Law no. 240/2010 points out that ‘the Ministry, in observance of freedom of
teaching and university autonomy, defines purposes and strategic policies for
the system and its components and, by means of ANVUR as regards its duties,
it checks and assesses the features according to criteria of quality, transparency
and merit.

The preliminary issues that the workshop intended to probe concerned the
meaning of quality, transparency and merit, which can be considered as three
basic Keywords of the ongoing reformist process involving European universi-
ties as a whole. In fact, the advent of mass education imposed deep changes
on the way universities conceived their cognitive mission, which had to be rea-
ligned with the functional and experiential features of consumer society (Chris-
tensen and Eyring, 2011). Quality and transparency have rapidly become cen-
tral topics in higher education discourses: «In the days when university classes
contained highly selected students, the lecture and tutorial seemed to work well
enough. However, the increasingly drastic changes in the tertiary sector have
redrawn the university scene — not entirely disadvantageously for teaching qual-
ity» (Taggs, Bing, 2007: 1).

The principle of selection no longer matches social class or privilege mindset,
despite the fact that good social, cultural and economic conditions may undoubt-
edly fuel education quality and professional expectations. The University in de-
mocracy drawn by Habermas was inspired by the incumbent urgency to open
the academic boundaries up to society and young scholars often lacking the
necessary references (Lombardinilo, 2019), Thus, the principle of merit implies
the development of quality and transparency, starting from the teaching and
research practice inside classrooms and laboratories (Gavrila, 2018).

Nonetheless, the initial and periodical accreditation of degree courses repre-
sents a fundamental element of innovation in academic life, since it aims to in-
troduce awarding procedures within the distribution of public funds. Legislative
decree no. 19/2012 states that a ministerial decree should every three years
revise the indicators regarding: initial and periodical accreditation of courses
and venues; periodical assessment of efficiency, economic-financial sustaina-
bility and outcomes achieved by single universities in teaching and research
activities; public and legally recognized non-public universities, including online
universities. These indicators should be suggested by ANVUR in line with the
general guidelines for university planning.

The goal of quality improvement entails the compliance with teaching and
accreditation indicators set by the AVA system in line with decree no. 47/2013,
recently replaced by decree no. 6/2019. The mission of quality assurance re-
quires transparency, sustainability, diversification, awarding, which can be in-
terpreted as strategic Keywords of teaching reformism, rigidly aimed at con-
trasting the fragmentation of teaching (Losh, 2014).
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In practice, indicators and parameters for degree course sustainability are to
be interpreted as teaching outcomes founded on the accreditation procedures
outlined by Law no. 240/2010 (art. 5), which deals with the improvement of uni-
versity quality and efficiency and consequent introduction of awarding proce-
dures as regards funds allocation as well as the expectation of a periodic ac-
creditation system of universities (par. No. 1.a),

According to the normative apparatus, accreditation should be a double de-
gree evaluation process, both ministerial and academic, which should be piv-
oted on the assessing action centrally carried out by ANVUR and peripherally
by University Evaluation Committees. This is what decree no. 6/2019 estab-
lishes by updating and replacing the previous ministerial decrees focused on
accreditation, identified as no. 47/2013, 194/2015, 1059/2013 and 987/2016.
The latter started to relax the rigid didactic requirements defined by decree no.
47/2013, compliance with which could hamper the regular sustainability of those
courses lacking the necessary number of full professors and researchers.

The transition from ‘minimal’ to ‘necessary’ requirements successfully ex-
presses the functional shifts introduced by Law no. 240/2010 in the wake of
decree no. 17/2010, which anticipated the forthcoming introduction of the ac-
creditation system founded on the observance of initial and periodic accredita-
tion of degree courses. In this account, art. 3 of Law no. 240/2010 tethers the
introduction of such an accreditation system to ‘the use of specific indicators
previously defined by ANVUR for the control - carried out by universities - of
proper requirements both didactic, structural and managing, including teaching
and research qualification, along with economic and financial sustainability’ (lett.
3, par. A),

The definition of evaluation indicators may entail some relevant negative ef-
fects, especially the standardization of the whole evaluative process, which
should take into account the specific features of every single university, namely
geographical, scientific and economic. Nonetheless, the study of lexicographic
shifts between parameters, indicators and requirements allowed the students
involved in the Workshop to dwell on the programmatic ambiguity of such a
reformist process which should increase quality and efficiency through the de-
velopment of assessment policies in an effort to contrast academic self-refer-
ence (Borrelli, 2015),

Such centralized procedures do not neglect the local engagement that both
Evaluation and Joint Committees fuel to implement an effective assessment
mindset within the academic environment. As a matter of fact, the Ministry sup-
ports ‘the development of self-evaluation of quality and effectiveness of univer-
sities’ activities, also through their own evaluation and joint committees’ intro-
duced by Law no. 240/2010 (art.2, par. 2.g), The latter are endowed with an
institutional responsibility inspired by the principles of independence and auton-
omy: the same issues feature the evaluative strategies and policies triggered by
ANVUR, which were surveyed during the Workshop by focusing on the practical
impact of the AVA system on day-to-day academic operations.

Self-Evaluation, accreditation and evaluation are the three fundamental Key-
words within such a complex assessment framework, whose introduction rep-
resented a sort of Copernican revolution for our university system, since it in-
volves not only didactic activities, but also the recruitment system (through the
introduction of the National Scientific License and the quality classification of
journals), the accreditation of doctorate courses and the definition of economic-
property accounting.

In the background is the programmatic scenario triggered by the construction
of the European Space of Higher Education expected to be fully achieved in
accordance with Horizon 2020’s guidelines. Accreditation implies
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internationalization, since it aims to define ‘an evaluation system and quality
assurance of universities arranged at the European level, specifically in line with
the guidelines adopted by the High Education Ministers of the countries joining
the European Area of Higher Education’ (Law no. 240/2010, art.2, par. no. 2.d).

There is more to quality assurance than just programmatic indication: it can
be considered as the political cornerstone of such a reformist process, as was
claimed by European Higher Education Ministers in Paris (Ehea, 2018), Key-
words enabling the quality assurance process are ‘mobility’ and ‘recognition’, as
well as ‘removal’ and ‘replacement’, especially if they refer to the obstacles still
hampering the harmonization process of European universities (Trivellato,
Triventi, 2015).

With regard to the degree course, it can be reckoned that accreditation pro-
cedures are functional to the tightening of the planning autonomy of universities,
so as to reduce the number of adjunct professors and increase the engagement
of full professors (at times, under-employed).

By means of decrees no. 47/2013 and 987/2016, the Ministry has progres-
sively relaxed the rigid requirements needed for course sustainability, especially
in the light of the quantitative issues imposed by the progressive reduction of
financing and turnover. Furthermore, decree no. 6/2019 (which replaces decree
no. 987/2016) allows universities to acknowledge fixed-term researchers, ad-
junct professors and extraordinary professors among the teaching assets nec-
essary to the subsistence of every degree course.

The new normative deal appears to be inspired also by the need to safeguard
the autonomy of universities, which has been decidedly weakened by the nor-
mative hypertrophy of the last decade. In the meantime, the indicators concern-
ing the periodic assessment of university venues and courses endow academic
scholars with a diversified cluster of programmatic Keywords involving: teaching
indicators (Group A); internationalization (Group B); quality and environment of
research (Group C); economic sustainability (Group D); further indicators for
teaching assessment (Group E), All these indicators were inherited from the
previous AVA normative acts.

As regards Group A, teaching indicators are divided into five sectors: studies
regularity (1); attractiveness (2); sustainability (3); efficiency (4); teaching (5),
Every indicator is further described through corresponding sub-indicators. In ref-
erence to sub-indicator no. 3, sustainability can be measured through the ratio
between regular students and professors, including full professors and re-
searchers and tenure-track researchers per scientific area. The chance to coun-
ter fixed-researchers confirms the need to overcome the rigid teaching param-
eters set by decree no. 47/2013 and progressively relaxed by decrees no.
1059/2013 and 194/2015, later confirmed by decree no. 987/2016.

As regards indicator no. 5, the teaching indicator is consequently gauged
through two sub-indicators: the first concerns the percentage of full professors
belonging both to fundamental and to characterizing scientific sectors in the de-
gree courses of which they are in charge; the second indicator takes into ac-
count the features of the research quality indicator of teachers engaged in the
second degree courses. These sub-indicators compel universities to exploit
teaching resources to the utmost, so as to enhance teaching and research qual-
ity average and thus being granted ministerial financial incentives.

Furthermore, indicators drawn in Group E include students’ careers regular-
ity (1), efficiency (2) (measured in line with the percentage of those students
who would enroll again in the same course), teaching quality (3), The latter is
divided into two sub-indicators: E.3.1: Teaching hours supplied by full profes-
sors in comparison with the total amount of teaching hours; E.3.2: ratio between
tutor and students enrolled (in partial/full online courses).
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Conclusions

Indicators and sub-indicators concerning teaching quality assessment pro-
vide a series of programmatic Keywords to analyze the ongoing accreditation
process not only from a political and programmatic point of view, but also from
a lexicographic perspective. The latter may help scholars interpret the reformist
process through the concept of meta-change extended by Bauman (2001) when
dealing with education in the post-modern era. This innovation process is also
fed by some discursive insights tethering the macro-goals of quality, transpar-
ency and merit to the periodic assessment of venues and courses (Pellegrino,
Scivoletto, 2016),

These discursive insights are pointed out by a series of indicators defining
the quality assurance process. To the fore is the definition of academic policies
supporting the ‘aligned teaching and assessment’ achievable — according to
Biggs and Tang — through the empowerment of a real quality assurance mindset:
«Just as transformative reflection by individuals is founded on a theory of teach-
ing, quality enhancement in institutions is founded on a generally held philoso-
phy of teaching: the scholarship of teaching and learning» (Biggs, Tang, 2007:
263).
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