
International Institutional Accreditation 

in a Nutshell 
Independent peer review of how institutional quality assurance supports learning and teaching - 

from structures and responsibilities to programme-level impact. 

AQAS institutional accreditation gives a higher education institution a clear external decision on the 

effectiveness of its internal quality assurance system. The review combines an institution-wide 

perspective with evidence from at least one selected programme sample. This shows whether policies 

and responsibilities work in practice and contribute to the quality and development of learning and 

teaching. Independent peer review is combined with transparent requirements, personal coordination 

and developmental feedback. 

 

ELIGIBILITY 
State or state-recognised higher education institutions outside 

Germany 

FOCUS 
Institutional quality assurance for learning and teaching, tested 

through at least one programme sample 

METHOD 
Self-evaluation, independent peer review, site visit, report and 

consistent follow-up 

DECISION 
AQAS Standing Commission; a positive decision is valid for six 

years 

 

 

What the review examines 

The AQAS criteria are closely aligned with Part 1 of the Standards and Guidelines for 

Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). They examine whether 

the institution has reliable structures, responsibilities, decision-making processes and 

feedback mechanisms, and whether these arrangements lead to substantiated action. 

The core is quality assurance for learning and teaching; research and governance are 

considered only where they are directly relevant to that core. 

The following aspects are assessed: 

Quality-assurance policy, structures and 
responsibilities Design and approval of programmes 

Ongoing monitoring and periodic review Learning, teaching and student assessment 

Admission, progression, recognition and 
certification Teaching staff 

Learning resources and student support Information, data and public information 
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PREPARATION AND PEER REVIEW 

 

Preparation: a coherent institutional evidence base 

The procedure begins with a scoping conversation. AQAS discusses the institution's 

aims, profile and national context and clarifies the institutional scope, the programme 

sample, the required expert profile, the intended site-visit arrangements, the schedule 

and the costs. On this basis, AQAS prepares an individual quotation and, once it is 

accepted, agrees a working schedule with the institution. 

A dedicated AQAS consultant remains the main contact throughout. A preliminary 

workshop, normally online and available on site if requested, explains the criteria, 

sequence, evidence and responsibilities. It aligns expectations early while preserving the 

independence of the subsequent assessment. 

The self-evaluation report explains the institution's quality goals and how its internal 

system governs the design, approval, delivery, monitoring and development of 

programmes. It should show how leadership, faculties, quality-assurance units, staff and 

students contribute; how data and feedback are used; and how responsibilities and 

decisions are documented. 

Supporting evidence normally includes quality policies and manuals, process 

descriptions, committee remits, internal review instruments, data and examples of 

resulting decisions or improvements. Evidence for the selected programme sample allows 

the panel to trace the system from institutional arrangements to programme-level 

practice. AQAS checks the submission for completeness and prepares an initial report for 

the Standing Commission, which formally opens the procedure. 

The service experience: one dedicated contact, an agreed schedule, early 
clarification of the programme sample and structured feedback at key stages. 

 

 

 

Independent expert panel 

AQAS appoints an independent panel of experts representing academia, professional 

practice and students. Collectively, the experts bring experience in higher education 

leadership and quality assurance, institutional or system review, and the disciplinary field 

of the selected programme sample. AQAS also seeks an appropriate diversity of 

perspectives and, wherever possible, knowledge of the relevant region. 

The institution may propose the qualification profile required, but not suggest the persons 

to be involved. All experts confirm their impartiality. They receive written guidance, submit 

preliminary statements and take part in a procedure-specific preparatory meeting. 

 

 

Site visit: following the system into practice 

The duration and detailed agenda are tailored to the institution, the scope of the review 

and the programme sample. The panel normally meets institutional leadership, quality-

assurance staff, administration, faculty and programme representatives, teaching staff, 

students and, where relevant, graduates and representatives of professional practice. 

Relevant facilities and supporting evidence are also considered. 

Discussions follow the quality cycle from goals and responsibilities through 

implementation and evidence to decision-making, feedback and improvement. AQAS 

deliberately allows sufficient time for substantive dialogue rather than limiting meetings to 

information collection. The visit concludes with brief verbal feedback on the panel's 

principal impressions, including strengths and possible shortcomings. 
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DECISION, FOLLOW-UP AND NEXT STEPS 

 

Report and decision: transparent from evidence to outcome 

Following the site visit, the panel prepares a reasoned report with evidence-based 

findings and a recommendation. It explains both the institutional arrangements and the 

evidence of their effectiveness, including the programme sample. AQAS coordinates the 

drafting process. Once the panel has confirmed the draft, the institution receives it and 

can comment on it. Both documents, the report and the comment are send to the AQAS 

Standing Commission. 

The Commission's decision may be a) accreditation without conditions, b) accreditation 

with conditions, c) postponement of the procedure or d) denial of accreditation. A positive 

decision (a and b) is valid for six years. 

The institution is informed in writing and has four weeks to object to the decision or the 

imposition of conditions under AQAS's complaints and appeals procedure. After the 

objection period, AQAS publishes the result, the final report and the panel members' 

names on its website and in the Database of External Quality Assurance Results 

(DEQAR). 

Accreditation without conditions Accreditation with conditions 

Postponement of the procedure Denial of accreditation 
 

 

 

Follow-up and reaccreditation 

If conditions are imposed, the institution normally has twelve months to describe and 

document how they have been fulfilled. AQAS usually asks the experts involved in the 

review process if the evidence provided by the institution is sufficient to demonstrate that 

the areas of enhancement are addressed. Based on the experts' feedback, the Standing 

Commission then takes the final follow-up decision. Where justified, a grace period of 

normally three months may be granted; if conditions are ultimately not fulfilled, the 

accreditation is withdrawn. 

A postponed procedure (decision c) may be resumed after the identified shortcomings 

have been addressed, within a maximum period of 18 months. Revised documentation is 

reviewed by the experts and, if required, a further digital or confirmation visit may take 

place. 

Reaccreditation applies the same criteria but gives greater weight to evidence from the 

completed accreditation period: the development and reach of the internal quality-

assurance system, its effects across programmes, the response to previous findings and 

the use of data and stakeholder feedback to support substantiated change. 

 

PLANNING A 

PROCEDURE 

The AQAS International Team will help clarify the appropriate scope and programme 

sample, the likely expert profile, an indicative schedule and the organisational 

arrangements for the site visit. AQAS will then prepare an individual quotation. Where 

useful, a separate programme accreditation can be coordinated with the institutional 

review while retaining distinct reports and decisions. 

Contact the AQAS International Team 

 


