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Preamble 

This quality assurance concept is based on Part 3 of the ESG (Standards and Guidelines for Quality 

Assurance Agencies) and pursues the following objectives: 

1. The long-term positioning of AQAS e. V. as an agency for quality assurance in the education 

sector 

2. Recognition of AQAS e. V. in the national and international context 

3. Safeguarding of the high quality of procedures conducted by AQAS e. V.  

The starting point is the Agency’s understanding of quality, as expressed in its Mission Statement, 

which is fundamental to all quality assurance procedures in higher education for which AQAS is re-

sponsible.  

Four internal stakeholders, each with different competencies and tasks, are responsible for the im-

plementation of quality measures: the Management Board, the Standing Commission, the Complaints 

Commission and the AQAS Head Office staff. The experts act as external stakeholders; their qualifi-

cations and expertise are a prerequisite for the quality of procedures. 

The decision to align with the ESG was made deliberately to demonstrate that AQAS operates on an 

ESG basis. To demonstrate the implementation of the described procedures in operational work, a 

list of corresponding rules, basic decisions, and procedural materials that have been adopted by the 

responsible body is provided for each standard. 

The integration of the relevant procedures into the PDCA cycle is facilitated by a separate QA policy 

that includes links to documents and folders for AQAS-internal users.  
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1. Activities, policy and processes for quality assurance 

Basis: ESG 3.1  

AQAS undertakes external quality assurance activities as defined in Part 2 of the ESG on a regular 

basis. AQAS has clear and explicit goals and objectives that are part of its publicly available mission 

statement. These translate into the daily work of AQAS. AQAS ensures the involvement of stakehold-

ers in their governance and work. 

Guidelines: 

To ensure the meaningfulness of external quality assurance, it is important that institutions and the public trust 

agencies. 

Therefore, the goals and objectives of the quality assurance activities are described and published along with the 

nature of interaction between the agencies and relevant stakeholders in higher education, especially the higher 

education institutions, and the scope of the agencies’ work. The expertise in the agency may be increased by 

including international members in agency committees. 

A variety of external quality assurance activities are carried out by agencies to achieve different objectives. 

Among them are evaluation, review, audit, assessment, accreditation or other similar activities at programme or 

institutional level that may be carried out differently. When the agencies also carry out other activities, a clear 

distinction between external quality assurance and their other fields of work is needed. 

Objective 

The “Agency for Quality Assurance through the Accreditation of Study Programmes” (AQAS) is a reg-

istered association that sees itself as an institution supported by universities and academic societies 

and that is dedicated to the quality assurance and quality development of learning and teaching at 

universities. The assessment procedures within the national accreditation system and the international 

accreditation procedures conducted by AQAS promote diversity of study programmes, assure their 

quality, and create transparency. Consequently, these procedures contribute to the international com-

parability and recognition of study programmes and offer reliable guidance to prospective students.  

AQAS is one of the stakeholders involved in the creation of the European Higher Education Area and 

contributes to the development of reliable and comparable quality assurance systems in a national 

and international context. 

AQAS acts on the basic premise that universities take their own responsibility for the quality of teaching 

and learning, while quality assurance procedures are appropriate to assess whether specific quality 

assurance criteria are met and if there are areas of concern for which quality improvement measures 

need to be developed. This understanding of quality by AQAS is a guiding principle that is also reflected 

in the Agency’s Mission Statement. 

AQAS works on the basis of continuous strategic planning, which is undertaken by the Management 

Board. Strategic planning is aimed at shaping the Agency’s activities in line with national and interna-

tional developments and requirements in the education sector.  

Structure of the Agency 

According to the Agency’s Articles of Association (Section 5), the association’s bodies are 

▪ the General Assembly, 

▪ the Management Board,  

▪ the Standing Commission, and  

▪ the Complaints Commission. 
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Members of the Management Board are reputable academics with experience in managing universi-

ties or universities of applied sciences. They identify with the goals of the Bologna Process and share 

the understanding of quality assurance in teaching and learning as expressed in the Agency’s Mission 

Statement.  

The Management Board is also responsible for setting strategic objectives for the agency. A corre-

sponding strategy is drawn up regularly for a five-year period. 

All procedures are closely monitored by the Standing Commission as the responsible body; the stake-

holder principle is thus considered when appointing its members: 

▪ In national procedures, the Standing Commission decides on the proposal regarding compliance 

with the formal criteria in preparation for the programme or quality assurance system of the HEI to 

gain national accreditation; it also appoints panels of experts and takes note of the experts’ assess-

ment in compliance with the academic criteria in the experts’ report.  

▪ In international procedures, the Standing Commission makes decisions concerning programme 

accreditation and institutional accreditation based on the recommendation of the panel of experts. 

The Standing Commission also addresses external assessment procedures concerning evaluation 

or certification and, if necessary, makes decisions accordingly. The commission is also responsible 

for the adoption of resolutions regarding process principles and criteria for these procedures (Sec-

tion 8 of the Articles of Association). In addition, AQAS has developed a code of conduct for its 

international procedures, which takes into account the key considerations. 

Within the framework of the appeals and complaints procedure, the Complaints Commission has 

the task of assessing objections of universities that could not be resolved through further consultation 

in the meetings of the Standing Commission or referral to the Management Board or the manage-

ment, and the task of taking a final decision for the association.  

All commission members are appointed by the Management Board for a period of three years. Re-

election is permitted. 

All AQAS bodies have adopted Rules of Procedure.  

The work of all bodies is supported by the Head Office, which also continuously provides information 

on national and international developments relevant to the work of the Agency. 

Implementation of external quality assurance procedures 

The purpose of the Articles of Association is achieved through the implementation of procedures at 

national and international level. They consist of the assessment of study programmes and quality as-

surance systems with external involvement and, where applicable, their accreditation. The activities of 
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the association are aimed at securing a high level of quality in education at universities and promoting 

the international recognition of degrees, taking into account national and international requirements.  

In international procedures, as in national procedures, the aim is to ensure the quality of study pro-

grammes and/or quality assurance systems, as well as to promote the enhancement of study pro-

grammes for students and/or of quality assurance systems for study programmes. The publication of 

the results makes it easier for prospective students to select a university and a study programme that 

suits them.  

Assessment procedures in preparation for national programme accreditation 

The subject matter of programme accreditation in accordance with the MRVO are bachelor’s and mas-

ter’s programmes offered by state or state-recognised universities in Germany. The following aspects 

are assessed in the context of programme accreditation procedures: the appropriateness of a study 

programme’s qualification goals and the competences expressed therein, as well as their implementa-

tion in a coherent study programme concept and the subject-content organisation of the study pro-

gramme, the resources, the organisation of studies and examinations, and the university’s internal pro-

cedures for ensuring academic success and quality assurance. The procedures are intended to promote 

the further development of study programmes and contribute to enhancing their quality. 

The following aspects apply to the implementation of programme accreditation procedures: 

▪ The procedures comply with national and European standards (MRVO/ESG).  

▪ The procedure aims to ensure the comparability of study programmes, hence equivalence rather 

than similarity.  

Assessment procedures in preparation for national system accreditation 

By assessing the quality assurance systems of universities, the German system provides an alterna-

tive to programme accreditation that places greater emphasis on the university’s self-responsibility. 

Here, the process and criteria of the procedure are stipulated by the MRVO and the relevant state 

decree, too. Universities that assure the quality of their study programmes themselves are given the 

opportunity to demonstrate that their QA system enables them to ensure that their study programmes 

meet the qualification goals and quality standards. The procedure involves examining whether the 

university has a closed QA system within which it systematically reviews and implements the formal 

and academic criteria for study programmes laid down in the MRVO, including the involvement of 

external expertise of the different stakeholders (professors, labour market representatives, and stu-

dents). After a successful system accreditation, universities are granted the right to refrain from un-

dergoing programme accreditation and to award the GAC seal for study programmes that they have 

assessed themselves. 

International accreditation procedures 

International procedures are not subject to the framework of the German accreditation system but are 

clearly structured in accordance with the European Standards and Guidelines and are defined by the 

current version of the ESG. International procedures have no legal effect and do not intervene with 

the national requirements of the relevant accreditation system.  

The criteria set out by AQAS for programme accreditation are based directly on the ESG and address 

all of the areas defined therein. 

The following aspects apply to the implementation of international programme accreditation procedures: 

▪ The assessment of study programmes is based on the goals set by the university. 

▪ The accreditation procedure involves reviewing 

­ the appropriateness of the gaols and of the concepts,  

https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/23
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­ and the suitability of the study programme, resources, and the organisation for achieving 

those goals. 

▪ The procedure is based on the ESG and the European Qualifications Framework. 

▪ The procedure aims to ensure the comparability of study programmes, hence equivalence rather 

than similarity. 

Institutional accreditation procedures at foreign universities focus on the extent to which the afore-

mentioned criteria are taken into account by the university’s internal quality assurance system. This 

involves evaluating whether the university’s own system can ensure that its study programmes meet 

the requirements. This assessment includes the alignment with the ESG and the European Qualifi-

cations Framework.  

Procedures based on the European Approach 

Procedures based on the European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes (or Euro-

pean Approach for short) are a special case. This is mentioned in Section 10 of the Specimen Decree 

(MRVO) as a potential procedure for ensuring the quality assurance and quality development of indi-

vidual study programmes with external involvement (programme accreditation), meaning that proce-

dures based on the European Approach may also be conducted in Germany. The AQAS Standing 

Commission is responsible for taking decisions in these procedures. However, the result must be 

recognised by GAC in Germany and the respective bodies/agencies in the other countries involved 

in the programme according to their national rules and in case the European Approach is applicable. 

Other activities 

Based on a resolution of the General Assembly, AQAS founded the AQAS ARCH GmbH (“Accred-

itation, Reviews and Consulting in Higher Education”) as a spin-off on 1 January 2015 in order 

to achieve a transparent distinction between accreditation based on the ESG, which is conducted by 

the association (e. V.), and other services in higher education, which are conducted by the limited 

liability company (GmbH). 

Objective 

By separating areas of activity – with the traditional implementation of assessment and accreditation 

procedures in the association and other projects beyond those activities in the GmbH – the Agency 

sought to achieve greater transparency, both internally and externally, and to avoid mixing consul-

tancy and accreditation within a single organisation. Against this backdrop, the Management Board 

set the goal of establishing a separate company with greater room for manoeuvre that can offer ad-

ditional services to universities and educational institutions. Consequently, the association 

(AQAS e. V.) now only serves its actual purpose (assessment/accreditation of universities’ quality 

assurance systems and study programmes).  

Projects of a different nature are carried out via the GmbH. Although this goes far beyond the asso-

ciation’s core business (implementation of assessment and accreditation procedures), it still serves 

the association’s purpose of promoting education and training and is often related to the activities of 

German universities or German and European scientific organisations (e.g., TEMPUS or DAAD pro-

jects). AQAS considers it essential to participate in international projects and to share knowledge with 

international stakeholders because the Agency sees itself as a partner of German universities in pro-

moting their internationalisation efforts. 
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The following table shows how AQAS e.V. task areas differ from those of AQAS ARCH GmbH:  

Task areas of AQAS e.V. Task areas of AQAS ARCH GmbH 

Programme accreditation in Germany  Involvement in EU projects as a project partner 

System accreditation in Germany Assessment of further education (certificate) 

Programme accreditation international Workshops on specific issues 

Institutional accreditation international Consultancy projects in the area of quality assurance  

It is unacceptable for AQAS to be involved in a procedure, whether programme accreditation or sys-

tem/institutional accreditation, if it has previously provided (or is currently providing) consultancy to 

the same university. The ESG and the “Code of Good Practice for the Members of the European 

Consortium for Accreditation in Higher Education” apply (and have been effective since the GmbH 

was established). 

Concept 

The basic model of the spin-off company can be outlined as follows:  

▪ Spin-off as a GmbH company (Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung – limited liability company) 

(formation by cash subscription), 

▪ AQAS e. V. (represented by the General Assembly) as the sole shareholder, 

▪ the Management Board, representing the e. V., constitutes the shareholders’ meeting. 

Human resources are provided by the e. V. in the context of posting temporary workers, for which a 

labour supply contract has been concluded. 

Legal basis 

Under non-profit legislation, it is permissible for charitable bodies to establish and manage subsidiar-

ies that are profit-making. 

The Articles of Association of AQAS e. V. permit the establishment of subsidiaries: regarding this, 

the second sentence of Section 2(3) states that the association may set up companies and  

participate in them. 

The GmbH may carry out its work in the existing premises of AQAS e. V., for which it pays an appro-

priate usage fee to the association. Similarly, the human resources required for the work of the GmbH 

are temporarily provided to the GmbH by AQAS e. V., meaning that the subsidiary GmbH is able to 

use the human and material resources of AQAS e. V. Labour supply contracts were concluded ac-

cordingly. Since the same people represent the executive bodies, the association participates directly 

in the general business of the GmbH. Moreover, this also ensures that the quality requirements of 

AQAS e. V. are met within the GmbH. 

Income from business operations is subject to corporation tax and trade tax.  

The GmbH does not have any staff or bodies of its own.  

Involvement of stakeholders 

AQAS attracts competent individuals who identify with the goals of the Bologna Process and share 

the understanding of the quality of teaching and learning, as expressed in the Agency’s Mission State-

ment, to work voluntarily in the Standing Commission. In accordance with its Articles of Association, 

these individuals are academics, labour market representatives, and students. AQAS attaches great 

importance to the equal involvement of all relevant stakeholders in its commissions, as laid down in 

its Articles of Association. International members also participate in the Standing Commission.  
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Documentary evidence:  

➔ Articles of Association General Assembly 

➔ Mission statement Management Board 

➔ Strategy (2026–2031) Management Board 

➔ Rules of Procedure of the Management Board Management Board 

➔ Rules of Procedure of the Standing Commission Standing Commission 

➔ Rules of Procedure of the Complaints Commission Complaints Commission 

➔ Code of Conduct Head Office 

➔ Sequences of international procedures 

­ programme accreditation 

­ institutional accreditation 

Standing Commission 

➔ Criteria & indicators for international procedures 

­ bachelor’s & master’s programmes 

­ PhD programmes 

­ institutional accreditation 

Standing Commission 

 

2. Official status 

Basis: ESG 3.2 Official status 

AQAS has an established legal basis and is formally recognised as a quality assurance agency by 

the competent public authorities. 

Guidelines: 

In particular when external quality assurance is carried out for regulatory purposes, institutions need to have the 

security that the outcomes of this process are accepted within their higher education system, by the state, the 

stakeholders and the public. 

An important element of the self-conception of AQAS as an agency for quality assurance is that the 

organisation and its work is also periodically and systematically reviewed. Given that AQAS has been 

authorised by GAC to implement assessment procedures under the MRVO in Germany, it has the 

status of a nationally recognised organisation for external quality assurance. Since the registration on 

EQAR is a prerequisite for recognition in Germany, conformity of the Agency’s work with the ESG is 

also a necessary condition for the authorisation by GAC. 

Legal basis 

AQAS e. V. was entered as an association under No. VR 17554 of the Register of Associations of 

Cologne Local Court (Amtsgericht Köln) on 24 January 2013 and was recognised as charitable.1 

The AQAS General Assembly is held once annually.  

National recognition 

AQAS e. V. was accredited for the first time by the German Accreditation Council (GAC) on 

14 March 2002 and has been authorised to implement programme accreditation procedures in Ger-

many ever since. This has also been the case for system accreditation procedures since 2008. Since 

 
1  AQAS e. V. was founded in 2002 and was entered in the Register of Associations of Bonn Local Court 

(Amtsgericht Bonn) (20 VR 8059) until February 2013. 
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the Interstate Study Accreditation Treaty came into force on 1 January 2018, GAC has been respon-

sible for accreditation decisions.  

International recognition 

AQAS e. V. has been a full member of ENQA since 19 November 2008 and has been listed on the 

European register EQAR since 2010.  

 

Documentary evidence:  

➔ Excerpt from the Register of Associations General Assembly 

➔ Approval by German Accreditation Council Management Board 

➔ Confirmation of full membership of ENQA Management Board 

➔ Confirmation that AQAS is listed on EQAR Management Board 

 

3. Independence 

Basis: ESG 3.3 Independence 

AQAS is independent and acts autonomously. AQAS has full responsibility for its operations and the 

outcomes of those operations without third party influence. 

Guidelines: 

Autonomous institutions need independent agencies as counterparts. 

In considering the independence of an agency the following are important: 

▪ Organisational independence, demonstrated by official documentation (e.g. instruments of government, leg-

islative acts or statutes of the organisation) that stipulates the independence of the agency’s work from third 

parties, such as higher education institutions, governments and other stakeholder organisations; 

▪ Operational independence: the definition and operation of the agency’s procedures and methods as well as 

the nomination and appointment of external experts are undertaken independently from third parties such 

as higher education institutions, governments and other stakeholders;  

▪ Independence of formal outcomes: while experts from relevant stakeholder backgrounds, particularly stu-

dents, take part in quality assurance processes, the final outcomes of the quality assurance processes re-

main the responsibility of the agency. 

Anyone contributing to external quality assurance activities of an agency (e.g. as expert) is informed that while 

they may be nominated by a third party, they are acting in a personal capacity and not representing their constit-

uent organisations when working for the agency. Independence is important to ensure that any procedures and 

decisions are solely based on expertise. 

Organisational independence 

AQAS e. V. is an organisation of universities, each of which is represented in the General Assembly 

by a member of the university management. The supporting association is organised under private 

law and operates independently of the state or ministries. 

It is of central importance to AQAS that member universities have no influence on the implementation 

of procedures, whether national or international: the Standing Commission operates independently 

of the General Assembly and the Management Board and is not accountable to them. Personnel 

interdependencies are ruled out. Consequently, neither the Management Board nor the General As-

sembly can influence the decisions taken by the Standing Commission. According to the AQAS 
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complaints procedure, only the Complaints Commission, which acts independently of the other AQAS 

bodies, can reverse decisions of the Standing Commission or work towards their amendment.  

In addition to academics from both types of higher education institutions (universities/universities of 

applied sciences) from both Germany and abroad, labour market representatives and students are 

also full members of the Standing Commission and the Complaints Commission.  

In international procedures, the Standing Commission is responsible for taking the final decision on 

the accreditation of a study programme or a quality assurance system. In justified cases, the com-

mission may decide to deviate from the experts’ vote. Within the Standing Commission, members are 

not involved in decision-taking regarding procedures relating to their own university. 

Operational independence 

In national procedures, the steps of assessment procedures for the preparation of programme or 

system accreditation are laid down in binding form by the MRVO. In international procedures, the 

Standing Commission (SC) determines the course of procedures (see Annex I.2.c.2 and I.2.d.1). 

The SC appoints panels of experts for all assessment procedures conducted by AQAS. The Head Office 

notifies the university in good time of the composition of the relevant panel of experts and gives the 

university a certain period of time to raise reasoned objections to members of the panel of experts. 

Reasoned objections must be submitted in writing. The university has no right of proposal and/or veto.  

For assessment procedures in Germany, the composition of panels of experts is based on the  

specifications of the MRVO and the relevant HRK guidelines on the nomination of professors for 

review panels of 24 April 2018.The processes for the nomination and appointment of experts in inter-

national procedures are based on the “Principles for the Selection of Experts” of the European Con-

sortium for Accreditation (ECA). Experts in national and international procedures sign a declaration 

for involvement in expert activities, in which they declare, among other things, their impartiality 

and their obligation to maintain confidentiality in the procedure.  

Impartiality of results 

AQAS is aware that a key responsibility of an accreditation agency is to ensure that the results of its 

assessment and accreditation procedures are impartial. After all, the system as a whole will only be 

accepted if there is trust in the neutrality of the different stakeholders. 

Appointment of members of commissions and panels of experts 

The composition of the SC is defined in the Articles of Association of AQAS e. V. such that additional 

expertise can be added in case this is needed. Commission members from academia and the repre-

sentatives of professional practice have professional expertise or experience relevant to the commis-

sion’s work. The student members have previous experience as student experts in accreditation pro-

cedures. Other criteria for appointment are a sound professional reputation, openness to different 

approaches, receptiveness to the Bologna Process, and a good overview of the subject concerned. 

All commission members are aware that they perform this task on account of their personal expertise 

and not as representatives of their organisation, even if proposed for the role by their organisation.  

The impartiality of results is ensured by the relevant criteria for the nomination and appointment of 

experts. Members of the panel of experts must sign a declaration of impartiality which, among other 

things, addresses the main aspects of potential bias and in which the experts undertake to treat with 

confidentiality all documents and the insights gained. 
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Oversight of procedures by the Head Office 

All communication within the procedure takes place via the AQAS Head Office, in its capacity as a 

neutral body in the procedure; the Head Office also accompanies all site visits and coordinates the 

preparation of the experts’ report. In national procedures, the structure for the experts’ report stipu-

lated by GAC must be used. 

If, contrary to expectations, it becomes apparent during the assessment procedure that members of 

the panel of experts pursue their own interests, it is the duty of the consultant overseeing the proce-

dure to intervene in a moderating capacity during the site visit, where necessary. In national proce-

dures, any individual opinions, dissenting opinions and such must be indicated accordingly so that 

GAC, as the decision-making body, can consider them. The university is also given the opportunity 

to submit a written statement to the Agency (with the consultant responsible forwarding the statement 

to the experts, where applicable), and to submit a written statement to GAC before it takes its decision. 

Separation of the assessment and decision-making levels 

When designing accreditation procedures, it is common practice in the European context to separate 

the assessment level from the decision-making level.  

In national accreditation procedures, the SC decides on the Agency’s proposal regarding the fulfil-

ment of formal criteria in procedures for the preparation of programme and system accreditation. It is 

the sole responsibility of the panel of experts to review the academic criteria. The experts’ assessment 

is not bound by instructions and is undertaken on the basis of their own expertise. The MRVO gives 

the university the possibility to comment on the experts’ report. The national system does not provide 

a resolution by the SC. In the course of the internal quality assurance of AQAS, however, the SC is 

provided with the accreditation report for its information following the completion of the assessment. 

In national procedures, the final decision is taken by GAC on the basis of this accreditation report. 

In international accreditation procedures, the experts’ report containing their recommendation for de-

cision and any comments that may have been submitted by the university are the basis for all deci-

sions by the SC. The SC takes its decisions autonomously and without being bound by instructions. 

This separation of the assessment and the decision-making levels complies with usual good practice 

in the European Higher Education Area.  

 

Documentary evidence:  

➔ Rules of Procedure of the Standing Commission Standing Commission 

➔ Rules of Procedure of the Complaints Commission Complaints Commission 

➔ Appeals and complaints procedure Management Board 

➔ Guidelines for experts  

­ in national programme accreditation procedures  

­ in international programme accreditation procedures 

Head Office 

 

➔ Declaration of experts’ impartiality  

­ in national programme accreditation 

­ in national system accreditation 

­ in international procedures 

Head Office 

➔ Sequences of international procedures  

­ programme accreditation 

­ institutional accreditation 

Standing Commission 
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4. Thematic analyses 

Basis: ESG 3.4 Thematic analyses 

AQAS regularly publishes reports that describe and analyse the general findings of the external qual-

ity assurance activities of AQAS. 

Guidelines: 

In the course of their work, agencies gain information on programmes and institutions that can be useful beyond 

the scope of a single process, providing material for structured analyses across the higher education system. 

These findings can contribute to the reflection on and the improvement of quality assurance policies and pro-

cesses in institutional, national and international contexts. 

A thorough and careful analysis of this information will show developments, trends and areas of good practice 

or persistent difficulty. 

AQAS considers sharing experiences and feeding them back into the system to be an important in-

strument for actively participating in the discourse on accreditation issues at both national and inter-

national levels. On the one hand, this refers to the production of thematic analyses that address 

specific issues, thus covering the two main thematic areas of AQAS.  

AQAS also considers it important to publish or present the outcomes and experiences gained in the 

course of accreditation and review procedures and other projects in a theme-based and concise man-

ner. The aim is to feed key findings back into the system, by “reporting back”, enabling other stake-

holders to benefit, too. For this reason, the forms in which AQAS presents its experience vary.  

These thematic activities include: 

▪ Conference contributions, lectures, and presentations,  

▪ publication of news on the website,  

▪ provision of training and workshops,  

▪ participation in interviews and panel discussions,  

▪ publications. 

In addition, AQAS is represented on several committees, e.g., as agency representative at GAC and 

in various ENQA working groups.  
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5. Resources 

Basis: ESG 3.5 Resources 

AQAS has adequate and appropriate resources, both human and financial, to carry out its work. 

Guidelines: 

It is in the public interest that agencies are adequately and appropriately funded, given higher education’s important 

impact on the development of societies and individuals. The resources of the agencies enable them to organise 

and run their external quality assurance activities in an effective and efficient manner. Furthermore, the resources 

enable the agencies to improve, to reflect on their practice and to inform the public about their activities. 

In Germany, the accreditation system is organised on a non-profit basis. In light of this, AQAS e. V. 

is organised as a non-profit organisation, which, among other things, means that all procedures must 

be calculated to break even, without making a profit.  

As a legal entity, AQAS e. V. is responsible for the internal administration of the Agency, e.g., prepar-

atory accounting or payroll processing is done by the administrative staff of the Head Office (in coop-

eration with a tax consultancy). This is also taken into account in resource planning.  

The management is responsible for the implementation of strategic planning, including financial plan-

ning. It reports regularly to the Management Board and provides it with extensive information on the 

development of the Agency.  

AQAS must follow the legal requirements for registered associations in its internal administration. For 

example, AQAS is required by law to submit monthly advance VAT returns and annual VAT returns 

to the Tax Office. The Agency’s non-profit status is reviewed by the Tax Office every three years after 

submitting a corporation tax return for corporations that pursue charitable purposes.  

Besides reviewing the Agency’s non-profit status, the financial administration also conducts external 

audits of wage tax on an irregular basis, special VAT audits, and audits for all forms of taxes. In 

addition, regular checks are carried out to ensure that social security contributions for employees 

have been properly paid.  

Financial planning 

▪ The annual budget plan for AQAS is prepared by the association’s Management Board in cooper-

ation with the management and the Agency’s tax advisor and adopted by the General Assembly. 

In addition, AQAS voluntarily prepares balance sheets for the information of its members.  

▪ To monitor the economic development of the Agency, its tax advisor prepares a monthly control-

ling report, documenting, among other things, the Agency’s sales revenues and costs incurred by 

the Head Office, broken down by cost type. In accordance with the Decision of the Management 

Board of 21 May 2007, these controlling reports are distributed to all members of the Management 

Board monthly and signed off by the Management Board Chair and the Treasurer. 

▪ In order to keep costs to a minimum in the universities’ interest, costs of procedures are calculated 

tightly. The Management Board has adopted a travel expenses policy to clarify which costs can 

be covered by AQAS; this policy is distributed to all panels of experts before the site visit.  

Material resources 

▪ The AQAS Head Office currently has 480 square metres of office space at its disposal in the city 

centre of Cologne. In most cases, offices are shared by two AQAS employees. The meeting room 

can be used as a break room.  
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▪ AQAS attaches great importance to appropriate workplace equipment: All workstations are 

equipped with ergonomic desks and chairs, as well as laptops or computers, and all staff mem-

bers have business smartphones. If technical devices are needed on an individual basis to im-

prove ergonomics, these needs are addressed. Multifunctional devices (for photocopying, scan-

ning and printing) are also available. 

▪ AQAS has put the necessary framework in place for remote working: All data and applications 

are made available in a virtual working environment. Microsoft 365 is used for this purpose in-

cluding Microsoft Teams for (internal) communication. 

▪ AQAS implements the requirements of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in all 

processes and has appointed its own data protection officer.  

▪ The IT equipment is organised, updated, and maintained by a system administrator who is sup-

ported by an external system house. 

▪ An IT Policy adopted by the Management Board governs employees’ rights and obligations with 

regard to ensuring data security. Among other things, it regulates the use of passwords, company 

data, and company hardware. All employees have given their written undertaking to comply with 

the IT Policy.  

▪ In order to set out the possibilities and limitations of using AI at AQAS, the Management Board 

has also adopted an AI policy. 

Human resources 

▪ The AQAS Head Office is divided into several areas with clear responsibilities: the Head Office is 

led by the Managing Directors. The contextual oversight of accreditation procedures is the respon-

sibility of consultants who are supported by two project assistants and an organisational assistant.  

▪ The administration comprises the following areas: Administration of Procedures, Accounts and 

HR and Organisation. Key areas of overlap between the different sections have been defined in 

writing. In addition, individual consultants are responsible for performing other administrative 

tasks along the lines of “support processes” (e.g., legal, system administration, etc.). Positions 

for student assistants are also in place to support the AQAS Head Office.  

▪ The AQAS Head Office is split into two teams that reflect the Agency’s main business segments 

(national procedures/international procedures). The Quality Assurance division is an independent 

area that acts across divisions. 

▪ Staff is recruited on the basis of previously agreed criteria (related to the respective position) and 

as part of an appropriate procedure. AQAS attaches great importance to all consultants having 

relevant experience. In the international division, importance is attached to them also having 

worked or studied abroad. 

▪ The Head Office has developed measures for integrating new consultants in a systematic 

onboarding concept, preparing them adequately for their work: before taking responsibility for 

their own procedures, new consultants shadow their experienced colleagues during site visits. All 

new consultants complete a basic seminar on moderation/facilitation and at the end of the pro-

bationary period, a performance meeting is held to review the induction phase and to look ahead 

to the procedures the consultant will be responsible for in future. These reviews are conducted 

by the relevant Division Manager and one of the two Managing Directors.  

▪ Annual employee interviews are offered as part of our staff and organisational development 

programme. These reviews involve a structured discussion between managers and staff mem-

bers at the office, during which participants can discuss aspects of leadership, professional and 
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interpersonal collaboration, job responsibilities, work performance, working conditions, the work-

ing environment, and career development prospects. The review is intended to provide an oppor-

tunity to develop ideas for improving collaboration, to make appropriate arrangements for future 

collaboration, and to identify development aspirations and chances. The reviews are a voluntary 

offer for staff members. To help all parties prepare for the reviews, a guidance document has 

been provided; this was developed jointly by the office staff under the guidance of an external 

consultant and is intended to serve as a basis for discussion topics.  

▪ Staff training is provided on the basis of their proposals and/or in the form of in-house training 

for the entire team or for specific groups. Special measures (e.g., security training) are offered as 

required. Consultants are expected and encouraged to participate in relevant conferences. The 

annual in-house retreat also provides an opportunity for professional exchange. At the retreat, 

staff discuss new developments in the field of higher education and solutions to problems. Where 

appropriate, working groups are formed and responsibilities for adjustments are agreed upon. 

Employees’ individual skills are honed, where required, by offering appropriate professional de-

velopment measures.  

▪ The Management Board adopted a concept for individual further development and training 

of all staff members: AQAS provides an annual budget of €300 per employee for non-work-related 

training; these funds can be used to participate in training under the statutory educational leave 

system. In line with the statutory regulations of the “Further Education and Training Act for Em-

ployees in North Rhine-Westphalia”, two years’ worth of entitlement to educational leave may be 

combined. Work-related training is not affected by this regulation; AQAS covers these costs in 

any case. At the employees’ request, this budget can also be used in the context of occupational 

health care.  

▪ To ensure continuous development in certain thematic areas, working groups are set up as 

required; these groups regularly share information and report on their plans and outcomes. At 

least one divisional manager usually participates in each working group.  

 

Documentary evidence:  

➔ AQAS IT Policy Management Board 

➔ AQAS AI Policy Management Board 

➔ Information on the reimbursement of travel expenses 

by AQAS e. V (AQAS travel expenses policy) 

Management Board 

➔ Concept of training new staff Head Office 

➔ Guidelines for conducting regular employee inter-

views 

Head Office 

➔ Resolution “Support for staff training and occupa-

tional health care” 

Management Board 
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6. Internal quality assurance and professional conduct 

Basis: ESG 3.6 Internal quality assurance and professional conduct 

AQAS has processes for internal quality assurance in place related to defining, assuring and enhanc-

ing the quality and integrity of its activities. 

Guidelines: 

Agencies need to be accountable to their stakeholders. Therefore, high professional standards and integrity in the 

agency’s work are indispensable. The review and improvement of their activities are on-going so as to ensure that 

their services to institutions and society are optimal. 

Agencies apply an internal quality assurance policy which is available on its website. This policy 

▪ ensures that all persons involved in its activities are competent and act professionally and ethically; 

▪ includes internal and external feedback mechanisms that lead to a continuous improvement within the 

agency; 

▪ guards against intolerance of any kind or discrimination; 

▪ outlines the appropriate communication with the relevant authorities of those jurisdictions where they operate; 

▪ ensures that any activities carried out and material produced by subcontractors are in line with the ESG, if 

some or all of the elements in its quality assurance activities are subcontracted to other parties; 

▪ allows the agency to establish the status and recognition of the institutions with which it conducts external 

quality assurance. 

Accountability and transparency  

AQAS is subject to both internal and external accountability: 

▪ The Head Office is accountable internally to the Agency’s bodies, including the Management 

Board. Thus, the agenda item “Report of the Management” is an integral part of all committee 

meetings. The Management Board is in turn accountable to the members of AQAS e. V. The 

Management Board reports to them annually during the General Assembly.  

▪ AQAS is commissioned by German universities or universities of applied sciences to review study 

programmes or their quality assurance systems. AQAS also receives commissions from univer-

sities abroad to accredit study programmes or quality assurance systems. To this end, a contract 

under private law is concluded stipulating the rights and obligations of the parties to the contract. 

In this context, the universities consent to the publication of the accreditation report, which in 

national procedures comprises the formal report on the fulfilment of the formal criteria and the 

experts’ report by the panel of experts on the fulfilment of the academic criteria, and in interna-

tional procedures comprises the experts’ report and the decision on accreditation after the con-

clusion of the procedure; this is in compliance with the ESG.  

▪ The experts’ reports and accreditation reports on all procedures completed by AQAS are pub-

lished on the AQAS website. In procedures in which AQAS took the final decision, the experts’ 

report is made available to the university together with the associated decision. In the case of 

national procedures, the procedure is listed on the website and linked to the corresponding 

entry in the ELIAS database of GAC. At international level, the reports are published in the 

DEQAR database. This enables interested individuals to find the experts ’ report together with 

the corresponding accreditation decision. The AQAS website also provides information on ac-

tivities currently being undertaken by the Head Office. In this way, the Agency can inform the 

interested public.  
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Transparency of the procedures implemented by AQAS is especially ensured by the following indi-

vidual measures: 

▪ Concerning national review procedures, AQAS provides all key information on its website as well 

as links to other websites that may be relevant for universities. The website also contains details 

on who to contact at the AQAS Head Office.  

▪ In the case of international accreditation procedures where – in contrast to procedures in the 

national accreditation system – the decision falls within the agency’s area of responsibility, the 

Standing Commission adopts the following documents, which are published in the relevant in-

formation material on the procedure as well as on the AQAS website: 

▪ Sequence of the procedure 

▪ Working Aids and Guidelines on preparing the self-evaluation report (“How to draft a SER”) 

▪ Assessment criteria that are based on the European Standards and Guidelines and include 

examples of indicators that can be used to determine whether a criterion has been met. 

In preparation of the procedure, the AQAS Head Office draws up the following documents:  

▪ A cost estimate (including a timeline) and 

▪ a contract. 

For each procedure, a consultant is designated as the responsible contact person; this is announced 

to the university. Larger projects are always overseen by two consultants. The consultant(s) respon-

sible provide(s) the university with feedback on the status of the procedure at regular intervals. 

The selection and nomination of experts is based on binding criteria. In national procedures, the 

HRK guidelines are binding. In international procedures, the “Principles for the Selection of Experts” 

of ECA apply. 

Decisions taken by AQAS for international procedures and those taken in accordance with the bind-

ing requirements of GAC and the federal states for national procedures are published.  

Each review and accreditation procedure is submitted to the Standing Commission at the initialisation 

stage: in national procedures, this occurs in the context of approving the formal report. In international 

procedures, provision is made for an official opening of the procedure. The universities are informed 

of the result in writing without delay. 

In international procedures, the Standing Commission also takes its final decision on international pro-

gramme and institutional accreditation on the basis of the European Standards and Guidelines. The 

Commission has set out its decision-taking principles concerning this in an explicit resolution that has 

been published.  

Professional conduct and integrity 

The professional conduct and integrity of all stakeholders involved in procedures is ensured as follows: 

Consultants 

▪ The consultants at the Head Office are recruited and trained in accordance with the require-

ments described in Section 5. Their professional suitability and development take centre stage 

in this process.  

▪ As a matter of principle, the consultants are not deployed to oversee procedures at universities 

where they studied and/or obtained a doctorate and/or were employed.  
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▪ The consultants regularly reflect on their role (e.g., during the annual in-house retreat); they have 

put their self-conception into writing.  

Commissions 

▪ When selecting members of the Standing Commission, AQAS strives to recruit renowned experts 

with previous experience in learning and teaching and/or with a genuine background in quality 

assurance. They are appointed by the Management Board. 

▪ Student members of the Standing Commission are usually proposed by the Student Accreditation 

Pool. They are appointed by the Management Board. 

▪ The Head Office informs the Standing Commission about current developments and decisions 

within the accreditation system.  

Experts 

▪ Experts are nominated and appointed in accordance with the ECA selection principles or in 

accordance with the mandatory German guidelines in national procedures.  

▪ All status groups are treated equally in both national and international procedures, i.e., every 

member of the panel of experts has the same rights and obligations to participate in the proce-

dure. Student experts are included in all national and international procedures. 

▪ All experts sign a declaration confirming their willingness to participate in the procedure and their 

impartiality and confidentiality with regard to the relevant procedure. 

▪ To prepare for their work, experts receive a written handout on the procedure, which also con-

tains the criteria to be reviewed. In international procedures, the handout is in English.  

▪ In national procedures in preparation for system accreditation, preparation takes place in a sep-

arate one-day online workshop before the experts receive the documentation for review.  

▪ Before each site visit, in both national and international procedures, the panel of experts usually 

meets for half a day to discuss the criteria with regard to the specific procedure and to prepare 

the individual discussions. The result is made available to the panel of experts in writing in the 

form of interview guidelines for the site visit.  

▪ Each year, AQAS offers workshops on specific issues, also open to experts to ensure their 

professional development. 

Internal feedback mechanisms 

The following mechanisms are implemented at commission level:  

▪ The AQAS Head Office regularly reviews the Standing Commission’s decisions on international 

procedures for consistency. The outcomes of this review are presented to the Standing Commis-

sion and adaptations are made, where necessary.  

▪ In addition, all processes and decisions are discussed with the members of the Standing Com-

mission in an annual feedback session. In turn, the members of the commission assess the 

quality of the preparatory work performed by the Head Office. Where necessary, measures to 

improve quality are arranged. 

At the AQAS Head Office level: 

▪ A regular Jour Fixe (held twice a month) institutionalises information sharing among staff. These 

meetings enable the early identification of shortcomings in procedures and processes. The Jour 

Fixe also serves as a platform to discuss current national and international resolutions and 
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requirements and, where necessary, to implement them into the Agency’s materials and proce-

dures. The findings are documented in minutes which are made available to all staff via the AQAS 

network. In this way, the results of meetings can be viewed at any time. When possible, the Chair 

of the Management Board attends Jour Fixe meetings regularly.  

▪ The consultants hold a one-day in-house retreat each year, as mentioned above. During the 

retreat, the participants discuss the latest developments and reflect on their own work. The find-

ings are documented in minutes and working groups are established, when required. These work-

ing groups address special topics in the course of the year and present the outcomes regularly 

at the Jour Fixe, e.g., when templates documents need to be updated.  

▪ For the purpose of reflecting on current procedures, regular team meetings are held at the Head 

Office, chaired by the responsible division managers.  

▪ Internal meetings are scheduled to enable the reconciliation of work and family life.  

▪ Various measures are in place to achieve quality assurance at the procedure level: 

­ Reports on formal criteria in national procedures are read by a colleague before being sent 

to the university. The wording of shortcomings is reviewed by the Head of Quality Assurance 

when the minutes of the Standing Commission meeting are checked through. 

­ The summaries of findings are checked according to the four-eyes principle: the divisional 

head only needs to check through the findings if experts identify any shortcomings. In all other 

cases, the consultant responsible decides whether a colleague should read the summary of 

the findings or whether a divisional head should be consulted. The main aim is to ensure that 

universities have a clear understanding of what is expected of them in terms of the potential 

rectification of deficiencies.  

­ Experts’ reports are (usually) read by a divisional manager before being sent to the university. 

The consultants notify the divisional manager whether they have encountered any problems 

or particularities in the procedure.  

­ Experts’ reports that present problems or peculiarities of general interest or that serve as 

examples for other procedures (e.g., for large cluster procedures, teacher training) are dis-

cussed in team meetings (see above).  

External feedback mechanisms 

▪ Since December 2007, universities and experts involved in national procedures receive an online 

survey on the quality of national programme accreditation procedures conducted by AQAS, fol-

lowing their completion; for international procedures, these surveys are equally conducted since 

2019. For reasons of objectivity, these surveys were consciously outsourced to an external insti-

tution. The procedure is conducted by the Center for Evaluation and Methods (ZEM) at the 

University of Bonn. ZEM usually summarises the results of surveys in half-yearly reports with 

anonymized direct feedback. These are sent to the Management Board, the Standing Commis-

sion and Head Office staff, and are discussed within the commissions and in Jour Fixe meetings.  

Compliance with formal requirements (MRVO/ESG) 

▪ The Head Office regularly informs members of the Standing Commission about the latest dis-

cussions and changes to the relevant resolutions of GAC, of the federal states, and of the 

European bodies.  

▪ The decisions on compliance with the formal criteria in national review procedures in preparation 

for programme or system accreditation in the formal reports are made in accordance with the 
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structure specified by GAC, covering the criteria to be considered. The relevant requirements of 

GAC and the federal state concerned are taken into account in the process. To help universities 

prepare their self-evaluation report, the Head Office provides them with a guideline covering all 

criteria of the MRVO and giving guiding questions.  

▪ The criteria set by AQAS for the accreditation of study programmes at foreign universities and 

the criteria for institutional accreditation are based on the ESG. They are also covered by a guide 

including guiding questions for writing a self-evaluation report. 

The integration of the relevant procedures and materials of AQAS into the PDCA cycle is set 

out in a separate quality assurance policy.  

 

Documentary evidence:  

➔ Quality Assurance Policy Management Board 

➔ Working-aid for writing a self-evaluation report  

­ for programme accreditation in accordance with the MRVO 

­ for system accreditation in accordance with the MRVO 

Head Office 

➔ Guidelines “How to draft a SER” for  

­ the accreditation of bachelor’s, master’s & PhD  

programmes 

­ institutional accreditation 

­ a programme accreditation following the European  

Approach 

Head Office 

➔ Guidelines for experts  

­ in national programme accreditation procedures  

­ in international programme accreditation procedures 

Head Office 

 

➔ Declaration of experts’ impartiality  

­ in national programme accreditation 

­ in national system accreditation 

­ in international procedures 

Head Office 

➔ Paper on the consultants’ professional self-conception Head Office 
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7. Cyclical external review of agencies 

Basis: ESG 3.7 Cyclical external review of agencies 

AQAS undergoes an external review at least once every five years in order to demonstrate its com-

pliance with the ESG. 

Guidelines: 

A periodic external review will help the agency to reflect on its policies and activities. It provides a means for 

assuring the agency and its stakeholders that it continues to adhere to the principles enshrined in the ESG. 

Since the foundation of AQAS, the Agency has been externally reviewed on a regular basis. In ac-

cordance with the second sentence of Article 3 (2) and Article 5 (3) No. 5 of the Interstate Study 

Accreditation Treaty, AQAS must undergo an external review at regular five-year intervals.  

These reviews are carried out by ENQA with the aim of renewing the agency’s membership there as 

well. This decision is also taken as a basis for EQAR registration. Listing with EQAR is, in turn, a 

prerequisite for the agency’s accreditation in Germany.  

 

Documentary evidence:  

➔ Approval by German Accreditation Council Management Board 

➔ ENQA membership Management Board 

➔ Registration on EQAR Management Board 

 


