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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine how the Japanese and Taiwanese national quality
assurance (QA) agencies, National Institution for Academic Degrees and Quality Enhancement (NIAD-QE)
and Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan (HEEACT), transform their respective
frameworks in response to social demands, and analyze and compare the respective approaches for the key
concepts of autonomy, accountability, improvement and transparency.
Design/methodology/approach – Using a qualitative document analysis approach, this paper initially
examines the higher education system, major policies and QA developments, after which the methods
associated with the QA restructuring transformations are outlined in terms of motivations, expectations and
challenges. Finally, the NIAD-QE and HEEACT evaluation policies and frameworks are compared to assess
how each has prepared to respond to emerging challenges.
Findings – During the QA framework restructuring, both the NIAD-QE and HEEACT struggled to
achieve autonomy, accountability, improvements and transparency. While the new internal Japanese QA policy
is assured through the external QA, the Taiwanese internal QA, which has a self-accreditation policy,
is internally embedded with university autonomy emphasized. The QA policies in both the NIAD-QE
and HEEACT have moved from general compliance to overall improvement, and both emphasize that
accountability should be achieved through improvements. Finally, both agencies sought transparency through
the disclosure of the QA process and/or results to the public and the enhancement of public communication.
Originality/value – This study gives valuable insights into the QA framework in Asian higher education
institutions and how QA has been transformed to respond to social needs.
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Introduction
The dramatic economic, political and social changes over the past few decades have led to
significant changes in higher education in terms of expansion, massification, competition,
innovation, deregulation and commercialization. Further, because of the reductions in public
funds, universities are now required to be accountable and transparent in terms of quality.
However, with these funding changes, higher education institutions are expected to be more
autonomous in the management of their financial and personnel resources and in their
academic teaching and learning decisions (Costes et al., 2010), which has required them to be
more accountable for their service quality and performances through regular quality
assurance (QA). Therefore, to assure the quality of higher education providers, there has
been an increased demand for accurate, efficient evaluation tools that can measure the
success of the university programs and identify and measure the competencies graduates
will have at the end of their education programs.

The most important change driver in higher education in the past decades has been the
emergence of QA, with many QA agencies opening and others being expanded, as evaluation
and/or accreditation tools have become a powerful way to regulate and rationalize
interventions to define quality-based objectives and the associated criteria (Normand, 2016).
QA agencies are now expected to assure university compliance and enhance student learning
outcomes. Therefore, this tension between “accountability” and “improvement” has been
widely discussed in associated research (Banta and Palomba, 2015; Harvey and Williams,
2010; Harvey and Newton, 2007) and is reflected in many QA methodologies. Although QA
approaches vary greatly by country and region, most external QA systems include
accreditation, evaluation, audit, review, recognition and approval. External QA focuses on
institutions and programs, with accreditation approaches stressing compliance and quality
enhancements (Smidt, 2015). While initial focus has been on the introduction of external QA,
there has also been a gradual shift toward internal QA in the past decade (Gover and
Loukkola, 2015). The Berlin Communiqué (2003) claimed that internal QA emphasizes how
higher education QA is consistent with the principles of institutional autonomy (Ministerial
Conferences, 2003). Costes et al. (2010) also defined internal QA as focusing on teaching and
learning quality improvements, while external QA is involved with external accountability to
the public and the multiple stakeholders for quality improvements. Geven and Maricut (2015)
defined internal QA as evaluation initiatives by people inside universities, and external QA as
evaluations undertaken by the government or other actors “external” to the university.
However, the relationship between internal and external QA varies by country.

To enhance accountability and social responsibility, higher education and QA agency’s
transparency is paramount. That is, to connect universities with the society, the
universities and QA agencies need to be prepared to disclose information about university
activities, intended learning outcomes, assessment procedures, learning opportunities and
graduate employment.

The four dynamic concepts – autonomy, accountability, improvement and
transparency – highlighted in this research are interrelated, supplementary, and
sometimes contradicted with each other. As discussed above, reduced funding has
led universities to be more autonomous, which requires them to be more accountable to the
society at the same time (Costes et al., 2010). Bernhard (2012) discussed that “accreditation
was considered accountability-oriented” while, at the same time, “institutional autonomy
can be ensured” (EURASHE, 2005, as cited in Bernhard, 2012 p. 177). Existing literature in
the USA, however, addressed the criticism that accreditation seeking for accountability ends
up undermining the autonomy of universities: accreditation should not diminish the
autonomy of higher education institution (Gaston, 2014). Transparency has also become a
key principle for QA and has interacted with accountability. As a current global trend, QA is
always geared to improvement, even if it also functions for accountability.
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Overall, however, this shift to more accountable and transparent QA frameworks in
Asian countries have been relatively slow compared to western countries, most of which
have had higher education compliance and QA bodies for several decades. In Japan, for
example, the term “internal quality assurance” was first mentioned in line with higher
education in a government proposal in 2008 referencing the 2005 European Standards and
Guidelines. The proposal stated that the initial responsibility for improving the quality of
university education lay with the universities themselves (MEXT, 2008), emphasized
self-assessment and underlined that third-party evaluations were needed to ensure
universities developed adequate internal QA systems based on self-assessment and a
Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle (Hayata and Mochizuki, 2012). In Taiwan, the issue of
“quality” higher education provision was first discussed in the 1980s, at which time the
government encouraged higher education institutions to conduct their own performance
assessments. Although the term “internal quality assurance” had not yet been officially
enshrined, these early government announcements encouraged higher education
institutions to implement QA systems. In 2005, the Ministry of Education revised the
“University Law,” which included a stipulation that all “universities periodically self-assess
their teaching, research, services, counseling, administration, and student engagement and
that evaluation guidelines be developed by each university” (Hou, 2011; Ministry of
Education (MOE), 2005), which was the first time the term “self-assessment” had been used
in official documents in relation to higher education institution internal QA developments.
Based on the law, the Ministry of Education borrowed an “accreditation system” from the
USA and implemented mandatory higher education evaluations.

Japan and Taiwan have both developed higher education systems to respond to
international competition and technological innovations. As both countries have social issues
related to low birthrates and aging societies, higher education institutions have been required
to improve their teaching, learning and research quality, with QA becoming a national issue in
both Japan and Taiwan. Consequently, Japan and Taiwan established national QA agencies,
the National Institution for Academic Degrees and Quality Enhancement (NIAD-QE) in Japan
and the Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan (HEEACT) in
Taiwan, to assist universities improve their teaching, research and governance. Despite
national QA systems operating for several years, there is now a need to transform QA
concepts and frameworks to respond to changing social demands.

Overall, however, there has been little research on actual QA conditions, practices,
challenges and transformations in Japan and Taiwan, even though there have been ongoing
developments in higher education QA mechanisms and frameworks. Further, as far as we
are aware, there have been no comparative QA studies on Japan and Taiwan.

Purpose of the study
This study examined the methods used by the Japanese and Taiwanese national QA
agencies, NIAD-QE and HEEACT, to develop new frameworks in response to social
demands. In particular, this paper compared the two agencies’ approaches to issues
associated with autonomy, accountability, improvement and transparency, and examined
the balance between external and internal QA and institutional and program-based QA.
First, background information on the higher education system and QA system development
is given, after which the challenges in the QA systems are examined. Finally, the QA policy
and framework restructuring at NIAD-QE and HEEACT in response to new demands are
analyzed and compared.

The following research questions informed this research:

RQ1. How did NIAD-QE and HEEACT restructure their respective QA frameworks to
respond to emerging challenges?
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In particular:

RQ1a. How did the QA agencies balance external and internal QA and institutional and
program accreditation to promote university autonomy?

RQ1b. How did the QA agencies find a balance between accountability and
improvement?

RQ1c. How did the QA agencies enhance the transparency of the QA mechanism?

Methodology
A qualitative document analysis approach was adopted for this research. The initial focus
was to review previous research and studies on higher education systems and policy, and
QA system and framework development in Japan and Taiwan. Then, a document analysis
was conducted on relevant government QA policy reports, guidelines, proposals, NIAD-QE
and HEEACT evaluation guidelines, standards and indicators. Document analysis involves
the gathering and reviewing of written documentation to extract information in a systematic
manner (Institute of Development Study, 2013). In the third stage, the emerging issues
NIAD-QE and HEEACT are facing and QA framework and mechanism restructuring were
examined to allow for a comprehensive comparison of NIAD-QE and HEEACT in achieving
higher education autonomy, accountability, improvement and transparency. The analysis
also included a review of the ways that QA methods (i.e. external and internal, and
institutional and program QA) have been applied to enhance these concepts.

Overview of higher education systems and policies, and the development of
QA systems in Japan and Taiwan
This section gives an overview of the higher education systems and the major policy,
QA system developments and the original QA frameworks in Japan and Taiwan.

Higher education systems and policy
Higher education system and policy in Japan. From pre-school to university, the Japanese
education system is regulated by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT). At the tertiary level, there are four types of institutions: Universities,
junior colleges, colleges of technology and professional training colleges (specialized courses).
In 2017, there were 780 universities (86 national, 90 prefectural, and 604 private), 337 junior
colleges, 57 colleges of technology and 2,822 professional training colleges (specialized
courses). In Japan, the private higher education sector has the majority of student enrollments
with 2,128,000 students, followed by national universities with around 609,000 students and
prefectural universities with around 153,000 students (MEXT, 2017).

There has been a significant expansion in the Japanese university sector in the past half
century; in 1965, there were only 317 universities, but by 2001, this had almost doubled to
649, and by 2009, there were 773. To enhance university flexibility and autonomy, the
Deregulation of University Act was promulgated in 1991, with the aim of decreasing
government intervention in such areas as curricula design, credit hour allocations and
academic degree titles. Universities were made responsible for periodic self-assessments to
encourage quality and governance improvements. Deregulation brought significant reforms
to the national universities, with the status of national universities changing to national
university corporations (NUCs) in 2004. The introduction of these market mechanisms gave
the NUCs autonomy in terms of university governance and financial and personnel
management. Universities were expected to focus on some of the seven core functions:
acting as a global research and education center, developing highly professional or
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wide-ranging human resources, providing a comprehensive liberal arts education,
conducting education and research in specific professional fields, serving as community
centers for lifelong learning or making social contributions. In 2013, MEXT asked the
national universities to redefine their missions based on objective research, educational
evidence and defined functions (MEXT, 2013). It was hoped that by clearly redefining their
missions and goals, universities would be encouraged to be more competitive.

Higher education system and policies in Taiwan. Taiwan has a dual higher education
system that is administered at the ministerial level by the Department of Higher Education
and the Department of Technological and Vocational Education, both of which are under the
Ministry of Education. After the 1980s, as access to higher education expanded, the number
of higher education institutions increased from 39 in 1988 to 158 in 2017, with 1.15m
students enrolled. Universities vary significantly in size, with the largest having around
30,000 students and the smallest having around 100 students, and all offer a wide range of
programs. In recent years, the low birth rate in Taiwan of less than 200,000 per year is
expected to result in a drastic drop in college enrollments over the next 15 years and the
closure of smaller colleges and technical colleges (MOE, 2013).

The increased competition among top Asian universities has applied substantial
pressure on the economies that had developed earlier. Over the past ten years, the Ministry
of Education has launched several excellence initiatives: the Development Plan for World
Class Universities and Research Centers of Excellence (2005-2016), the Teaching Excellence
Initiative (2005-2014) and the Technological University Paradigms (2013) (Department of
Higher Education, 2011), each of which has different foci.

As the Taiwan Government adopted a selection policy for its three excellence programs,
most resources and funding have been granted to a limited number of institutions. Starting
in 2017, the Ministry of Education launched a new initiative, “Deep Plowing in Higher
Education,” which is aimed at enhancing higher education quality and excellence through
improved social accountability and responsibility, teaching quality and learning outcome
accessibility, affordability for underprivileged students, and internationalization and global
competitiveness (MOE, 2017; Hou et al., 2012).

QA systems and development
QA framework development in Japan. Japanese first accreditation agency, the Japan
University Accreditation Association ( JUAA), was established in 1947. As a voluntary and
membership-based accreditation agency, the JUAA developed its own university quality
standards; however, most universities at that time did not apply this voluntary-based
accreditation. At this time, Japanese university quality control relied mostly on this
approval system. In the 1990s, when approval systems were deregulated to give universities
more freedom, flexibility and diversity and to encourage public openness and competition, a
self-evaluation system was implemented. The 2000s saw a drastic transformation in
university management systems, with the national university status being changed to
autonomous corporations in 2004 under the expectations that this would allow them more
freedom and autonomy, and would better promote competition. During this time also,
university QA systems were developed and a third-party evaluation system implemented.
As of 2017, Japan has four QA legally required frameworks: an approval system for
university establishment, self-evaluation, National University Corporation Evaluation
(NUCE) and certified evaluation and accreditation (CEA). The government (MEXT)
approval system for the establishment of universities is based on the “Standards for the
Establishment of Universities” as the minimum quality standards (e.g. student-staff ratios,
required space per student, curricula, faculty and university buildings) for awarding
degrees. All universities, junior colleges and colleges of technology are required by
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the School Education Law to conduct self-evaluations and publish the results to assess
progress toward their own goals. Every six years, the NUCE conducts a performance-based
evaluation on the universities’ mid-term plans, and depending on the progress and
achievements, uses the evaluation results when allocating university funding. The CEA,
which this paper focuses on, promotes quality enhancements and compliance. In Japan, the
CEA is based within the universities, junior college, and colleges of technology, with
program-based CEA used only for professional graduate programs. In Japan, all universities
must conduct an institutional CEA every seven years using one of the three official QA
agencies certified by the MEXT: the JUAA, NIAD-QE and the Japan Institution for Higher
Education Evaluation.

The NIAD-QE (which was the NIAD-UE: National Institution for Academic Degrees and
University Evaluation until spring 2016) mainly targets national and prefectural
universities and emphasizes compliance, with the evaluation standards in the first cycle
(2005-2011) being: university mission; education and research structure; academic staff and
education support staff; student admissions; academic programs; institutional performance;
student support; facilities; internal QA systems; finance; and management. There were
several CEA evaluation standard revisions in for the second cycle (2012-2018) in response to
international trends in QA systems and accountability, with the revised CEA focusing more
on learning outcomes, internal QA system in teaching and learning, and public information
disclosure. The new standards for the second cycle were: university mission; teaching and
research structure (organizations); academic staff and teaching support staff; student
admissions; academic programs (content and methods); learning outcomes; facilities and
student support; internal teaching and learning QA system; finance and management; and
public information disclosure on teaching and learning (NIAD-UE, 2011).

QA framework development in Taiwan. Because of the rapid increase in higher education
institutions in Taiwan since the 1980s, the desire to increase both “quantity” and “quality”
has placed tremendous pressure on the Taiwanese Government. Besides encouraging the
institutions to conduct their own assessments, in the 1980s, there were few professional
associations chartered by the Ministry of Education to conduct program-based academic
assessments; the Chinese Management Association, the Chemical Society and the Physical
Association of the Republic of China. Because of public pressure, in the 1990s,
the government implemented a wide range of comprehensive institutional evaluations with
the goal of establishing a non-government professional evaluation agency to conduct higher
education institutional evaluations (Hou, 2011).

In 1994, Taiwan’s Congress, the Legislative Yuan, passed the “University Law” which
clearly stated that the national government was entitled to conduct university evaluations to
ensure the maintenance of higher education quality. The Ministry of Education then revised the
“University Law” to “establish evaluation committees or support professional accrediting
agencies to periodically conduct university evaluations and publish the results as reference for
government for subsidy allocations and to allow the institutions to adjust their future
development plans” (Hou, 2011; MOE, 2005). According to this law, the MOE then funded
the establishment of the HEEACT in 2005. Before this time, several local accreditors such as the
Taiwan Assessment and Evaluation Association (TWAEA), which mainly undertook
institutional assessments of Taiwan’s technology universities, had been providing QA services
to Taiwan’s institutions, and there were three other professional accreditors focused on
medicine, nursing and engineering programs. As the oldest professional accreditor, the Taiwan
Medical Accreditation Council (TMAC), which was established by the National Health Research
Institute in 1999, assesses all medical schools. The other professional accreditor, the Taiwan
Nursing Accreditation Council (TNAC) was established by the Ministry of Education in May
2006 to conduct nursing program evaluations. After the establishment of HEEACT in 2005,
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the TMAC and TNAC were officially moved to the HEEACT office; however, due to the unique
features of medical and nursing education, these two agencies have remained independent
accrediting agencies. Founded in 2003, the Institute of Engineering Education Taiwan (IEET) is
an independent, non-government, not for profit organization committed to the accreditation of
engineering and technology education programs in Taiwan. The difference between these local
accreditors and HEEACT is that these accreditors are self-funded institutions that offer services
on a voluntary basis; therefore, institutions which voluntarily apply for accreditation by a local
accreditor must pay their own fees.

To eliminate any duplication across the various accrediting agencies and to lessen
institutional burdens, in 2009, the Taiwanese Ministry of Education announced an
“exemption policy.” If a program had been accredited by international and local accreditors
recognized by the MOE’s task force of “Local and International Accreditors’ Recognition,”
it did not need to be assessed or re-assessed through HEEACT. Up to 2017, the task force
had recognized three local accreditors, and one US accreditor; TWAEA, IEET, the
Association of Chinese Collegiate Schools of Business, Advance Collegiate Schools of
Business and the Council on Education for Public Health.

As the national accreditation agency in Taiwan, HEEACT has been conducting
compulsory institutional and program-based accreditation since 2006. The three external
review components are an institutional self-assessment report, an on-site visit and a peer
review. The external review costs are covered by the MOE and detailed final reports are
published on HEEACT’s official website. In 2006, HEEACT began a five-year program-based
nation-wide accreditation scheme, with the standards developed in the first program
accreditation cycle being: goals, features and self-enhancement mechanisms; curriculum
design and teaching; learning and student affairs; research and professional performance; and
graduate performance Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan
(HEEACT, 2012). From 2011, HEEACT has been conducting a comprehensive assessment of
the 81, four-year national and private universities as well as second cycle program
accreditations. HEEACT evaluates institutions based on the PDCA model and evidence, and
have five review standards; self-positioning, government and management, teaching and
learning, accountability and continuous quality improvements. The second program
accreditation cycle emphasized the development and operation of student learning outcome
evaluation mechanisms within all programs and disciplines, with the HEEACT assisting
universities to analyze their strengths and weaknesses in facilitating successful student
learning and in relation to the new standards: educational goals, features and curriculum
design; teaching quality and learning assessment; student guidance and learning resources;
academic and professional performance; and alumni performance and self-improvement
mechanisms (HEEACT, 2012).

In addition to institutional and program accreditation, a system was implemented to
promote university self-improvement. As a result of requests from the universities, the MOE
launched a “self-accreditation” policy in 2012 with the aim of increasing university
autonomy and developing a higher education quality culture (MOE, 2013). The universities
selected as the self-accrediting universities were expected to have internal QA mechanisms
in place and had to be able to demonstrate academic accountability; therefore, in 2012, only a
few institutions were eligible for self-accreditation as they had to meet one of the following
rigorous requirements: awardees of the MOE Development Plan for World Class
Universities and Research Centers of Excellence; awardees of the MOE Top University
Project; or awardees of the MOE Teaching Excellence Project and had been granted at least
US$6.7m over four consecutive years. Universities were encouraged to develop measurable
learning outcomes; to design a variety of assessment tools at the course, program and
institutional level; and to establish measures for assessing learning outcomes.
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Emerging challenges for QA frameworks
It has been more than ten years since Japan and Taiwan implemented their respective QA
systems. This section examines the challenges NIAD-QE and HEEACT have faced during
this period.

QA system challenges in Japan
MEXT reported that the CEA has highlighted the importance of reviewing university
teaching and research (Central Council of Education, 2016). Therefore, the CEA has assisted
higher education institutions develop a QA culture and improve quality; however, some
issues still require improvement.

Overemphasis on compliance matters. The existing CEA framework has been criticized for
its focus on numerical requirements such as graduation rates, student-staff ratios, students per
faculty, and building and facilities rather than focusing on the enhancement of education and
research quality. A recent study (Shibui, Takahashi and Noda, 2017) found that universities
had improved in terms of compliance issues that could be fixed short term, rather than
focusing on teaching and learning improvements that require more time.

Demands for effectiveness in quality enhancement. The second issue is closely related to
the above challenge. NIAD-QE’s second cycle CEA examined the areas that universities
believed had substantially improved since the first cycle. Most universities felt that their
compliance had improved (e.g. student enrollments rates, number of faculty members,
facilities, library and resources); however, few mentioned that they had improved teaching
and learning matters (Shibui, Takahashi and Noda, 2017). Because the Japanese CEA
system was designed to be an institutional evaluation, there is little detailed information
about each education program (Noda, 2017); as a result, the demand for program reviews as
well as internal QA has been increasing.

Evaluation “exhaustion”. The government reports (Central Council of Education, 2016;
KPMG AZSA LLC, 2014; Science Council of Japan, 2012), industry ( Japan Association of
Corporate Executives, 2013) and the media (Recruit, 2017) have repeatedly warned that
universities and peer reviewers have been overwhelmed with the evaluation workload,
which was described as “evaluation exhaustion.” NIAD-QE (2016) simplified evaluation
procedures by reducing the evaluation viewpoints from 99 in the first cycle to 81 in the
second cycle in 2012, after which a follow-up survey indicated that the universities found
this second cycle easier to manage as there was less duplication or overlaps. However, most
universities were feeling burdened when preparing evidence for peer reviewers because of
the need to collect data or resources from each unit (e.g. school, faculty, department,
program or course) within the three weeks before the site visit. The government’s and
NIAD-QE’s recent emphasis on concrete and detailed evidence therefore has added to the
QA administrative burden, with many universities expressing concern about the difficulties
associated with the type and volume of evidence needed.

Enhancing public awareness. Japan Association of Corporate Executives (2013) released a
report that complained about inadequate system of sharing information about
the CEA. The sharing of the QA system and evaluation results with the public is
necessary for social responsibility and accountability. Even though QA agencies have fully
shared their mechanisms and procedures and published the CEA results, the Central
Council of Education (2016) and Japan Association of Corporate Executives (2013) insist
the CEA system is still not fully understood by the labor market, high schools, prospective
students or their parents. It was also observed that many people within the universities were
not conversant with the CEA. Therefore, universities need to promote a common awareness
of the CEA goals by widely distributing user friendly information about distinctive
university initiatives and good practice.
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QA system challenges in Taiwan
As in Japan, the Taiwan QA exercise has attracted criticism from both the universities and
the general public (Liberty Time Net, 2018). There have been several major concerns about
the HEEACT’s accreditation such as the increased workloads, the use of the accreditation
results by the institutions, the reviewers’ quality and qualifications, the building of public
trust and the enhanced use of the evaluations by employers and students.

Heavy workloads on universities. Taiwanese universities complained most about the
increased staff and faculty workloads associated with HEEACT accreditation
(Hou, 2015). This increased burden appears to have resulted from a lack of investment
into administrative human and financial resources, which has led to a certain level of
resistance within universities going through a HEEACT review.

Reviewer quality and qualifications. While the self-accreditation policy of 2012 has resulted
in the development of a quality culture at most universities, there have also been several
problems such as inappropriate reviewer selection processes, arbitrary standards and indicator
elimination, and inconsistent cross review decisions (Hou et al., 2017). External review validity
relies on the reviewer professionalism, with an INQAAHE report finding that the professionalism
of the QA process and procedures reviewers was very important to the universities (Hou et al.,
2017). Therefore, the QA agency needs to develop more rigorous recruitment policies and
training programs focused on international capacity building for the reviewers.

Program survival or closure affected by accreditation result. The accreditation results
have significantly influenced institutional governance and management. First, as the
external QA system requires that universities clearly identify their missions and objectives,
this has assisted the institutions in recognizing their distinctive features; has strengthened
governance and resource allocation management; and led to program revitalizations,
curriculum reform and improved staff recruitment. A recent report by HEEACT (2015)
reported that 92.2 percent of all accredited programs in the first cycle reviews had
been retained compared to only 41.2 percent of non-accredited programs. The accreditation
results have been used for organizational restructuring, staff recruitment policy
adjustments, program merges and closures rather than for the establishment of internal
QA and self-improvement measures.

Building public trust and enhanced evaluation use by employers and students. There was a
strong demand that the QA needed to embrace the society’s needs and build public trust.
However, in general, the accreditation was less important to Taiwanese employers and
students than global rankings. Regardless of the problems associated with rankings, many
employers use global rankings as one of major selection criteria for new staff recruitment,
and students and parents use the global rankings as a vital reference when choosing
institutions both in Japan and in other countries. Several international QA networks have
advised that national QA agencies need to “make their reviews and evaluations transparent
and available to society and provide information regarding the performance of higher
education institutions” (Hénard, 2016, p. 26), which could improve communication between
QA agencies and society and raise public confidence.

New reforms: trends and challenges
In response to social needs and the criticisms of the current QA mechanisms in Japan and
Taiwan, NIAD-QE and HEEACT both launched new reforms to enhance QA efficiency.

New reform in Japan: emphasis on self-improvement and program review
The NIAD-QE will start its new cycle of CEA in 2019 referring to the Article 17 of Ordinance
of MEXT amended in 2016 (MEXT, 2016b), with the key discussions now focusing on
enhancing connectivity with society and improving the efficiency of the QA mechanism.
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Defining a new evaluation standard for the universities’ “three policies”. The Article 16 of
Ordinance of MEXT (2016a) required that Japanese universities define and publish
“three policies,” namely, a diploma policy (DP), a curriculum policy (CP) and an admissions
policy (AP), to clarify their educational goals, processes and expected learning outcomes
in degree programs so that stakeholders could understand the program goals and
objectives. The DP requires that the universities clearly define the expected graduation
competencies. The CP requires that the universities clearly define the curriculum
structures, course content, teaching methodologies and student assessment methods
they use to achieve the DP. The AP requires that the universities clearly define the
admissions requirements for each program/degree. The idea of three policies is not new;
since MEXT (2005) report emphasized the importance of defining three policies to have
closer alignment and smooth transition between secondary and tertiary education,
many universities have already developed the policies but in a very broad and unclear
way. The amended Ordinance of MEXT (2016a) asked universities to demonstrate
relevance and consistency among the three policies emphasizing student competences and
learning outcomes.

These three policies are expected to be implemented at the unit level each university
defines (e.g. institution, faculty and department); however, in principle, they are aimed at the
program level that confers the degree (e.g. school/faculty, department or other programs the
universities design). The Central Council of Education (2016) requires universities to build
their internal QA systems around these three policies. Therefore, the NIAD-QE’s new CEA
focuses on how consistently these three policies (at least DP and CP) have been
implemented, encourages universities to have regular program monitoring and reviews and
evaluates how academic programs manage the curriculum, assess performance and ensure
student learning outcomes.

Mandating universities to evaluate internal QA. While always recognizing compliance,
the next CEA needs to also emphasize quality improvements through internal QA systems.
In the new cycle (2019), NIAD-QE will remain external to the institutions but will stress the
need for internal QA evaluation standards at the degree and program level. NIAD-QE
developed guidelines in 2017 for internal QA systems for education and research and
therefore will be examining the extent to which faculty and staff have built, operated,
monitored and reviewed their own programs (NIAD-QE, 2017). Universities are now
expected to regularly monitor and review the effectiveness of their degree programs and
continually improve quality. The “three policies” are key to successful internal QA,
including curriculum mapping, learning environment support and student learning outcome
improvements. The NIAD-QE also plans to implement follow-up evaluations one year after
universities receive evaluations that recommend improvements.

Evaluation efficiency. The “Evaluation exhaustion” associated with the heavy workload
problem has been resolved through the simplification of the evaluation methodology.
Previously, universities were required to provide detailed descriptions, rationales and
evidence; however, the new CEA will only review selected essential evidence, and also plans
to include collaboration with other existing third-party program evaluation schemes to
reduce duplication. Based on past experiences, the NIAD-QE reframed the evaluation
standards from ten standards with 81 points to six standards (renamed “domains”) with
27 points (newly called “standards”).

Information disclosure and transparency. The demand for QA agency and university
transparency has been increasing. To date, the NIAD-QE has sought to be as transparent as
possible in its evaluation standards, procedures and results. However, to further expand its
ambit, the NIAD-QE is seeking public comment and university advice about the evaluation
frameworks and standards, and also plans to include employers and practitioners on the
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peer review teams. The MEXT has stated that evaluation information be available both
domestically and internationally, and that the evaluation process involves a range of
stakeholders such as students, employers and high schools (Central Council of Education,
2016). NIAD-QE released an English language summary translation of the evaluation
results, university good practice and areas that needed improvement, and has also
developed a national database platform to accommodate and share basic university
information about the three policies, admission systems and employment.

New reforms in Taiwan: development of self-accreditation
The core QA value is continuous self-improvement; therefore, institutions are expected to
become learning organizations through well-established internal QA mechanisms, to
allow universities to become self-accrediting. To achieve this, each university’s QA office
needs to balance these dual responsibilities to ensure self-accreditation value. Self-
accreditation tends to apply with a “fitness for purpose” approach only, inspecting if a
university’s performance fulfills its specific missions. Within a well-developed internal QA
system, institutional capacity will be also enhanced in order to deal with more complicated
quality issues, such as program restructuring, faculty development, etc. (Stensaker et al.,
2011). With an emphasis on self-enhancement, self-accreditation focuses more on
development of internal QA rather than external review. In other words, self-accreditation
means that the universities need to clearly identify the roles and responsibilities of the
external QA agencies and must learn to partner with other institutions to guarantee
accreditation quality.

Since the MOE announcement of the new QA policy in early 2017, the self-accreditation
policy by HEEACT (2017) has been revised. First, the self-accreditation eligibility has
been expanded beyond the selected institutions, with all institutions that achieved a
higher than 80 percent program pass rate in the previous program accreditation cycle now
being able to apply for self-accreditation status. The other minor changes
were in processes and procedures. While the two phases of proposal approvals and
final results recognition are the same, the final results recognition is now to be conducted
at the program rather than the institutional level; in other words, the QA mechanism
proposal review is based on the whole university, while the second stage final results
recognition is now assessed at the individual program level by HEEACT’s
self-accreditation decision committee. The reason for this change was to bring the
compliance in line with international program quality standards. The MOE also
announced that HEEACT was to be the only QA organization allowed to oversee the
self-accreditation policy and that all review costs are to be covered by the institutions.
The second cycle for institutional accreditation was undertaken in 2017, for which the
accreditation standards had been reduced from five to four: governance and management;
resources and support systems; institutional effectiveness; and self-improvement and
sustainability. The institutional review focus is on the university policy development
using objective data and evidence.

In 2017, as well as the change in program accreditation from mandatory to voluntary,
and the simplification of the institutional reviews, there were three major QA policies that
affected Taiwan’s higher education.

Emphasis on academic autonomy and QA culture embedded. To reduce the university’s
burden and increase institutional autonomy, in early 2017, the MOE announced that
program accreditation in Taiwanese higher education institutions was now voluntary and
that there were now several external review alternatives. First, under the new policy,
over 80 percent of Taiwan’s institutions could choose to become self-accrediting
universities. Second, universities are now able to select any recognized QA agency to review
their programs; however, they can continue to invite HEEACT to be their external examiner.
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Third, universities can choose not to undertake external program reviews; however, internal
QA mechanisms must be established at the institutional level.

Reduction in and sophistication of institutional review procedures and process.
In response to requests to reduce the administrative workloads, the second institutional
accreditation cycle was simplified; all quantitative data will now be collected from the Higher
Institutions Database rather than being provided by the institutions, social accountability and
community engagement are key features of the review standards, and universities are
expected to demonstrate local engagement and contribute to Taiwanese society.

Transparency and public responsibility. Transparency and social responsibility are two
major issues in the second institutional review cycle; universities are now expected to
provide institutional data for society and higher education stakeholders on the university
website, and must provide underprivileged students with sufficient learning and financial
support and make this information public. Through this increased information disclosure
and through the provision of equal accessibility, it is hoped that the value and achievements
of QA can be more widely known by the public.

The new MOE QA policy has slightly changed the QA ecosystem in Taiwan.
Government-funded accreditors or self-funded QA agencies no longer have the mandate to
undertake program accreditation, which has pressured them to think of multi-functions as
an external QA agency. Currently, the public demand to prove the effectiveness of Taiwan’s
accreditors is getting stronger and stronger. Indeed, it is time for Taiwan’s accreditors to
transform themselves from a traditional role – a quality regulator, basic quality gatekeeper
or project convener – into new multi-roles – quality improvement instigator, capacity
developer and even future thinker (Wolff, 2011).

Conclusion and discussion
Influenced by the QA systems in Europe and the USA, both Japan and Taiwan developed
QA mechanisms and frameworks, particularly based on central government-led approach.
Faced with low birthrates, aging societies and international economic pressure for
competition, innovation and high quality manpower, both countries sought to develop
efficient systems to improve higher education quality. However, the respective national
accreditors, NIAD-QE ( Japan) and HEEACT (Taiwan), have struggled to balance between
higher education regulation and autonomy, accountability and improvement, and protection
and transparency. As in other countries, QA methodology (e.g. internal QA vs external QA,
institutional QA vs program Q, or a combination) has also been a key issue when seeking to
enhance the quality of higher education institutions.

This comparative study examined the methods used by NIAD-QE and HEEACT to
transform their QA frameworks in response to social demands, and particularly focused on
an analysis of their respective approaches to the common key concepts of autonomy,
accountability, improvement and transparency. The research questions were as follows:

RQ1. How did NIAD-QE and HEEACT restructure their respective QA frameworks to
respond to emerging challenges?

RQ1a. How did the QA agencies balance external and internal QA and institutional and
program accreditation to promote university autonomy?

RQ1b. How did the QA agencies find a balance between accountability and improvement?

RQ1c. How did the QA agencies enhance the transparency of the QA mechanism?

First, an overview of the higher education systems, the major policies and the QA system
development histories in both countries was given. Then, the QA restructuring, the challenges
and the transformations were examined. Based on this information, an assessment was given
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on the ways NIAD-QE and HEEACT had focused on the key concepts of autonomy,
accountability, improvement and transparency, which is summarized in the following. Table I
gives a comparative analysis of NIAD-QE and HEEACT.

Autonomy
Initially, NIAD-QE and HEEACT took different approaches to university autonomy.
NIAD-QE’s new QA standards emphasized the construction, operation, and monitoring of
the internal QA system and also provided guidelines to assist programs build their internal
QA mechanisms: therefore, the internal QA was assessed through the lens of the external
QA. However, in Taiwan, the internal QA is embedded within the self-accreditation system;
therefore, there is reduced involvement of external QA agencies. Further, under the new QA
policy, Taiwanese universities have more choices and flexibility when selecting their
internal QA approaches, which include self-accreditation, HEEACT program accreditation
and third-party program evaluation. Therefore, Taiwanese universities have greater QA
autonomy than Japan.

The other way to enhance university autonomy was to reduce the administrative burdens
related to evaluation. Both NIAD-QE and HEEACT received complaints from the universities
about the heavy evaluation workloads; consequently, under the new reforms, both decided to
reduce the number of evaluation standards and indicators. NIAD-QE now only requires
selected essential data and evidence for their university analyses, and the HEEACT has

Table I.
Comparative analysis
of QA restructuring in
NIAD-QE and
HEEACT
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introduced improvements in institutional accreditation and quantitative data reporting, all of
which has supported their aim or improving QA framework efficiency.

It has been challenging to ensure that the external regulations (external QA) and
university autonomy (internal QA) are compatible. While the goal of Taiwan’s 2012
self-accreditation policy was to encourage university autonomy, some universities have
struggled with developing objective evaluation standards, selecting peer reviewers and
ensuring consistent judgements across reviews. In Japan, while the external regulations for
promoting university self-improvement can enhance objectivity and fairness, they may also
discourage university autonomy. Therefore, the balance between autonomy and regulation
continues to be an issue in both Japan and Taiwan.

Accountability and improvement
What is most important – meeting a minimum standard or improving quality? This question
has continued to be a controversial debate about the role of QA. In Japan, although NIAD-QE’s
original motivation to launch the CEA in 2005 was to achieve both accountability and
improvement, initially, the CEA focused too much on compliance matters to ensure minimum
standards; however, in response to public and institutional criticism, QA policy in Japan has
shifted to an emphasis on self-improvement based on internal QA, while continuing to ensure
compliance. In Taiwan, the HEEACT encouraged universities to develop their own strengths
through the launch of the 2012 and 2017 self-accreditation policies; therefore, standards
compliance is also no longer the main focus of the new HEEACT accreditation system, with
internal QA and quality culture building being regarded as the key elements in the new QA
system. Accountability and improvement have often been discussed as dichotomous concepts
(Banta and Palomba, 2015; Harvey and Williams, 2010; Harvey and Newton, 2007); however,
the recent higher education QA policies in both Japan and Taiwan have seen accountability to
be a demonstration of continuous improvement; therefore, accountability is related to proven
(and visible) improvements.

In terms of the QA approaches, the NIAD-QE has attempted to achieve continuous
improvements based on the universities’ internal QA mechanisms but under the umbrella of
external QA standards, indicators, and guidelines. Geven and Maricut (2015) claimed that
both “internal” and “external” evaluations were seen as being imposed by “others.” It is also
important to note that “institutional” external evaluation (CEA) now requires internal
“program” QA (Figure 1). In Taiwan, the HEEACT has updated the self-accreditation policy
to program level, and continues to operate external evaluations at both the institutional and
program levels. However, unlike Japan, the new QA policy gives the universities a greater
range of choices and flexibility for their internal QA approaches at the program level, and
have also been given them the autonomy to select from self-accreditation, HEEACT external
program evaluation or third-party evaluations.

NIAD-QE in Japan HEEACT in Taiwan

External QA Internal QA

Internal QA

Self-accreditation

Institutional level

Program level
External QA

Institutional level
Program level

Program level

Figure 1.
Relationship between

external QA
and internal QA

in NIAD-QE
and HEEACT
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Transparency
The transparency of QA agencies and universities is important for social responsibility. This
study found that the accreditation systems in both Japan and Taiwan have suffered from
insufficient social awareness; therefore, both NIAD-QE and HEEACT have recognized that
they need to improve communication with the society and stakeholders. NIAD-QE has
developed and released their evaluation standards, processes and results based on public
comments, stakeholder consultations and a questionnaire, and has developed detailed
guidelines to assist universities self-evaluate, and have involved multiple stakeholders (e.g.
employers and practitioners) in the peer review teams so as to gain wider opinions from the
society. Universities are also required to disclose their self-evaluation results in public and are
encouraged to release their information in a detailed portrait. The new Japanese QA
mechanism has been based around the mandatory development of three policies (i.e. diploma,
curriculum and admission policies) to encourage the universities and programs to be more
coherent and transparent. In Taiwan, HEEACT has increased the release of public
information through making the final report available on the HEEACT website and releasing
review outcomes to the general public at a press conference. Self-accrediting institutions are
required to publish all related self-accreditation documents such as QA regulations, review
results and reports in specific areas of the official university website.

Nonetheless, accreditation in both Japan and Taiwan has received less attention from
society than expected. Therefore, the QA agencies, the universities or both need to develop
mass media strategies that share the universities’ distinctive initiatives and unique
practices, or need to develop user friendly reports. Further, both QA systems need to involve
more stakeholders to reflect a wider range of voices in their evaluation procedures,
frameworks and standards.
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