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The Harmonisation of African Higher Education Quality As- 1. Introduction
surance (HAQAA) aims to promote a regional approach to 2. The Goals, Substance and
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quality assurance in Africa that would be recognised internationally. Launched in 2016, HAQAA has already pro-
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Approach of HAQAA

3. The Forces That Pressed for the
HAQAA Initiative
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duced very positive results: It initiated African-wide dis- 4. The Successes of HAQAA
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cussions about quality assurance, raised awareness about 5. Challenges and Next Steps
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its importance and produced the African Standards and References

81

Guidelines for Quality Assurance. This article examines the
aims and purposes of this initiative and how it unfolded.
It concludes that future efforts must focus on continuous
engagement with the sector to ensure buy-in from the
higher education sector and to develop more robust and
effective quality cultures in higher education institutions.
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1. Introduction

Zeleza (2016, p. 6) has documented the unprecedented magnitude of
growth in Africa as follows:

tic

Transparency and accountability

le

The importance of quality assurance of higher education has been rising around the world in response to several key developments. The increased demand for access to higher education and the ensuing expansion of the sector has put great pressure on the public purse and on the
ministries’ capacity to run their higher education sector in transparent
and publicly accountable ways for their citizens.

Ar

“The number of higher education institutions on the [African] continent
increased by 52.87 times between 1945 and 2015. Latin America and the
Caribbean came second, boasting an increase of 20.67 times. The equivalent ﬁgure for Asia was 7.76 times, for Oceania 6.08 times, Europe 3.19
times, and in last place was North America, where the number of higher
education institutions grew by 2.63 times.”
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Zeleza confirms these trends in Table 1, which shows the average rate of
growth in the number of higher education institutions during this period. It can be seen that “worldwide, the average rate of annual growth
was 5.83% between 1945 and 2015. Africa’s average rate was a staggering 74.10%, followed by Latin America with 26.42%, Asia 9.66%, Oceania,
7.27%, Europe 3.13%, and North America 2.34%” (Zeleza, 2016, p. 6).

1945–1960 1960–1970 1970–1980 1980–1990 1990–2000 2000–2010 2010–2015 1945–2015

World

3.12

8.63

10.88

10.39

20.39

9.28

5.91

5.83

Asia

8.77

6.04

7.68

16.21

13.38

3.00

2.65

9.66

Europe

1.55

7.83

15.19

5.33

14.82

5.52

5.85

3.13

North
America

1.05

8.08

12.13

8.49

19.63

4.16

19.88

2.34

5.44
Latin
America
and Caribbean

21.25

13.18

8.27

21.00

12.05

8.05

26.42

Africa

9.68

13.93

13.19

12.26

22.24

19.14

3.23

74.10

Oceania

2.90

24.00

5.83

17.14

6.67

3.13

48

7.27

Sa
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Region

Table 1

Average percentage growth rate of higher education institutions by regions, Zeleza, 2016, p. 7.
Percentages calculated by Zeleza from the data extracted from Worldwide Database of Higher
Education Institutions (whed.net/home.php).
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le

This exponential growth continues to pose significant challenges to universities to adapt, re-calibrate and legitimise their relevance, value and
purpose, their models of governance, management, sustainability, and
their blend of traditional versus digital delivery for public and private
good.

tic

The growth of the sector led to the realisation that quality could no
longer be maintained centrally and that universities need to be responsible and accountable for it. As a result, greater institutional autonomy has been granted to universities in many countries, in exchange for
more accountability mechanisms, including quality assurance.

Exponential HE growth
internationally

Lastly and importantly, the development of quality assurance has been
driven by the emergence of globalisation and knowledge-based economies, which put higher education at the centre of national economic
development and resulted in pressure from governments to ensure the
performance of their tertiary sector. In parallel, the sector could not
escape the heightened international competition for talents. Internationalisation and the growing competition in higher education has been
exemplified and exacerbated by international rankings, which are structuring and shaping, to an extent, international cooperation in higher education. International competition has also resulted in regionalisation
policies aimed at creating economic blocks in which higher education
plays a central role.

Diversiﬁcation, complex
landscapes recognition
mechanisms

The African continent has not escaped these international tendencies,
although they have been in evidence in different ways in different parts
of this vast continent, which makes generalisations difficult. For a history of these developments in Africa before the HAQAA initiative, see
Seehole and de Wit (2014); and Shabani, Okebukola, and Oyewole (2014),
which provide a baseline on these trends.

Knowledge-based economies,
internationalisation,
regionalisation and rankings
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With the expansion of the sector and the diversification of students’
profiles and needs came the growing diversification of tertiary education institutional types and the increased importance of private institutions. The complexity of the higher education landscape required more
scrutiny; the emergence of cross-border provision and that of shady
providers served to reinforce the stress on both quality and quality assurance. In parallel, student mobility has increased around the globe
and resulted in more attention being paid to recognition mechanisms
based on quality assurance, in order to support the transfer of students’ academic work.
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The Southern African Region
As an example of scale and diversity, the Southern African region
alone, represents

le

15 countries, including two Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and
the world’s 4th largest island;
277 million people;

25% of Africa’s population;

tic

33% of Africa’s land area;

109 public universities and 515 technical universities/colleges (2012);

Ar

a fast-growing private university sector with 467 accredited institutions (2012); and
three major university languages of tertiary instruction and research: English, French and Portuguese.
Source: Kotecha (2016, p. 3)
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Increasing access has led to the awareness of the need to ensure the
relevance and quality of provision. While there are African higher institutions of quality that are recognised by their international peers, the
massification of higher education has also been haphazard, leading an
astute observer of African higher education to note that it is not so
much the systems that have massified as much as some of the institutions, particularly those located in capital cities that have grown to a
sometimes unmanageable size (Mohamedbhai, 2017).
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Haphazard massiﬁcation

The growth of the sector has been accompanied sometimes by governance issues, inadequate funding and injudicious use of resources. It
has put pressure on staffing and revealed a dearth in the number and
qualification of academic staff, forcing some universities to hire freshly-minted bachelor holders to teach. The very limited research capacity
and a shift to study programmes focused on responding to market and
consumer demands introduced further distortions in some countries.
Despite the pressing need for quality assurance, there is a great deal of
diversity in the degree of adoption of quality assurance across Africa.
Some countries have no quality assurance agencies at all while others
have had the benefit of an agency for a number of years, such as Nigeria,
since 1962.
In general, QA of higher education in Africa was introduced in the form
of affiliation, in particular, local higher education institutions (HEIs) were
affiliated with international institutions in the old colonial powers, e.g.
Britain or France. Over the years, many post-independent countries introduced ways whereby the state authority, through ministries, in some
way provided oversight of higher education, although no two countries
approached it in exactly the same way (cited in Kotecha, HAQAA , 2016,
p. 12, unpublished).
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The development of quality assurance in Africa was not sufficiently
opened to cross-border cooperation or regional and international experiences. Quality assurance has been based on limited interregional or international benchmarking and while bilateral agreements and informal
cooperation existed between countries, to date, few quality assurance
agencies have purposefully aligned with existing continental agencies.
The two exceptions are in East Africa via the Inter-University Council for
East Africa (IUCEA), which was a concerted political inter-government
effort, and the Francophone framework developed by the Conseil Africain et Malgache pour l’Enseignement Supérieur (CAMES). In other parts
of Africa, quality standards and accreditation have been endorsed by
established or emerging national agencies or by international providers
where possible.

Diversity of approaches

le

In addition, quality assurance approaches have varied between the
countries that have adopted accreditation and those that gave preference to audits or evaluations. Furthermore, some of these approaches
are focused on the programme level while others are focused on institutions or on both institutions and programmes. Countries also differ in
the quality assurance of public vs private higher education and whether
both types of institutions are subject to the same approach and criteria
(see Butcher & Associates, 2017, for a discussion of diversity in quality
assurance in the Southern African Region alone).

Limited interregional and
international benchmarking
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This paper examines the Harmonisation of African Higher Education
Quality Assurance (HAQAA), an initiative funded by the European Union
(EU) in partnership with the African Union (AU) “to support the development of a harmonised quality assurance and accreditation system at
institutional level, national, regional and Pan-African continental level”
(haqaa.aau.org).
The paper seeks to respond to four main questions:

 What are the goals, substance and approach of this initiative?

Sa
m

 What are forces that pressed for the initiative?

 What have been the successes of the initiative so far?
 What issues and challenges were faced by the initiative and what
should be the next steps?
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2. The Goals, Substance and
Approach of HAQAA

tic
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The HAQAA initiative was funded by the European Union in the context of
the Africa-EU Strategic Partnership, a biregional policy and investment
framework that it has with the African Union. HAQAA aims to support the
African Union (AU) in delivering the Pan-African Quality Assurance and
Accreditation Framework, which is the AU-endorsed guiding document
for harmonisation in the quality assurance in higher education in Africa.
HAQAA has supported a number of its action lines, including

Ar

 developing a common understanding of QA through training courses
that have targeted key African QA actors (stakeholders and disseminators), setting up an online platform, consolidating an expert network
and producing an Africa-wide mapping report of current national QA
practices (January 2016–June 2017).
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 developing the African Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance
(ASG-QA) (June 2016–June 2017). This responsibility was given to a technical working group, supported by an advisory board. The draft ASG-QA
were posted for an online consultation and discussed during a continent-wide workshop. Training workshops were organised to promote a
good understanding of the ASG (June 2016–June 2017). The ASG-QA now
exist in four languages and should be endorsed by the African Union
at the end of 2019 (tinyurl.com/y6g9lp9r, last accessed on 28 May 2019).
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 consolidating a quality culture in African universities: This involved visits to African QA agencies or bodies responsible for quality assurance,
QA staff development workshops, institutional evaluations to build up
institutional capacity in self-assessment and the piloting of an institutional evaluation tool, the African Quality Rating Mechanism (AQRM)
in fifteen institutions in the five diverse Northern, Southern, Central,
Eastern and Western African sub-regions (February 2017–April 2018).

Goals of HAQAA initiative

The tool, which has been developed and promoted by the African Union, allows universities and programmes to rate themselves against a
set of standards. For institutions, the AQRM indicators include governance and management, infrastructure, finance, teaching and learning,
research, publication and innovation and community engagement. The
AQRM indicators for programmes include programme planning and
management, curriculum development, teaching and learning, assessment and programme results (February 2017–April 2018) (AQRM, 2018).
 providing capacity development support to existing QA agencies in four
African countries as well as consultancy to an additional four countries
that are currently setting up an agency. Based on the ASG-QA, an external review model was proposed by the technical working group. Four
agencies were evaluated according to this review model. It should be
endorsed in the next phase of HAQAA, which should start in June/July
2019 (February 2018–September 2018).
The initiative was implemented by a consortium that included the Association of African Universities (AAU), the European University Association
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le

(EUA), the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) and the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). The
University of Barcelona served as the coordinator.

tic

The HAQAA consortium took as a point of departure the current quality
assurance developments in Africa, whether those were at national or regional level. Some of the most noteworthy initiatives included a number
of African-wide and subregional African initiatives.

African-Wide and Subregional African Initiatives
At the continental level:

Ar

AfriQAN, the network that was set up with the Association of African
Universities with support from the Global Initiative on Quality Assurance Capacity (GIQAC) of the United Nations Education, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO);
the Pan-African Quality Assurance Framework (PAQAF);
the Pan-African University; and
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Tuning Africa, which disseminated the Tuning methodology that was
developed in Europe.
At the African sub-regional level:

Arab Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE);
Conseil Africain et Malgache pour l’Enseignement Supérieur (CAMES);
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Great Lakes Association;

Inter-University Council for East Africa (IUCEA); and
Southern Africa Quality Assurance Network (SAQAN).

The number of African and subregional initiatives demonstrates the rising importance of quality assurance in Africa. The 2016 HAQAA Mapping
report (unpublished) notes:

Continental and subregional
initiatives

There are a number of pronounced regional QA bodies and organisations, each with a different history and dynamic. … Of greatest relevance
in terms of standards and guidelines for QA at the regional level are IUCEA and CAMES. They have developed well-documented standards that
are used by individual countries in their regions to develop and implement QA. Both agencies have brought together subject specialists, professionals, employers and other relevant stakeholders to develop minimum standards (cited in Kotecha 2016, p. 13).
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However, given the size of the continent, the linguistic diversity and the
different historical trajectories, these subregional initiatives remained
largely uncoordinated or not networked in the context of formal political frameworks.
HAQAA provided opportunities for continent-wide discussions among
the key actors. The goals of HAQAA were to reinforce the local, subregional and Africa-wide existing initiatives and ensure African stakeholders’ buy-in while taking into account current capacity to support the new
AU/EU initiative. This was the reason for entrusting the Association of
African Universities with a primary role in the initiative, which included
developing and organising training and other types of seminars, with
the support of European partners. Experts from both Africa and Europe have been expected to contribute in order to ensure bi-directional
knowledge transfer. Such global exchanges on effective and successful
regional models of governance and ownership to harmonise quality assurance and degree frameworks would greatly benefit the numerous
actors and agencies on the African continent under HAQAA auspices.

HAQAA, a platform for QA
conversations

HAQAA also took into account the work of a number of international organisations to draw from their experiences and lessons learned and to
ensure a two-way communication:
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Formal political frameworks, lack
of coordination of actors and
processes

International QA Initiatives Related to Harmonisation
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European associations and initiatives:
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
(ENQA);
European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR);
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European Consortium for Accreditation in higher education (ECA);
The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance (ESG);
Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (CEENQA); and
Quality Assurance of Cross-Border Higher Education (QACHE).
Non-European initiatives:
Arab Organization for Quality Assurance (AROQA);
Asia Pacific Quality Network (APQN);
Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), an US-based organisation promoting good practice in quality assurance; and
World Bank Centres of Excellence.
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Lastly, the HAQAA initiative also took account of Quality Connect, a Europe-Africa project that took place between October 2010 and September 2012 and involved the evaluations of institutions across the African
continent, using essentially the Institutional Evaluation Programme of
the European University Association (Sursock, 2012).

le

European dissemination and policy channels [would] ensure that the
African QA experience is also shared in Europe and that many of the
activities planned also incorporate a discussion on how Africa-European collaboration and mutual exchange around the topic of QA can be
enhanced. This will underpin the EU-Africa Strategic Partnership and
also benefit the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (haqaa.aau.org/
activities, last accessed on 29 May 2019).
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3. The Forces That Pressed for the
HAQAA Initiative
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The main initiators of HAQAA were the African Union and the European
Union; the project conception and the overall objectives were based
on discussions and agreements within the framework of the EU-Africa
partnership. The motivations of the African and European Unions were
different albeit complementary. As part of its international strategy, the
European Union has been promoting the know-how developed in the
Bologna Process and the successes of the European Higher Education
Area as an appropriate approach for other regions of the world. As the
European framework for quality assurance has been one of the most
enduring successes of the Bologna Process, the European Union had
negotiations with the African Union and the African Association of Universities to co-develop an approach that can be adapted to the African
context to maximise the potential and success of the ASG framework
and the HAQAA initiative.
The African Union was interested in promoting the quality of higher education in Africa and in developing a pan-African approach to quality assurance. The urgency to act in a timely manner was triggered in
part by certain subregional initiatives that aspired to build sub-regional
quality assurance mechanisms, such as the initiative of CAMES directed at the French-speaking countries of West Africa. Policymakers at the
African level thought that an Africa-wide approach would address the
fragmentation of the continent, bring its nations closer together, provide a stronger underpinning to an African higher education area, and
build upon subregional quality assurance frameworks.
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More fundamentally, however, it was felt that the added value of an Africa-wide approach would serve to bridge the disparities in the development of quality assurance that could be observed across the African
continent. It would respond to the growing realisation of the need to
establish a harmonised higher education area in Africa that would facilitate the mobility of students and professionals with accredited qualifications; it would focus attention on the quality and quality assurance of
higher education and address the growing gap between skills supplies
and demands.
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An African Union – European
Union QA collaboration

Ar

The heads of states and governments in Africa expressed their commitment to ensure comparable higher education by setting up a mechanism
for harmonisation of quality assurance processes and mechanisms. The
AU’s Agenda to 2063—The Africa We Want—called for harmonisation and
strengthening of quality of higher education in Africa by making it more
relevant locally and more competitive globally. They recognised that increased priority attention should be given to both quality and quality
assurance, to employability (given the growing number of graduates)
and to the lack of degree recognition and its impediment on mobility,
given the diversity within the higher education sector.
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The HAQAA initiative was timely on the international level as well. It
coincided with the plan by the United Nations Education, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) to revise the Recognition Convention by
asking the different world regions to update their convention in order to
facilitate student and staff mobility. Such conventions require a quality
assurance underpinning. This explains why UNESCO-IIEP offered quality
assurance courses targeting countries in Africa, notably those that were
lacking a quality assurance agency.
The African Union’s vision of an integrated Africa required a harmonised
education system, but harmonisation was not equated with uniformity.
In keeping with the philosophy of the UNESCO’s Recognition Convention,
the focus has been placed on the notion of equivalency rather than
similarity. This would be achieved by promoting shared views on quality,
criteria and standards.
Thus, intrinsic and extrinsic factors led to the development of a programmatic platform which has brought multiple actors together to
strengthen institutional, subregional, continental and international collaboration in quality assurance, at conceptual and practical levels within a fast moving, interconnected, global landscape.
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4. The Successes of HAQAA
The African Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance
(ASG-QA)

What Are the ASG-QA?
They are

tic

a set of standards and guidelines for internal and external QA in HE
in Africa;

le

It was in this context that the African Standards and Guidelines for Higher Education (ASG-QA) were developed. These consensual guidelines
are the most concrete and tangible African grown and owned outcome
of the HAQAA initiative.

the standards are stated as common minimum standards or requirements;

Ar

the guidelines are stated in more specific terms to allow for collection of evidence in support of the status of quality at HEIs and QAAs;
benchmarked with existing standards and guidelines, but contextualised;
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not prescriptive—mechanism for quality enhancement in African
HEIs and QAAs;
not exhaustive—adapt to suit context;
examples of best practice; and

the ASG-QA are broad enough to allow for diversity, yet safeguarding
comparability.
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Their Purposes

The ASG-QA will support HEIs and QAAs in Africa in implementing
good practices for QA; and speciﬁcally to
have a common framework and understanding of QA among stakeholders—at continental, regional, and national levels;
develop mutual trust—facilitate recognition and mobility of students
and human resources;
ensure quality improvement/enhancement through self-assessment,
external review and continuous M&E;
promote transparency and accountability by providing appropriate
information to the public;
promote a sustainable quality culture in HEIs; and
promote international competitiveness of Africa’s HE system.
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Principles
Quality and QA are primarily the responsibility of HEIs.

le

The autonomy, identity and integrity of HEIs are acknowledged and
respected.

Methodologies
They are

tic

HEIs and QAAs can adapt the standards and guidelines to their HE
system and context.

subjected to consultation for acceptability; and

Ar

benchmarked with best practices.
Source: Odongo (2017)
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The ASG-QA will serve as a common ground for the development of internal and external quality assurance processes, based on an agreed
set of principles, which will underpin student and staff mobility and the
establishment of African higher education and research area.

HAQAA achievements

Other successes of the HAQAA initiative are harder to measure and
quantify but they include greater awareness of quality assurance, the
beginning of continent-wide conversations on the subject and, critically,
the strengthening of local expertise and its integration into this area.
Expanded local expertise of substantive critical mass in Africa’s continental and subregions is a vital requirement to integrate Africa’s socio-economic, political, intellectual, political strategies and goals concretely and robustly within the QA and regionalisation global practices
arena.
Round II of the HAQAA initiative, currently being planned, will help consolidate the gains already made, such as preparing university leaders
to establish and support quality assurance developments, both internal and external to their institutions. Creating the opportunity to compare and analyse the drivers, prerequisite conditions and coordinating
mechanisms in Europe would constitute an empowering act, as it is understood that Europe essentially achieved harmonisation by coordinating national quality agencies whereas in Africa, the establishment of
national quality agencies is highly uneven at present (Woldegiorgis &
Knight, 2017).
The continuing conversation in the seminars and workshops will serve
to provide a common vocabulary and build consensus on the principles
identified in ASG-QA. Importantly, it will shift the conversation away
from an examination of differences across national systems and focus
attention on how to build commonalities across the continent.
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Such basic issues as the vocabulary used and the need for a glossary
were voiced over and over again as quality assurance agencies were focused on their differences rather than their commonalities. … In presenting a framework for addressing diversity in the approaches and maturity
of different quality assurance frameworks, the ESG shifted the conversation by providing a useful set of principles and a shared framework
while accepting the diversity of national approaches (Sursock, 2017, p. 5).
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Indeed, if the example of Europe is any guide, before the adoption of the
European Standards and Guidelines (ESG), the European QA discussions
showed a lack of trust related to the diversity of national quality assurance approaches:
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Six years after the ESG were adopted, a European study concluded that
countries with mature quality assurance “were strengthened by the
framework provided by the ESG while, for developing systems, the ESG
provided a supportive framework with useful reference points that contributed to shaping the further development of their quality assurance
systems” (Sursock, 2017, p. 5).

5. Challenges and Next Steps
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It is hoped that a similar development will occur in Africa. However, in
order to ensure future successes, it is important to reflect on the challenges faced so far. As mentioned earlier, those include the vastness
of the African continent, its wide cultural and education diversity, the
different historical trajectory of its higher education systems, and the
language diversity which can slow down the consolidation of a common
vocabulary and lead to misunderstanding and nervousness about the
meaning and implications of the concept of harmonisation and other
key working principles.
The initiative required great sensitivities to the different political dynamics at play, whether those were at the national, sub-regional or continental level. Gudrun Chazotte, of DAAD, emphasised in a private communication to the authors that this required ensuring the engagement
of stakeholders at all levels and ensuring that they would agree with
the main objectives. She also noted that the legacy of different systems
and histories between Europe and Africa is enduring and have required
deftness in intercultural dialogue and understanding and respect of local sensitivities and contexts. These considerations must continue to be
a focus in future discussions.
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Emerging Principles for Effective Intercontinental
Collaboration

tic

There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution: Different regional contexts
and stages of development need to be considered.

Regional and national partners/structures play an important role
and should show long-term commitment.

Ar

Exchange and dialogue of higher education institutions and agencies/regulatory bodies are important for enhancing the systems.

Ownership and sustainability can be achieved when regional partners and experts are taken on board right from the beginning and
training methodology is built on practical implementation and multiplication of knowledge.
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An expert network can be a process-driving factor for enhancing
quality, harmonisation and sustainability. Annual meetings of the
network implicating other stakeholders (regulatory bodies, etc.) can
be very useful for progressing.
Moving beyond capacity development and shaping regulations at
system level is time consuming, requires a long-term financial investment and needs to be driven by common interest of external
and internal QA policymakers.
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Source: Chazotte, 2017, p. 13

Inclusive participation, sterile Last but certainly not least, the timescale for this ambitious and comcompliance versus embedding plex project was very compact and, as a result, relatively few stakeholdquality culture ers were directly engaged in the HAQAA initiative relative to the size
of the continent. This means that there is a need to scale up efforts
to develop greater awareness and knowledge of quality assurance and
to embed quality cultures within higher education institutions. This requires broad-based participation of academic and administrative staff,
students and quality assurance agencies and ensuring that quality assurance and regional harmonisation do not evoke images of sterile bureaucratisation; rather, they should conjure up a dynamic and vibrant
vision for the African higher education and research area.
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