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Abstract: The quality of the higher education in Serbia depends on the extent to which higher education 

institutions and their study programs meet the prescribed standards, which are in line with the requirements of the 

European Higher Education Area. A key role in assessing the fulfilment of these standards has been entrusted to the 

National Entity for Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education of Serbia (NEAQA). The establishment 

of the National Entity for Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education as an independent body in 

institutional, financial, administrative and professional terms in accordance with the Law on Higher Education from 

2017 and the adoption of new rules and guidelines have created the conditions for the implementation of the new 

methodology, which enables independent implementation of accreditation procedures and external quality assurance 

of higher education institutions. The paper analyses the challenges of implementing accreditation procedures 
according to the new methodology and the role of the NEAQA in quality assurance in Serbian higher education. 

Key Words: Quality of higher education/Accreditation/External quality assurance/New QA methodology 
 

 

IZAZOVI U SPROVOĐENJU POSTUPAKA AKREDITACIJE PO NOVOJ 

METODOLOGIJI I ULOGA NAT U OBEZBEĐENJU KVALITETA U VISOKOM 

OBRAZOVANJU 
 
Kratak sadržaj: Kvalitet visokog obrazovanja u Srbiji zavisi od toga u kojoj meri visokoškolske ustanove i njihovi 

studijski programi ispunjavaju propisane standarde, koji su usaglašeni sa zahtevima obrazovnog sistema u 

Evropskom prostoru visokog obrazovanja. Ključna uloga u oceni ispunjenosti tih standarda poverena je Nacionalnom 

akreditacionom telu (NAT). Formiranjem Nacionalnog tela za akreditaciju i proveru kvaliteta u visokom obrazovanju, 

kao nezavisnog tela u institucionalnom, finansijskom, administrativnom i stručnom smislu, u skladu sa Zakonom o 

visokom obrazovanju iz 2017.godine i donošenjem novih pravilnika i uputstava stvoreni su uslovi za primenu nove 

metodologije, koja omogućuje nezavisno sprovođenje postupaka akreditacije i spoljašnje provere visokoškolskih 

ustanova. U radu su analizirani izazovi sprovođenja postupaka akreditacije po novoj metodologiji, kao i uloga NAT 

u obezbeđenju kvaliteta u visokom obrazovanju u Srbiji. 

Ključne reči: Kvalitet visokog obrazovanja/Akreditacija/Spoljašnja provera kvaliteta/Nova metodologija 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Serbia is on the threshold of the fourth industrial revolution, affecting the emergence of new jobs and 
occupations, and hence the education system, and it therefore needs to adapt and respond to demands concerning the 
provision of new knowledge and skills. The responsibility of the education system is all the greater due to the fact that 
the emergence of new categories of jobs and occupations shall, in part or completely, replace existing ones. New 
complex knowledge and skills in demand will also change significantly. [1] Higher education institutions are expected 
to respond quickly to changes and innovations in the content of study programmes, so that staff they educate are 
capable of executing new jobs and adopting new professions. We need to face the challenges of the new age in a 
timely manner in order to avoid huge economic and social expenses targeting individuals, businesses and the economy.  

Over the course of 2015, the United Nations General Assembly (UN) adopted a new global development agenda: 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Objective 4 relates to the provision of quality education, while promoting 
the possibility of holistic learning for all. Knowledge is one of the most crucial factors for sustainable development. 
From an economic point of view, the role of education is to stimulate economic growth, increase productivity, 
creativity, labour mobility, promote technological advancement; from the social point of view, to increase the chances 
of employment and higher earnings, reduce poverty, promote social mobility, improve people's health; and from an 
environmental point of view, it enhances people's environmental awareness, contributes to the rational use of natural 
resources, the conservation of biodiversity, and the reduction of vulnerability to climate change. [2] Sustainable 
development should be based on knowledge and innovations and investment in human capital as a key resource of the 
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modern age. Education expenditures should not be seen as expenses, but as an investment in the future, [3] as an 
investment in ensuring sustainable development. [4] Higher education institutions should play a key role in educating 
the staff trained to be bearers of sustainable development. It is the responsibility of the National Entity for 
Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education of Serbia to receive accreditation only from higher 
education institutions that meet all the prescribed standards and that shall be capable of properly educating staff who 
can meet the requirements of the modern era, contributing to the sustainable development of Serbia. 

 

2. THE ROLE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE NEAQA IN QUALITY ASSURANCE IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

The Law on Higher Education of 2005 enabled the introduction of principles under the Bologna and Lisbon 
Declarations into the higher education system of the Republic of Serbia. In this manner, conditions were created for 
Serbia's inclusion into the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). In accordance with the aforementioned Law, 
the Commission for Accreditation and Quality Assurance of Serbia was established in June 2006, as a body of the 
National Council for Higher Education. 

By a Decision adopted by the Government of the Republic of Serbia (“Official Gazette of the RS” no. 9/2018), 
the National Entity for Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education of Serbia (hereinafter referred to as 
NEAQA) was established as an independent body in the institutional, financial, administrative and professional sense, 
in accordance with the Law on Higher Education of 2017 (“Official Gazette of the RS”, no. 88/2018, 73/2018, 27/2018 
- other law and 67/2019). On 9 March 2018, the NEAQA was registered in the Commercial Court’s Register, 
commencing operations on 18 July 2018 with the election of directors and members of the Committee for 
Accreditation and Quality Assurance (hereinafter referred to as CAQA), which was constituted on 3 May 2018. On 
30 August 2018, CAQA was constituted as the professional body NEAQA. 

As a legal successor to the former CAQA, the NEAQA has retained the same status as a “member under review” 
at ENQA (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education) until February 2020. Within a year or 
so, the NEAQA has undertaken a number of activities to change the accreditation rules and standards in order to meet 
European standards and guidelines in accordance with ENQA's remarks, in particular in the area of consolidating 
independence, strengthening the role of review committees, which currently in their ranks include three university 
professors, including students and business representatives, as well as in involving foreign experts in the evaluation 
process, implementing visits of review committees, and so-forth. In this manner, a new methodology for the 
implementation of the accreditation and external verification process in higher education was formulated and ENQA's 
remarks were largely eliminated. The ENQA Panel performed an external NEAQA review in October 2019 and we 
expect a decision by the ENQA Board over the course of February concerning the status of the NEAQA’s membership 
in ENQA. 

The NEAQA carries out activities in the process of accreditation and quality assurance of higher education in 
the Republic of Serbia in accordance with the principles of quality in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), 
European standards and guidelines for quality assurance (European Standards and Guidelines - ESGG) and regulations 
in the Republic of Serbia. The goal is for NEAQA to assume the role of a driving force for the development of quality 
assurance systems in higher education in Serbia. Quality is the core value on which the NEAQA bases its activity in 
higher education, in accordance with the law, independently but in cooperation with higher education institutions, 
students, employers and society as a whole 

The successful implementation of the accreditation procedure in higher education depends on a number of 
factors. First and foremost, laws and by-laws must be clearly defined so that higher education institutions may properly 
prepare for the accreditation procedure and register that they have meet all prescribed standards. On the other hand, 
in order for the accreditation procedure to be carried out efficiently and professionally, all actors involved in this 
process must have a solid knowledge of the Law on Higher Education, as well as rules, standards and guidelines in 
order to fully comply with them. Compliance with the code of ethics by all participants in the conduct of accreditation 
and external review procedures is also an extremely vital factor in ensuring independence and professionalism in 
decision-making on the accreditation of higher education institutions and study programmes. For these reasons, the 
NEAQA has organized a number of training sessions for reviewers, CAQA members and the professional service. 

 

3. APPLICATION OF A NEW ACCREDITATION IMPLEMENTATION METHODOLOGY 

In order to improve the quality of higher education and to meet standards in accordance with the requirements 
set in the European education area, the NEAQA has started to implement envisaged activities to eliminate objections 
made by ENQA and EQAR (European Quality Assurance Register), having inherited the status of a full-fledged 
member under review in ENQA as the legal successor of the former CAQA. The condition for this was to improve 
the rules and standards relating to the accreditation of higher education institutions and study programmes, to ensure 
and maintain quality in higher education, to improve the standards and guidelines for their implementation. All these 
activities began in 2018 and ended in 2019 with the publication of the Rulebook on Standards and Procedures for 
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Accreditation of Higher Education Institutions, the Rulebook on Standards and Procedure for Accreditation of Study 
Programmes, the Rulebook on Standards for Initial Accreditation of Higher Education Institutions and Study 
Programmes, the Rulebook on Standards for Self-Evaluation and Quality Assessment of Higher Education Institutions 
and Study Programmes, the Rulebook on Standards and Procedure for External Quality Assurance of Higher 
Education Institutions in the Official Gazette no. 13/2019 of 28 February 2019. In this manner, conditions were created 
to remove the most important remarks provided by ENQA and meet the standard on the independence of reviewers, 
which was not fully met by the former CAQA, as well as other standards that were not partially met, with the aim of 
ensuring the preservation of NEAQA’s full membership in ENQA. 

The adoption of new Rulebooks and standards has created conditions for the formulation of a new methodology 
for resolving accreditation cases and external quality reviews. A new methodology for conducting accreditation and 
EQR activities has been adopted, which changes the accreditation and external reviews system giving the most 
important role to the review committees, consisting of three professors - experts in relevant scientific fields, 
practitioners and students, as recommended in the ENQA, EQAR reports on CAQA/ NEAQA of 2018. Foreign 
reviewers are also involved in the process of accreditation of PhD studies, which further ensures independence in the 
work of the reviewers.  

Under the new methodology, an adopted decision that concerns accreditation is based on a report provided by a 
review committee, while the Commission for Accreditation should not reach a decision contrary to the opinion of the 
review committee unless it finds that the report has not been prepared in accordance with regulations. There have been 
no such cases in the practice of implementing the new methodology so far. 

The new methodology defines the requirements for digital accreditation of higher education institutions and 
study programmes, while the NEAQA 2019 software, developed by the Faculty of Technical Sciences in Novi Sad, 
has been operational since July 2019. With the implementation of NEAQA 2019 software, the old electronic form for 
entering and processing accreditation data has been replaced, with a new, modern electronic form aligned with new 
accreditation standards. A unique database has been provided that may be used by academic institutions to enter data 
on accreditation requirements, while a series of reports have been created that free reviewers from manual computing 
during data analysis. From early July to the end of 2019, 115 higher education institutions were granted access to 
NEAQA 2019 software, while 28 institutions were able to align the submitted data with new accreditation standards 
and complete the electronic data transmission in a new manner through the NEAQA 2019 software. 

In accordance with the new methodology, so far accreditation has overall been granted to the following: 52 study 
programmes, 6 higher education institutions and one positive opinion was given in the process of initial accreditation 
of a higher education institution. Furthermore, the NEAQA launched three extraordinary external quality reviews of 
higher education institutions. 

In the process of implementing accreditation, certain problems concerning the orderliness of documentation, 
primarily from a legal point of view, were expressed. Subsequent verification of this documentation in the 
accreditation procedure significantly slows down this process. Therefore, improvements have been made in relation 
to the procedure for receiving accreditation and quality assurance applications, validation and completeness of 
documentation, its completion and storing in all stages of the process of accreditation and quality verification until the 
adoption of a final decision, as well as in regards to accreditation and quality assurance applicants. Control tables have 
been drafted, listing all the individual documents necessary for initial accreditation, accreditation of institutions and 
study programmes, according to which submitted documentation is validated, and this shall furthermore assist higher 
education institutions in preparing documentation for accreditation. In addition to the case clerks, the legal department 
also participates in checking the correctness and legal validity of documentation, which shall significantly increase 
the efficiency of conducting the entire accreditation process, from submission of the application to the adoption of the 
decision on accreditation. 

In the implementation of accreditation procedures, the biggest problems were expressed in relation to securing 
business representatives in relevant areas, as well as in respect of a large number of the aforementioned abandoning 
review committees due to their heavy schedules, which has significantly slowed down these procedures. Moreover, 
the provision of foreign reviewers for particular scientific fields was also indicated as a problem. The list of foreign 
reviewers is dominated by reviewers from the former Yugoslav republics. The competition for foreign reviewers is 
constantly open. 

The new methodology of accreditation implementation should contribute to raising the efficiency of 
implementing procedures for assessment of accreditation standards for higher education institutions and study 
programmes. The effectiveness of these procedures depends first and foremost on the efficiency of the work of the 
NEAQA’s service, the review committee and the Commission for Accreditation. Spatial and staffing constraints also 
affect work efficiency. Analyses of the problems identified are continuously carried out and solutions are found to 
overcome them, which shall improve the efficiency of work in all segments of the accreditation and quality assurance 
process. The new rulebooks and their standards are fully aligned with European Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance (ESG) and regulations in the Republic of Serbia. However, during the implementation of the guidelines 
issued by the NEAQA within a relatively short period of time, due to the necessity to start the accreditation process 
by the new rules as soon as possible, it has been shown that there were parts in which the instructions were extensive 
and not sufficiently clear, that certain provisions were contradictory in terms of regulation of several specific issues 
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and some are not fully aligned with the Law on Higher Education (e.g. 9 months to complete initial accreditation). 
Therefore, based on the perceived shortcomings and comments made by higher education institutions, the preparation 
of amended and harmonized instructions with regulations and standards has been made, which will be clearer and 
enable easier preparation of necessary documentation for accreditation, but initiatives have also been initiated for the 
change of certain articles of the Low on Higher education, that have been adopted at a time when the accreditation 
process was being conducted in a less complex manner and with only two reviewers. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

Higher education institutions face great challenges and responsibilities in educating staff who, based on their 
acquired knowledge and skills, will be able to meet contemporary demands. Knowledge is one of the most crucial 
factors for sustainable development. It is the responsibility of the National Entity for Accreditation and Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education that accreditation is only received by higher education institutions that meet all the 
prescribed standards and that are therefore able to educate staff who shall be capable of performing jobs and 
occupations in accordance with the requirements of the fourth industrial revolution. A key role in all segments of 
society must be entrusted to the most capable staff with quality education and to the necessary knowledge and skills 
adapted to modern practice. There can be no progress without quality staff who shall be bearers of technological 
development and innovation. The type of human resources Serbia will have in the future depends, among other things, 
on the role of the National Entity for Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Serbia in preventing 
the collapse of the higher education system in Serbia, with a clear commitment that only those institutions that 
continuously meet all standards and whose diplomas verify acquired quality knowledge and skills may persist and be 
accredited in the field of higher education.  
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