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Abstract  
The approaches to quality assurance are various, based on different contexts and different cultural 
backgrounds. While some professionals support norms and standards, and meeting the officially-
claimed requirements seem to be the goal of their efforts, others consider enhancement as the right 
way towards quality. Within a common project with a group of researchers of Porto University, the 
Slovak team of researchers decided to focus on the quality issues concerning external and internal 
evaluation of primary and secondary schools. Quality assurance plays an important part in educational 
institutions which are ready for their professional reflection resulting in changes and improvement. 
Based on the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, the process of self-evaluation should 
be consistent with external evaluation. The main focus of this article is to compare the steps that have 
been done in the home country and the results achieved from those procedures. Based on a 
comparative analysis, the paper presents similarities and differences in Portugal and Slovakia. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Quality assurance is a topic that has been discussed for many years during which a variety of 
approaches to the conduct of procedures that can prove the quality of educational institutions has 
been piloted and applied. Since schools, universities, and training providers are increasingly expected 
to perform at high level, behave professionally, and provide quality services throughout, the first ideas 
were based on meeting the norms such as ISO 9001. Although applicable for all organizations, the 
ISO strategic plan 2011-2015 failed to identify education as a sector where ISO standards provide 
benefits. Public sector organizations have had problems to fit norms that are more applicable to 
industry. Educational institutions consider the processes they provide to their customers (students) 
very specific, and the complexity of them seems to be difficult to be measured. Guidelines for the 
application of ISO 9001 in education help educational institutions to successfully implement ISO 9001 
and achieve adequate benefits, recognizing that ISO 9001 supports competitiveness among 
institutions. However, the tendency towards unification and strictly stated criteria encouraging have not 
fitted many educational institutions as they operate under different conditions that are influenced by 
various factors such as traditions based on educational history, centers of excellence in higher or 
lower education, the value of education in a local context, etc. ISO 9001 is based on a comparison of 
the educational organization to the standard.   

Traditions based on educational history can comprise various concepts, the ways of evaluating 
somebody’s work. In the Anglo-Saxon culture the way of praising work done is more common than the 
way of penalizing typical for the Central-European context. While in some countries public schools 
have represented top education (e.g. the U.K.) for many centuries, public schools that were 
established after 1989 in the former Socialist-block countries have not yet achieved the qualities of 
government-run schools so far.  

The last issue referring to the fundamentally different approaches to education in Europe mentioned 
before concerns the value of formal education. In Britain people prefer being educated informally and 
non-formally [1] rather than formally. Portuguese society has long been marked by low levels of 
education. As recently as the mid-1970s, one out of five people of working age in Portugal was 
illiterate [2]. In Slovakia, the vocational path used to dominate over general upper secondary 
education at the beginning of the 1990s. The structure of upper secondary schooling corresponded to 
the needs of socialist economies – as perceived by the central planners in the respective countries. 
Due to the economic transition, sudden restructuring and uncertainty as to the skills on demand, 
general education gave better chances of employment and higher wage prospects than specialized 
training. Vocational training programs started to be seen as inadequate. A specific feature of the 
transition in CEE countries’ education systems has been the dynamic increase in demand for higher 
education [3].  
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Last but not least, it is necessary to focus on the trends towards unification of qualifications and 
working abilities for citizens of the European Union encouraged the educational institutions to support 
quality assurance in order to promote European mobility and overcome prejudice and discrimination.    

1.1 Higher Education 
Alongside with introducing the credential system famous as the Bologna process that enables 
university students to choose their own profiles through studying at various universities in Europe 
within the program of Erasmus, promoting quality assurance at European higher education institutions 
is at the heart of higher education. In the European higher educational setting, several approaches to 
quality assurance are recognizable, such as evaluation, audit, benchmarking, etc. The term evaluation 
is used as a general term for quality assurance procedures which comprise any assessment of study 
programs, syllabi and learning outcomes, the teaching staff, management, financial matters, facilities 
and equipment of the higher educational institution, etc. [4]. Audit is defined as a systematic, 
independent and documented process of gaining evidence about quality assurance, which has been 
adopted by institutions for their own needs to monitor and improve activities of the institution. The 
most common audit in Europe is the institutional audit applicable in British and Scottish agencies as 
well as in some Scandinavian countries. Benchmarking can be seen as a method, but it might be a 
part of evaluation. It is process-based, and either the learning outcomes or different institutions are 
compared, the focus is on learning from the experiences of the best practice. While some procedures 
are based on minimum standards or threshold criteria, benchmarking procedures result from the 
criteria for performance excellence. On the other hand, some agencies for quality assurance propose 
a set of criteria which are used as a framework of recommendations concerning any evaluation 
procedure.   

The common concept of quality assurance in European higher educational institutions consists of a 
four-level model focusing on: 

• autonomy and independence in terms of procedures and methods referred to quality 
measurement 

• self-evaluation 

• external evaluation performed by professionals before and during their institution visit 

• making reports public [4].  

In the 2010s, many European universities introduced the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) 
model in their institutions to assure institutional quality due to its applicability in the public sector. The 
CAF conferences enabled the university quality CAF teams to compare their approaches to applying 
quality indicators presented in the framework. The universities could share their experiences in two 
areas: writing their self-assessment reports and being evaluated externally. The CAF team members 
from different European countries presenting data in the CAF conference in Bucharest in 2010 have 
concluded that the highest number of CAF users registered in the CAF user database was in Italy 
(322) and the lowest number in Serbia (1). As our study deals with two countries Slovakia and 
Portugal, the number of users are respectively 39 and 112 [5]. Those times some countries decided to 
have their own CAF versions for specific sectors, out of which four countries such as Belgium, 
Denmark, Italy and Portugal had versions for educational sector.   

When a new framework for higher education started to be considered as a necessity, the ministers of 
the Bologna Process signatory states invited the European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education (ENQA) to develop an agreed set of standards, procedures and guidelines on quality 
assurance and to ‘explore ways of ensuring an adequate peer review system for quality assurance 
and/or accreditation agencies or bodies, and to report back through the Bologna Follow-Up Group to 
Ministers in 2005’ [6].These	  European standards for internal and external quality assurance, and for 
external quality assurance agencies are summarized in the document called ‘Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area’. Some European countries 
decided to include the recommendations provided in the document into their local schemes. So did the 
Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic. 

Internal quality assurance within higher education area involves policy and procedures for quality 
assurance as follows: 

− approving, monitoring and reviewing the educational programs 
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− assessment of students  
− undertaking external reviews of qualification and competence of teaching staff  
− ensuring learning resources and student support 
− collecting, analyzing and using relevant information for the effective management 
− making objective quantitative and qualitative data about the study programs public.  

A huge step towards the acceptance of what the institution considers positive about itself is seen in 
the European standards for external quality assurance in higher education that comprise using internal 
quality assurance procedures. The second issue is a consistent application of explicit published 
criteria. The necessity of an action plan is completed by a cyclical review planned in advance and 
clearly defined. These guidelines support the idea of enhancement of all the procedures that seem to 
be necessary for effective functioning of higher education institutions.     

1.2 Lower Education 
In the context of this study, the term lower education is used in the meaning of primary, and lower and 
higher secondary education. Improving and sustaining the quality of lower education is important as 
good-quality teaching and learning environments assure effective learning outcomes. School quality is 
a condition under which schools can function effectively in a market economy preparing young people 
either for their professional careers or further studies. In general, self-evaluation is becoming more 
and more popular in many European countries as it supports the idea of building on good practice and 
encouraging school staffs to evaluate their current performance and identify priorities for action. A 
good example is seen in Scotland where an idea based on continuous improvement in learning 
supports creativity, problem solving, innovation and learning from others’ experience [7]. 

On the other hand, the population growth curve decreases rather than increases and schools are 
obliged to struggle for their financing as the criteria for budgeting might be different in different 
countries, for example, in Slovakia and Portugal, the number of students is the main criterion which 
influences the amount of money provided to schools for their operation. This criterion influences the 
selection of learners who can choose any school and probably they might be accepted irrespective of 
their previous achievements. This fact can influence their further achievements. It is not necessary to 
be skeptical but the achievements can become increasingly influential on politicians who prefer to see 
their countries and their policies being measured against global school league tables. Such rankings 
are provided by the OECD that runs the tests every three years. The Program for International Student 
Assessment (Pisa) provides education rankings based on international tests taken by 15-year-olds in 
math, reading and science. According to the report from 2015, Asian countries continue to dominate, 
with Singapore rated as best, replacing Shanghai, which is now part of a combined entry for China. 
The most interesting information from the report seems that Asian countries such as Singapore 
managed to achieve excellence without wide differences between children from wealthy and 
disadvantaged families. The only non-Asian nations that were able to get into the top five rankings 
across all three subjects were Finland, Estonia, Canada and Ireland [8].    

As our study concerns two countries – Slovakia and Portugal – Table 1 presented below shows the 
results achieved by fifteen-year-old students from these countries. 

Table 1.  PISA results (Slovakia and Portugal). 

Country Science Reading Mathematic 

Slovakia 23/70 21/70 29/70 

Portugal 42/70 43/70 38/70 

While Portugal has an increasing tendency, the results of Slovak youngsters are worse and 
decreasing. The country has changed their educational procedures significantly from the mutual 
processes typical for the common country (Czechoslovakia). In comparison, the results of Czech 
youngsters have a declining tendency, but in a milder way (science – 29/70, reading – 30/70 and 
mathematic – 28/70), still being good at reading literacy. 
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2 A STUDY ON QUALITY ASSURANCE IN TWO DIFFERENT CONTEXTS 
The aim of the study was to investigate the similarities and differences of quality assurance provided 
in two countries, Slovakia and Portugal, within the common project called ‘Self-evaluation Relevant for 
Primary and Secondary Schools as a Process Towards Improvement and Quality Assurance’ that has 
been carried out since 2016 in cooperation between Trnava University and Porto University within the 
grant scheme of Portuguese and Slovak research and development agencies. The idea behind the 
project was to investigate quality assurance procedures in both countries perceived by two teams, 
Slovak and Portuguese, the members of which side by side visited both Slovak and Portuguese 
primary and secondary schools and discussed with local representatives the stages the quality 
assurance teams of each educational institution had gone through and were interested in their 
opinions based on justifiability and reasonableness of the procedures adopted within the quality 
assurance model chosen by a particular institution.    

2.1 Similarities in Quality Assurance in Slovakia and Portugal 
The first set of data was collected during the visit of the Portuguese partners in Slovakia in May 2016. 
The group of three researchers from Portugal required to meet with local head teachers of primary and 
secondary schools who were willing to share their experience in quality assurance. 

The most significant similarity seems to be the self-evaluation process viewed as a reflective 
professional process through which educational institutions get to know themselves to be able to 
identify the best way forward for their students. Self-evaluation encourages change and improvement 
based on actions that students should benefit from as they cover areas such as curriculum, 
leadership, teaching processes, facilities, etc. Learning is a core business of any school and is 
dependent not only on the teaching staff and school managers, but on administrative (support) staff as 
well as parents and stakeholders. While in Slovakia, a set of indicators is based on the 
recommendations provided by local authorities, in Portugal the framework provides a structure for self-
evaluation and schools can choose the system they would like to apply, for example, the Common 
Assessment Framework (CAF). However, on both sides, during the self-evaluation processes a range 
of indicators and sources of evidence enable schools to look at their strengths and weaknesses. In 
both countries PDCA (P-plan, D-do, C-Check and A-act) cycles are used with the goal to plan further 
activities based on the SWOT analysis, during which the educational institution can reflect on its 
position in the educational environment and then prepare a four–step model for carrying out change. 
The model is called the Deming cycle. Just as a circle has no end, the PDCA cycle should be 
repeated again and again for continuous improvement.  

Another similarity can be seen in the fact that self-evaluation is mandatory. While in Slovakia self-
evaluation is mandatory due to the Decree 245/2009 Col., in which it is clearly stated what the schools 
are responsible for, in Portugal, the self-evaluation process is developed continuously and has the 
support of educational administration. Each Slovak school is obliged to provide an annual report, in 
which they present data related to external as well as internal achievements of their students. The 
report should include the internal system of quality. Since the typical fields for evaluation are not listed 
in any law, the schools typically base its information on school curriculum, conditions under which the 
curriculum is implemented, exact processes applied for curriculum implementation (teaching,  
extracurricular activities), students’ achievements, atmosphere in school and classrooms, cooperation 
between school representatives and parents, professional competences of teachers who are 
interviewed regularly and their performances are observed by the representatives of the school 
management, promotion of school, school management and the relations of the school and 
stakeholders. The areas of focus in the mentioned countries are very similar to each other. 

The Slovak self-assessment team can use different methods to analyze different aspects and 
compare their findings before formulating the final conclusions. The typical methods are interview, 
observation, peer-observation, document analysis, analysis of learners’ work and portfolio, collecting 
opinions, analysis of internal statistical data, etc. After each step the team members discuss the 
findings before they proceed with the next step. The final result of this process is the report which is 
internal in character, from which some data are officially submitted to the local authorities. The report 
is discussed with the stakeholders, students and parents.The schools are responsible to assure 
quality using the tools available. The choice of tools is based on their decision. The philosophy behind 
is to present good practices at schools which are confronted by external measurements and data 
provided by either national bodies or quality assurance agencies. 
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In Portugal, the self-evaluation processes should follow simple and selective procedures. The 
members of the self-assessment team are delegated by the school head teacher and collect 
information about the students, the social environment, the academic success, the quality of school 
services or the effectiveness of additional support, among others, using internal statistics, document 
analysis, surveys and interviews. It is necessary to ensure that: the information collected will respond 
to what the self-evaluation team want to know, using the data collection methods and analysis that are 
appropriate. The teams are provided with the technical capacity to lead the process with confidence. 
By engaging in the self-evaluation process, each Portuguese school has two main responsibilities 
concerning a necessity to start a systematic process of diagnosis that provides evidence about 
meeting the objectives of its educational project and to know its strengths and weaknesses. These 
should allow schools to improve their organization and functioning. 

2.2 Differences in Quality Assurance in Slovakia and Portugal 
In this section of the paper, the analyzed data achieved during the visit in Portugal, revealed that while 
students’ results achieved in Slovak schools are regularly compared with the data achieved through 
external evaluation of students’ achievements, this external evaluation carried out by the government 
is not applied in Portugal. After 1989, the Slovak Republic started to develop the system of external 
evaluation in an intensive way. The first step was to introduce the school-leaving examination as a 
final examination of the secondary school education. Currently, the secondary school leavers are 
tested externally in their national languages (either Slovak or Hungarian), a foreign language and 
mathematic. The establishment of the National Institute for Certified Educational Measurements 
resulted in other forms of external assessment – the 9th grade students or the 5th grade students. 
External testing of pupils of 9th grade at primary schools is carried out each year in order to detect 
individual level of learners’ knowledge of mathematic and a national language. The results of the 
testing can be used by head teachers of secondary schools as one of the criteria for admitting lower-
secondary students to study at a higher-secondary level. In 2016, the students of the fifth grade were 
tested for the first time. The number of the test-takers reached the number of 48,500 from 1,485 
primary schools in Slovakia. The tests were based on measuring learners’ achievements in the 
national languages and mathematic [9]. An external way of measuring learners’ achievements at any 
level of primary and secondary education does not exist in Portugal.  

The second significant difference seems to be a different system of schools. In Portugal, after the first 
cycle (four years), the second cycle covers interdisciplinary areas of basic education, lasting two years 
and followed by a three-year third cycle that is structured as a set of disciplines, incorporating various 
elements of vocational training. Secondary education encourages learners to specify and includes 
various courses to prepare young people to continue their studies or enter the labor markets. 
Portuguese society has long been marked by low levels of education, for example, less than one 
person in 20 had completed upper secondary education in the mid-1970s. The reform introduced the 
reorganization of the school network by creating "school clusters" bringing together several schools in 
a single educational project. A typical cluster may consist of five to 10 pre-school units and primary 
schools feeding into a single lower secondary school. Each cluster is led by a director who is 
appointed by a council of teachers, parents, students, municipal leaders and other relevant community 
and institutional representatives [2]. Offering better conditions for all, the students were given equal 
opportunities to be provided with education. In 2009, under the program called ‘New Opportunities’ 
more than 50,000 students obtained upper secondary qualifications. The proportion of school leavers 
jumped to 96 percent, compared with an OECD average of 82 percent. Schools put emphasis on 
improving educational conditions and encouraging the parents to become interested in the structure, 
life and mission of schools their children attend. This process was not necessary in Slovakia, as the 
previous socialist society was featured by an increased focus on education and parents’ participation 
in the areas of primary and secondary schooling. On the other hand, since 1989 new types of schools 
(private and religious) have been established in Slovakia. Regardless any quality criteria, they can 
operate independently as they are financed differently, funded by the government as well as private 
parties or the Church.     

3 CONCLUSION 
Observing and analyzing the system of self-assessment in both countries, the representatives of 
Trnava University and Porto University have come to conclusions that each school should commit to 
the development of a culture which recognizes the importance of quality, and quality assurance. Each 
school should select and use their own system of quality assurance, suitable for its purposes. The 
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strategy, policy and procedures should have a formal status and be publicly available as the goal is to 
objectively analyze the effectiveness and impact of school procedures on students, teachers, parents 
and stakeholders.  

Both universities agreed upon the fact that the reason for assuring quality in any educational institution 
should be its improvement in the future. The quality assurance system should include the educational 
history and local conditions. If external evaluation encourages learners to achieve better results, then 
it seems to be justifiable. However, if providing good learning conditions and equal opportunities 
results in achieving better results, then it should be supported and widely introduced. 

Once any system of quality is assured, it needs a team of people who are willing to do something for 
their educational institution, being supported by all parties such as school management, colleagues, 
administrative staff, parents, students and stakeholders. Every player involved should be prepared for 
changes without which improvement is not possible. A combination of quantitative data, people’s 
views (students, parents, partner agencies as well as staff) and direct observation are the key sources 
of evidence and should help evaluate the impact of policy in meeting the needs of learners. When 
weaknesses are identified, it is necessary to re-evaluate progress reports on improvement plans that 
should be checked against what has actually been delivered.    

It is necessary to state quality indicators that should reflect the needs of learners and the achievement 
of the school. They need to cover how successfully the school has taken its vision forward, taking 
account of the nature of the school, its student population and its context. Visiting three schools in 
Slovakia and three schools in Portugal, we could conclude that both countries consider quality 
assurance a natural process of educational institutions improvement from which young people should 
benefit significantly. 

Developing a well-organized quality assurance system is a challenge for all the countries as they differ 
from each other, having their own specific features such as history of education in that particular 
European area, educational culture and societal values. Whichever conditions quality assurance team 
work under they should be convinced of their goals, having young people in their minds all the time. 
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