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Legislation 

• The Comprehensive Law on the Education System (Law 46/86, of 14 
October, amended by Law 115/97, of 19 September, and by Law 49/2005, 
of 30 August), defining the scope and organisational structure of higher 
education and the conditions for access. 
 

• Decree-Law 74/2006, of 24 March, amended by Decree-Law 107/2008, of 
25 June, and by Decree-Law 230/2009, of 14 September, regulating the 
organisation of higher education degrees and its adaptation to the 
Bologna process.  
 

• Law 38/2007, of 16 August, framework law for quality assurance. 
  

• Decree-Law 369/2007, of 5 November, creates a new quality assurance 
agency and defines its statutes.  



The new Assessment and Accreditation Agency (A3ES) was established as a 
private foundation, independent both from the government and from higher 
education institutions.  
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The Board of Trustees is composed of five members appointed by the Cabinet in 
consultation with the bodies representing the higher education institutions 
(public and private, universities and polytechnics). The period in office is five 
years, which can be extended in a further additional year but cannot be renewed.  

The Board of Trustees appoints the members of the Management Board (a 
maximum of 4 executive members and 3 non-executive members) for a 4-year 
term of office that can be renewed. The Management Board enjoys extensive 
powers of representation and management and its mandate can only be 
terminated by a decision taken by four fifths of the total number of members of 
the Board of Trustees based in ponderous motives such as permanent disability, 
serious violation of the duties or obvious incapacity.  

The Appeals Council is the body for appeals against the decisions of the 
Management Board on assessment and accreditation. The Appeals Council 
consists of five members, appointed by the Board of Trustees, with relevant 
professional experience, without permanent ties to Portuguese higher education 
institutions, two being foreigners. 



The membership of the Advisory Council integrates representatives from the 
Council of Rectors of Portuguese [Public] Universities; the Coordinating Council of 
the [Public] Polytechnic Higher Institutions; the Portuguese Association of Private 
Higher Education; the existing professional associations; the Council of Associated 
[Research] Laboratories; associations representing industry, commerce and 
services and agriculture; trade union confederations; interested ministries; up to 
five specialists co-opted by the Council itself. 
 

The Scientific Council is a non-statutory body integrating six foreign experts with 
recognised international competency in the area of higher education quality 
assurance. The Council convenes once a year to discuss a report of the Agency’s 
annual activity and its development proposals. The Council produces a report 
containing its views and recommendations aiming at improving the performance 
of the Agency.  



The independence of the Agency is also clearly reflected in the financing rules. 
Following an initial set-up funding, the State shall no longer be responsible for 
providing any further regular funds to the Agency.  
The services provided by the Agency are paid for by the respective recipients, 
although the prices charged by the Agency are limited, both in terms of the 
amount of the actual cost of the service and in terms of practices in this field 
registered at the level of the European system of quality assurance in higher 
education.  

The Scientific Council is a non-statutory body integrating six foreign experts with 
recognised international competency in the area of higher education quality 
assurance. The Council convenes once a year to discuss a report of the Agency’s 
annual activity and its development proposals. The Council produces a report 
containing its views and recommendations aiming at improving the performance 
of the Agency.  



Under the new legal framework, the Agency is responsible for the assessment 
and accreditation of all higher education institutions and their study 
programmes, taking into account the contribution of internal quality assurance 
systems.  

Legislation determines that institutions should develop an internal quality 
assurance policy for their programmes, a culture of quality and quality assurance 
in their activities, and a strategy for the continuous improvement of quality. It 
also states that external assessment should take into account the contribution of 
internal quality assurance systems.  

The legislation also commits to the Agency to complete an initial accreditation of 
the study programmes that were already in operation, in view of removing those 
identified as of the poorest quality.  

The Agency offered to help institutions to implement their internal quality systems 
and to promote voluntary audits aimed at certifying institutional procedures for 
assuring the quality of their programmes. 
 



The Agency created a preliminary accreditation system which involved asking 
institutions to reorganise their offer of study programmes, clarifying which ones 
they would like to maintain alongside a demonstration of sufficient resources to 
fulfil the required minimum legal standards. Therefore, each institution was 
asked to assume responsibility for adjusting its offer of study programmes to its 
available resources and to its development strategy, allowing for the 
discontinuation of study programmes which were no longer viable or were 
already being discontinued. 
 

The study programmes with performance indicators above a given threshold were 
exempt from a full assessment/accreditation process at this stage, being 
considered as pre-accredited until the regular operation of the accreditation 
system started in the academic year 2011/2012. Where institutions wished to 
maintain study programmes but were unable to produce sufficient evidence that 
these complied with minimum quality standards, the study programmes went 
through a formal assessment/accreditation process by external assessment teams 
that included foreign experts. 
 



The initial results of preliminary accreditation  



Results of accreditation after three years of operation   





 The Agency has some special characteristics. These include:  
 the use of an electronic platform for all the quality assessment and 

accreditation procedures, including reporting, additional 
 information, messages to institutions and stakeholders, institutional 
responses,   accreditation decisions, assessment processes;  

 a department of research and studies of the higher education system 
and its policies; 

 an international advisory scientific council composed of leading 
researchers in quality assurance and higher education policies. 
 

 At this stage, the Agency is undertaking a complete first cycle of 
accreditations of all the study programmes in the Portuguese higher 
education system and promoting the implementation of internal quality 
assurance systems in higher education institutions. The system will be 
changed after completion of this first accreditation cycle, with the 
introduction of a more flexible approach partly supported by audits of 
internal quality assurance systems, performance indicators and sampling.  


