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Part I

General Overview

The assessment of ENVIRONMENTAL ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT

The Higher Education Quality Assessment Centre of Estonia has invited a team of experts to assess programs in Environmental Economics and Management at the Estonian Agricultural University and Tallinn University of Technology.

The expert team

· Prof. Ilkka Virtanen, University of Vaasa, Finland;

· Prof. Erkki Korpimäki, University of Turku, Finland;

· Prof. Markku Ollikainen, University of Helsinki, Finland;

· Prof. Egbert Tellegen, Vrije University Amsterdam, The Netherlands;

· Prof. Ossi Lindqvist, University of Kuopio, Finland.

The assessed programs:

ESTONIAN AGRICULTURAL UNIVERSITY

6343996 Environmental Economics

7343996 Environmental Economics

TALLINN UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY

7895204 Environmental Management and Cleaner Production
The programme of the visit

The assessments took place during the period November 7-13, 2005. Monday evening 7 November, the Committee had a meeting with the managing director of the Accreditation Centre. An outline was given of the task of the Committee and the general situation of Estonian Higher Education.

Tuesday 8 November and Wednesday 9 November the Committee visited the Estonian Agricultural University. Thursday 10 November the Committee visited the Tallinn University of Technology.

The programme and working method

Prior to the beginning of the visits, the Committee had a general discussion about the task as seen by the Committee, about the standards, formulated by the Accreditation Centre and the frame of reference for the assessment as seen by the Committee. At the same time the self -evaluation reports were discussed.

The programmes of the visit had in general the same format:

· meeting with the leaders/heads of the institutions 

· discussion with the writers of the self-evaluation reports

· interviews with groups of students of the different programmes in small groups

· interview with academic staff of the different programmes in small groups 

· interviews with important Committees

· on-site visits of facilities

During the one major part of each visit the Committee tried to assess especially the organisation of the programmes, the way the curricula had been designed, the way the quality is being assured, the qualification of the staff, the research activities and all other points the programmes had in common. The Committee formally had to report on 3 programmes.

What follows are the findings of the Team (Part II), its conclusions (Part III), and its accreditation recommendations (Part IV).  In Part II, the findings are relative to the  “Requirements for accreditation of curricula of universities” (Approved by the regulation of the Government of the Republic of Estonia No 265 of 23 October 2003). 


Part II

Findings
GENERAL FINDINGS AT THE ESTONIAN AGRICULTURAL UNIVERSITY

The self-evaluation report by the Institute of Economics and Social Sciences provided an excellent basis for the evaluation. The report is open and honest, and quite analytical, not only descriptive. The Team appreciates that the weak points and issues and processes needing improvement were also presented. 

The evaluation team was happy to find that people at the Institute are open-minded, active and highly motivated to improve the teaching and study programmes. The evaluation team takes into account that The Estonian Agriculture University has to operate in highly difficult and changing circumstances, which make it hard to develop optimal educational programmes. The findings at the University and Institute will be presented at relevant points in the list of accreditation criteria below.

I. MANAGEMENT OF EDUCATIONAL POLICY

1. Mission of the institution. Implementation of educational policy.

According to the self-evaluation report, “The mission of the Estonian Agricultural University is to guarantee sustainable use of natural resources and to enhance rural development in Estonia”.  The aim of EAU is to be a teaching and research centre of agricultural and life sciences such as agriculture, forestry, food sciences and rural development, as well as sustainable use of environmental and natural resources. 

“The mission of the Institute of Economics and Social Sciences is to facilitate sustainable development of rural economy and rural communities in the Republic of Estonia and to render and develop higher education services for this sector.” This mission is promoted by conducting research on these fields and arranging education to raise specialists at all academic levels (bachelor, master and doctoral studies).

To implement the educational policy derived from the mission of the University, the Institute provides business programmes at bachelor and master levels, and the new Bachelor and Master programme in environmental economics. 

2. Conformity of the curriculum with professional standard and requirements and international trends. Tasks and activities of academic unit.

The Bachelor and Master programs are in accordance with the Bologna recommendations for structuring the higher educational studies. In international universities there are the same types of Bachelor & Master programs, although they differ in institutional and other details. Generally, environmental and resource economics is taught either in Economics Departments (for instance, University of York) or in Agricultural Economics Departments (for instance, University of Berkeley). The experience indicates that within both frames these programs can be successful. 

The Institute has many specialities (business and management) that may contribute to the Bachelor and Master programmes in environmental economics. Also, EAU has many natural science subjects (such as agricultural and forest economics, landscape ecology) that may strengthen the academic quality of these programmes. Moreover, EAU provides an inspiring environment for truly interdisciplinary research of environmental and resources economists.

3. Curriculum council. Analysis and improvement of academic quality of curriculum

The council includes representatives from all relevant fields. However, there should be one person who has the overall responsibility for the quality and integration of the different parts of the programme. 

Bachelor & Master

The council has pursued the right avenue in stressing a more economics-based focus on the programme and in increasing the social science contribution to the Bachelor programme.

4. A supervisory system to monitor the performance of faculty and students

There exists a system for evaluating the teaching staff by the students organised by the Student Union. Teachers may occasionally ask students’ response after classes but there seems not to be any systematic analysis of this feedback at the Institute level. There seems to be no systematic practice at the University to monitor and evaluate performance of students and institutes. However, the self-evaluation report gives many examples where qualification improvement has been carried out.

5. Participation and tasks of unit in other subjects

The Institute has a very important role in providing courses in business, management and economics to other institutes of the University.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The overall responsibility for the quality and integration of the different parts of the programme should be allocated to a single person. 

2. The University should develop a monitoring and evaluation system to assess the performance of students and institutes.
II. STUDENTS



1. Size and structure of student intake; average admission level; deficiencies of pre-university education

Since 2000, the Institute has only self-financed study places. Generally, most students come from the southern parts of the country, i.e. from the rural areas of Estonia.

Bachelor

On average the intake is 20-25 as planned out of about 100 applicants.

Master

The intake was 6 for the year 2005 (the first year of the M.Sc. programme) which was less than the number of available positions.

The most obvious problem of pre-university education is the low quality of mathematical skills of the students.

2. Students’ motivation, expectations, guidance, counselling services, progress level.

The motivation of students is apparently very high and they expect to obtain a good position in the labour market (in local communities, companies and especially in governmental institutions). As they have to self-finance their studies, they have incentives to study efficiently. However, the quality of the students may not be as high as that of the state-financed students. Counselling seems to happen occasionally, but the students seem to be happy with the situation.

3. Monitoring of student achievements. Study load and learning conditions. 

The Dekanat system works well. The study load is high; students spend much time in classes and do less independent studies.

4. Possibilities for student mobility and credit transfer

Many possibilities and channels exist but they need to be made more effective in practice. The necessity of combining work and studies, as well as low language skills hinder student mobility.

5. Activity of student bodies. Students’ role in academic councils and in self-assessment.

The students participated actively in the self-assessment, and the Student Union has its representatives in the University’s councils.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. More attention should be devoted to overcoming the lack of adequate mathematical skills, for instance, by arranging additional training.

2. Language skills should be improved to facilitate international communication and student exchange and reading international textbooks. 

III. THE CURRICULUM

1. Curriculum conformity with requirements of the Standard of Higher Education, a professional standard and international legislation

The Bachelor and Master programs are in accordance with the Bologna recommendations for structuring the higher education studies. Also, they are in accordance with the national legislation.

2. Aims and objectives of the curriculum, their correspondence to the institution goals and educational policy and graduation requirements.

Both programmes aim at educating specialists for promoting sustainable rural development by an integrating economics, ecology and management in the educational programme. Students have a possibility to continue their studies from Bachelor level to Master level.

3. Curriculum design, accomplishment and development. The role of various structural units.

At its current stage, the Bachelor curriculum contains the most relevant aspects needed in an environmental economics programme. Basically, it comprises studies on economics, business, ecology and method subjects (mathematics, statistics and econometrics). The role of each contributing part is not clear, however, and staff members seem to have different opinions on the role of each aspect. The structure and composition of the Bachelor programme lacks progressivity and integrity. Also, from the viewpoint of the established theory and body of environmental and resource economics, the scope of the programme is narrow. This creates special problems for the design of an internationally competitive and research oriented Master Programme.

The main weaknesses are the following:

a) The Bachelor has only an introductory course in environmental economics. The role of resource economics is ambiguous. Moreover, an intermediate course in environmental and resource economics is missing. Environmental economics should clearly be the core element of the programme.

b) Teaching in business economics is over-represented and should focus more on environmental management.

c) Teaching in economics, mathematics and environmental economics is not co-ordinated in terms of the methods and the level of theoretical analysis (graphical and verbal analysis in introduction with simple math, and optimisation with explicit functional forms at the intermediate level)

d) Additional mathematics courses (more advanced mathematics for economics and dynamic optimisation) are needed to build a starting point to Master courses in economics and environmental and resource economics. 

e) The Bachelor study programme would benefit from structuring it internally, for instance according to the following principles: 

· The studies in environmental economics (“major”) should be differentiated from environmental science studies (“minor”) and “general studies” (e.g. language), what implies restructuring of the programme into three parts 

· Studies in the major should be structures as “basic studies” and “intermediate studies” the former containing introductory courses and the latter intermediate courses in economics, environmental economics, methods and business studies.

· Studies in minor (environmental sciences) contain relevant courses in ecology and related sciences.

f) The Master programme should extend the major in the Bachelor programme to “advanced level” comprising methods and theory.

4. Subject structure, group balance, options and diversity of curriculum.

The principles of the re-design of both programmes are given above. Specifically, this entails reducing the number of business courses and tailoring them more closely to environmental management, accounting and strategic planning.

At least at the Master level the number of elective courses should be increased to provide possibilities for specialisation.

5.  Correspondence to international standards and labour market.

At its current form, the Bachelor programme is somewhat weaker than respective international programmes but by following the above principles this problem is easy to fix. The expected demand for specialists in environmental and resource economists at the market is high.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

We recommend that the Bachelor program be re-designed along the following principles.

1. The studies in environmental economics (“major”) should be differentiated from ecological studies (“minor”) and “general studies” (e.g. language), that is, restructuring the programme into three parts. The goal of the studies in each block should be clearly stated in the programme.

· Studies in the major should be structured as “basic studies” and “intermediate studies”. The basic studies contain introductory courses in economics, environmental economics, mathematical methods and fundamentals of business studies. The intermediate studies contain courses of the same subjects but at a more demanding level.

· Studies in minor (environmental sciences) should be re-thought and selected in order to form a solid and comprehensive basis for the studies in the major.

· The Master programme should be strengthened by advanced courses in mathematics and environmental and resource economics. Increasing co-operation with the Department of Economics at Tartu University offers the possibility of strengthening the master programme.

IV THE EDUCATIONAL (TEACHING) PROCESS

1. Teaching methods used. Classroom and individual study organisation.  Developments of teaching methods.

Dominant forms are class room teaching, writing essays and making exercises. This is in conformity with the formal nature of economic and some business subjects. However, the number of alternative forms and independent studies should be increased to a certain extent.

There is no system of ensuring courses in university pedagogy for the teaching staff. However, the self-evaluation report indicates that the Institute has devoted a lot of emphasis on pedagogical education by sending staff members to such courses during the last years.

2. Computers and licensed software used in teaching and learning.

Adequate.

3. Assessment of student achievements and examination methods. 

Adequate.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

See recommendations in section III

V. ORGANISATION OF STUDIES


1. Rationality of study organisation. Academic calendar.

See comments in section III

2. Attainability and quality of information about studies’ organisation. Counselling and registration for studies and examinations.

See comments in section III

3. Students study loads and independent work

See comments in section III

4. The improvement of study organisation. Analysis of student success and failures.

See comments in section III

5. System for analysing and evaluating student progress, study loads and results.

See comments in section III

6. Technology to register and to monitor students study results.

See comments in section III

7. Co-operation relationships to organise practical training

The university does not have a system to help students to find places for practical training. That could be organised in a systematic way.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. See our recommendations in section III

VI. TEACHING STAFF



1. Quantity, qualification and experience of academic staff and conformity to the requirements of the Universities Act, the Standard of Higher Education and the Requirements for Teacher Training. Full-time and part-time personnel rate. Teaching workload. Sufficiency of teaching staff for curriculum accomplishment and development. Adequacy of complementary staff.

The requirements of University Act and the Standard of Higher Education are met, that is, the Institute has a sufficient number of full time teachers and Ph.D.s

2. Qualification enhancement. Research and other scholarly activities of academic staff.

The research experience and orientation to research differs among the staff members. Many carry out research projects, which contribute well to the teaching and recruitment of new researchers. Unfortunately, research-active people are a minority and publishing papers in peer-reviewed international journals is limited to only a few researchers.

3. Staff election policy and regulations. Assessment of teaching staff. Staff review arrangement.

Staff-election follows the prevailing academic standards in Estonia. Annual discussions (“development discussions”) on personal teaching and research plans with individual researchers is not a practice.

 CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The Institute should encourage the staff member to establish research projects and to publish in international peer-reviewed journals.

2. Annual discussions on personal teaching and research plans with individual researchers should be introduced.

VII LEARNING ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES



1. Adequacy of the number of study rooms, and amount of inventory, equipment and learning resources. Conformity with health-protection and safety requirements

Adequate.

2. Adequacy of number of laboratories, training rooms and bases for practical training.

Adequate.

3. Library organisation and usage. Availability of textbooks, learning materials, scientific literature, special (professional) issues. Access of students to information networks.

Adequate.

4. Existence of recreational facilities and other non-educational services (food, housing, mental, medical et al). Access of students to information technology resources. 

Adequate.

5. Facilities for teaching staff.

There is a lack of rooms for the staff. Sometimes too many staff members have to share one room.

6. Internal data network and connections with non-institutional networks.

Adequate.

7. Facilities to photocopy study materials

Adequate.

8. Resource management efficiency and long-term development plan to improve the condition of learning environment.

The Institute will obtain a new, renovated building.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. When moving to the new building the University should ensure that all staff members obtain their own office.

VIII.  FEEDBACK AND QUALITY ASSURANCE


1. Existence of quality assurance system and its efficiency. Role of student feedback.

The methods for developing a feedback system exist but there is currently no systematic quality assurance system.

2. Contacts with potential employers representatives and professional associations. Contacts with alumni. Analysis of obtained information. Investigation of public opinion about institution and study programme.

The contacts are in general very good - both at the level of planning and teaching. There seems to be no investigations of public opinion concerning the Institute and its study programmes.

3. Relationships with foreign educational institutions.

The institute has contacts with many universities and other HE institutions. These contacts have only limited impact on the study programmes and research.

CONCLUSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Contacts with the international institutes should be intensified.

IX. RESEARCH CONDITIONS AND LEVEL 

1. Quality of research. Outcomes of research evaluation.

The self-evaluation report does not refer to any analyses made of the research at the Institute. Drawing on the CVs, there is a lack of peer-reviewed international publications. The research at the Institute is conducted mainly by few staff members. Some of the existing research initiatives are promising and can produce internationally interesting results.

2. Defended master and doctoral thesis.

Master degrees – until now no master theses have been defended (the first student was admitted in in Autumn 2005).

3. Research environment (laboratories, equipment etc)

Adequate.

Conclusion RECOMMENDATIONS

1.  The Institute should encourage the staff member to establish research projects and to publish in international peer-reviewed journals.

Part III

Accreditation Conclusions

1. In its current state, the Bachelor program contains all relevant elements and has good growth potential to develop to an international level. However, it should be re-designed in order to strengthen the major elements of the program and their integration. The team’s detailed suggestions are given in this report.

2. The Master programme lacks scientific quality. The programme should be strengthened by including advanced theory and method courses.

3. The research and publication in international peer-reviewed journals is scarce. The Institute should encourage the staff member to establish research projects and to publish in international peer-reviewed journals.

4. International student mobility is below European standards. It should be stimulated by providing language skills and financial resources to the students.

Part IV

Accreditation Recommendations
ADVICE ABOUT ACCREDITATION

The Committee assessed three programs at the Estonian Agricultural University.

In the opinion of the Committee the following accreditation advice is given: 

6343996 Environmental Economics: conditional accreditation 

7343996 Environmental Economics: conditional accreditation, because the programme started only in the Autumn of 2005. It is too early for definite conclusions. 
