Summary and outcome of the joint quality initiative meeting Oct 5th 2006
The day started with an introduction on the origin of the Dublin descriptors, which are incorporated as reference points in the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA). This was followed by an explanation of the purpose and structure of the EQF and its descriptors and the significant points of similarity and differences between the EQF descriptors and the Dublin descriptors. For higher education the EQF draw on the Dublin descriptors. Some parts are formulated incorporating evolution in language concerning learning outcomes.

A series of presentations followed which gave a broad impression of how the Dublin descriptors were taken up and are used as reference points or inspiration in ongoing work on operationalization of distinction in levels, in curriculum reform and evaluation. 
(For the content is referred to www.jointquality.org   Select agenda and Oct 5 2006 for the presentations; select descriptors, special descriptors for the Music/Polifonia descriptors and learning outcomes and Chemistry/Budapest descriptors.)

In the debate following the diverse presentations various aspects were discerned.

Purposes of the two frameworks
The two frameworks share many common purposes, but there are some significant differences:
For higher education:  to have reference points for the end of cycle qualifications, awarded by higher education institutions.

For life long learning: to enable persons to have their learning appraised and to move on to next levels.
Purpose and use of descriptors.

The Dublin descriptors are developed as reference points. They express the learning outcomes at the end of the three cycles in higher education. They refer to whole qualifications that take a substantial number of ECTS credits or years.
The EQF is designed to relate only to national qualifications systems. The descriptors should be “read across”: Each new higher level introduces a new dimension of learning. The higher level assumes the learning at the lower levels, whereas the volume of learning required to achieve a level is not defined.

Thus whilst both descriptors may even use the same words, the context in which they are used is quite different.
Codification results in some form of clarity, but also results in modification. That is also visible with the use of the QF-EHEA. In some national settings the Dublin descriptors are used in the process of accreditation. What will happen when the EQF is implemented by a legal recommendation?

Thus an overarching framework will never be neutral.

Implementation of the EQF is voluntary, but at the same time not without consequences.
Involvement of stakeholders
It was suggested that the effect of the EQF will be greater as professions and employers are involved in the development of this framework. However, involvement of stakeholders is also the case in the Bologna framework.
It was suggested that the technical working group on the EQF, consisting of Ministerial representatives, mainly consists of persons acquainted with VET, probably due to the origin of the proposal in the VET sector. This would generate the risk of divergence between the two frameworks and should be avoided.
Understanding and interpretation of words and sentences in their context. 
Though the “stars” in the EQF footnotes tell which levels are comparable with the QF-EHEA, practice shows that the meaning of the EQF descriptors are not understood in a way similar to the understanding of the Dublin descriptors. Words and sentences used in one context sometimes have a meaning which is different in another context. Competencies is a shared word, but with significantly different uses and understanding between QF-EHEA and EQF. Elaboration of the higher education framework and the EQF in different context may in the longer run divert the two frameworks.
Further progress

No one asked for two frameworks for higher education.

Bologna countries are committed to implement the overarching framework for higher education. The implementation of the QF-EHEA has already had substantial impact on curriculum design and assessment, probably the more so as it was developed as a result of innovations preceding it. The EQF has yet to become a reality next to this.

In the long run and to avoid divergence between the two frameworks, one should aim at a better understanding between the two, to ensure that they really are compatible and that the QF-EHEA fits together with the EQF not only because the “stars” in the footnotes say so, but because it is thus understood. The details which might differ should be made explicit in this context as well. 
Transverse to these overarching frameworks for qualification levels, there may need to be ongoing learning lines per subject, in other words subject frameworks that would in the long run complement the understanding of the levels for various subjects, especially if these are related to professions and salaries. Some professions are already doing this, with EU-support.
Such encompassing aims however run a risk of overregulation (confer codification, modification).
It is pertinent to ask: on which platforms should this be done? Quality assurance agencies and Higher education institutions should play a role in this.  

Against this background it is good to be aware that one of the workshops ENQA plans coming year is a workshop on role of descriptors in quality assurance, June 2007 in Dublin.

The best way forward is to share experiences with implementation of descriptors cross sectors, to be able to cross fertilize concepts prevailing in different contexts, to come to a shared understanding and to avoid confusion which can have negative effects on transparency and hinder progress towards shared goals.

Higher Education must have a greater impact and larger discussion platform in the debate on and future implementation of the EQF.
After this meeting two other meetings took place which are of importance to avoid possible confusion of Higher Education Institutions:

- the BFUG (12/13 October 2006, Helsinki) was very clear on continuation of commitment to the QF-EHEA.
- In the EU Education Committee (20 October) the EU-Cie expressed that it was understood that higher education institutions have the right to use the concepts and terminology of the QF-EHEA, also once the EQF is adopted. The references to the ministers meeting in Bergen have been made more explicit in ANNEX II of the EQF proposal.
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