Background and questions on:
The QF-EHEA and its Dublin (cycle) descriptors;

their origin, use and their relation to the EQF and its (level) descriptors
General background as input for

 the joint quality initiative meeting of October 5, 2006 

in Leiden, Naturalis.
The Bologna Process (for higher education) and the Dublin descriptors

The ‘Dublin descriptors’ were adopted by the ministers as part of their Bergen communiqué on the continuing Bologna Process for European higher education. The descriptors indicate shared expectations about student’s achievements and abilities at the end of each of the cycles of the Bologna Process. The descriptors are an integral part of the Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) that is designed to support articulations of qualifications within the EHEA. 
The process of elaborating these shared, and initially ‘informal’, descriptors started within the “joint quality initiative” (JQI: see also www.jointquality.org), when the two cycle system was introduced with the aim of increasing mobility and transparency within the European Higher Education Area. The initial question facing the members of JQI was where to ‘draw the line’ for the end of the first cycle (regarded as being represented by bachelors awards giving access to a Master programme) and what would be understood as being the expectations of the second cycle (and this worth a master qualification). The initial challenge was to find a formulation that would reflect comparable expectations in various countries, necessary for greater transparency for mobility.
Bachelors and Masters

Drawing upon widespread experience and expectations the JQI developed shared criteria that could be used as reference points for the Bachelor (end of first cycle) and the Master qualifications (the Dublin descriptors, see www.jointquality.org and select agenda Feb 2002, see results). 
Initially presented at the Bologna process seminar in Amsterdam, March 2002, experience in working with the bachelors and masters descriptors has since shown that:
· for institutions/programme providers the descriptors function to structure the thinking and working towards defining aims of programmes in terms of learning outcomes.
The general nature of the descriptors makes them useful (Swiss experience).
· for developers of national frameworks of qualifications, the descriptors have been useful in defining elements of those frameworks (Irish and Danish experience)
· for the accrediting organisations the descriptors are too general. The conclusion at the founding meeting of the European Consortium of Accreditation (The Hague, June 2003) noted that they would need further and more detailed criteria to support accreditation. 
· for assessments at the level of programmes the descriptors are too general; the words need further explication (TEEP project experience).
The descriptors were of course not designed as defining requirements for either of the last two examples above, but the descriptors can assist in the assessment of whether study programmes live up to general principles or standards set for bachelors and masters qualifications.

Doctorates
Having experienced the usefulness of the Bachelor and Master descriptor, a shared descriptor for doctorates, awarded at the end of the third cycle, was developed.

‘Short-cycle awards’

In the process towards an overarching qualifications framework for the European Higher Education area the joint quality initiative was requested to see if it would be possible to develop descriptors for a short cycle, at a level half-way a Bachelor level. This has been done.

The complete set of “Dublin” descriptors is available as annex 1. They are ‘cycle descriptors’ and are called ‘Dublin’ descriptors as all meetings to finalise the shared descriptions were held in Dublin.  

[Cycle descriptors include the learning at the various levels that go to make up a complete programme and award; HE qualifications typically span a number of different levels which are sometimes although not always related to the respective years of study; cycle descriptors thus refer to periods of study ranging measured in years. Level descriptors refer to the learning that takes place within a level, and very often within modules or units within that level; level descriptors can refer to periods of study measured in days or weeks.]
A Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA)
As a result of decisions at the ministerial meeting in Bergen 2003 ..  “Ministers encouraged the member States to elaborate a framework of comparable and compatible qualifications for higher education systems, which should seek to describe qualifications in terms of workload, level, learning outcomes, competences and profile. They also undertake to elaborate an overarching framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area.”
The meeting of ministers of education held in Bergen 2005 adopted proposals for a QF-EHEA that included three main cycles with associated descriptors (the Dublin descriptors) as shared reference points. Development of awards and use of the descriptor for a short cycle within the first cycle was left to the individual countries.
The framework and the Dublin descriptors have become increasing formalised as various countries have introduced (or plan to introduce) regulations in support of their Bologna Process developments. 

Further experience with the Dublin descriptors
· The Dublin descriptors, especially the longer existing ones for the Bachelor and the Master, are in use and elaborated in various ways and in various subject area’s. The October meeting will provide examples of their use.
Development of a European Qualifications Framework (EQF) by the EU-Cie.
Within the framework of the European Union, the Ministers asked the European Commission to elaborate a framework for vocational education and lifelong learning. They indicated that this should take into account the decisions being taken in the area of higher education.
To the surprise of many representatives of ministers involved, the EU-Cie proposed descriptors for higher education levels that differ from the existing shared descriptors for the three cycles in higher education, adopted by the ministers responsible for the Bologna process. 
An initial proposal was debated and discussed and a new draft is being developed and consulted upon. 
These new draft proposals indicate that certain levels of the EQF are considered to be of the same or equivalent levels as the three cycles of the qualifications framework for the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA). The new EQF proposals do however maintain different, though amended, descriptions as indicators of the levels of the proposed EQF (see annex 2).
Whilst there is considerable emphasis within the EU-Cie proposals on the ‘overarching’ structure of the EQF and the voluntary nature of any individual member state’s decision to sign up to it, the proposals contain a series of options with only one .. that provides support for and appears to requires formal links of any national qualifications framework to the EQF .. being recommended.
The relationship between the Bologna Process and the QF-EHEA and its descriptors and the Copenhagen/Lisbon processes and the EQF and its level descriptors.

The two frameworks clearly have areas of ‘overlap’; both are designed to improve transparency within Europe with regard to qualifications, and their links to labour mobility. Both also have clear aspirations to support lifelong learning. Generally higher education is regulated in a different manner to vocational education, with different periods of study and approaches and to assessment. 

A number of important questions arise regarding the interpretation and use of the different frameworks and in particular their descriptors.

After the experience shared in the morning we could address various questions: 
Do we, for example, share or have different views on:
· The Bologna Follow-Up Group view on an earlier draft of the EQF, and conclusions on the basis of a comparison of the texts of the two sets of descriptors. Is that view and the comparison still valid regarding the amended set of EQF descriptors?

· Which core-elements are shared in the proposed EQF and the adopted QF-EHEA? 
· Is it helpful for transparency or confusing to have two sets of descriptors for levels in higher education?  Indeed, would it be more helpful to have just one framework?
· The descriptions of the EQF are geared to vocational/professional education, and thus not as general (or broad) as the QF-EHEA descriptions. Some argue that the general shared descriptors of the QF-EHEA are too academic and that the descriptors of the EQF are broad. What are our views?
· Would it be wise to have two sets of descriptors: one for more professional-oriented education and one for more academically-oriented education with the higher education sector? Thus far ministers at the Bergen meeting in 2005 argued that we should stick to one set of descriptors for three cycles, as it would be difficult enough to relate existing frameworks to these three overarching indicators.

· Can one set of descriptors be applied to two types of learning, one emphasizing skills and training, the other emphasizing knowledge and understanding?

· Is the understanding of the words the same/similar in different contexts?

· Are the third cycle learning outcomes comparable with the descriptors for level 8 of the EQF?
Would a master piano player or a specialized star fighter pilot (examples given by the EU-Cie to illustrate qualifications at level 8 in the EQF) be considered third cycle graduates as understood in the QF-EHEA. (The EQF proposal mentions that level 8 of the EQF is comparable with the third cycle of the QF-EHEA.).
· Would the description of for instance level 6 in the EQF be understood in the same way as the description for the end of the second cycle description in the QF-EHEA?
· The primary purposes of European frameworks are suggested as being ‘for information’, although to date the QF-EHEA is included within some regulatory environments and almost all vocational education is regulated already at a national level and in seeking to co-ordinate this through an overarching European framework does this not make the EQF a regulatory instrument?
Outcome of the meeting
It is hoped that through structured discussion on use, and possible use, of descriptors the meeting will be able to identify the extent to which there are shared views about the aims, purposes, structures and functions of a variety of descriptors to identify and explain HE qualifications throughout Europe.
The outcomes of the meeting will be fed into discussions in meetings to facilitate the Bologna process and meetings in the framework of the EU on the implementation of the QF-EHEA and the EQF proposal.
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Annexes:

1  Appendix 8 of the QF-EHEA, the Dublin descriptors

2. EU EQF proposal

3. Letter from BFUG to EU-Cie
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