Further actions?

The joint quality initiative started (see also www.jointquality.org) when the two cycle system was introduced with the aim of mobility, transparency in the European Higher Education Area. In various countries regulations were made or wish existed to assess programmes living up to principles or standards set for bachelor- and master qualifications.

The immediate question was where to draw the line for the end of the first cycle and what would be understood as being of the level of the second cycle (worth a Master qualification). Preferably this would be comparable in various countries because of the necessary transparency for mobility.

Bachelor Master descriptors

One of the actions of the joint quality initiative was defining shared criteria as reference points for the Bachelor (end of first cycle) and the Master qualification: “The Dublin descriptors” (www.joint quality.org, select agenda, select Feb 2002, see results). .

These descriptors were presented at the Bologna process seminar in Amsterdam, March 2002, considered useful, and they are in use since.

Experience thus far shows:

· 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. They need further operationalisation of the criteria was the conclusion at the founding meeting of the European Consortium of Accreditation (The Hague, June 2003). For assessing the level of programmes they are too general; the words needs further explication (TEEP project experience).
Question is if they are to be operationalised,

· while remaining general (In the Flemish law, the “decreet” this has been done in the Dutch language. It might deserve translation into English);

· or in terms of profile: more professional or more academically oriented (and is that possible);

· Or could they better be operationalised regarding subject area’s or disciplines?  In that case work already done by others can be used (Tuning project outcomes, Chemist societies further work, Business management group work….). We might like to map out and combine what has been done on area specific criteria/descriptors building on the range of existing initiatives.

While discussing the direction of the operationalisation at a workshop of ECA (Bonn, September 2003), another question arose: are the new to be formulated criteria going to be used as reference points or as minimum criteria. Some research done in UK (Nick Harris, personal communication) has shown that students and employers tend to prefer reference points (more ambitious) and institutions tend to prefer minimum standards (more easy to comply with).

The question of how the criteria will be used, as reference points or minimum thresholds would be taken along to the ECA meeting in Cordoba, November 2003)

There might be a need to explore generally what multiple purposes the descriptors and any development of them would have and who would be the audiences for them, linked with the purposes.

This all will be input for the meeting of the joint quality initiative December 4, 2003.

European qualification framework.

On the degree structure the Berlin communiqué mentions:

“Ministers encourage 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.”

Thus there is a need to consider the possible developmental process for the European framework.

The descriptors for the Bachelor and the Master qualification could feed into the development of the European qualifications framework, as gauges for the end of the first cycle and the end of the second cycle.  

Per country levels of education could be discerned and fitted in the main framework of first and second cycle.  

The third cycle could also be examined.

Qualification frameworks have been made in various countries. In the one I saw recently, that of Ireland, 3 levels are discerned in the first main cycle of higher education. Of these,  2 levels are discerned as Bachelor, and one, also within higher education, below the Bachelor. 

In England, Scotland, Ireland and Denmark, also levels are discerned within the Bachelor cycle.  Are there common denominators for the levels discerned in the various countries? Are these levels comparable?

Should we give it a try to define shared descriptors for these different Bachelor levels, building on the Dublin descriptors? Or are other approaches warranted?

Irish agencies have indicated a willingness to draft a short paper on the overarching approach for discussion in December.

Action, no words?

For both the issue of the descriptors for the Bachelor and Master qualification and the European qualification framework there might be room for action, we might also need words.

Comments?

This document is meant as input for the joint quality initiative meeting of December 4, 2003 in London, Heathrow.

Comments on the food for thought and action in this document are welcome. I imagine comments might range from providing additional information, via the risk of misunderstandings, to suggestions on how to proceed effectively.

Please do not hesitate to provide existing information which might be helpful and preferable circulate it to anyone in the network by answering the e-mail I sent to all the persons.

Marlies Leegwater,  October 6, 2003       (see further PS on next page)

P. S.  Programme descriptors (for the Diploma supplement)

At the Schiphol meeting on the naming of degrees (September 2002) of the joint quality initiative we concluded that a proper programme description would be helpful. The description should include a reference to the quality assurance applied to the programme and be specific on the level of the programme, in view of the (qualification framework of the) national system. This description could probably be separate from the persons results in specific subjects. 

If I am right, the Swedes will evaluate the use of the Diploma Supplement. 

Are there other evaluations foreseen or known of the use of the Diploma Supplement, be it in the format of the Council of Europe/Commission or in another format?

Could I urge you to take up this issue of programme description and/or evaluation of present use of Diploma Supplement within your country with the ENIC/NARIC persons? The ENIC/NARIC contact persons meet in Brussels October 28th. Could we get something moving there?
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