
Report of the discussion meeting: 
Towards an Overarching Framework of European Higher Education Qualifications
6th February 2004, London 
The meeting was organised by the Joint Quality Initiative and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education UK and hosted by Universities UK in association with the department for Education and skills, and the SCOP. About sixty-five delegates including representatives of Higher Education Institutions, accreditation agencies, quality assurance agencies, national ministries and individual universities from across Europe attended the meeting. Participants had been circulated a brief backgound paper by Marlies Leegwater which set out some context, issues and questions, and the Dublin descriptors and draft programme descriptors developed by the Joint Quality Initiative. 

The meeting was convened to discuss the development of an overarching European Framework of Higher Education qualifications. It provided for an exchange of views at an early stage, to enable a bottom-up approach to take place and to contribute to shaping the overarching framework.  Prof. Theo Toonen (Leiden University) facilitated the meeting.

 The meeting demonstrated substantial support for the concept of a European Framework and a belief that significant progress could be made in time for the Bergen ministers meeting, May 2005, if the Bergen objectives were limited. Core elements could anyhow be three cycles, common language and a glossary. It was recognised that the consensus which was evident at this meeting should be built on by the stakeholders present in the period to May 2005.

The meeting was opened by Prof. Roderick Floud (Universities UK). He stated the need for universities to be involved in developing the European Framework and for that Framework to be relevant to university staff.  He set out some requirements for this European Framework. First, national frameworks should be a key component.  There is a need to develop national frameworks and connect them to the European one.  He spoke in terms of a framework that embodies a common approach to the expression of qualifications at the European level, which embraces national frameworks and adds value to national qualifications.  The second requirement was that it meets learner needs in the context of the massification of higher education, the diversity of the learner and the increased politicisation of higher education.  The third requirement was that of respecting the diversity of courses and the range of qualifications that are now on offer.  

Marlies Leegwater (Joint Quality Initiative (JQI) and Ministry of Education, the Netherlands) introduced the broad issues for discussion.  

Marlies presented a graphic of the Bologna cycles (Bachelors, Masters and doctorate) underneath which she set out the examples of different structures or models for higher education which connect to the cycles (see annex).
The presentation showed the development in the Bologna process. The Bologna declaration expressed the aim of organising higher education into two main cycles. In countries introducing such a new system the question arose where does the first cycle ends and where starts the second cycle. That gave rise to the shared “Dublin” descriptors for a Bachelor and a Master: to mark the outcome of the first cycle and to distinguish from the outcome of the second cycle. At the Berlin ministers meeting higher education was further precised into three cycles, which could generally correspond with the awards Bachelor, Master and Doctor.

With these three cycles in mind and anchoring them on the descriptors for a Bachelor and a Master, national systems can be put in place and a series of national systems makes the overarching framework of qualifications.

Marlies emphasised the need for time to understand each other in the development of an overarching European framework.

She set out that the Bachelors and Masters descriptors, developed in the JQI, have five elements for learning outcomes and questioned whether these would be a useful or necessary part of the overarching European framework. If so, she asked whether they should be put forward in Bergen 2005 for general acceptance by ministers. 

And could the Dublin descriptors function as such, or do they need further elaboration which is necessary for quality assurance and accrediting purposes. 

A second set of questions were raised by Marlies about who has ownership and who signs up to the overarching European Framework. Finally, she set out additional elements that might be considered to be part of the overarching European Framework. These include credits and the connection between the overarching framework and vocational education and training and other levels of education and training.

She wondered if it might be helpful to develop a concise programme description, a programme profile, a format consisting of elements also appearing in the format for the Diploma Supplement, apart from personal results, and supplemented with information on what quality assurance system applies to the programme. 

Marlies indicated that a report of this meeting would be presented to the Bologna follow up group and that the outcomes would also be taken up by the group established by Mogens Berg (Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation, Denmark) to look at developing the European Framework. 

The meeting broke up into seven workshops, each of which considered the overall understanding of language used with respect to developing the Framework, the principles and purposes of the Framework and its core elements (see annex for summaries of group debates on key elements).
In the afternoon session a further set of workshops considered more detailed elements in the elaboration and structure of the Framework (see annex for outcome of afternoon group debates on additional issues).  

The general report to the plenary on shared visions appearing from the workshops (see annex on summary) showed that there was considerable support for the core elements of the Framework being: the three cycles (which would allow for the possibility of a future division to be established within the first cycle) and, over time, the development of descriptors for the three cycles. There was some difference of view about whether other elements should be core or additional or linked to the Framework.  These were the European Credit and Transfer System (there were contrasting opinions about whether credit was core or not), the diploma supplement (there was a view that this was a matter for the institutions and not for the Framework itself).  It was suggested that the development of descriptors for programmes, subjects or disciplines was not a matter for the overarching Framework but one for the disciplines of institutions themselves to elaborate.  It was suggested that the Dublin descriptors are useful external reference points. 

In the plenary debate the following points were raised.

What kind of European framework?

There was broad support for the elaboration of an overarching, general, European Framework.  This should not have any detailed alignment but should provide for compatibility between national systems/frameworks.  The question of whether the Framework was ‘for’ qualifications or ‘of’ qualifications was also raised.  From the Berlin communiqué it was cited: “They (the ministers) also undertake to elaborate an overarching framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area.”               It was suggested that while there should not be any detailed alignment there should be sufficient alignment provided for to give information about qualifications.  The Frameworks should be based on three cycles.  

Purpose

It was suggested that the Framework could have the following purposes: it would be transparent, which would build trust and, eventually, accountability.  It should not have regulatory function.  It should assist regulation at the national level and the organisation of self-regulation. It should facilitate recognition and mobility.

Principles

A number of principles were suggested for the development of the Framework:

· There should be broad ownership of the Framework by the higher education sector and its stakeholders. 

· Qualifications and cycles should be described in terms of output criteria.  

· It was suggested that Ministers would ‘own’ the Framework and other stakeholders ‘work with it’ given that the proposal to elaborate a Framework was made by the ministers at the Berlin conference 2003.  

· the Framework should be established on the basis of consensus including those who fund higher education: It should be realistic, recognising the “power of the purse” 

· It should be developed from the bottom-up 

· it should embrace the existing ‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ tracks in higher education. 

· Further principles included that of transparency, articulation with other levels of education, simplicity and a capacity to evolve.  

On the issue of quality, there was discussion about whether there should be simply a linkage to quality, rather than making the Framework itself encompass quality directly.  

It was also argued that there was a need for common terminology or language for the Framework.  It also emerged from the meeting that the key concepts of learning outcomes, profile, level, competences and workload mentioned in the Berlin Communiqué in connection with the development by member states of frameworks for higher education qualifications need further work and clarification.

Ownership and development of the framework

There was a suggestion that the Ministers own the framework and that other stakeholders could be involved in its development and organisation.  However, this would raise the question of where does the Framework reside in terms of who can alter or develop it further.  A suggestion was made that platforms could develop different elements of the Framework. 

It was stated that the Bologna follow up group at a recent meeting stated that it will take responsibility for the co-ordination of the follow up to the Berlin declaration. This includes co-ordination of work on developing the European Framework.  

The process

A number of points were made on the process. These included a suggestion that the main focus at present should be on the development of national frameworks and that there is a clear need to attract people to that idea prior to developing an overarching European Framework.  Linked to this is the need to consider the overarching Framework as an evolutionary process – this means that it should start with a relatively small number of key points and develop over time.  Finally, it was also suggested that the whole process should be undertaken with care and proceeded with slowly.  It was also suggested that there is a need to clarify what is integral to the development of the Framework and what is linked to the Bologna process itself. In this connection, credit and quality could be seen to be issues that are primarily for the Bologna process rather than being of direct concern to the Framework.  

The EU-Commission showed interest in the process and hinted the possibility of EU-Socrates project financing.

In conclusion, Marlies Leegwater thanked the participants and the hosts of the meeting. A report of the meeting will be circulated to all participants and forwarded to the Bologna follow-up group. 

ML 26-2-2004

(acknowledging contributions of others)

annexes

· Introductory presentation (ppt)

· Group debates on key questions.

· Group debates on additional elements

· Summary of shared vision on purpose and core elements (ppt)

· Summary of shared vision on purpose and core elements (word)
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