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Speech to be delivered by L.M.L.H.A. Hermans, Minister of Education, Culture and Science, to close the Conference on Internationalisation of Quality assurance in higher education “Working on the European Dimension of Quality”, in Amsterdam on 13 March 2002.

Ladies and gentlemen,

Introductory remarks

A friend of mine recently asked me if I knew the difference between travellers and backpackers. Travellers, he said, choose the fastest way of getting from A to B, and get irritated if they are delayed. Backpackers drift, admire the scenery, stay where they please, and move on when they feel like it.

During the debate with parliament on the bill to introduce the bachelor’s-master’s system and accreditation of programmes, I was suddenly struck by this comparison. The cities of Bologna, Prague, Berlin and Lisbon flashed through my mind. 

I saw the image of the traveller and the backpacker as a metaphor for the changes taking place in higher education.

Points of departure 

I embarked on my journey from two points of departure: Bologna and Lisbon.

In Bologna I joined 28 of my fellow ministers in signing the declaration we hoped would help to create a Europe of knowledge. 

We decided to make the structure of our higher education systems comparable by introducing bachelor’s and master’s programmes. 

And we decided to do so quickly – within ten years. 

We signed the Bologna Declaration in 1999. 

Now, only three years later, Parliament has passed the bill introducing the bachelor’s- master’s system in the Netherlands. Most of our universities will start working with the new structure next year.

At my second point of departure, the Lisbon Summit of March 2000, we decided that the European Union should strive to become the most dynamic and competitive knowledge-based economy in the world. 

The Netherlands wants to be among the front runners. Quality is the key word. Because the knowledge economy needs high-quality education and research. 

To achieve both, we need reliable quality assurance. 

And that is why we in the Netherlands have decided to introduce accreditation. 

Parliament has just passed the relevant bill. 

The prospect is an open education system in Europe, in which students can move freely, driven by the content and quality of courses, and the reputations of universities for their teaching and research. 

This is a prospect I like. So I plan to trigger a kind of Bologna process for senior secondary vocational education at the forthcoming meeting of Education ministers in Barcelona.

Investing in knowledge is even more important now that there are moves to liberalise the higher education market. The past few years have witnessed a growing pressure to apply the World Trade Organisation system to higher and adult education. 

Under the General Agreement on Trade in Services, members committed themselves to bringing more and more services into the system. 

Now it could well be the turn of higher education. 

The question is whether we in Europe have anything to fear. 

In the Netherlands, we encourage students to opt for quality. So when review committees and students evaluate the quality of courses, we publish their findings. Accreditation makes the quality of courses more transparent. Here we are using the experience gained in America.

When it comes to introducing the bachelor’s-master’s structure, it is clear to me that we are travellers not backpackers. We know our destination, and we are heading straight for it.

But now and then we need to make a stopover. 

That is what we agreed to do in the Bologna declaration, so that we could co-ordinate policy development.

Co-ordination has to take place internationally. 

Because I do not think students’ choices should be limited to their own country. That narrows down their options too much. I therefore allow Dutch students to use their grants to do part or even all of their courses abroad. 

I hope more countries will do the same.

Last year my Flemish colleague and I agreed to harmonise the standards to be met by our bachelor’s and master’s programmes. 

In a process in which our two countries and various others worked together from the bottom up, we formulated a joint quality initiative and a work programme.

As part of the programme we explored which features are essential for and common to accreditation. The answer was independent quality assurance, on the basis of self evaluation and peer reviews. 

We also started on a general definition of what European bachelor’s and master’s degrees should stand for. What standards should they meet and could these standards be defined in terms of results? In other words, what should graduates know and what skills should they have? 

The definition we agreed on will be tested in cross-border quality assurance. 

For the record, international quality assurance dovetails with what institutions are doing together, namely 

co-ordinating curriculums through the tuning project, thematic networks or other forms of permanent co-operation.

So we are working hard to internationalise quality assurance. That is what this conference was all about, 

and it is what we plan to achieve. In our own countries, and working together across our borders. 

That is what we agreed in Bologna, where our journey started, and reaffirmed in Prague.

Conclusion

To stay with the image of travel. Soon, Europe will have a rail network with the same gauge tracks throughout. 

The carriages are different, but we will standardise the undercarriages so that they can all run on the same tracks. 

As this conference comes to a close, I would urge you all to continue “working on the European dimension of Quality”, to intensify co-operation on standards and joint testing. Our aim is to bring quality assurance throughout Europe into line, and to present the results in Berlin next year. 

I hope to be able to found the Accrediting body in the Netherlands within a month time.

Thank you
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