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STATEMENT ON THE BOLOGNA PROCESS TOWARDS THE 2012 MINISTERIAL CONFERENCE

The Bologna Process is probably one of the largest endeavors aimed at reforming higher education continent-wide. It has created a complex framework of measures and policies that aim to foster greater compatibility and comparability of the systems of higher education in Europe. The process, despite the effervescence of reforms and changes it has inspired, is being confronted with several problems in bringing its goals full circle.

Slowdown and increasing lack of depth

After starting with a strong boom, yet accompanied by often equally strong resistance or ignorance from the students’ or the teachers’ side that sometimes also manifested in protest, the Bologna Process went through a rapid expansion in terms of the number of participating countries and of the policy areas it covered. This, however, has not always been followed up by an appropriate level of deepening and consistency of implementation.

This clear trend in increasing lack of commitment to fulfilling even the simplest Bologna goals in a European system is present in numerous participating countries. While it should be noted that governments want to naturally keep full sovereignty over a sensitive area like education and that Higher Education Institutions strive for increased autonomy, there should be no rebated on implementing a minimum set of standards that ensure a qualitative and integrated education system.

Member countries have joined the process at different times, and there are differences in the extent to which different member countries have implemented the action lines. This has led to an uneven European Higher Education Area where countries  declare to be part of the process, but where compatibility or comparability is yet to be imagined.  This is not improving either since many countries fall outside of the other integrative mechanisms that come with the EU/EEA, with one clear indication being mobility, where only EU students can expect equal treatment. So far, there has been little commitment to create any facilities for the mobility of students and researchers from the wider EHEA.

Another worrying trend comes in lack of even basic consultation of national-level stakeholders, especially student bodies and teacher unions. This can be attributed either to perception of low relevance of internal stakeholders or to the perceived decline in the significance of the process, which has led to a rushed tick-box exercise and formal approach to tackling Bologna-related issues. ESU finds a worrying signal on student participation the fact that according to a questionnaire sent to ESU member unions, well over half had not been consulted on the mobility reporting exercise sent out to Bologna members.

This is ever so worrisome since student participation has been an established part of the process since the Prague Communiqué (2001), but there are already several cases where governments are actively trying to or have rolled back on students’ rights to representation by officially reducing their voice in academic bodies or in national policy consultations.

Also, it can be noted that often the responsibility for making educational reforms work according to the Process is being pushed around between higher education institutions, governmental level structures and the European level. This makes it impossible to reach a consistent policy framework that needs to be implemented and secured since also the topics are often renegotiated and previous commitments washed away. Despite the voluntary nature of the process, governments and institutions should take responsibility for the implementation of agreed actions. Thus far, Bologna debates indicate that there is a serious lack of willingness to work on building potential solutions even if the identification of the problems is realistic and appropriate. 

These are signals that there is still considerable room and need for deepening the actual reforms. Limiting changes to superficial and content-empty structural aspects of the process endangers the coherence and usefulness of the envisaged reforms therefore damaging each participating system.

Proposals for the future of the Bologna Process and the functional establishment of a European Higher Education Area

We, the National Unions of Students in Europe, members of the European Students’ Union, are a critical yet constructive and pragmatic party to the Bologna process. As such we will not only give descriptive input on what needs to change, but also come with a set of concrete proposals:

1. Minimum standards. The Bologna Process needs to be rebuilt on an approach based on targets for minimum expected standards of implementation. One particular consequence of the breaching of minimum standards should be that the Bologna “label” should only be reserved for areas where countries have properly implemented envisaged policy measures. Ignoring minimum standards risks affecting the coherency of the European Higher Education Area.

2. Incentives and monitoring. Governments need to establish special incentives and provide a significant level of financial and regulatory support for institutions that are trying to implement various elements of the Bologna process. There should be a system of scrutiny for the implementation of Bologna while focusing on improvement rather than penalization. 

3. Stakeholders’ involvement. There needs to be consistent consultation and involvement of national stakeholders in Bologna implementation. Students as well as academic staff and other stakeholders are the ones bearing the brunt of any change and thus should be part of any discussion and decision. National BFUGs that include stakeholders should be established or revitalized and given an important mandate for Bologna coordination and promotion in every country.

4. Providing information. While the structure of higher education systems is being reformed, little is being done to make it understandable, clear and comprehensible to the wider public, especially prospective students. It is crucial for ministers to commit to establishing credible and easy to use guidance systems for different actors in higher education and to communicate what the academic opportunities in the European Higher Education Area are about to everyone. The European Quality Assurance Register (EQAR) would be a suitable institution for providing parts of this information if supported adequately in terms of finances and access to information.  True shift to a European area will not happen without these support structures, rendering the EHEA as a myriad of systems that are incomparable while still carrying the same labels.

5. Mobility. In order for mobility to achieve its full potential, support must be given in a targeted manner to all types of mobility. Individual countries thus need to create infrastructural, financial and other facilities for all incoming and outgoing students regardless whether mobility is intra-EHEA or students are from outside of the EU or EHEA. These measures are indispensible in order to ensure that the 20% mobility target is reached for the EHEA in its entirety. Of course, these measures need to be correlated with a general easing of bureaucratic obstacles to recognition processes.

6. Recognition. Since the Lisbon Recognition Convention in 1997, there has been great progress in terms of the recognition of qualifications and studies, but problems persist. Students consider that the principle of recognition of studies that do not present substantial differences should be enshrined across the EHEA, and that the associated bureaucratic burden needs to be limited. Further efforts should be made in ensuring that all students have the access to all the necessary information they need on quality assurance and recognition issues readily and transparently available to them.

7. Qualification frameworks. National qualification frameworks are still not adopted in all European countries despite the fact that a deadline for their creation has been pushed back to 2012. There are fears that even this deadline will not be kept, thus stronger emphasis on the urgent drafting and adoption of meaningful national qualification frameworks in all countries needs to be put, while ensuring their certification to the existing European qualification frameworks.

8. Social dimension. The social dimension is recognized as an important principle and target on European level, however many countries still do not introduce this as a priority in national higher education policies. Lack of data or the need to create proper regulations, often within ministries other than those of education, has invoked unjustified and prolonged procrastination on any work on the topic. The implementation of full national strategies realizing higher education with a social dimension and the monitoring of equity at both entry and exit points of higher education should become useful basics. The commitments to set national targets for social dimension made in the Leuven communiqué should be made effective and adopted on national level before the 2012 Ministerial Conference. 

9. Financing higher education. Current budget cuts and attempts at introducing or raising fees are both worrying signs for access to education and social dimension, compromising the notion of education as a public good on which Bologna Process was originally established. ESU therefore rejects any further proliferation of tuition fees in Europe. Institutions and policy makers should create just and equally accessible funding and support systems for all students as well as national standards on the representation of disadvantaged groups that should legitimize specific funding schemes for members of such groups. 

10. Internal quality assurance. The development of external quality assurance has seen good progression since the adoption of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA (ESG) in 2005. The picture looks much less convincing with regards to internal quality assurance, with the ESG part I being seen as somewhat less important in terms of actual usage. Whilst in some higher education institutions valuable internal QA policies, mechanisms and processes have been established this development is uneven across the EHEA. Given the fundamental importance of internal quality assurance for actually enhancing teaching and learning, more focus should be put on it, complemented by full involvement of internal stakeholders (namely students and academic staff) as well as consultation of other stakeholders where appropriate.

11. External quality assurance. Using only institutional level or exclusively programme level external QA is not feasible due to some significant flaws: The former neglects to build confidence that the programmes and qualifications the HEIs offer are of good quality. On the oher hand scrutinizing only programmes tends to cut the initiative of HEIs to initiate institution-wide internal QA measures that would have the potential to enhance quality of teaching and learning overall. An adequate combination of both programme and institutional level QA needs thus to be used. Generally it is essential for QA to be more focused on providing relevant information through easy accessibility and understandability of QA processes results. 

12. Student-centered learning. While many institutions have gradually started to introduce changes that give students more potential for deciding about their own educational paths, student-centered learning is still a long way off from becoming a reality in most of Europe’s higher education institutions. There should be a focus in institutions on implementing an actual paradigm shift that centers on the student and its learning process and experience, making education more flexible and better suited to the needs of a diversified student body. There should be increased commitment to removing major obstacles to this – such as inflexible hours, lack of choice on curricula or learning methods, use of only conventional teaching methods and lack of support for students from non-specific backgrounds. Additionally, sufficient financial support from the governments is needed to support the institutions in their efforts to train and support staff in changing educational practices.

13. Functionality of the ECTS. While ECTS has been cited as one of the best-implemented tools, problems with actual measurement of student workload still exist and proper formulation and use of learning outcomes has yet to emerge in the actual learning process. Measures of external scrutiny or incentive should be established to ensure that these processes are implemented in institutions as they were intended to. 

14. Bologna as a priority. Despite confusion at the policy level between the goals of various Bologna or EU-inspired policies, which are indeed to a certain degree compatible, there is urgency in fulfilling Bologna commitments before downplaying them or going beyond. It is not problematic if countries add extra reforms to the Bologna envisaged ones, but the latter should not be ignored.

The quest for relevance

The Bologna process needs to continue and to reach full implementation of structural reforms if it is to succeed in the goal of making education more flexible and helping students become increasingly mobile and to actually create a meaningful European Higher Education Area. 

In order to attain this goal an adequate relevance for the Bologna process needs to be kept, meaning that countries need to commit to actually implementing the measures they have signed up to, and to do this in an inclusive and non-protracted way. If not, the member countries should seriously reflect on the use of the Bologna Process and the expenditure it takes to keep it going. Without a proper financial and political commitment from the member countries, the Bologna Process risks becoming an empty shell that lacks the level of substance it needs to change higher education for the better.  



