Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, Bucharest, 26-27 April 2012

We, the Ministers responsible for higher education in the 47 countries of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) have met in Bucharest, Romania, on 26 and 27 April 2012, to take stock of the achievements of the Bologna Process and to establish the priorities and objectives for further consolidating the EHEA for the future.
Preamble

In 1999, the public and political attention was captured by the ambitious goals set in the Bologna Declaration that has managed to mobilise unprecedented commitment from European Ministers responsible for higher education, university leaders, faculty, students and business. They committed to an internationally attractive and competitive European Higher Education Area based on common principles, transparency and quality. 
The achievements of the first Bologna decade should not be under-estimated: all countries have made significant changes that have enabled the European Higher Education Area to emerge, and that have laid the ground for higher education that is serving an increasing range of societal demands; higher education structures are now more compatible and comparable, quality assurance systems contribute to trust building, students are increasingly more mobile, and a range of issues for the social dimension of higher education have been identified.
 

Since 2009, the economic crisis has deeply influenced the economic and political landscape of Europe. Tremendous pressures are put on higher education: from one side, pressure on budgets from public sources, on the other side pressure to provide solutions for the economic impasse. The vision we commit to in this declaration goes beyond the crises and sets the fundaments of a shared future.
  

In these troubled times when we are faced with global challenges, but also local and national realities, we, the Ministers, reaffirm our commitment to the European model of society, based on  human dignity and democracy. Higher education cannot fulfil its universal vocation unless it empowers autonomous citizens and it prepares them for both future welfare and the challenges of the day.
 

Taking into account these challenges, the Bologna response cannot be of the same nature as during the last decade, and different issues need to be addressed. We reinforce our commitment to three main targets for the present decade, as they have been set at the 2009 Leuven/ Louvain–la-Neuve Conference:

· Finalizing the structural reform and deepening its implementation, while enhancing the synergies with the European Research Area (ERA), as well as the quality, transparency and relevance of higher education in the EHEA ;

· Making the social dimension become a reality by ensuring that the student body entering and completing higher education reflects the diverse student body of Europe’s populations;

· Ensuring that at least 20% of those graduating in the EHEA have had a study or training period abroad.
We believe that such a vision of European higher education can be translated into reality only with the commitment of motivated faculty, leadership and administration of institutions. Quality is created in the classroom; therefore the responsibility for the future does not lay solely on their shoulders, but also on students’ engagement. We urge all those responsible to centre learning on students and we reaffirm our commitment for supportive teaching environment and student participation.

In this context, we believe that three main questions should be jointly answered by evidence based policy making in the context of the Bologna Process:

· Who gains access to higher education and how does this happen in the EHEA?

· How is the Bologna Process influencing the HE systems and the student experience in the EHEA?

· How can the Bologna Process enhance student experience?
We therefore welcome the findings of the Report on the Bologna Process implementation and we acknowledge both the progress made, as well as the areas in need of further development.

Access in higher education in the EHEA 

Widening participation in higher education, especially for under-represented groups, is essential to achieve the socially just societies within a democratic and united Europe, as well as to increase the competitiveness of the EHEA and ensure economic growth. Having the diversity of our societies reflected in our student cohorts is not only an ideal, but also a necessity. 
We acknowledge that parents’ education background plays a way to big role in chances to access higher education. Specific groups are under-represented in certain national contexts: students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, migrant students, students coming from rural areas, students with special needs etc. We commit ourselves to additional policy efforts to increase the access and completion chances for all students, specially the ones traditionally left out of higher education. 

The data collection report pointed to diverse gender imbalances in higher education attainment; we commit to address this situation through policy approaches nuanced in terms of the disciplines’ specific nature, the level of the higher education programmes and the national contexts.
We recognise the potential of alternative access into higher education as a key component in fostering the social dimension of higher education. In this context, we take note of the benefits that bridging programmes between different upper secondary pathways could bring to increasing participation rates in higher education.
We took note of the increasing cooperation in the field of student support services within the European Higher Education Area and we encourage the cooperation of student affairs and services organisations with students, academic staff and policy makers, in order to properly address the general and specific needs of students.
Based on these considerations, we restate our commitment to setting national targets for widening overall participation and increasing participation and completion of underrepresented groups in higher education, according to the diversity of our populations by 2015 at the latest, with the aim to reach them by 2020. 
We welcome the increased quality of the data provided on the social dimension of higher education by EHEA member countries, Eurostat, Eurydice and Eurostudent. We commit ourselves to continue to base our access and attainment policies on data evidence; in this respect we endorse the proposal of establishing a European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education in order to support structured and systematic peer learning among countries and institutions across the EHEA.
Learning outcomes – the key to the Bologna promise
The Bologna architecture
The Bologna Process has induced change at systems’ level through the implementation of trust building tools aimed at increasing transparency and at bringing about convergence of systems. The Bologna Process promised transparency and comparability of educational achievements, without limiting the diversity of provision. This promise relies on recognition tools (the ECTS, the Diploma Supplement), on the overarching framework of qualifications of the European Higher Education Area and on quality assurance. We acknowledge the risk of turning the Bologna promise into a bureaucratic burden, if the Bologna Process tools are not underpinned by a full understanding and proper implementation of the learning outcomes concept. 
We commit to supporting the higher education institutions to define learning outcomes for all higher education programmes and to make them a reality of daily student experience. We will monitor the reference of the learning outcomes to the national qualifications frameworks. In parallel, we demand for data on the employability of Bologna graduates, especially the first cycle. 

We underline the importance of integrating qualifications frameworks, quality assurance and recognition tools in coherent higher education policies. We call on public authorities and institutional leaders to provide training to those responsible for conceptualizing, writing, implementing and assessing learning outcomes.

Bologna Process tools

Transparency of qualifications should be ensured for both students and employers. ECTS and ECTS compatible credit systems have been at the foundation of the Process. We note both the extensive use of ECTS and ECTS compatible credit systems and the different basis of ECTS calculation. We call for further work in order to extend the use of ECTS as a common currency in the EHEA. 

Diploma Supplement and the guidelines for its use will be further developed to ensure that a learning outcomes approach is sufficiently incorporated; Diploma Supplements should be issued automatically and free of charge by all higher education institutions in the EHEA. This is essential, especially in the context of the perceived low employability of the first cycle in some parts of the EHEA.
The European Higher Education Area should be based on fair academic and professional recognition, including recognition of non-formal and informal learning. We commit that by 2015 the national legislation on recognition will be examined and amended, where necessary, so that it is in compliance with the principles of the Lisbon Recognition Convention. We welcome the development of the European Area of Recognition (EAR) Manual and we recommend its use as a collection of guidelines for recognition of foreign qualifications and a compendium of good practice. 
We note the insufficient and unequal development of the recognition of prior learning practices in the EHEA and we commit to removing the legislative obstacles for this practice to become more widespread at the European, national and institutional level. 
We are satisfied that most EHEA countries are well on the way to finalizing their national qualifications frameworks. We call on countries which will not meet the objective set in Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve to put forward a revised timetable by autumn 2012 and to make good use of the experience of partner countries in the EHEA.

The data collection report stresses that the qualifications frameworks which categorise learning outcomes into knowledge, skills and competence (or what the student is expected to know, understand and be able to do), do not distinguish between intended and achieved learning outcomes; we call for attention on linking learning outcomes with the way student performance is assessed. 
We also took note that currently, qualifications frameworks are not directly linked to recognition either for academic or professional purposes. In this light, a common understanding of the different levels of our qualifications’ frameworks is essential; we commit to referencing school leaving qualifications giving access to higher education against EQF level 4 and to referencing first, second and third cycle qualifications against EQF levels 6, 7 and 8, respectively. 
Quality of higher education provision is essential within the vision of higher education in all the Bologna Process countries. The European Dimension of quality assurance is underpinned by concrete achievements such as the ‘Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA’ (ESG) and the European Quality Assurance Register (EQAR). Student participation in quality assurance has also been a trademark characteristic of the EHEA and we aim to work towards full student involvement in quality assurance processes. 

We welcome the external evaluation report of EQAR and we reconfirm our support for the Register to list more agencies, from both inside and outside the EHEA. We aim for agencies listed in EQAR to perform their activity in any of the EHEA countries, under specific national requirements and in line with the national contexts. We encourage all EHEA-countries to allow EQAR-registered quality assurance agencies to quality assure/accredit Erasmus Mundus programmes and other joint degree programmes without additional national specifications. 

We welcome the report brought forward by the E4 organisations (ENQA, ESU, EUA and EURSHE) with regard to the possible need to revise the ESG. We note that the majority of those consulted viewed the ESG as having had a positive impact on the development of quality assurance across the EHEA and as contributing to its European dimension. In light with the recommendations put forward, we mandate the E4 organisations to carry out, in consultation with all relevant stakeholders, notably Education International, BUSINESS EUROPE, the Bologna Follow-Up Group and EQAR, a revision of the ESG in order to improve their clarity, applicability and usefulness. We aim to endorse a revised version of the document in our 2015 ministerial meeting.

Placing the Bologna Process into the broader context
We note that the Bologna Process coexists at the national level with a series of other policy instruments, such as those belonging to the European integration policy agenda. We underline the need for an open debate and for common approaches in areas such as recognition or quality assurance in order to ensure the consolidation of the European Higher Education Area. [In particular, we call on the European Commission and EHEA members that are also part of the European Union to ensure that a learning outcomes approach be integrated into the ongoing review of the EU Directives for professional recognition.] 
[We find that the time is right to deepen the understanding of the relation between lifelong learning and the three existing Bologna cycles. We underline the importance of the third cycle qualifications that are included in the framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area, but not addressed systematically at a national level in terms of credits and standards. This should be done to promote mobility, transparency and mutual comparability between doctoral students and to broaden the concept of lifelong learning. We ask the BFUG and EUA to explore ways in which lifelong learning and doctoral education can be aligned with ECTS and ECTS credit compatible systems and report back to us in 2015.]
We acknowledge in this respect the need to open a dialogue regarding higher education financing policies and their role in supporting Bologna Process implementation. Good practice examples regarding incentives for the consolidation of the EHEA should be exchanged at the EHEA level.
Mobility

Mobility remains the hallmark of the European Higher Education Area and it relies on the fulfilment of the Bologna promise in many other fields such as recognition, quality assurance or social dimension. 
We adopt the strategy „Mobility for better Learning“ (enclosure 1), reaffirming the importance of learning mobility as a crucial factor in developing the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and internationalising higher education. We are determined to intensify our efforts by undertaking the measures contained in this strategy while further implementing and making good use of the existing Bologna tools, such as the European Quality Assurance Register, in the spirit of improving cooperation and mobility as well as encouraging our citizens to seize the chance to study, research or teach throughout the EHEA and beyond. 

We uphold our commitment to achieve by 2020 that at least 20 percent of graduates in the EHEA have undertaken a study or training period abroad. To reach this goal, we will undertake to develop realistic strategies in each of our countries, as an integral part of our internationalisation efforts. [In addition, we lay down a quantitative target for mobility into the EHEA as one indicator of its attractiveness.] While acknowledging that there are still imbalances in mobility flows, we confirm our common goals of increased, high quality and more balanced mobility to the benefit of European societies and encourage those countries with mobility imbalances to seek solutions to improve this situation. 
We underline the need to operationally define staff mobility so that more data can be collected and to allow for more targeted actions to remove specific obstacles linked to social security systems, pension arrangements and professional recognition. More staff mobility will be the key in incentivising student mobility and in achieving the European dimension of higher education through internationalisation at home. In this context, more precise goals for staff mobility should be put forward by the next ministerial conference in 2015.
We also call for improved exchange of information regarding the portability of national grants and loans across the EHEA and more differentiated mobility data which needs to be collected at both national and European level.

Guidelines for transparency
[We acknowledge the potential Bologna Process tools have in order to provide public information on higher education. We also took note of the developments of transparency tools outside the Bologna Process realm, such as classifications and rankings. We commit ourselves to serve our societies through more transparent higher education and we call the BFUG to develop guidelines on how to address best the diverse needs of public information concerning higher education.]

Enhancing lifelong learning and employability 

We note that lifelong learning is generally mainstreamed within the missions of our higher education institutions, but an operational definition of the concept is missing at the EHEA level. Lifelong learning, as a comprehensive concept, is an integral part of our education system and thus subject to the principle of public responsibility. We call on the BFUG to operationally define lifelong learning, so as to facilitate data collection and more targeted policies in this field.

One of the aspects which make higher education instrumental in the development of prosperous societies and overcoming temporary economic crisis is its responsiveness to the labour market. Employability of graduates is to be enhanced through a better link between universities and the world of work and in ensuring that students are equipped with creativity, interdisciplinary skills and innovative competences. Effective policies in raising completion rates need to be supported by well developed monitoring and reporting at both national and institutional levels. We call on the BFUG to improve data collection on employability, as well as to operationally define this concept.

The EHEA in a Global Setting

Openness and cooperation is key to the EHEA-countries’ internationalisation policy.EHEA member countries and higher education institutions should continue to develop and implement internationalisation strategies, which are grounded on the principles of the overarching "The European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting" strategy. The Bologna Policy Forum concept should be further explored, enriched and taken forward in full cooperation with the participating non-EHEA countries, to maximise its potential as a tool for policy dialogue across higher education areas. Regional exchanges, as well as peer learning among practitioners and members of the academic communities should strengthen the political commitments taken within the frame of the Bologna Policy Fora.

[We welcome the work done by the Information and Promotion Network and we call for a joint action to enhance the information on and promotion of the European Higher Education Area, possibly through a project application developed by several national agencies in this field.]
The Ministers ask the BFUG to:

· Monitor the development of the ‘European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education’;

· Explore ways to deepen the synergies between Bologna tools by linking qualifications frameworks and recognition for both academic purposes and professional qualifications, as well as strengthening the link between learning outcomes and ECTS;
· Ensure continued coordination of the work on qualifications frameworks within the EHEA as well as continued cooperation and compatibility with the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning (EQF) and to report to us at our conference in 2015;
· Put forward proposals for how short cycle qualifications may be integrated into the overarching framework of qualifications of the European Higher Education Area by 2015;

· Discuss and endorse the revised version of the ‘Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA’ (ESG), in order for a formal adoption to be possible at the 2015 Ministerial Conference;
· Monitor the implementation of the EHEA mobility strategy “Mobility for Better Learning” and the progress towards the 2020 EHEA mobility benchmark;

· Make sure that data is collected and analysed on the 2007 "The European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting" strategy’s level of implementation at the national level and prepare a follow-up in accordance to the results;
· Operationally define lifelong learning and employability in the EHEA context;

· Explore the opportunity of developing EHEA guidelines for transparency policies that would lead towards the implementation of the objectives of the Bologna Process;

· Ensure that the relevant BFUG structures are formed so that the goals mentioned in the present Communiqué are followed up adequately;
· Maintain the EHEA archive and the EHEA website, as tools for enhancing the transparency of the European Higher Education Area to various audiences.
We consider that all our efforts are in vane unless they are understood by those who are meant to benefit from them. Therefore, we will lay supplementary efforts in communicating Bologna Process vision and achievements; Bologna Process tools have become part of the everyday life in higher education institutions, but we have to do more to increase the coordination between tools and to make sure they reach their aim to inform the decisions of the public. 

We will meet again in 2015 at the next Bologna Process Ministerial Conference to take place in....
�This paragraph intends to highlight the major achievements of the Bologna Process.


�This paragraph puts HE in the context of the economic crisis. 


�This paragraph is intended to provide a societal ideal to which HE should contribute. It is intended to be ideologically neutral for European countries.


�This paragraph is intended to acknowledge the role of the stakeholders. 


�To be finalized after the January 9th Transparency Tools WG meeting. 


�To be decided if there is a need to re-state all the operational objectives of the communiqué in such a final section. 
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