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Meeting BFUG Board – Higher Education Researchers

Brussels, 16 November 2011

Conclusions for the BFUG
The meeting of the BFUG Board with higher education researchers constitutes a contribution from the Flemish Ministry of Education and Training to the call for exploring the opportunity of new working methods for the Bologna Process from the Vienna Declaration. Responses were sought in the higher education research environment (area), having in mind concerns that policy makers and researchers are not engaged in a continuous dialogue, which would help furthering both areas. Such concerns were articulated both in the debates within the Future of Higher Education – Bologna Process Researchers Conference (FOHE-BPRC) in Bucharest (17-19 October 2011) and in the Conference on the launching of the 2011 Modernisation Agenda of the European Commission in Sopot (24-25 October 2011). The meeting aimed at looking how researchers can make a more significant contribution to the Bologna Process. 
The Bologna Process has been rather well analysed by higher education researchers. Many implementation studies have been carried out at European and national level. There are also a few studies focusing on the implementation process of the Bologna reforms in a particular discipline. The policy process has been analysed in depth, as well as the reaction of students and academic staff to the Bologna reform agenda. 
The following lessons can be learned from the existing research:

· In the first years there was concern about the acceptance of Bachelor graduates on the labour market in those continental European countries which typically had longer study programmes until the first degree was awarded. There was a lot of resistance from academic staff and later from students against the idea of having a 3+2 degree structure.
· Some countries introduced the structural reforms without paying enough attention to the resulting changes in curricula. Most countries attached their own national reform agenda to the Bologna reform goals thus distorting some of the Bologna policy aims.
· The shift towards student centred learning and assessment of learning outcomes has not been properly understood in most countries because it would require a new pedagogy or new teaching and assessment methods, which many academic teachers did not have time or were not interested to acquire.
· Many European countries introduced accreditation of the new study programmes thus adding a new layer of quality assurance agencies which became increasingly powerful and were setting standards many academics disagreed with.
· Mobility decreased due to the more structured curricula, which did not leave enough time for students to go abroad. 
· Recognition continues to remain a problem and the social dimension is a thoroughly elusive issue in most countries. 
The following insights may be useful for policy makers writing a new file of the Bologna Process saga:
· The reforms began at different moments in time and have different speeds of implementation in the signatory countries.
· In the beginning, the goals were added to the reform agenda after every ministerial meeting and overall policy formulation was rather unclear.
· The reform of the “architecture” of study structures increasingly turned into a reform of curricula and a major overhaul of quality assurance mechanisms and instruments;

· In many countries there was no additional financial support given to higher education institutions to implement the reforms and pay for accreditation.

Last but not least, it appears to be a growing tension between what used to be the Lisbon strategy and the new policy context created by league tables and rankings on the one hand and the Bologna reform agenda on the other hand. The Bologna agenda still retained some elements of the notions of trust and partnerships within networks on which the ERASMUS programme was built so successfully. However, these appear to be in tension with competition for better positions in rankings and league tables and valuing of research excellence much more than teaching.

The meeting participants identified some unanswered questions regarding the Bologna Process: 

· How relevant is the first cycle to employability?

· Is the second cycle academically efficient?
· How are doctorates (third cycle) organized across the EHEA?

· Are learning outcomes properly implemented? (definition in all education sectors etc.)

· What are the missing links in the Bologna Process?

· What are the funding policies associated with the Bologna Process?

· How are transparency tools such as ECTS, DS, QF achieving their transparency objectives?

· How do students make their enrolment decisions?

· What is the impact of the Bologna Process on non-EHEA countries?

It was also noted that:

· Social dimension is still not addressed properly, both in terms of policies, but also in terms of factual evidence.
· The Bologna Process tools had also unintended consequences, for example ECTS had a negative effect on trust in relation to recognition. 

· There is insufficient knowledge on what the Bologna Process represents for various stakeholders. Understanding how the Bologna Process is perceived at different levels, could aid a strategic approach to policy making.
· Comparative approaches could be very useful in the Bologna Process context. For example, there is research arguing that the funding section of an important policy paper released in 2011 in a different policy setting is almost identical with the World Bank recommendations for the sub-Saharan Africa in 1994. 
· On mobility, there appears to be tensions between what various stakeholders want/need. For example, HEIs want to cooperate with similar institutions and students want to move freely within HE systems.
Some concrete initiatives were put forward:

· A repository of research articles relevant for various Bologna Process topics could be set up. The repository could include policy briefs by authors with the main issues in latest research and the main results. It can be linked to the permanent website of the Bologna Process. The BFUG might indicate particular issues of interest.
· The Bologna Process official documents archive should be complemented by a repository of research documents which would enhance the understanding of the Bologna Process.
· The presence of policy makers to HE researchers’ networks conferences should be more substantial and regular. 
As follow-up events, Flanders will take the lead in organising a peer learning activity on the relation between quality assurance, recognition and trust, together with one or more research organisation in 2012.  

The meeting was attended by: 
	Name
	Institution

	Hans Vossensteyn 
	The Center for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS)

	Skule Sveinung
	Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU) 

	Agnete Vabo
	Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU)

	Claire Callender
	Institute of Education, London (IOE) 

	Amelia Veiga
	The Centre for Research in Higher Education Policies (CIPES)

	 Alberto Amaral
	The Centre for Research in Higher Education Policies (CIPES)

	Barbara Kehm
	Consortium of Higher Education Researchers/ International Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel (CHER/Incher Kassel)

	Yasemin Yagci
	International Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel (Incher Kassel)

	Helena Sebkova
	The Centre for Higher Education Studies (CSVS), Prague 

	Peter Maassen
	University of Oslo

	Rosalind Pritchard
	The European Higher Education Society (EAIR)

	Helen Perkins
	Society for Research into Higher Education (SRHE)

	Liviu Matei
	Central European University (CEU)

	Noel Vercruysse
	Belgium/Flemish Community

	Magalie Soenen
	Belgium/Flemish Community

	Jacob Fuchs
	Denmark

	Helle Damgaard Nielsen
	Denmark

	Adrian Curaj
	Romania

	Bartłomiej Banaszak 
	Poland

	Maria Bołtruszko
	Poland 

	Ligia Deca
	BFUG Secretariat

	Viorel Proteasa
	BFUG Secretariat
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