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THE BOLOGNA PROCESS REVISITED:
The future of the European Higher Education Area
This paper is based on the previous documents developed on the future of the EHEA by BFUG members and by the Secretariat
. It is intended to structure the discussion that will take place in the BFUG meeting to be held in Rome on Sept. 18. It includes three sections, to be discussed in the three group sessions scheduled in the Rome program:
· Looking back: 15 years of convergence
· The overall EHEA vision for the present and the future
· Looking ahead: how to implement the EHEA vision
Looking back: 15 years of convergence
A common vision
In Bologna in 1999 the Ministers of Education of 29 countries agreed on a common vision for the future of HE in Europe. They found that this vision was also politically relevant for their own countries and they translated it into the operational goals listed in the Bologna Declaration.
The Ministers committed themselves to creating a European Higher Education Area where
· European countries with different political, cultural and academic traditions would engage in fruitful cooperation to pursue a shared objective, 
· European students and graduates could move easily with full recognition of periods of study and qualifications, for further studies and/or  access to the European labour market, 
· European HEIs could cooperate and exchange students/staff on the basis of trust and confidence but also of transparency and quality,
· European governments would fit national HE reforms into a European  context,
· European HE would increase its international competitiveness, as well as enter into dialogue and improve cooperation with HE in other regions of the world.
Over the past 15 years the Bologna Process, conducted by the signatory countries using an intergovernmental approach, has led to the construction of the main pillars of the EHEA:
A common framework 
· a common architecture of HE qualifications, based on three cycles, which has had an impact on the convergence of HE systems (although legislative approaches have varied considerably),
· a common credit system (ECTS), based on learning outcomes and workload,
· common principles for the development of study programs - as presented in the ECTS User’s Guide -, based on a student-centered approach as well as on the transparency of programs and qualifications,
· common standards and guidelines for Quality Assurance,
· a common approach to recognition, based on the Lisbon Recognition Convention, which constitutes the only legally binding text in the EHEA,
· a common body of methodologies and sustainable achievements produced by European HEIs through their participation in Academic and Thematic networks, large scale cooperation projects and joint degree programs,
· a common Register of QA Agencies (EQAR).
A number of common  tools
· The Overarching Framework of Qualifications of the EHEA and National Qualifications Frameworks compatible with it,
· the ECTS Users’ Guide,
· the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area,
· the Diploma Supplement,
· the Lisbon Recognition Convention.
Of course, both the framework and the tools can be consolidated or further developed, but unquestionably they have defined the common traits of the EHEA and made them visible to other regions of the world. In achieving this result, the Bologna Process has set an example of successful intra-regional cooperation which other regions of the world are considering with great interest.
Is the original common vision still valid? Is it attractive?
Do the European Ministers still consider that a common framework and common tools are valuable and even necessary in order to achieve their national goals for HE enhancement? Do they still believe in the added value of the EHEA?
Has the right balance been achieved between convergence and national diversity?
Based on the regular stocktaking exercises made over the past 15 years and other parallel evaluations, it can be said that the implementation of the EHEA vision and objectives has been uneven in the participating countries. To better clarify this aspect, however, a distinction should be made between the two main levels of implementation: the national and the institutional level.
With reference to the implementation made by national authorities/governments through national legislation and structural reforms, in several countries the process has been performed smoothly and successfully. Mostly due to the diversity of systems or to a late start of the process, however, in some cases the reforms adopted by the governments
· are incomplete and miss some essential features of the EHEA framework and tools;
· are driven exclusively or mainly by national concerns, without taking due account of European goals and perspectives;
· are labelled as Bologna reforms to justify other national agendas and regulations;
· have remained on paper as formal compliance with EHEA requirements with no follow-up action.
With reference to the implementation of structural reforms by institutions/practitioners, it seems that even in countries that have fully implemented structural reforms at the national level, some academic communities
· are unaware of or in disagreement with the EHEA vision and perceive the requirement to implement national structural reforms as a threat to institutional autonomy, national tradition and/or academic freedom;
· associate unwanted reforms and regulations with Bologna, although these may not have anything to do with Bologna reforms, or even contradict them;

· have difficulty understanding and implementing the new concepts (learning outcomes) and the new approaches to curriculum design (student-centered, competence-based) introduced by the national legislation;
· view the national reform process as requiring formal compliance rather than cultural change, thus seeing only the burden and not the positive innovation perspectives of the European convergence process;
· lack a clear understanding of the achievements of the Bologna Process, are not fully aware of what its current aspirations are, and/or have lost interest in the process;
· may not be aware of the role of the EHEA as a necessary foundation for visibility and effective interaction with other parts of the world.
The distinction between national and institutional implementation implies that a full and substantial adoption of the structural reforms, based on political decisions, is only the first step in the process. If appropriate and prompt actions are taken by the governments, such first steps could be completed in a reasonable time.
The second step, implementation at the grassroots level, requires a process of information and consensus building in the national HE system, single institutions, departments and subject areas, and is aimed at deeper cultural change.
Is a thorough implementation of the EHEA framework and tools, at national and institutional level, still considered as a major goal by the governments of all participating countries? Should Ministers restate their commitment to building the EHEA, considering that this is by definition a long-term process? If not, what are the alternatives?
As a major challenge appears to be implementation on the ground, how can a wider range of practitioners in the various countries be more involved in the implementation process?
How can the EHEA ensure that what look like coherent structures and policies on paper are not undone by inadequate implementation?
The overall EHEA vision for the present and the future
There is consensus in previous BFUG papers and discussions that the construction  of the EHEA has come to a turning point where a new sense of direction is needed in order to move ahead. The context of HE has changed greatly in the past few years and a common vision for the future should be defined taking into account the new challenges or, in some cases, the new settings for the old challenges.
A common vision will have political relevance for the EHEA Ministers if they reexamine with fresh eyes the challenges European HE is currently facing, and take into serious consideration the expectations of HEI staff, students and society as a whole. A common coordinated approach would make it easier to respond to these, both at the European and at the national level.
Some of the present challenges to European HE are listed below as a basis for discussion:
· HE is a public responsibility to be exercised for the benefit of all, using a variety of means, public and private, to support - within the framework established by public authorities - HEIs and their students in the pursuit of knowledge, citizenship, personal and professional growth;
· a reaffirmation, and possibly a redefinition, of the public responsibility of HE  may be necessary in the present phase;
· HEIs are key actors in societies in rapid transformation. They have a key role in addressing political, economic and social problems such as unemployment, poverty, exclusion, conflict, etc.;
· HEIs are autonomous and accountable. They are the main form in which active and responsible academic communities are organized and must make their diverse missions transparent to society and strive to reach their objectives with integrity;
· societal development requires a marked increase in the percentage of the population entering Higher Education and able to access it throughout adult life, placing the present HE system under great pressure to increase numbers, as well as to improve quality and increase relevance at a time when adequate funding may be difficult to find;
· in some countries public funding is decreasing and in all - or at least most - a diversification of HEIs’ income streams is necessary;
How can the present challenges faced by the EHEA contribute to the development of a new shared vision for the convergence and cooperation process in higher education over the next few years?
If a European vision based on current challenges is accepted by the Ministers, such a vision could be translated into common goals and policies that are also relevant to national and institutional political agendas and can be pursued more effectively through European coordination and collaboration. Some of the most relevant goals might be:
· achieving a better alignment of graduates’ competences with societal needs;
· identifying the causes of student drop-out and of the excessive prolongation of studies, and taking appropriate action when needed;  
· providing adequate support to students from disadvantaged socio-economic and migrant backgrounds;
· improving the quality and relevance of national study programs through international cooperation and networks, through staff mobility, as well as through “internationalization at home“ activities;
· avoiding overregulation and rigidity of the systems and increasing the flexibility of study programs to allow for smooth progression of students within a program and facilitate their  international mobility;
· meeting the needs of a diversified student population through appropriate student-centered approaches to learning and teaching, including - as appropriate - such dimensions as LLL, distance learning, MOOCs, OER….;
· enhancing the employability of graduates  through an ongoing dialogue with employers and the implementation of competence-based programs, following up their career development in order to evaluate and enhance the quality of the programs;
· improving the reliability, clarity and relevance of the information about higher education available to  future students and society in general, including information on the quality of study programs  and  their potential for opening career paths;
· promoting  the enhancement of academics’ teaching skills and giving them appropriate recognition for their commitment;
· expanding dialogue and cooperation between the EHEA and other regions of the world;
· making full use of all the accomplishments made in the past years, in terms of networks, active academic communities, methodologies, project outcomes, tools, etc.;
· promoting innovation, creativity, entrepreneurship, links to research;
· others?
What common goals and policies do you consider most relevant for the EHEA? What should be its main priorities?
How can these priorities be approached in terms of clear and concrete proposals for action?
Should these proposals for action be defined for each priority BEFORE the next ministerial meeting?
Looking ahead: how to implement the EHEA vision
There are several aspects to be considered in order to move ahead with a new vision and new goals for the EHEA. In particular:
1. Ministers’ meetings and communiqués
It has been noted that the political drive of the Ministers has lost momentum in the last years, as the emphasis of the Bologna Process has gradually shifted from the initial political decisions to administrative implementation and maintenance. As a consequence, Ministers’ interest and participation in the summit meetings have declined and communiqués have become rather repetitive.
In Yerevan the Ministers could give a new impetus to the EHEA not only by restating their common approach based on the existing framework, tools and goals, but also by developing a new vision based on the present challenges to European HE. They could set new goals and priorities and renew their commitment to joint political action. The communiqué could then take the shape of a short and strong political statement.
Should the next communiqué in Yerevan be mainly concerned with the overall EHEA political vision, while any specific recommendations from the WGs which fall outside that scope should be included in an Annex?
Can the preparation process of the communiqué leave room for fresh inputs from the Ministers and for open discussion among them?
2. Governance and work program
As the governing body of the Bologna Process, the BFUG consists mainly of representatives of national ministries, with the addition of the EC as a full member and of a number of international organizations as consultative members. The BFUG is responsible for defining and managing a coherent work program between the biennial ministerial meetings, and for preparing recommendations for the Ministers’ communiqué. To this end, it selects specific themes for discussion, appoints working groups and defines their terms of reference.
The BFUG decision-making process has become increasingly complex and stratified. For example, in the period between 2012 – 2015, a streamlined work program was adopted, which required various levels of reporting: from the sub-groups to the major working groups; from the major working groups first to the Board and then to the BFUG as a whole, which finally approves the documents submitted. At the end of this process, some recommendations are extracted by the BFUG from the working groups’ final reports and brought to the attention of the ministers for the Communiqué. The reports as such are published but their impact seems to be limited.
The Secretariat is based in the country hosting the next meeting and generally changes every two, now three years.
Should the role and tasks of the BFUG for the governance of the BP be redefined, and the mandate of its members clarified? How to ensure that BFUG members in effect have a mandate from, and act on behalf of, the political leadership of their Ministries of Education?
Does the composition of the BFUG reflect the shift that has taken place in the BP over the past years, from national reforms to institutional implementation? Should practitioners from participating countries have a role in the governance of the BP, especially in deciding on the work program and selecting the most relevant themes for discussion? Could the appointment of a network of academic representatives be a solution?
Should the BFUG decision-making process be simplified and made more effective by introducing a distinction between different types of decisions? For example, some decisions could be taken by senior officers sitting or represented in the BFUG, while the political decisions would be taken by the Ministers in the summit meetings.
Should the Working Groups be made up in part, by real practitioners (such as Bologna Experts or HEREs) who are involved in international cooperation and are able to make proposals for action directly to the HEIs, basing them on best practice from around the EHEA? Should they also participate/be represented in the BFUG? Would this be useful to ensure that the voices of all participating countries can be heard in the BFUG?
Would a longer period of office for the Secretariat be a better option? If so, how could it be organized and funded?
3. Evaluation procedures/Stocktaking
The BFUG stocktaking questionnaires are channeled through national authorities. Therefore, the scope of the evaluation is limited to national reforms and to the data available at the national level.
The “Trends” and “Bologna with Students’ Eyes” surveys are carried out separately by the EUA and the ESU for HEIs and students respectively, using different approaches and methodologies.
Eurostudent coordinates several national studies on social framework conditions of students. The partners agree on comparable questions and on timetables. As a result, many Bologna countries now have comparable data on the social framework conditions.
Should the present BFUG evaluation procedures be thoroughly reconsidered?
Should collaboration with reputable evaluation organizations or research bodies be sought, in order to map out a well-coordinated external evaluation of implementation of the EHEA, or could the Eurostudent coordination and co-funding model be used as an example?
Should the implementation of the EHEA framework and tools in HEIs also be monitored at the national level? Could this be done through national networks of academics and students who are given the role of Bologna contact points in HEIs?
4. Measures for support and advice
The construction of the EHEA is an ongoing process. The countries engaged in implementing it, both at the national and institutional level, do not all move at the same speed. Moreover, because of their political and cultural backgrounds, each one may go faster in certain areas and more slowly in others.
If Ministers confirm their political commitment to converge towards the EHEA vision and their determination to make all necessary efforts to implement its framework and tools, adequate support for each country should be provided by the other partner countries on the issues where some difficulty has been experienced. The planning of these peer-based activities would provide opportunities for the participation of less active partners in BFUG discussions.
Is peer learning a fruitful approach?  If so, what are the best actions?
· Twinning and clustering of  EHEA partners? Other joint projects?
· Seminars on specific themes to be organized in given countries with the participation of international colleagues?
· Site visits to be made by international colleagues to specific countries/institutions?
· Regional activities?
Are there any other approaches that can usefully be implemented?
5. Any other aspects to be reconsidered?
It is hoped that the group discussions can contribute to a further definition and to strengthening the proposed set of strategies for re-launching the EHEA.
� “Bologna Process revisited” (BFUG_GR_KZ_39_5a), “Spanish non paper on the Bologna process revisited” (BFUG_GR_KZ_39_5a.1), “Bologna Process Revisited” (BFUGBoard_IT_VA_40_5a_Version1)
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