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An ESU view on recognition today

Recent trends in recognition

ESU gathers most of its data on recognition, as well as on other topics, from the surveys we send out to our members for the Bologna With Student Eyes (BWSE) publications. The past two editions have included surveys being sent out in early 2009 and early 2007, respectively. For the Bologna at the Finish Line publication (BAFL), previous surveys were reviewed and there was a component of desk research targeting publications, stats and national reports.

Especially in the light of this desk research, one of the main findings that we would like to acknowledge is the fact that progress has been significant in the field of recognition since the beginning of the Bologna process, and even before. Attempts to streamline the process of recognition have predated the process itself and have culminated in the Lisbon Recognition Convention of 1998. The process of recognition was “taken in” by the larger Bologna frame starting with the Bologna Declaration in 1999. The European debate on recognition evolved from talking about comparable and compatible degrees, to issues such as the recognition of prior and even non-academic learning and to the bold initiative to recognize any qualification that contains no substantial differences to domestic ones.

The compliance of national legislation with the Lisbon Recognition Convention has increased over time, but progress has also been slow, considering the fact that the Convention predates the Bologna process itself. However what is lacking  is a coherent approach on the issue of the recognition of qualifications across EHEA, as the approaches differ from country to country, as well as within institutions. Automatic or even fast-tracked recognition is the exception rather than the norm. This has been visible both in the National Action Plans and in the persistence of problems in recognition that have been signaled by mobile students in many Bologna signatories.

There are also problems in implementing the principles of the Lisbon Recognition Convention (LRC) and its subsidiary texts at institutional level, facilitated recognition being sometimes viewed as a reduction of institutional autonomy. This has been the perception of national unions of students, during our past 3 Bologna With Student Eyes surveys that this problem persists despite the potential advantage brought about by the recognition of foreign qualifications, which would likely bolster both mobility and cross-border cooperation. Some countries have tackled the issue at institutional level by including institutional recognition procedures in the list of aspects evaluated within both internal and external QA, but this is not as widespread as one could have hoped. 

The institutional recognition problems are so difficult, that in many cases, even recognition of in-country attained learning outcomes is sometimes difficult for students who are studying for one degree at two or more different institutions. All of these are in fact made more complicated by the fact that some of the tools that could facilitate recognition (such as the use of qualification frameworks or full acceptance of learning outcomes as a measurement form for educational attainment) are either inexistent, poorly implemented, or are treated with skepticism at the level of institutions or the academic community. Indeed, even ECTS – the most basic Bologna tool in the perception of many – is still not properly used, with poor correlation of workload and learning outcomes, and insufficient use to gauge the level to which attained educational outcomes can be made equivalent with the purpose of gaining certain qualifications.

Institutions are also struggling with the lack of expertise available or the lack of support in dealing with issues related to implementing outcomes-based forms of learning outcome measurement and evaluation. With regards to ECTS, for example, the existence of ECTS/DS labels does not come with automatic mechanisms aimed at helping failing institutions to improve, but is rather used as a seal of approval only. All of these issues make reforms in the way of facilitating recognition rather difficult, and extensively unsupported. 

This, of course, implies a multitude of problems, and in our opinion one of the main changes that is required is a shift in mentality. One major problem is the trust factor, as many institutions tend to instinctually view themselves as having a monopoly on knowledge attainment and not place their trust in other institutions. This, in turn, might signal a lack of confidence in the trend to have Europe-wide standards in quality assurance. A first visible symptom of that might be the reluctance of higher education institutions to recognize credits obtained in another institution with which they do not have a bilateral agreement with, even if fully in compliance with the national quality assurance standards and guidelines.

One of the areas in which are unions have signaled a repeated problem linked with recognition, is in connection with mobility schemes. Recognition of studies is a major problem for mobile students, and often acts as a discouraging factor for students that want to conduct part of their studies in a different institution, especially if there are prior cases of students having to repeat parts of various programs due to recognition problems. 

Of course, there are also rays of light. The existence of the ENIC-NARIC network, with roots dating as early as 1984, has supported the inter-institutional process of recognition, and according to research conducted by EUA for Trends VI, the level of cooperation with these centres has reached an all-time high among European institutions. Also, awareness on the existence and ratification of the Lisbon convention seems to be at an all-time high too, despite the large gaps in information still persisting. 

One priority for students – recognition of prior learning

One of the major lines that ESU is pushing for is the extension of recognition reform to the recognition of prior learning. 

The recognition of prior learning is intensely debated issue in some countries, with the overall situation at European level being very diverse. There are few countries that have comprehensive national policies on RPL, and it is often at institutional level that this issue is tackled, with diverging practices in differing fields of studies. In theory, a switch to outcomes-based learning and the definition of qualifications on the basis of learning outcomes creates the premise for the recognition of prior learning to take shape. However, there is still a lot of opposition, and in many countries there is a premise of recognizing only those learning outcomes that are achieved in an institutional setting with a “fear” of lowering the quality of formal qualifications by recognizing relevant informal or non-formal past experiences. In this sense, there would be a lot to talk about in the frame of ensuring the quality of informal and non-formal education so that missing quality assurance procedures  are not used as excuses for not progressing down the path of recognition fo prior learning.

One particular note is struck by the fact that there is no particular definition of what is recognition of prior learning which seemed to be accepted even by all of ESU's members. ESU has used, in all of its previous Bologna With Student Eyes publications, references such as the availability of RPL in the legal context, or institutional practices. However, many of our unions had problem with identifying the level at which RPL was a common practice in their national setting. This denotes poor information about RPL procedures, sometimes lack of access to them and lack of consistency in tackling the issue at institutional and national levels. The controversial statute of RPL is further evidenced by the fact that there is no generally accepted “good” way of implementing the process, either among policymakers or students.

To the question “Should the recognition of prior learning be grouped together with the much more basic and vital recognition of studies and qualifications?”. our answer is a strong yes, since we consider that the switch to an outcomes-based educational system needs to start with the acceptance of the fact that learning has different forms and shapes, which should all be deemed legitimate.

Tools for the future and links to quality assurance

As stated in our last couple of publications, ESU views an overhaul of the recognition process as a must in order to make positive changes a reality for the everyday students. First and foremost, we regret that, like in many other Bologna action lines, initial enthusiasm has given way to very slow progress.

In our opinion, there needs to be a clear understanding of the fact that without proper recognition procedures for all types of learning, mainstream goals of the Bologna process or common European goals of increasing mobility, inter-institutional cooperation and increasing access to education are going to be difficult to reach. 

We believe that for a truly outreaching education that reflects the needs of society, recognition of prior learning is a particularly enticing tool in developing improved access to life-long learning and in assuring that no form of learning goes unnoticed in the formal settings of education.

Of course, we also want the issue of recognition to gain more formal prominence, and for that, we believe that there is a clear need to mainstream it both within national and institutional strategies.. And clearly, one of the most functional Bologna action lines, in terms of actually getting institutions to change practice, is quality assurance. The reason is quite obvious, it is currently the only part of Bologna that has a direct impact in terms of potentially placing a negative shadow on institutions, should they not try to develop quality assurance mechanism, and – in the long run – strive to have an embedded quality culture in their university. 

This situation has, of course, both positive and negative effects. Some of the negative effects include the fact that those aspects of institutional management that are not included in the quality assurance process tend to be swept under the carpet and considered less important. That is why, in the event of a revision of the European Standards and Guidelines, we would like to focus on a comprehensive definition of quality which should, in our view, include the national and institutional capacity to provide fair, accessible and transparent recognition procedures, as a guarantee to institutional trust and cooperation.

The European Students’ Union (ESU) is the umbrella organisation of 47 national unions of students from 38 countries and through these members represent over 11 million students. The aim of ESU is to represent and promote the educational, social, economic and cultural interests of students at a European level towards all relevant bodies and in particular the European Union, Bologna Follow-Up Group, Council of Europe and UNESCO.
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