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July 2013 - Draft Report on the Bologna Pathfinder Group on Automatic Recognition 
Context
The Bucharest Communique committed participating countries to setting up a fast track to recognising each other's qualifications, ultimately paving the way for realising the long-term goal of automatic recognition of comparable academic degrees. Ministers proposed that a Pathfinder Group (Pfg) of countries would explore ways to achieve this. The European Commission is facilitating the work of the group, which is composed of representatives from 9 countries: BE-fr, BE-fl, DE, DK, EE, LU, NL, PT, SE, and SI. The group has met three times, in October 2012 and February and May 2013.
Scope of the work
As agreed at the first meeting, the work focuses on the recognition of qualifications at system level, namely on the level of a bachelor degree (first cycle of EHEA-QF or level 6 EQF) and a master degree (second cycle of EHEA or level 7 EQF). 
As well as presentations from members of the Pfg on recognition practices, a number of HE stakeholders have made presentations on recognition, which have enriched the reflections of the group – e.g. cooperation between the French Accreditation Commission of Engineering Titles (CTI) and the Agency for the Evaluation of the Quality of Higher Education of Belgium French-speaking community (AEQES) whereby degrees of BE-fr HEIs are automatically recognised in France; recognition practices in HEI in SE, DE, LU;  use of ICT tools in recognition in NL and SE.  

Three surveys presented at the third meeting have helped identify the degree of system-level recognition already in operation:  a survey of Pfg ENIC-NARICs on each country's recognition standards for each other's general degree types; a survey of how Pfg countries apply Bologna and EU tools; and a survey of the procedures used by ENIC-NARICs in the recognition process. 

In terms of degree recognition standards, Pfg countries generally recognise academic and professionally oriented bachelor degrees, whether they operate a binary or a unitary system. Recognition of Master qualifications is more complex, with greater variation in how qualifications in this more heterogeneous group are perceived and handled. In general, the surveys showed that the legal frameworks to support automatic recognition exist and are applied by countries in similar ways such that a shift to more automatic recognition would not place a substantial burden on countries. However, the group concluded that it is how the legal frameworks are interpreted and used – particularly by HEIs – that is vital for removing barriers to recognition. The survey of ENIC-NARICs indicates the potential to identify good practices that could be taken up more widely, or to identify a collection of different steps for faster/smoother recognition. 

The group continues to build on its experiences of more automatic forms of recognition, creating 'islands of recognition' which may help identify transferable practices that could be taken up by other countries. A Western Balkan regional initiative is being developed, led by Slovenia; Benelux countries have initiated discussion on setting up a functional system of recognition in their countries; Germany is exploring cooperation with its German-speaking neighbours; and Nordic and Baltic countries have examined ways of cooperating on recognition.

For the next phase of the work programme, Pfg members will survey a selection of higher education institutions on their recognition processes and access/admission decisions; hear results of student surveys on recognition; and reflect on the potential for trialling new approaches to AR within the Pfg. 

The Pathfinder Group will report on their experiences and suggestions to the BFUG in autumn 2014 so that the BFUG can consider how to present it to Ministers. The Group will also keep the Structural Reforms Working Group informed of its progress in the meantime.
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