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The Bologna Process revisited
A non-paper by Belgium (French Community), Belgium (Flanders), Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, European Commission, European University Association, European Students Union and the Council of Europe.
This note raises the question whether the Bologna Process is still politically relevant and examines the nature and limits of the policy instruments deployed in the Process. After the balance sheet has been drawn the note asks for a reconceptualization of the Process to make it politically more relevant again.

The Bologna Process has been widely regarded as a successful instance of pan-European cooperation based on a methodology akin to the EU open method of coordination. Interlocking the issues of comparability of degrees and mobility, the Bologna Process has established a comparable degree structure across by now 47 countries and has developed internationally accepted templates in attendant policy areas. Quality assurance and programme descriptors like ECTS or learning outcomes integrated into a qualifications framework are prominent areas. Based on political consensus, the Bologna Process has become a brand which stands – also in other parts of the world, where other regions are trying to replicate it – both for cooperation and recognition. On the one hand, the impetus for joining the Bologna Process has been rooted in the wish to have a leverage for bringing about change in higher education, domestically and internationally. On the other hand, being part of the Bologna Process is also about achieving international credibility for one’s own system. Up to 2010, the Bologna Process was a household name keeping higher education high on the political agenda while at the same time generating substantial political opposition – in other words it created a forward movement and was thus politically highly relevant. 

The Bologna Process has also managed to act as a pan-European forum enabling the whole higher education community to meet and share their vision of an open European Higher Education Area. It is the agora where students, representatives from higher education institutions, government officials, members of international institutions and organizations engage in intensive dialogue to design the European Higher Education Area.
It is true to say, however, that the change brought about by the Bologna Process has been very uneven, with (large) disparities both within and between countries and regions. The Implementation Report shows gaps concerning the coherent use of the three cycle- system in some disciplines (e.g. teachers, law and medicine), the consistent use of ECTS (where there are gaps especially in the remaining long-cycle programmes) and it points to the lack of clarity about the different types and purposes of master programmes. Problems of recognition of foreign degrees within the European Higher Education Area persist. In spite of the creation of EQAR, accreditation decisions are not portable yet and the issue of trans-border quality assurance is not really touched upon. Finally, the overall goal of student mobility and the accompanying access to programmes has not yet been reached; in fact it is only the Leuven/Louvain-la- Neuve communiqué that set a target for 2020.The implementation of the social dimension has been largely confined to an exchange of good practice. So there is a perception that proper implementation lags behind the setting of goals and targets.
Moreover, the opportunities for a pan-European dialogue are not sufficiently seized since it looks like a closed shop essentially engaging a limited community of officials and experts and far less genuine practitioners. 

A more worrying trend though is the decreasing participation of ministers in the ministerial meetings as well as the weak participation and even weaker commitments to reform of some countries, which might suggest that the Bologna Process is perceived as no longer having the necessary thrust. The issues dealt with by the Bologna Process, largely restricted to aspects necessary for cross-border cooperation, may have become irrelevant for the ministers' domestic political agenda (sources and efficiency of funding, overall adequacy of the higher education system in terms of meeting national needs, graduate outcomes), while at the international level the perception may be that it has gone as far as it possibly can. 
This perception may be underlined by an examination of the recent communiqués, which point to a repeated use of carefully chosen key terms such as “employability”, “social dimension”, “lifelong learning”, “quality higher education for all”, “competitiveness” versus “public good and public responsibility” and so forth. These terms appear in various disguises and with varying repetition in the communiqués, and remain limited to the setting of high-level, aspirational goals with little operational follow-up, which points to a lack of focus and leads to a “pick and choose” implementation. 

So the participatory possibilities that the Bologna Process has created are not really used while at the same time the Bologna Process seems to lack the courage to take new inspiring steps.
Questions to be addressed
Does this mean then that the Bologna Process has served its purpose? While as stated above the answer to that question may well be “yes”, the Bologna Process will have to reinvent itself in order to become politically relevant again. For it to do so, it will essentially have to 

· concentrate on a limited number (not more than three) of policy goals and assess for what policy areas what European goals can be defined,
· define the strategy and the milestones for measuring progress and success, and, for that purpose 
· assure independent monitoring and evaluation.

Concerning the goals the following questions may be raised: 
· Are the priority goals of the Bologna process still (a) the implementation of a three-cycle degree structure, (b) a European approach to quality assurance across the EHEA, (c) recognition of degrees? 
· If yes, how do we keep those goals politically viable and attractive? Is their implementation the crux of the matter? In view of the uneven implementation of the goals, how do we guarantee coherence across the European Higher Education Area and how do we avoid fragmentation?
· If not, does the Bologna Process need to replace those goals by new ones? Or would the higher education community lose if the Bologna Process came to a close?
· What is the added value of the Bologna Process
Concerning the strategy and the milestones: 
· What instruments does the Bologna Process require so that it can act as an agent of change? Does it require new instruments to reach its goals? Can the goals be implemented in a more ambitious way? 
· Are working groups or seminars or a combination of both the more adequate answer? Or is some more targeted activity necessary to support reforms on the ground?
· How can clear deliverables be defined? 
· Would more ground floor work with seminars, conferences, peer learning activities with students, staff and higher education institutions help to fill the existing gaps in the sound implementation of reforms?
In terms of the governance structure the main question is how the Bologna process sets up a governance architecture fit for purpose so that the limited number of priority goals can be achieved. The Bologna Process has always relied on weak institutionalisation, which for at least ten years of its existence has proved its strength. However, the following questions need to be addressed:
· Would a longer term- of say five years- for the secretariat help? 
· Should the secretariat be dissociated from the country organising the ministerial conference? Should it be hosted jointly by more than one country or should the organizing country rely on international expertise drawn from preceding secretariat(s)?? 
· What intrinsic role should the ministerial meetings play? Is their frequency the right one?
· If the ministerial meetings are to set the political agenda, is there a need for an add-on international forum such as the current Bologna Policy Forum? If an international forum is necessary, does this need ministerial involvement or could this be handled at Senior Official level? 

Concerning independent monitoring and evaluation: While reporting has greatly improved over time, the central line of criticism underlying the scorecard indicators remains in that the mechanism relies on national self-assessment, which risks fostering a false sense of accomplishment and privileging presentational spin, while at the same time remaining at a level which is insufficiently detailed to help member countries in devising strategies to improve their performance. To maximise the impact of the monitoring and reporting process in overcoming the gaps in implementation: 
· Does the methodology have to change or be complemented by relying on in-situ visits by experts from other countries or other more objective means of data-gathering? 
· Should we try to get the process on firmer track by, for instance, giving more targeted advice to countries or groups of countries?
· What are the incentives for countries lagging behind?
A final question centres around the fact that not all countries advance at the same speed. The pathfinder group on automatic recognition is a way of enabling like-minded countries to explore avenues and thereby open new vistas. 
· Does this mean that a Bologna process with varying speeds and varying degrees of commitment should be envisaged? Would such an approach lead to fragmentation and overall ineffectiveness? Would it remain a European process? Or could it rather provide countries which are lagging behind in their reforms a clear tool box of approaches to apply, these having been tried and tested by the advanced countries on a particular issue, thus avoiding fragmentation by ensuring that all countries are travelling in the same direction even though at different speeds? 
Conclusion and follow-up
Those are all far-reaching questions. BFUG should address them, but should also define the way they should be addressed. The usual format of BFUG is not the adequate forum for discussion. The extraordinary meeting of Sarajewo might be recalled in this context. A similar event might be a more appropriate forum to discuss those strategic issues. In any case, the ministers will need to address the question of the relevance of the Bologna Process at their forthcoming meeting in 2015. 
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