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Strasbourg, Brussels, Vatican City, Warsaw, March 13, 2014
BOLOGNA FOLLOW UP GROUP

Athens, April 9 – 10, 2014

REPORT BY THE STRUCTURAL REFORMS WORKING GROUP

Introduction
In the 2012 – 15 EHEA work program, the Structural Reforms Working Groups (SRWG) is perhaps the group with the broadest mandate and the most complex set-up.  Co-chaired by the Council of Europe (coordinator), Belgium (Flemish Community), the Holy See and Poland, it has some 40 members as well as four sub-structures:
· Ad hoc group on third cycle qualifications
· Ad hoc group on the revision of the ECTS Users’ Guide
· Network on Recognition of Prior learning (RPL)
· Network of national correspondents for qualifications frameworks.
The BFUG adopted the terms of reference of all sub-structures at its meeting in Dublin in March 2013, with the Exception of the ToR of the RPL Network, which were adopted at the meeting in Vilnius on November 7 – 8, 2013.  At this meeting, the BFUG also agreed to add Georgia as a member of the SRWG and a representative of Georgia participated in the two SRWG meetings held since then.
The present report aims to provide the BFUG with an update on the activities of the SRWG since the November BFUG meeting. 

Working group meetings
The SRWG met in on December 9 – 10, 2013 and in Vatican City on March 10 – 11, 2014. The main issue at both meetings was the report to be submitted to the BFUG in fall 2014.  The outline of the report was approved by the SRWG at its December meeting, while the group had an extensive and constructive discussion of the first draft of the report at its March meeting. In addition to a discussion of the complete draft, the SRWG held more extensive discussions on employability (with introductions by the EUA, EURASHE, ESU and Business Europe), learning outcomes and short cycle qualifications. 

The SRWG was informed of and took to heart the injunction by the Bologna Board at its meeting in Astana on February 12 that working group reports be focused and contain clear political recommendations to Ministers in Yerevan.  At the same time, the SRWG has an extensive mandate that will give rise to considerations and recommendations also of a more technical nature. As will be clear from the attached outline of the report, the SRWG will seek to square this particular circle through a focused executive summary with a limited set of political recommendations.
In addition to discussing the outline of the report, in December the SRWG also reviewed the draft revised ESG, had a discussion with representatives of the University of Gent and Gent University College on their perception of structural reforms in the EHEA and considered the revised document on a European approach to accreditation of joint degrees. In March in Vatican City, the SRWG held a brief discussion with the Secretary General of the Salesian Pontifical University as well as with the Holy See’s Director of Human Resources, who in addition to sharing her perspective qualifications for both clerical and lay staff in a multinational, global context strongly emphasized the ethical responsibility of employers.


Sub-groups
Ad hoc group on third cycle qualifications
The ad hoc group on the third cycle, co–chaired by Italy, Romania and Spain, met in Rome in December 2012, in Bucharest in May 2013, in Madrid in October 2013, and in Bucharest in February 2014.  Two further meetings are planned, the first of which in Rome in May 2014. The membership of the group includes Armenia, Austria, Belgium (Flemish Community), Belgium (French Community), Croatia, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, the Holy See, Hungary, Ireland, Moldova, Poland, Ukraine, United Kingdom, the European Commission, the EUA, EI, and EURODOC. In between meetings, regular contacts between the co–chairs and the group members have been kept.
Since the previous BFUG meeting, the WG has completed the following:
· Contribution to the ECTS Users’ Guide, with the aim of improving the text for the use of countries where ECTS is used also in the third cycle;
· Contribution to the ESG revision, which has been sent to the drafting group and presented to the BFUG;
· A monitoring activity on the use of the Diploma Supplement in the third cycle, with the aim of discussing a specific recommendation on the issue.
In more general terms, the meeting in Madrid was used to discuss employability and internationalization in the third cycle. Concerning employability, the debate was based on four main pillars (i) entering the private and public labor market outside academia, (ii) PhD training opening to the non-academic world including training in self-entrepreneurship, (iii) Awareness of PhDs’ competencies outside academia, (iv) Co-funded  and collaborative PhDs and business financing of doctoral education. The Co-Chairs are working on final recommendations.
The Madrid meeting was also used as an opportunity to have an exchange of views between the ad hoc group and the Mobility and Internationalization Working Group on the mobility of candidates, joint programs and program accreditation. Furthermore, we had contributions from the Spanish Bologna Expert Teams on their experience in joint doctoral programs and Erasmus Mundus. The group discussed the issue again at its meeting in Bucharest, where it also discussed sustainable funding.  At its remaining meetings it will, among other things, discuss candidate recruitment/rights and duties for doctoral candidates and connections between the second and the third cycle.

Ad hoc group on the revision of the ECTS Users’ Guide
The ad hoc group for the revision of the ECTS User’s Guide is composed of representatives from 14 member delegations (Armenia, Belgium (Flemish Community), France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Moldova, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Ukraine, and the United Kingdom as well as from 4 consultative members: ENQA, ESU, EUA and EURASHE) and is facilitated by the European Commission.  It began the drafting of the revised guide in September, to allow further discussion in the next three meetings of the group. The initial drafting has been carried out by a smaller group of participants reflecting stakeholders’ points of view in the Guide already at an early stage. The fourth meeting of the group took place in October 2013, to discuss the preliminary draft. Following this meeting, the draft text has been further revised.
As agreed in the previous meetings of the ad hoc group, the preliminary draft of the Guide provides more substantial guidance on program design; it also develops guidance on monitoring of credit allocation and has expanded the section on QA. Program design includes considerations of mobility from the outset and encompasses lifelong learning. Given the constant changes in teaching, learning, and assessment, and the shift to student-centered learning, these elements have been expanded in the current draft, inter alia via a separate chapter on aligning learning outcomes with teaching, learning and assessment, including on finding the right match between specific learning outcomes and how they are assessed; on academic cooperation and involving students in defining learning outcomes. On mobility, it was already agreed that the guide should be flexible in order to accommodate all types of study mobility. The guide also addresses the issue of calculating/comparing grades to help reduce mobility/recognition obstacles. Links to other transparency tools have also been strengthened in the draft, to reflect recent Bologna developments, e.g. links to quality assurance when addressing transparency of programs and active student participation and engagement in the quality assurance processes.
The draft Guide was be presented to stakeholders during a broad consultation meeting with more than 100 invited participants at the end of January 2014. The ad hoc group is now revising the text and will submit a revised version for discussion at the meeting of the SRWG at the end of May. If redrafting is required, this will be done over summer and a revised version will be presented to the SRWG on September 16 – 17 and then submitted to the BFUG.

Network on Recognition of Prior learning (RPL)
The network consists of 46 members representing 25 EHEA countries as well as UNESCO, EUA, EURASHE and the Network is keen on expanding its membership. Low participation in the meetings of the network has been seen as a problem and is currently one of the issues the network is working to solve. The network is chaired by Estonia; the Steering Board coordinating the network consists of the Chair and representatives of Ireland, Turkey, United Kingdom/Scotland and EURASHE.
The network met in September and December 2013 as well as in February 2014.  A peer learning event on RPL was held in Tallinn on December 16 - 17, 2013 and focused on presenting best practices in implementing RPL in the Nordic and Baltic countries.
The main issues discussed in the Network are: 
· To elaborate strategies on how to develop and promote the practice of RPL across the EHEA, including measures for removing various limitations leading to the award of complete higher education qualifications. Data collection and collection of best practice related to barriers, and implementation of policies overcoming the barriers in different countries are seen as one of the main issues to improve RPL implementation. 
· To build links between EHEA countries at various stages in RPL development. The terminology for validation and recognition has been unclear and the Network has decided to use the term recognition of prior learning. The lack of quality assurance in RPL is seen as problematic in various countries and thus the procedures and tools used in RPL need to be in focus. 
· To liaise with other relevant networks and working groups, in particular the SRWG. Steering board members are working on Quality Assurance, ECTS Users’ Guide and Qualifications Frameworks as priority areas related to the RPL and the Network is working to keep links, have access and share information with the relevant working groups.
In between meetings, regular contacts between the steering board and the network members have been kept.  The RPL Network will submit its suggestions to the SRWG report to the SRWG con-chairs by mid-April.

Network of national correspondents for qualifications frameworks
The Network meets twice a year: separately in spring and jointly with the National Contact points of the EQF in fall. It thus met jointly with the NCPs in Brussels in November 2013 and will meet in Athens on April 11, 2014. While participation was satisfactory during the first couple of years, it has been clearly unsatisfactory for some time and, with only around one half of the EHEA countries participating, EHEA countries need to reinforce the network if they want it to continue as a forum for exchange of good practice in the development and implementation of national qualifications frameworks. BFUG members are asked to reconfirm he contact details of their representatives in the network and to ensure active participation by their countries in its work.

In the course of 2013, several countries finalized the self-certification process of their national qualification frameworks, mostly as an integral part of the referencing of their national QF against the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning. Clearly, this underlines the complementarity of the two processes.
Taking note of the opportunities to have a joint process (for instance: the stakeholders are largely the same; the national QFs can describe the entire education system); it should be also notice that a number of questions remain:
· Should EQF levels 6, 7, and 8 be only for higher education or are they shared levels between HE and especially the VET sector? So far, countries have different answers to this question: EQF level 5 is definitely a meeting point between HE higher education and VET. 
· The structural realities of the education systems in some countries challenge the developments of the NQF. By itself, the exercise can be, internally, an instrument for improved transparency between different public authorities responsible for different aspects of qualifications.
· Recognition of prior and non-formal education learning is a common challenge for most of countries and mechanisms for the recognition of non-formal education should be developed further and acknowledged in the NQF.
· How far are countries and higher education institutions using qualifications frameworks as a living tool for modernization and development of their national qualifications? How can one avoid that NQFs become a paper exercise rather than a tool for each society to reflect the expectations of the different stakeholders and, for society as a whole, the aims and objectives of the education system?

The Council of Europe continues to support the development of qualifications frameworks in South East Europe as well as CIS countries. Some of the concepts on which NQFs are based are quite new and some countries therefore make extra efforts to clarify and to ensure ownership of concepts like learning outcomes, competences, and qualifications. Nevertheless, for the success of the whole work on QFs, in terms of transparency, comparability and compatibility, it is crucial that all countries be involved and able to describe their own system. This can be a particular challenge for the EHEA countries that are not involved in the EQF process and this is also a challenge to the European Higher Education Area if it wants to be truly European.  
 

Further work
The tentative timetable for the SRWG in 2014 is as follows:
	April 15
	Sub structures delivers their recommendations to the Co-Chairs

	By mid-May
	Second draft of the report developed by the Co-Chairs and the Secretariat

	May 26
	Meeting of co-chairs

	May 27 - 28
	Meeting of the SRWG (Warsaw). Main issues: second draft of the report, transparency instruments, report, global dimension.

	June - August
	Third draft of the report developed by the Co-Chairs and the Secretariat

	September 15
	Meeting of Co-chairs

	September 16 – 17
	Meeting of the SRWG (venue to be confirmed, according to the meeting schedule of the BFUG()

	October 10
	Draft report submitted to the BFUG

	November (date tbc)
	Discussion of the draft SRWG report by the BFUG

	December 15 – 16 (tbc)
	Meeting of the SRWG to consider the comments by the BFUG, if and as required (Brussels)




The Co-Chairs will meet between meetings of the SRWG, alone or with the co-chairs of the sub groups, as required.




APPENDIX 

OUTLINE OF THE DRAFT SRWG REPORT

PART I 
Executive summary
Brief background
Political importance of structural reforms in the EHEA
Synergy between areas of structural reform: transversal issues
Political recommendations

PART II
Context 
Mandate, membership and relationship to other working groups
Structural reforms in the EHEA: overview and political importance
A transparency framework for the EHEA

PART III
Overarching issues
Learning outcomes
Employability
The use of qualifications frameworks to improve recognition
Diversity and transparency: improving transparency instruments for describing individual qualifications as well as systems
Global dimension


PART IV
Specific policy areas
Quality assurance
Common principles of quality assurance to be applied across HE and VET
EQAR-registered quality assurance agencies operating in countries other than their countries of origin

Qualifications frameworks
The place of short cycle qualifications in the EHEA
Referencing of access qualifications
Third cycle qualifications
Implementation of qualifications frameworks

Recognition
Review national legislation to fully comply with the Lisbon Recognition Convention and promote the use of the EAR manual to advance recognition practices
Recognition of prior learning

Transparency
Diploma Supplement
Review of the ECTS Users’ Guide

Appendices
Terms of reference of the SRWG
List of members
Examples of Bologna conferences, mini-seminars, peer learning activities and events on issues related to structural reforms
Terms of reference of the subgroups
Reports by sub groups, as relevant
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