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BFUG MINI-SEMINAR ON QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORKS

Proposed outline for a mini-seminar at the København BFUG in January 2012

Sjur Bergan, Council of Europe

CONTEXT
Qualifications frameworks are, with quality assurance and recognition, one of the three structural areas that have characterized the development of the EHEA. While the degree structure was mentioned in the earliest documents, including the Sorbonne and Bologna Declarations, the concept of qualifications frameworks was introduced in the Bologna Process only in early 2003 and Ministers adopted the overarching framework of qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) in 2005. They committed to developing national frameworks compatible with the QF-EHEA by 2010, a commitment that was later
 revised to developing national frameworks and having them prepared for self certification by 2012. The fact that qualifications frameworks are a relative “newcomer” to the EHEA, as well as the modification of the original deadline, indicate that qualifications frameworks are a potentially difficult – if important – policy area.
Even if the results of the EURYDICE survey are not yet known, previous overviews of progress in developing national frameworks, as well as CEDEFOP data for the development of national frameworks in the context of the EQF (below), indicate that most countries seem likely to meet – or almost meet – the revised deadline.
National frameworks for higher education need to be compatible with the QF-EHEA.  In the case of 32 countries, they also need to be compatible with the part of the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning (EQF) that encompasses higher education (EQF levels 5 – 8). The EQF, which encompasses all levels of education, was adopted in 2007 and while there were concerns about its compatibility with the QF-EHEA at an early stage of its development, the compatibility of the two overarching frameworks is no longer a concern. As first demonstrated by Malta, it is entirely possible to develop a national qualifications framework compatible with both overarching frameworks and close cooperation has been established between the QF-EHEA and the EQF. The EQF is an important reference point also for the EHEA countries that are not formally bound by it.
POSSIBLE TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

The topics for discussion in the mini-seminar may to some extend be influenced by the discussion of the draft report of the Working Group, which will be submitted to the Kraków BFUG on October 13 -14, 2011. They may also need to be revised somewhat if the EURYDICE survey were to show that progress in developing national frameworks is less than expected. With these caveats, it is, however, suggested that the mini-seminar may focus on the development of qualifications framework within the EHEA beyond 2012, with particular emphasis on:

· Moving from developing structures to implementing them

Establishing a national qualifications framework and self certifying it is an important step but it is also “only” a first step. An even more difficult challenge is to make the framework function in practice and to make it a reality for students, teachers and institutions.  
Key questions: How can practice be adapted to the new structures?  How can a focus on learning outcomes become a reality and not only a formality? What will the main challenges over the next few years be and how can they be met?
· Interaction European – national – institutional levels
The European level played a main role in developing the QF-EHEA and national frameworks are developed at national level under the responsibility of the competent public authority and with the participation of key stakeholders. When the focus moves from establishing structures to implementation, the roles of each level also change. In particular, the role of institutions – and within them, of staff and students – increases because it is ultimately at and within institutions that learning outcomes are developed, described and put into practice. At the same time, the competent authorities at national level will remain responsible for the implementation and continued development of their national framework and at European level, there will be a need for a degree of coordination to ensure that national frameworks are implemented in ways compatible with the QF-EHEA. The EHEA will also need to be able to find common solutions to issues – of implementation and others – that may arise and that cannot be foreseen today.  
Key questions: How should the institutional, national and European levels cooperate to make the QF-EHEA a reality? What is the specific role of the European level and how should this be organized?

· Relationship to the EQF

Cooperation between the QF-EHEA and the EQF is good. The QF-EHEA (represented by the Council of Europe) plays an active role in the EQF Advisory Group and its working groups and the EQF (European Commission and CEDEFOP) plays the same role in the EHEA Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks and the Network of National Correspondents. From a national point of view, it is not difficult to establish a national framework that is compatible with both the QF-EHEA and the EQF. Nevertheless, there are issues concerning both frameworks, such as the relationship between higher education and other forms of education – in particular vocational education and training – at higher education level (first – third cycle QF-EHEA; levels 5 – 8 EQF), the role of short cycle qualifications within the QF-EHEA and the placement of secondary school leaving qualifications giving access to higher education within the EQF and national frameworks. 
Key questions: Seen from national or institutional level, what are the key issues common to both overarching frameworks? Should the QF-EHEA revisit the issue of short cycle qualifications and, if yes, with a view to concluding what? Are access qualifications an issue in relation to the QF-EHEA and, if yes, in what way? Is the cooperation between the QF-EHEA and the EQF satisfactory? If no, what needs to be changed and how?
· Interaction with other policy areas
Qualifications frameworks are important in relation to several other key policy areas. A credible qualifications framework cannot exist without credible quality assurance.  Qualifications frameworks should help further the fair recognition of qualifications. They should also make it easier for learners to move within and between education systems, including on the basis of non-traditional qualifications, and hence help further the social dimension of higher education. Qualifications frameworks should also help further cooperation with other parts of the world, regardless of whether cooperation partners outside of the EHEA have adopted qualifications frameworks (or are developing them – this seems to be the case for some 120 countries and territories) or not. At the same time, global cooperation on the basis of qualifications frameworks presents some of the challenges considered above for the EHEA, in particular the risk of focusing on developing “formally correct” structures without modifying the reality and practice needed to support the structures.
Key questions: How can we ensure interaction between qualifications frameworks, quality assurance and the recognition of qualifications? How can qualifications frameworks further the social dimension of the EHEA? How could qualifications frameworks become not only a key feature of the EHEA, but also of cooperation between the EHEA and other parts of the world? How can the EHEA further the development not only of structures, but also of practice and good implementation of structures? What roles can the BFUG and the Bologna Policy Fora play in this regard?

STRUCTURE
Within a time frame of minimum 2 and maximum 3 hours – depending on the agenda of the BFUG – it is suggested that there be an introduction to the main issues followed, in each case, by debate. The issues could be introduced briefly by speakers between them representing a variety of backgrounds, ranging from institutional to European. If 3 hours are available for the mini-session, there could possibly be a total of four introductions (7 – 10 minutes each) followed by discussion; if we have less than 3 hours at our disposal, the topics would need to be regrouped into two or three main parts. Depending on the nature of comments to the draft report by the Working Group, the discussion could either aim at resolving some key remaining issues or to look beyond the report.
A final program will be developed as soon as possible after the BFUG meeting and could be discussed by the Working Group at its meeting on November 2.

OUTLINE (3 hours; imaginary starting time at 09.00 for illustration purposes only)

09 00 – 09 10

Welcome, introduction

09 10 – 09 50
From structures to implementation: introduction followed by debate

09 50 – 10 30
Interaction European – national – institutional levels: introduction followed by debate

10 30 – 10 50
Relationship to the EQF: introduction followed by debate

10 50 - 11 10
Interaction with other policy areas: introduction followed by debate

11 10 – 11 30

Break
11 30 – 11 50
Summary at “half time” by the moderator with a view to focusing the debate on a few key issues emerging from the debate.
11 50 – 12 00 

Summary and suggestion for further action by the moderator
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