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EQF and the Bologna Process

All the participants in the higher education working group and everybody involved in the Bologna Process will be well aware of everything I will be talking about, but it is relevant for everyone involved in the EQF debate and in the development of NQFs, not just for those responsible for higher education.

What is the relationship between the EQF and Bologna? I would like to give you a short overview of the state of the art of the discussions of the European Qualifications Framework in the framework of the Bologna Process. You all are certainly aware of the fact that the Bologna Process aiming at the establishment of a European Higher Education Area by 2010 is a voluntary process by now encompassing 45 European countries (all party to the European Cultural Convention).
At the last Bologna Follow up Ministerial Conference in Bergen in May this year the ministers responsible for higher education within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) agreed the following:

“We adopt the overarching framework for qualifications in the EHEA, comprising three cycles (including, within national contexts, the possibility of intermediate qualifications), generic descriptors for each cycle based on learning outcomes and competences, and credit ranges in the first and second cycles. 

We commit ourselves to elaborating national frameworks for qualifications compatible with the overarching framework for qualifications in the EHEA by 2010, and to having started work on this by 2007. 

We ask the Follow-up Group to report on the implementation and further development of the overarching framework.”

Besides, the ministers charged the Follow-up Group with continuing and widening the stocktaking process and explicitly mention the implementation of the national frameworks for qualifications. All our ministers responsible for higher education have therefore already committed themselves to introduce NQFs for the tertiary sector and to have started doing so by 2007.
In the meeting of the Bologna Follow up Group, the structure set up by the ministers to govern and steer the process on the European level in-between ministerial conferences, in Manchester last week (on October 12/13), the EQF was also discussed. It was decided that the BFUG should – independently of all official statements to be submitted by the end of this year of the 32 out of the 45 Bologna countries which have been directly addressed by the European Commission in the consultation process – also submit a statement. The statement will refer to the fact that a Working Group in the framework of the Bologna Process has already analysed the Commission’s document as compared to the Framework for Qualifications of EHEA. It is important to note that the proposed European framework for lifelong learning qualifications is different from the EHEA-framework as regards scope and methodology (a copy of this comparison is attached). But they are not inconsistent and not incompatible!
The EHEA-framework is foreseen as a sectoral overarching framework for higher education enabling higher education qualifications to relate to each other through national qualifications frameworks in each of the 45 Bologna member countries. The establishment of national qualifications frameworks for higher education as decided by ministers in Bergen will therefore start in countries in which work has not yet begun and will continue in countries where NQFs have already been discussed or have already been established. What is important however is to avoid confusion, especially among the higher education constituency, when all of a sudden two different frameworks for higher education are discussed.
When a recommendation for EQF is prepared to be adopted, it will be up to the European Commission and the EU member states to ensure compatibility and consistency. 
Within the Bologna context a Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks has been set up to work on the Framework for Qualifications of EHEA until the next ministerial meeting in London in 2007. The terms of reference of the group include - among other tasks - to consider what further development of the framework may be required, particularly the linkage between national frameworks and the EHEA-framework. The Working Group may invite member countries to participate in pilot projects of self-certification of national frameworks; it may conduct a survey on how credit ranges and credits are defined in national legislation. The Group will also monitor the development of the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning with the aim of ensuring complementarity between that framework and the EHEA framework and advise BFUG on the matter. 

It is crucial to avoid the development of different non-compatible qualifications frameworks in Europe.  I am convinced however that the work taken forward within the Bologna Process combined with the awareness of the 25 EU Member States out of the 45 Bologna countries of the importance of a coherent approach for all of Europe in order to make the European Higher Education Area understood by our partners and competitors on other continents will help to avoid the development of two different frameworks and I count on the support of all of you in this endeavour! 
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