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The Council of Europe Higher Education Series was launched in
December 2004 with the aim of exploring higher education issues of con-
cern to policy makers in ministries, at higher education institutions, in
non-governmental organisations and elsewhere, and to make the Council
of Europe’s work in higher education policies more readily available to a
broader public. With this book, within the space of approximately one
year, we have already reached the fourth volume of the series.

The topic of this fourth volume is one that has been the most consistent
feature of the Council of Europe higher education programme through
the five decades of the European Cultural Convention: the recognition of
qualifications. Ever since the first of the Council of Europe recognition
conventions was adopted in 1953 – one year before the Cultural
Convention – the Council of Europe has worked to make it easier for stu-
dents and graduates to move across national borders without losing the
real value of their qualifications. Both the Council of Europe’s work and
the nature of academic mobility have undergone profound changes
during this time, and I firmly believe our activities have contributed to
those developments.

The book you are about to read presents the most up-to-date overview of
developments in the recognition field, and it also seeks to look ahead. The
diversity of topics covered by the book is in itself a good indication of
how far the recognition field has developed. Whereas it was once con-
sidered the preserve of highly technical specialists, recognition policies
are now an essential part of overall higher education policy.

In part, this improved position is due to the Bologna Process aiming to
establish a European Higher Education Area by 2010. Yet recognition
policies are also one of the driving factors behind the Bologna Process,
and the ultimate goal of the European Higher Education Area – to allow
students, staff and holders of qualifications to move freely within as large
an area of Europe as possible – cannot be attained without fair recognition
of qualifications. It is with very good reason that the Council of
Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention was referred to in the
Sorbonne Declaration of 1998, that ratification of the Convention was
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one of the elements of the stocktaking exercise carried out for the minis-
terial conference in Bergen in 2005, and that the Convention is so far the
only legally binding text of the Bologna Process.

This book complements the third volume of the Higher Education Series,
which is a compilation of the Convention and its subsidiary texts, with an
introductory chapter that places the Convention in its proper context and
provides a guide to understanding and using it.

I would like to express my appreciation of the work done by the editors
of both volumes, Andrejs Rauhvargers and Sjur Bergan, to bring together
both the essential standard-setting texts and the present collection of
stimulating chapters on the main challenges in recognition policy.
Together, volumes three and four of the Council of Europe Higher
Education Series provide an excellent overview of the state of affairs 
in recognition policy as well as some stimulating thoughts on further
developments.

Gabriele Mazza

Director of School, Out-of-School and Higher Education

Recognition in the Bologna Process
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A word from the editors

Andrejs Rauhvargers and Sjur Bergan

Improving the recognition of qualifications is essential to establishing a
European Higher Education Area by 2010. In fact, the European Higher
Education Area is unthinkable without widespread mobility of students,
staff and holders of qualifications, and such mobility is difficult to ima-
gine unless learners can have their qualifications recognised fairly and
easily.

The book you are about to read seeks to provide a state of the art of recog-
nition policies and their role in establishing the European Higher
Education Area. It also aims to look ahead and to suggest policies and
developments that will help make the European Higher Education Area a
reality.

This book is based on presentations made at an official “Bologna semi-
nar” on recognition – entitled Improving Recognition System of Degrees
and Periods of Studies – organised in Riga in December 2004 by the
Latvian authorities and the Council of Europe. All the authors have
reviewed their articles after the conference, and the book offers a fairly
complete overview of recognition issues on the eve of the ministerial con-
ference of the Bologna Process held in Bergen in May 2005.1

As will be seen, the picture of recognition is a rich and composite one,
and it illustrates the political importance of the recognition of qualifica-
tions, the diverse fields and purposes for which recognition is important
and the variety of instruments used to further recognition. Thus, the con-
tributions to this book cover topics as diverse as recognition and quality
assurance, learning outcomes, recognition for the labour market, the
impact of the new degree structures for the recognition of European
degrees in North America and borderless or cross-border education.

To put the present in context, allow us to take a brief look at the recent past.

The recognition of qualifications has been one of the Council of Europe’s
main education activities for many years, and the Council’s work has con-
tributed to making the recognition of foreign qualifications much easier
__________
1. See http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/.
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than it was a decade or two ago. The major recent milestones in this work
are the Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of
Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region
(also referred to as the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition
Convention and the Lisbon Recognition Convention), which was adopted
in 1997, and the European Network of National Information Centres on
academic recognition and mobility (ENIC Network).

By July 2005, the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention
had been ratified by 40 countries and signed by a further nine.2 This con-
vention is now the main standard for recognition of qualifications in
Europe, and it is the only legally binding treaty that is a part of the
Bologna Process. In addition, four subsidiary texts have so far been
adopted under the Convention:

– the Recommendation on International Access Qualifications (1999);

– the Recommendation on Criteria and Procedures for the Assessment
of Foreign Qualifications and Periods of Study (2001);

– the Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational
Education (2001);

– the Recommendation on the Recognition of Joint Degrees (2004).

It is worth noting that three of the four texts cover qualifications that
either belong to several national systems or that belong to no such
system.3

The ENIC Network was established in 1994, and it is now the main
instrument for developing good recognition practice in Europe, in close
co-operation with the NARIC4 Network of the European Commission.
The ENIC Network is made up of national information centres from
some 50 countries in the European Region. Within their national context,
each centre should be the first place that anyone would turn to for infor-
mation on the higher education qualifications of the country in question
or on the recognition of foreign qualifications in that country. In all but a

__________
2. A continuously updated list of signatures and ratifications can be found at: http://con-
ventions.coe.int/; search for ETS No.165.
3. The full text of the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention as well as the
subsidiary texts will be found in Standards for Recognition: the Lisbon Recognition
Convention and its Subsidiary Texts (Strasbourg 2005: Council of Europe Publishing –
Council of Europe Higher Education Series No. 3). The texts can also be found individ-
ually at the Council of Europe Higher Education website: http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/high-
ereducation/Default_en.asp.
4. National Academic Recognition Information Centre.



few countries, the national information centres are just that: they provide
information and often give a recommendation on recognition, but recog-
nition cases are decided by other competent bodies. These would nor-
mally be a higher education institution if the purpose of the application
is the pursuit of further study; a professional body or other competent
professional recognition authority if the purpose is access to a regulated
profession, such as medicine or architecture; or employers, if the purpose
is access to the non-regulated part of the labour market. In the latter case,
in many countries the national information centre may be able to issue a
statement that, without being a formal recognition decision, describes the
foreign qualification in relation to the education system of the country in
which an individual seeks to obtain employment.

It is worth noting that both the Lisbon Recognition Convention and the
ENIC Network are joint efforts by the Council of Europe and UNESCO,
and that both organisations work closely with the European Commission
in the area of recognition. The ENIC and NARIC Networks hold joint
annual meetings and have issued joint statements on their contributions
to the Bologna Process.5

As will be seen, both the Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention and
the ENIC and NARIC Networks predate the Bologna Process, which was
launched at a meeting of ministers of education from 29 European coun-
tries in Bologna in June 1999. Indeed, the Convention and the develop-
ment of good recognition practice were among the developments that
spurred the Bologna Process, and recognition policies have played an
important role in it from the very beginning.

This is the second overview of recognition policies in the Bologna
Process. The first was provided at a Bologna seminar organised in April
2002 in Lisbon by the Council of Europe and the Portuguese authorities,
which also marked the fifth anniversary of the adoption of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention.6

Several important developments have taken place since 2002, and
Andrejs Rauhvargers provides an extensive overview of these. In his
chapter it is emphasised that these developments take place at national as
well as international level, and that an important feature of the Bologna
Process is in fact that overall policy goals are agreed at international level
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__________
5. Further information on the ENIC and NARIC Networks may be found at:
http://www.enic-naric.net.
6. The 2002 conference gave rise to Sjur Bergan (ed.): Recognition Issues in the Bologna
Process (Strasbourg 2003: Council of Europe Publishing).



but implemented nationally, whether through national legislation and
policies or at higher education institutions. This “double framework”
gave rise to one of the most important recommendations from the con-
ference, which was also included in the Bergen Communiqué, in which
ministers committed themselves to ensuring the full implementation of
the Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention and to incorporating these
principles into national legislation as appropriate.

A particularly striking feature of the developments since 2002 is the
development of qualifications frameworks. These are descriptions of all
qualifications in a given education system, and they emphasise what
learners know and can do on the basis of given qualifications – in other
words, learning outcomes – as well as how learners can move between
various qualifications – in other words, how the qualifications within a
given system interlink. Stephen Adam discusses the impact of qualifica-
tions frameworks on recognition. Among other things, he points out that
while qualifications frameworks will improve transparency, facilitate
comparisons and reduce the time credential evaluators spend on each
recognition case, qualifications frameworks are no “magic wand” that
will make recognition automatic. Much work needs to be done to develop
national frameworks, which so far exist in only a handful of countries. We
would also add that making full use of qualifications frameworks will
also require developing attitudes among credential evaluators.

Quality assurance is one of the most hotly discussed areas of higher edu-
cation policy in Europe today and, with recognition and the reform of the
degree structure, one of the three areas singled out for stocktaking prior
to the Bergen conference.7 Jindra Divis points out that while account-
ability, protection of the public interest and quality improvement are the
most frequently stated arguments for quality assurance, these are mainly
national goals. At international level, the ultimate goal of quality assur-
ance is to facilitate the recognition of qualifications. Recognition of indi-
vidual qualifications assumes knowledge of the education system and
institution or programme from which the qualifications stem, since oth-
erwise a credential evaluator would be unable to assess the real quality of
a qualification. However, while quality assurance is an important element
in a recognition decision, this decision also has to take into account other
elements, and it will ultimately seek to assess learning outcomes. It is
important that quality assurance agencies provide information in such a

10
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__________
7. The stocktaking report submitted to the Bergen conference may be found at:
http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/Bergen/050509_Stocktaking.pdf.
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way that this information is easily accessible to credential evaluators, and
it is equally important that credential evaluators specify their need for
information. Jindra Divis describes a number of initiatives that are under
way to improve co-operation between the quality assurance and recogni-
tion communities.

Norman Sharp’s chapter on recognising learning outcomes sets out to
define – and also “demystify” – this commonly used but sometimes inad-
equately understood concept. Norman Sharp points out that an emphasis
on learning outcomes helps academic staff specify the objectives of their
courses, and it helps students have realistic expectations of a given course
or programme and also to assess whether an interesting sounding pro-
gramme will actually meet their needs. Specifying learning outcomes is
essential to achieving the mobility and flexibility that are cornerstones of
the Bologna Process, and it is also of great importance to the recognition
of prior learning. The alternative to developing learning outcomes is to
continue to rely on the formal characteristics of study programmes, such
as the length of study. That, however, would not be much better than judg-
ing a book by the design of its cover or the number of pages.

Credits are an important instrument in measuring learning achievements
and in allowing these achievements to be transferred from one institution
or system to another. In the time since the 1999 Bologna conference, they
have largely replaced the more diffuse concept of “time of study” as the
measure of student workload, and they greatly facilitate the transfer and
recognition of units below degree level – what are often referred to as peri-
ods of study. Volker Gehmlich gives close consideration to the European
Credit Transfer System (ECTS), which is now to all intents and purposes
the only system used for credit transfer at European level. It is now being
developed to facilitate not only credit transfer, but also credit accumula-
tion. Volker Gehmlich examines the ECTS in relation to four factors:

1. Suitability – is ECTS fit for purpose?

2. Acceptability – is ECTS fit for stakeholders?

3. Feasibility – is ECTS fit to live?

4. Sustainability – is ECTS fit for life?

He compares the ECTS to a currency system and points out that, like a
common currency, the ECTS as the credit transfer and accumulation
system of the European Higher Education Area requires trust and adher-
ence to “stability criteria” such as transparency and tuned structures,
processes and outcomes.
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Current thinking about recognition has also been refined through the
Tuning project,8 which is financed by the European Commission and car-
ried out by a consortium co-ordinated by the Universities of Deusto and
Groningen. The project is now in its third phase. In their chapter, the
Tuning co-ordinators, Julia González and Robert Wagenaar, describe the
work of the Tuning Project to develop descriptions of learning outcomes
in specific subject areas. The first phase of the Tuning Project encom-
passed educational sciences, mathematics, business, history, geology,
physics and chemistry, while the second phase also included nursing and
European Studies. The rationale for including an additional two subject
areas in the second phase was to extend the project to a regulated as well
as a multidisciplinary field of studies. Within each subject area, the pro-
ject focused on degree profiles, which guide the definition of learning out-
comes and competencies. These are divided into subject specific learning
outcomes and competencies, which are specific to, for example, history or
chemistry, and transversal learning outcomes and competencies that are
common to all or most forms of higher education. Examples of the latter
are the ability to reason in abstract terms, to solve problems and to explain
issues in terms that make them understandable to non-subject specialists.

For most students, one important reason for undertaking higher education
is to improve opportunities for interesting and rewarding employment. At
the same time, modern, complex societies increasingly need a large
number of highly educated people. Increasingly, highly educated people
seek employment not only in their countries of origin, but also in other
parts of Europe. Therefore, recognition for the labour market is a key issue,
as is borne out by Jindra Divis’s second chapter in  this volume. While aca-
demic recognition refers to the recognition of qualifications for the purpose
of further study, professional recognition refers to the recognition of qua-
lifications with a view to entering the labour market. The term “professional
recognition” is most commonly used with respect to access to regulated
professions (typical examples of which are medicine, law and architecture),
but in many cases, applicants need recognition of their foreign qualifica-
tions to obtain employment in the non-regulated part of the labour market.
In these cases, recognition is in fact carried out by prospective employers,
but ENICs/NARICs could play an important role in advising employers
about foreign qualifications. Some ENICs/NARICs have already estab-
lished contacts with employers and their organisations, and professional
recognition will be an increasingly important task for ENICs/NARICs in
__________
8. Tuning Educational Structures in Europe:
http://www.relint.deusto.es/TuningProject/index.htm or
http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/
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the years to come. The increased emphasis on recognition of learning out-
comes and assessment of competencies, regardless of the learning path the
applicant has followed, will also play an important role in improving recog-
nition for the labour market.

So far, most of the discussions around the Bologna Process have focused
on internal aspects, by which we mean the need for reform of higher edu-
cation in Europe and the effect these reforms are expected to have within
the European Higher Education Area. It was perhaps natural that launch-
ing and implementing such a broad reform process would lead to an
amount of navel-gazing, at least in its early stages. Nevertheless, the
Bologna Process also has serious implications for other regions of the
world and for Europe’s relations with these regions.

One of the most serious concerns is how the new style “Bologna degrees”
will be recognised in other parts of the world.9 E. Stephen Hunt points 
out that the “external dimension” has been present in the Bologna
Process from the very beginning, since the Process was in part designed
to meet the challenge to European higher education from other parts of
the world, in particular North America and Australia, yet most actors in
the Bologna Process have until very recently been reluctant to acknowl-
edge this dimension. Therefore, they have also failed to recognise early
signals about how important partners outside Europe would react to some
of the proposed reforms, in particular the move towards a first degree
based on 180 ECTS credits. Only a meaningful dialogue based on an
understanding of the various higher education systems, including the
considerable variety between European systems and what are commonly
but erroneously referred to as “Anglo-Saxon” systems as well as within
the US higher education system can bring us closer to fair mutual recog-
nition. This requires addressing technical issues like credit calculation
and degree systems, but it also requires considering broader issues such
as US-European interchange and trade in higher education. Not least,
policy makers and recognition specialists in all parts of the world must
recognise that reforms and changes have not abolished the need for
recognition and quality assurance professionals, but have in fact
increased the complexity and scope of their work. They must also show
due respect for how systems legitimately differ. We can at least take some
heart from one important development after E. Stephen Hunt’s chapter

A word from the editors

__________
9. For a broad discussion of the so-called “external dimension of the Bologna Process, see
Franziska Muche (ed.): Opening Up to the Wider World: the External Dimension of the
Bologna Process (Bonn 2005: Lemmens Verlags- und Medieengesellschaft/ACA Papers
on international co-operation in education).
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was written: the Bergen Ministerial meeting put the relationship between
the European Higher Education Area and the rest of the world squarely
on the agenda of the Bologna Process as part of the work programme for
2005-2007.

The Bologna Process addresses the reform of national higher education
systems in Europe, and credential evaluators as well as policy makers
have been used to dealing mostly with qualifications issued by institu-
tions and programmes that belong to a national system. Increasingly,
however, they are faced with higher education provision that has few or
no ties to any national system. Jane Knight outlines the rapid growth of
such provision, which was initially referred to as transnational, but is now
most frequently termed cross-border or even borderless higher education.
She also shows the complexity of cross-border education, a common fea-
ture of which is, however, that it seeks to replace traditional student
mobility with the physical or virtual mobility of higher education provi-
sion. In some cases, higher education programmes “move” through a
main provider entering into co-operation agreement with local agents,
whereas in other cases local partners are absent.

The vast diversity of provision is a challenge to recognition specialists in
itself, since proper consideration of qualifications earned across borders
requires knowledge of a very broad range of providers and types of pro-
grammes. The challenge is greatly compounded by the fact that many
cross-border providers operate for a brief period of time and that they are,
for the most part, not subject to external quality assurance. While closing
one’s eyes to the emergence of this type of higher education provision and
refusing recognition to any qualification that does not stem from a
national education system is not a viable solution and would discriminate
against holders of qualifications from bona fide cross-border education,
the lack of objective, verifiable information is a serious issue. Some
international initiatives have been taken to address this issue. An early
initiative was the UNESCO/Council of Europe Code of Good Practice in
the Provision of Transnational Education, which was adopted as a sub-
sidiary text to the Lisbon Recognition Convention in 1999. Currently,
UNESCO and the OECD are in the process of adopting Guidelines for
Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education, and UNESCO has
also launched a revision of at least some of its regional conventions on
the model of the Lisbon Convention.

Timothy S. Thompson underscores that one important reason why US
higher education and research has been vibrant is that the US system has
been very open to students and researchers from other parts of the world.



However, there are currently signs that many foreigners are now also
looking elsewhere for quality education, and one of the challenges for US
– as well as for European – higher education will be to keep its doors
open. In this respect, US higher education is likely to see itself as a stake-
holder in the Bologna Process. Timothy Thompson outlines the main
characteristics of the US higher education system and describes the
National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign Credentials. Owing to the
absence of a government role or competence in the recognition of foreign
qualifications in the US, the National Council plays a unique role as the
only inter-associational body in the United States offering standards for
interpreting foreign educational credentials and for the purpose of assist-
ing educational institutions in admitting and placing students primarily in
academic programmes of study. These standards are advisory rather than
compulsory, and there are many actors in the field, including private
assessment services and the American Association of Collegiate
Registrars and Admission Officers (AACRAO). This diversity, which can
be confusing to outsiders, sometimes leads to different assessments of
similar degrees, and this is also likely to be the case for the recognition
of new “Bologna degrees”. Even if Europeans may find it difficult to
identify the most suitable partners for dialogue with the United States,
such dialogue is essential to further mutual recognition between US insti-
tutions and those of the European Higher Education Area.

2010 is the target date for establishing the European Higher Education
Area, and it therefore seemed imperative that the book include a reflec-
tion on the recognition issues that will be most pertinent in this context.
Sjur Bergan points out that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish pre-
dictions – indications of what is likely to happen – from our own desires
for the future – what we would like to see happen. Predictions are never-
theless useful, not least because they may help us identify likely devel-
opments as well as what action we might take to help those developments
go in the direction we would like. The legal framework for recognition is
now largely in place, not least thanks to the Lisbon Recognition
Convention and its subsidiary texts, and one of the main challenges will
therefore lie in the implementation of the existing legal framework rather
than in developing a new one. It should nevertheless be pointed out that,
as recognised by the ministers in Bergen, many national legal frameworks
may still have to be amended to take account of international develop-
ments and countries’ obligations under the Lisbon Recognition
Convention. It should also be remembered that laws are only effective if
they are implemented and enforced, and that enforcement is mostly
linked to national authorities, national territories and national systems.

15
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This is not to say that the international legal framework is worthless or
ineffective, but rather to say that the Council of Europe/UNESCO
Convention as well as other legal and standard-setting texts have another
important function: they are also guides to good practice. Therefore, the
interpretation of legislation and actual recognition practice are of para-
mount importance. There has already been a very significant develop-
ment from what is often referred to as “equivalence” to “recognition”, in
other words from a very detailed comparison of curricula and structures
to a broader view. Recognition is essentially about determining whether
applicants’ learning achievements are such that they are likely to succeed
in activities they want to undertake on the basis of their qualifications,
whether for further study or in the labour market. Therefore, we need to
assess what applicants know and can do rather than the structures and
procedures through which they have obtained their qualifications.

Ultimately, one of the main challenges for the recognition community
will be to develop the attitudes of recognition specialists from one of
detailed comparison to one of broad considerations of outcomes, from
one of looking for problems to one of looking for solutions. Granting fair
recognition does not mean that one should recognise all qualifications
regardless of their merits, but it does mean that one should look at their
real merits and give them due recognition for these. This also applies to
the recognition of cross-border and non-traditional qualifications, and it
is essential to the recognition of European qualifications outside the
European Higher Education Area. In this context, however, Europeans
must consider non-European qualifications with the same openness with
which we expect non-Europeans to assess our own qualifications, and we
must be as willing to assess learning outcomes rather than formal proce-
dures. Recognition is not a one-way street, and it is highly dependent on
providing accurate and readily understandable information. The informa-
tion strategy adopted by the ENIC and NARIC Networks in 2004 is an
important step in this direction, and it will hopefully help bring about a
future in which credential evaluators should spend less time assessing
clear-cut cases, and where they will have more time to devote to compli-
cated cases; the ones that truly require the sustained attention of special-
ists with a good knowledge of various education systems and above all
with a solid knowledge of the principles of recognition and the ability to
apply those principles to individual cases.

In his concluding chapter, Stephen Adam summarises the issues raised at
the conference. His chapter also leads up to the recommendations
adopted. He maintains that the Bologna Process has given a sharp boost
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to every aspect of the recognition field. This positive progress needs to be
developed by making existing tools work better, fully implementing the
Lisbon Recognition Convention and widening knowledge of good prac-
tice at all levels – local, regional, national and international. Stephen
Adam likens the recognition field to an iceberg, where the visible parts
and procedures are effective and proven to work and the problem lies
with the submerged nine-tenths. As editors of the present volume, we
would in particular like to underscore some of Stephen Adam’s conclu-
sions, which provide a comprehensive overview of the main challenges
facing both recognition specialists and higher education policy makers as
we will move from a new order in the making to what will hopefully be
an improved world for students, staff and holders of qualifications, as
well as for European societies as large. Meeting these challenges will to
a large extent determine whether we will meet our stated goal of moving
from the Bologna Process to the European Higher Education Area by
2010.

Once established, the European Higher Education Area will continue to
develop. In this case, as in many others, the alternative to further devel-
opment will be stagnation and failure. The European Higher Education
Area will not be the best of all possible worlds, nor will it be a paradise
lost. However, we are optimistic that the European Higher Education
Area will be a framework within which large numbers of students and
staff will be partners in quality higher education and research for which
their own geographic or social origin or the geographic location of their
higher education will be considerably less important than it is today. We
are also convinced that improving the recognition of qualifications is a
key factor in its success or failure, and we are optimistic that what is often
loosely referred to as the “recognition community” will rise to the chal-
lenge. We believe that the chapters in this book justify our optimism, and
we hope our readers will reach the same conclusion.

This book is the fruit of the work of several authors. They have all revised
their contributions to the conference, and we would like to thank them all
for their good work and for being open to our editorial suggestions.
Without such a representative selection of authors, providing a “state of
the art” as well as well-founded reflections on the challenges ahead
would have been much more difficult, and it would not have been possi-
ble to attain the variety of viewpoints represented. We would also like to
thank Sophie Ashmore of the Council of Europe’s Higher Education and
Research Division for her help with the manuscript and Council of
Europe Publishing for all their assistance.

A word from the editors
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Setting the scene

Recognition of qualifications with a view to the creation of a European
Higher Education Area

Recognition of qualifications10 is an important component of the whole
development towards the European Higher Education Area. One can
argue that improving recognition of qualifications earned in one of the
Bologna Process countries across all other Bologna Process countries is
a necessary precondition for establishing the European Higher Education
Area.

There are several goals that can only be reached if proper recognition of
qualifications between states and education systems is ensured.
Recognition of qualifications is a precondition to ensuring practical pos-
sibilities for free movement of persons, including free flow of the labour
force. In addition, the goal of increasing competitiveness of European
higher education on a world scale can only be reached if qualifications
awarded by European higher education institutions are recognised out-
side Europe – and this can hardly be the case if they are not recognised
in other European countries.

The adoption of the Lisbon Recognition Convention [1], as acknowl-
edged in the Sorbonne declaration [2] of 1998, was an achievement to
build on:

“The [Lisbon Recognition] Convention set a number of basic requirements
and acknowledged that individual countries could engage in an even more con-
structive scheme. Standing by these conclusions, one can build on them and
go further.”

Recognition between Bologna

and the European Higher Education Area:

status and overview

Andrejs Rauhvargers

__________
10. The author has chosen to use “qualifications” as the generic term used in the Lisbon
Recognition Convention in order to cover all kinds of educational credentials: degrees,
diplomas, certificates, and so on.
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The overall relevance of recognition to the main action lines of the
Bologna Declaration on the European Higher Education Area [3] can be
summarised as follows:

– Adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees.
Without improved recognition procedures, citizens will not be able
to use their qualifications, competencies and skills throughout the
European Higher Education Area, and such a system will not bring
the benefits which are expected.

– Adoption of a system essentially based on two main cycles. Given
the diversity of the academic offer currently available across Europe,
recognition issues will be essential in helping clarify the adaptation
of undergraduate/postgraduate structures, and in facilitating differ-
ent orientations and profiles of study programmes.

– Promotion of mobility. This goal is considered by ministers to be of
utmost importance, and the full application of the provisions of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention would be a significant step forward
in pursuing the removal of all obstacles to the free movement of stu-
dents, teachers, researchers and administrative staff.

– Promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance. The semi-
nar underlined the necessary links between quality assurance and
recognition, and the need for closer co-operation between actors in
these two fields, at institutional, national and European levels.

– Promotion of the European dimension in higher education. The fair
recognition of qualifications can play an important facilitating role
in the development of partnerships and joint degrees between insti-
tutions in different countries.

– Lifelong learning. Prior learning assessment and recognition and the
assessment of non-traditional qualifications are essential in facilitat-
ing lifelong learning opportunities and strategies.

– Promotion of the attractiveness of the European Higher Education
Area. Recognition issues are an integral element of ensuring the
enhanced attractiveness of European higher education to students
from Europe and other parts of the world. [4]

In their Berlin Communiqué of 19 September 2003 on “Realising the
European Higher Education Area” [5] the European ministers responsi-
ble for higher education “commit[ted] themselves to intermediate priori-
ties for the next two years[:] ... to promote effective quality assurance sys-
tems, to step up effective use of the system based on two cycles and to
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improve the recognition system of degrees and periods of studies”. To
ensure that these priority issues were accordingly addressed, the ministers
charged the intergovernmental Bologna Follow-up Group with organising
a stocktaking process and preparing reports on progress in these three pri-
ority areas for their summit in 2005.

Ministers also underlined the importance of the Lisbon Recognition
Convention, which should be ratified by all countries participating in the
Bologna Process, and called on the ENIC11 and NARIC12 Networks and
the competent national authorities to further the implementation of the
Convention.

Acknowledging that more transparency and relevant information was
needed, they also set the objective that every student graduating from
2005 should receive the Joint European Diploma Supplement automati-
cally and free of charge.

The Berlin Communiqué also addresses two more specific recognition
issues. Firstly, the ministers agreed to take steps at national level to
remove legal obstacles to the establishment and recognition of joint
degrees and to support adequate quality assurance of curricula leading to
joint degrees. Secondly, when addressing the need to make lifelong learn-
ing a reality, ministers urged higher education institutions and all con-
cerned to enhance the possibilities for lifelong learning at higher educa-
tion level, including the recognition of prior learning.

Definitions regarding recognition

Recognition issues have come under focus in the Bologna Process dis-
cussions and these discussions have been ongoing among a wide range of
stakeholders: policy makers, higher education staff, students, employers,
different higher education-related institutions, and society at large. These
discussions have sometimes been confusing because different discussion
partners have had in mind different definitions of the term “recognition”.

While there may be other ways in which the term “recognition” is used,13

for the purposes of this chapter the most important ones are the following:

Bologna and the EHEA

__________
11. ENIC: Council of Europe/UNESCO European Network of Information Centres for
recognition and mobility.
12. NARIC: EU network of National Academic Recognition Information Centres.
13. For example, recognition of a programme by a national or international professional
association leading to admission of graduates to pursuit of particular profession(s), recog-
nition of an institution or programme by a kind of international body/association of a
certain type of institutions or programmes, and so on.



Recognition of a higher education institution. As a precondition to inter-
national recognition, an institution should first be recognised nationally.
In the fairly recent past, the national systems for quality assurance were
just emerging. Thus, when countries were asked to supply information
regarding nationally recognised institutions, compiling such lists could
be a rather arbitrary procedure. The appearance of new types of higher
education provision has changed the situation. Nowadays lists of nation-
ally recognised institutions are more and more often compiled on the
basis of (at least some kind of) quality assessment, ranging from rela-
tively “soft” procedures to national accreditation.

Recognition of a higher education programme – with the consequence
that the credentials issued are nationally recognised. National recognition
of the institution alone does not automatically imply national recognition
of all its programmes and, as a consequence, the qualifications awarded.
In a number of European countries, some of the programmes run by
recognised institutions may not lead to nationally recognised qualifica-
tions. In such cases institutions often issue credentials “in their own
name” and these qualifications usually have a different status from the
“national” qualifications, which no doubt makes international recogni-
tion more difficult.

Recognition of an individual qualification nationally. If both the institu-
tion and the programme in question are recognised nationally, it normally
follows that the qualification awarded is nationally recognised, in other
words that the qualification is normally valid for all administrative pur-
poses, and that other higher education institutions will consider the
holder for admission to the next stage of studies. It will also mean eligi-
bility for jobs in non-regulated professions or to those jobs for which
there is a general requirement of holding a qualification of a certain level.

Recognition of an individual qualification abroad. It is this meaning of
the term “recognition” that is relevant and crucial for European co-oper-
ation and for the goals of the Bologna Process – ensuring that qualifica-
tions earned in one part of the European Higher Education Area are valid
for further studies, and also for employment in other parts of the area.

Taking into account the wide European diversity and encompassing the
aim of cross-border mobility for both study and employment purposes, a
purely formal acknowledgement of foreign credentials is not sufficient.
The real task of credential evaluators is to assess the foreign qualification
with a view to finding the right path for further studies or employment in
the host country.
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Because of the reasons discussed above, “recognition” in this chapter will
be understood as the assessment of a foreign qualification with a view to
finding ways for its application for further studies and/or employment in
the host country.

The international framework

According to purpose, recognition may be divided into two types: acade-
mic recognition for further studies and professional recognition for
employment purposes.

The aspect of professional recognition which deals with regulated pro-
fessions has specific legislation in the EU and EEA: the directives on
professional recognition. Following the EU’s enlargement on 1 May
2004, the EU directives for professional recognition will cover 29 of the
40 countries involved in the Bologna Process. To date, the EU system for
professional recognition consists of: sectoral directives dealing specifi-
cally with recognition in particular professions – those of medical doctor,
dentist, nurse responsible for general care, midwife, pharmacist, veteri-
nary surgeon, architect and lawyer; and of general systems directives,
dealing with all other regulated professions. Sectoral directives stipulate
harmonisation of education for the particular profession across the
EU/EEA and further automatic recognition between the member states.
The principle underlying the general system is that a qualification of a
professional14 from another member state will be recognised unless there
are substantial differences in education and training. A proposal for a new
directive that will join both systems together and merge all the existing
professional recognition directives into a single text but will not change
the basic principles is currently in the process of adoption by the European
Parliament.

The main legal instrument for academic recognition in the European
Region is the Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention on the Recognition
of Qualifications Concerning Higher Education (ETS No. 165) [1],
adopted in Lisbon on 11 April 1997 (also referred to as the Lisbon
Recognition Convention).
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__________
14. While the term “recognition of diplomas” is used in the directives, the definition of
“diploma” also includes all the additional training, practical placements and other
requirements that a holder of an educational qualification has to fulfil before being
granted the right to practise the profession independently. See Directive 89/48/EEC,
Article 1:
http://europa.eu.int/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=
EN&numdoc=31989L0048&model=guichett



Although the main field of application of the Lisbon Recognition
Convention is academic recognition, the Convention can also be, and
increasingly is, of use for cases of recognition concerning the non-regulated
part of the labour market. In these cases no official recognition is for-
mally required. However, when considering a candidate with a foreign
qualification, employers often wish to know to which of the qualifica-
tions of their country the foreign one can be compared. In such cases can-
didates may seek a statement of academic recognition. The situation is
similar in those cases when access to a profession requires a certain level
of education without specifying the field.

The Explanatory report on Article VI.3 says, among other things:

“... this Article concerns the recognition, for employment purposes, of the
knowledge and skills certified by a higher education qualification issued in
another Party. The recognition of other components of a qualification, such as
practice periods …, are not covered by this Article, nor does this Article in any
way affect national laws and regulations on the exercise of professional activ-
ities or gainful employment, as the case may be.”

The most important principles of the Lisbon Recognition Convention are
the following:

Right to a fair assessment of foreign qualifications. The Lisbon Recognition
Convention was the first international legal instrument in which this right
was laid down. Such a right might sound like a very basic issue. However,
before the adoption of the Lisbon Recognition Convention, holders of
foreign qualifications sometimes found that their credentials were simply
not accepted for evaluation, thus possibly hinting at an unwillingness to
recognise a foreign qualification or a lack of knowledge of the education
system from which the foreign qualification originated.

Recognition if no substantial differences are evident. The Lisbon
Recognition Convention replaced seeking full “equivalence” of the for-
eign qualification to the host country’s one by recognition of the foreign
qualification if there are no substantial differences with the host country’s
qualification to which the foreign qualification is being compared.

The Convention also states that should the host country authorities con-
sider non-recognition, it is their duty to demonstrate that the differences
are substantial.

Mutual trust and provision of information. Recognition under the Lisbon
Convention is based upon mutual trust and provision of information
between the higher education systems of the States Parties to the
Convention. For this reason the Parties have an obligation both to com-
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pile and publish lists of their recognised institutions and programmes and
to provide information regarding qualifications, programmes and institu-
tions. While the term “quality assurance” is not used in this context in the
Convention, it would seem difficult to argue, in today’s context, that
information on the institutions and programmes that make up a national
higher education system could be provided without reference to quality
assurance.

The Council of Europe/UNESCO Recommendation on Criteria and
Procedures for the Assessment of Foreign Qualifications was adopted by
the Intergovernmental Committee of the Lisbon Recognition Convention
on 4 June 2001. The recommendation is a step forward from the Lisbon
Convention itself. It was originally planned to help to ensure that similar
recognition cases will be considered in reasonably similar ways through-
out the European region. Drafting of the Recommendation was in
progress when the Bologna Declaration was signed, which also made
it possible to draw on the analysis of the recognition issues made by
the Bologna Process [6, 7] and to adapt the implementation of the
Convention accordingly:

– The recommendation demonstrates that the principles of the
Convention can also be applied in cases of recognition concerning
the non-regulated part of the labour market.

– The recommendation extends recognition to qualifications awarded
after completion of transnational education that complies with the
Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education.15

– The recommendation shifts the focus of credential evaluation from
input characteristics of the programmes – curriculum contents,
course programmes, duration, textbooks covered, and so on – to the
learning outcomes and competencies.

– It is underlined that, when analysing differences, the purpose for
which recognition of the foreign qualification is sought should be
kept in mind. Given the wide diversity of programmes and qualifi-
cations in Europe, any foreign qualification will always have differ-
ences with the one it is being compared to. The recommendation
calls for a positive attitude towards foreign qualifications, always
asking the question of whether the differences really are so great that
it is impossible to use the foreign qualification for the purpose for
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__________
15. The issue of recognition of transnational education qualifications is discussed in
greater detail below.



which recognition is sought, and if they are, whether it is possible to grant
at least alternative or partial recognition.

– Through shifting the focus from input characteristics to learning out-
comes, the recommendation also facilitates recognition of lifelong
learning or other non-traditional qualifications.

– The recommendation underlines that if a competent authority finds
that it cannot grant full recognition of a foreign qualification, it
should consider granting partial recognition.

The recommendation neither introduces anything revolutionary or totally
alien to the recognition community, nor does it say that recognition
should always be granted. Rather, it codifies established best practice
among credential evaluators and builds on this practice in suggesting fur-
ther improvements.

The Recommendation for the Recognition of International Access
Qualifications [8] was adopted in 1999. This document specifically
addresses international secondary school leaving certificates such as the
International Baccalaureate, the European Baccalaureate and others.

The Code of Good Practice for the Provision of Transnational Education,
adopted in 2001, and the Recommendation on the Recognition of Joint
Degrees, adopted in 2004, address important relatively new recognition
issues and are therefore discussed separately below.

Implementation of the legal framework for recognition

Existence of a relevant legal framework for recognition is a necessary
precondition for solving the recognition problems across the European
Higher Education Area, but another precondition is its proper implemen-
tation, both nationally and internationally.

The international level

Signatures and ratifications of the Convention

The first step of improving recognition in the European Higher Education
Area is signature and ratification of the Convention by all the countries
concerned. This need was specifically underlined in the Berlin
Communiqué adopted by the ministers [5]. The ministerial call has been
heard: although the number of signatures and ratifications of the Lisbon
Convention was already quite impressive before the Berlin conference,
five more Bologna Process countries have ratified the Convention since
September 2003. The total number of ratifications as of 10 March 2006
is 41, of which 33 concern countries participating in the Bologna Process.
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The two countries that have so far applied for accession to the Bologna
Process prior to the Bergen ministerial conference (19 and 20 May 2005)
– Moldova and Ukraine – have both ratified the Convention.

The area covered by the Lisbon Recognition Convention is wider than the
“Bologna” group of countries and also wider than geographical Europe.
Australia, Canada, USA, Israel and certain other countries belonging to
the European region as defined by UNESCO have also signed the
Convention. This is of considerable importance to the external dimension
of the European Higher Education Area, as it stimulates recognition
between European countries and other parts of the world.

Five out of the forty-five “Bologna” countries – Belgium, Germany, Italy,
the Netherlands and Turkey – have signed the Convention and are in the
process of ratification, but another three countries – Andorra, Greece and
Spain – have so far neither signed nor ratified it. Some of these countries
are meanwhile trying to follow its principles in practice. As recognition
is set as a priority issue of the Bologna Process for the forthcoming
period until May 2007, it is likely that some more signatures and ratifi-
cations may follow before the time of the stocktaking exercise for the
London ministerial conference.

European recognition networks 

As stated on page 62 of the Trends 2003 report, the recognition networks
ENIC and NARIC serve as the main agent for the implementation of the
Lisbon Convention and, more generally, for improved recognition within
Europe [9]. The Lisbon Recognition Convention stipulates that each State
Party to the Convention is to establish an information centre for acade-
mic recognition and that the national centres together are to form the
ENIC Network.

A narrower group of national centres within the EU/EEA form the
NARIC network, which covers specific tasks within the EU, including the
functioning of contact points for professional recognition in the EU and
EEA. Thus, the national centres of the enlarged EU plus EEA countries
participate in both Networks.

Analysing recognition issues and preparing new international legisla-
tion. The ENIC and NARIC Networks have established a number of ad
hoc working groups which have studied urgent recognition issues and
suggested measures to develop the recognition system in Europe, such as
the working group that developed the format of the joint European
Diploma Supplement, the one on transnational education, recognition cri-
teria and procedures and the group on recognition issues in the Bologna
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Process. The latter came up with a report on Recognition Issues in the
Bologna Process [6] that serves as guidelines for further improvement of
the recognition system.

The networks have drafted international legal documents supplementing
the Lisbon Convention: the Recommendation on Criteria and Procedures
for the Assessment of Foreign Qualifications [10] and the Code of Good
Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education [11] (both adopted
in June 2001). In view of the need to improve recognition of joint
degrees, the networks prepared a Recommendation for the Recognition
of Joint Degrees [12] that was adopted in June 2004.

International information exchange. Fulfilling the designated task of
providing information on their own higher education systems, the net-
works’ member centres supply recognition-related information upon the
request of other centres in their everyday work. ENIC/NARIC centres
efficiently supply each other with information on particular qualifica-
tions or the status of a higher education institution/programme through
the ENIC/NARIC listserver. Also, using the ENIC/NARIC website16 one
can easily find the links to the national ENIC/NARIC centres, most of
which contain descriptions of their countries’ higher education systems
and other relevant information concerning recognition.

The national level

One very positive aspect in this regard is that as shown in the Trends 2003
report (p. 66) [9], more and more countries have introduced the Diploma
Supplement. The requirement of the European ministers that the Diploma
Supplement should be issued automatically to every graduate by 2005
will speed this aspect up even more. However, it should be noted that
issuing Diploma Supplements is helping countries’ own qualifications to
be recognised abroad. Developments are not so quick when it comes to
amending national legislation with a view to ensuring the fair recognition
of foreign qualifications.

National legal issues 

Ratification of the Lisbon Convention is not enough if the principles of
the Convention are not transposed into the national legislation and
national procedures remain unchanged. There are several countries in
Europe which, while having signed and ratified the Lisbon Convention,
have followed a national procedure of “nostrification”. Analysis of the
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results of a Council of Europe survey on implementation of the Lisbon
recognition convention [13] shows that (op.cit.):

“…answers deal with recognition practice and attitudes toward recognition.
They reveal a difference between those [countries] who primarily consider
formal recognition criteria and seek to establish as close a resemblance as pos-
sible between foreign qualifications and those of the home country and those
that move in the direction of seeking to assess learning outcomes. In short-
hand, and at the risk of oversimplification, these different approaches may be
termed ‘equivalence’ vs. ‘recognition’.”

It also leads to a conclusion that:

“some countries have yet to implement the main principles of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention, which point in the direction of an overall assessment
of the level and profile of a qualification rather than a detailed comparison of
contents” [13].

National setting and procedures for recognition

At national level, decisions on recognition are usually taken either by
higher education institutions (for academic purposes), by employers (for
employment purposes in the non-regulated part of the labour market) and
by professional bodies or other nationally appointed competent authori-
ties (for the pursuit of regulated professions). The above survey also
shows that the national situation of the ENIC/NARIC centres may differ.
In most countries the main expertise and knowledge of foreign educa-
tional systems is concentrated within the ENIC/NARIC centres. These
centres evaluate credentials and give advice to the different types of deci-
sion-making bodies. Co-operation may be organised in different ways: in
some countries the higher education institutions only apply to the
ENIC/NARIC centres for advice in more complicated cases, in others
every holder of a foreign qualification has to receive a statement from an
ENIC/NARIC centre. It is quite common practice that the decision-
making bodies trust the expertise of the ENIC/NARIC centre and follow
its advice, that is in practice the statement by the recognition centre is the
decision.

While this is the practical setting in a good number of European coun-
tries, in which the ENIC/NARIC centres are well-equipped and reason-
ably well-staffed bodies capable of carrying out all their tasks (interna-
tional and national information exchange, evaluation of individual
credentials, consultancy for all stakeholders, and so on), in some others
the “recognition information centre” may be just a single ministry
employee appointed as a national contact point, and this person may have
several other duties in parallel. In the latter case, the ENIC/NARIC usu-
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ally serves just as an information provider and network member (in many
cases giving a valuable input into international developments), but it does
not deal with recognition of individual qualifications or individual infor-
mation requests at all – which would also mean that in these countries the
assessment of foreign qualifications by numerous individual higher edu-
cation institutions will take place in an unco-ordinated way, and hence
there is little chance that the procedures and criteria will be similar across
the country.

Institutional recognition procedures – are they sufficiently developed?

Given that higher education institutions are the final instances, which
decide upon recognition for further studies, the awareness of institutions
about the principles of international legislation on recognition and the
existence of institutional policies and procedures for recognition are of
crucial importance for the practical implementation of the international
legal framework. What is the situation in practice? To quote the Trends
2003 report, “it is clear that there is room for improvement, in particular
in certain countries” [9].

According to the Trends 2003 report, when asked about the awareness of
the provisions of the Lisbon Convention within their countries, almost
60%17 of heads of higher education institutions thought that their staff
were either “not very aware” or “almost completely unaware”. About half
of student organisations thought the same about their institutions.

As regards institutional procedures for recognition, according to the
Trends 2003 report (op.cit.), the answers to the questionnaire demon-
strated that the weakest point seems to be institutional procedures for
recognition of foreign degrees: only 58% of higher education institutions
declared they had an institution-wide procedure for this issue, ranging
from as many as 83% down to 13% in different countries. As for the stu-
dents, more than a third thought their institutions had no institution-wide
recognition policy but were taking decisions on a case-by-case basis.

As for the recognition of study periods taken abroad, the situation is
better – around 82% of institutions have procedures for recognition of
study abroad, which is probably related to the use of ECTS in exchanges
under the Socrates-Erasmus programme. Still, there seems to be evidence
of cases where even after a study period abroad agreed in advance under
the Erasmus programme, the credits earned abroad are scrupulously
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assessed in an attempt to seek full concordance with the home courses to
be replaced by these credits.

In the vast majority of countries higher education institutions can receive
qualified consultancy and assistance in recognition matters from their
national ENIC/NARIC centres, but are the higher education institutions
seeking that assistance? The Trends 2003 survey results show that “only
20% of the higher education institutions (27.5% of universities) report a
close co-operation with their NARIC/ENIC. 24% regard their co-operation
as limited and almost one quarter indicated that there is no co-operation
at all”.

It would be naive to say that it is impossible to find information on recog-
nition networks and national ENIC/NARIC centres. Typing “academic
recognition” into the Google™ search engine reveals more than 10 pages
of useful links with the homepage of ENIC/NARIC Networks at the top
of the first page. But it seems that such information is traditionally con-
sidered “not interesting” by the academic community.

Recognition issues and solutions in the Bologna Process 

A study carried out by an ENIC/NARIC working group sought to iden-
tify the recognition issues essential for the Bologna Process and the steps
to be taken to resolve these issues [5]. Progress in the Bologna Process
over the last couple of years has further clarified some of the issues, some
achievements are visible and some new problems have been identified.

Recognition and the reform of degree structures

The ongoing reform of degree structures and the movement towards a
two-tier structure across the whole of the European Higher Education
Area have no doubt, had an impact on recognition.

The harmonisation of degree structures will benefit transparency and
comparability. But the introduction of a flexible bachelor/master struc-
ture will also lead to more diversity [14]. In January 2001 the Bologna
seminar on bachelor’s degrees established a common framework for the
workload and level of bachelor’s degrees. But it also concluded that “pro-
grammes leading to the [bachelor’s] degree may, and indeed should have
different orientations and various profiles in order to accommodate a
diversity of individual, academic and labour market needs” [15].

As regards master’s degrees, the Trends II report [16] (pp. 28-29) indi-
cated that master’s degrees in Europe had at least seven different pur-
poses and that the introduction of two-tier structures in the non-univer-
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sity/professional stream of higher education was further increasing this
diversity. The European University Association (EUA) report on master’s
degrees in Europe [17] confirmed such diversity during the master’s
phase. The Helsinki seminar on master’s degrees in March 2003, among
other conclusions, acknowledged the diversity at master’s level and con-
cluded that “diversification of contents and profile of degree pro-
grammes calls for a common framework of reference of European higher
education qualifications in order to increase transparency” [18].

The above means that there might be huge differences between degrees
bearing the same name, in terms of admission requirements, content,
learning objectives and function, as well as in the rights they confer.
Thus, harmonisation of degree structures will lead to a greater trans-
parency, but not to “automatic recognition” [14]. The need for individual
recognition will still be there: while, in an idealised case, the level of the
foreign qualification could possibly be recognised more or less “auto-
matically”, the main accent in the credential evaluation will be on inter-
pretation of the foreign qualification in the context of the host country’s
higher education system and/or labour market.

Quality assurance – a necessary precondition for recognition

The increased importance of quality assurance and the acceptance of the
close link between the quality assurance and recognition of institutions
and study programmes on the one hand and individual qualifications on
the other hand have had a major importance in improving the recognition
of qualifications across the European Higher Education Area. At the time
of adoption of the Lisbon Recognition Convention in 1997 discussions
were still ongoing in Europe as to whether quality assurance was needed
as a general norm. Far from all countries party to the Convention had
established quality assurance systems at that time. Thus, while the notion
of the importance of quality and quality assurance in the recognition of
qualifications appears several times in the Convention text, it was not yet
possible to link recognition of individual qualifications to quality assur-
ance of the awarding institutions/programme as a necessary precondition.

Politically, the close link between quality assurance and recognition was
underlined in the ministers’ Prague Communiqué (May 2001) [19]. Since
spring 2002 common issues of recognition and quality assurance have
been analysed by a joint working group of the ENIC and NARIC recog-
nition networks and ENQA.18
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The ENIC and NARIC Networks fully support the principle that the
recognition of qualifications should be made contingent on the provider
of education having been subjected to transparent quality assessment
[20].

It is important to admit that, should the recognition of individual qualifi-
cations be made directly linked to quality assurance of the
institutions/programmes in question, it must also be ensured that the edu-
cation providers have adequate access to quality assessment, regardless
of whether the providers are public or private, a part of the national higher
education system or not, leading to a full qualification or not. The issue
of gaining access to assessment is especially important, for example, to
serious transnational education providers, “international” institutions that
do not belong to any of the educational systems of the countries in which
they operate. Here one should also consider the providers of “non-degree
programmes” or modules for the needs of lifelong learners – that is, the
learning that does not lead to a final higher education qualification, but
is of a level and quality that allows learners to claim credits for higher
education. In all these cases access to quality assurance is not a trivial
matter at present. Another issue still awaiting solution is the issue of non-
accredited/non-quality-assessed programmes provided (in many cases
perfectly legally) by recognised higher education institutions. The above
means that accredited/non-accredited does not necessarily correspond to
good/bad [14]. There are too many students in Europe today who study
in valuable but non-accredited programmes for them to be simply
declared “outlaws” when it comes to recognition.

It should also be borne in mind that for the sake of recognition of indi-
vidual qualifications abroad, it is necessary that the outcomes of quality
assessments are made public, whenever possible, in a widely spoken
European language so that international credential evaluators can easily
access and use them.

There is also some evidence that information on quality assurance out-
comes is provided in a structured way, especially for the needs of recog-
nition for the labour market: “information on quality from other countries
needs to be properly channelled or ‘translated’ ” [14].

Knowledge about the standard of institutions and the programmes they
offer is of the utmost importance for credential evaluation. Yet to avoid a
common misunderstanding, one must bear in mind that, while quality
assurance is a necessary precondition for recognition of individual qual-
ification, it is not enough in itself [14]. Knowledge of quality (and
accreditation) alone is not an adequate basis for evaluating a qualifica-

Bologna and the EHEA
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tion. To position it correctly in the education system or labour market of
the receiving country, one needs a thorough knowledge of the system that
conferred the qualification [21]. As shown in the previous chapter, this
will not essentially change with the introduction of the two-cycle system
throughout Europe.

Progress in less traditional recognition cases: transnational education,
joint degrees, lifelong learning

Transnational education

The growing phenomenon of transnational education globally and in
Europe has raised a number of issues, among them recognition of the
qualifications earned transnationally. To address recognition issues of
transnational education, the ENIC and NARIC Networks organised a
working party that came up with an analysis of this phenomenon.
Recognition problems of transnational education qualifications are often
caused by the fact that transnational education programmes, as “foreign”
ones, are not quality-checked by the receiving country, but, as pro-
grammes provided abroad, they are also removed from the quality assur-
ance system of the sending country. The main concerns reported by the
receiving countries are the following: doubts about the proficiency of the
staff involved in the provision of transnational education, evidence that
sometimes the transnational programmes are very different from those
provided in the awarding institution itself, and evidence that transnational
education qualifications are sometimes “easy” – that is, either the study
time is shorter or the admission/graduation requirements are lower [22].
A detailed study on transnational education as a whole was funded by the
EU and administered by the EUA [23].

All findings confirmed that the main recognition problems of transna-
tional education qualifications were rooted in lack of transparency and
lack of proper quality assurance, especially that of the actual education
provision in the receiving country, often obscured by the lack of clarity
surrounding the division of responsibilities between the mother institu-
tion, the actual providers abroad and agents acting between both the
above parties and the officials of the receiving country. The
UNESCO/Council of Europe working party drew up a Code of Good
Practice for the Provision of Transnational Education [11], which was
adopted in June 2001.

The code states that the awarding institution is responsible for the whole
provision of transnational education, including the quality of programme
delivery at the providing institution, the requirements for admission and

Recognition in the Bologna Process
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graduation as well as the actions of the agents involved and the informa-
tion they give to the students or the receiving country’s officials.

The provision of transnational education should comply with the national
legislation in both receiving and sending countries. Academic quality and
standards of transnational education programmes as well as requirements
regarding staff proficiency should be at least comparable to those of the
awarding institution as well as to those of the receiving country. The
admission of students, the teaching/learning activities, the examination
and assessment requirements and the academic workload for transna-
tional study programmes should be equivalent to those for the same or
comparable programmes delivered by the awarding institution. Special
attention is paid to the transparency of the delivery of transnational edu-
cation and the provision of full and reliable information at the request of
the receiving country’s authorities. The qualifications issued through
transnational programmes, complying with the provisions of the code,
should be assessed in accordance with the stipulations of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention.

Thus, the international legislation allowing the recognition of transna-
tional higher education qualifications from bona fide providers is in
place. However, it is just part of the solution of the issue. Several prob-
lems remain. The transnational education providers, as well as those who
receive transnational education qualifications for assessment (especially
the credential evaluators based in higher education institutions), are not
always aware of the existence of the code. Also, reluctance is observed
both on the part of transnational education providers to submit informa-
tion about the education they provide19 and on the part of national author-
ities, which sometimes still attempt – directly or indirectly – to outlaw the
transnational education phenomenon as such, or simply avoid a dialogue
with transnational education providers active in their countries. While
some transnational education providers deliberately stay in the “grey
zone” and are not willing to undergo quality assurance by the receiving
country, it is not certain that a transnational education provider which
seeks to be legally established in the receiving country will easily obtain
access to quality assurance.

Bologna and the EHEA

__________
19. A UNESCO working party in 2003-2004 attempted to establish a database on transna-
tional education, but it faced major difficulties in obtaining information from transna-
tional education providers even when addressing individual transnational education
providers directly (the working party will report on its results at the ENIC/NARIC Joint
meeting in Strasbourg, June 2004).
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A joint activity of OECD and UNESCO started in spring 2004 in order
to establish guidelines for quality provision in cross-border higher edu-
cation that will allow further progress on the issue. A final drafting meet-
ing took place in Paris in January 2005. While the final version of the
OECD-UNESCO Guidelines is not available at the time of writing, it can
be seen from the draft document [24] that all parties – national govern-
ments, quality assurance agencies, competent recognition authorities, as
well as the cross-border education providers themselves, should fulfil
certain tasks in order to improve the recognition of qualifications earned
transnationally. The national governments are encouraged to ensure that
cross-border education providers have access to the quality assurance in
place in their countries, and operate according to the national rules and
regulations. The national quality assurance agencies are encouraged to
apply the principles reflected in current international documents on
cross-border higher education such as the UNESCO/Council of Europe
Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education, and
to provide clear information on the criteria for the assessment of qualifi-
cations, including qualifications resulting from cross-border provision.

At the same time, the higher education institutions involved in cross-
border provision should provide complete descriptions of programmes
and qualifications, setting out details of the knowledge, understanding
and skills that a successful student should acquire.

Joint degrees

Establishing programmes leading to joint degrees is seen as a useful tool
towards achieving the European Higher Education Area [19]. A Bologna
Process seminar on joint degrees was held in Stockholm in May 2002.
The seminar indicated some problems pointing to the need to amend
national legislation in order to make joint degrees a reality [25]. As
demonstrated by the EUA’s joint degrees survey published in September
2002 [26], work on joint degree programmes has stimulated implemen-
tation of practically all the Bologna Declaration lines of action, starting
with establishing joint quality assurance, improving recognition, improv-
ing employability of graduates across Europe, and increasing mobility of
students and teachers, and so on.

The main obstacles for establishing joint degrees are lack of appropriate
provisions in the national legislation, and the fact that the current inter-
national legal framework for recognition applies only to national qualifi-
cations, while joint degrees in the strict legal sense do not belong to
national higher education system, at least not to a single one. As 
regards amending national legislations, in their Berlin Communiqué of



19 September 2003 the European ministers agreed to take action at
national level to remove legal obstacles to the establishment and recogni-
tion of joint degrees [5]. The EUA conference on joint degrees in Cluj,
Romania, in October 2003 led to a set of practical recommendations with
regard to co-operation among partners in establishing joint degrees [27].

A major development under the EU’s Socrates programme is the Erasmus
Mundus programme20, which is designed to assist in establishing joint
degrees and also contains some specific provisions for improving recog-
nition of joint degrees, first of all between the partner institutions and
countries.21

In order to improve the international recognition of joint degrees, the
ENIC and NARIC Networks drafted a recommendation on the recogni-
tion of joint degrees, which was adopted by the Lisbon Recognition
Convention Intergovernmental Committee in June 2004 [12]. The recom-
mendation sets out to extend the main principles of the Convention to
joint degrees, stipulating that the holder of a joint degree has a right to a
fair assessment of his or her joint degree, and establishing that a joint
degree is to be recognised unless substantial differences can be clearly
demonstrated between the joint degree in question and the awarding host
country’s qualification. The recommendation also sets down require-
ments that should be fulfilled as a precondition for applying the Lisbon
Convention principles to a joint degree: each part of the joint curriculum
has to be quality-assessed or to be a part of a recognised national quali-
fication; if the joint degree in question is awarded in the name of a larger
consortium, care should be taken that each consortium partner is a trust-
worthy institution; the Diploma Supplement and ECTS should be used as
transparency tools; and the joint character of the award should be clearly
indicated and described.

Lifelong learning

Lifelong learning (LLL) has been addressed in all the Bologna Process
political documents, starting with the Bologna Declaration itself. Indeed,
lifelong learning activities as such are very widespread and growing;
many higher education institutions provide courses for lifelong learners.
However, the full integration of lifelong learning into regular higher edu-
cation activities with a view to defining alternative study paths for life-
long learners that would allow them to attain regular higher education
qualifications is an issue yet to be resolved. A Bologna seminar on recog-
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__________
20. Part of the Socrates programme of activities.
21. See: http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/programmes/mundus/index_en.html
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nition and credit systems in the context of lifelong learning [28], held in
Prague in June 2003, addressed the issues of integrating LLL into higher
education activities and defining learning paths. The seminar recommen-
dations also encourage higher education institutions to adopt internal
policies to promote the recognition of prior formal, non-formal and infor-
mal learning for access and study exemption; and to reconsider skills
content in courses and the nature of their study programmes, while the
national authorities should ensure the right to fair recognition of qualifi-
cations acquired in different learning environments.

In the terms of the Lisbon Recognition Convention, lifelong learning
paths would then be a part of the higher education systems of the States
Parties, which also means that the qualifications thus earned would be
considered for recognition on a par with the same qualifications earned
through more traditional higher education learning paths. A second issue
is how these learning paths could then be adequately described through
transparency instruments such as the Diploma Supplement, ECTS and
possibly a lifelong learning portfolio [29].

The seminar in Prague concluded that on the international scale it could
be feasible to seek to develop international good practice to promote the
recognition of qualifications earned through lifelong learning paths,
using the provisions and principles of the Lisbon Recognition
Convention; if feasible, to develop international instruments to facilitate
such recognition; and to bring together existing experience with national
qualifications frameworks with a view to facilitating the development of
further national frameworks as well as a qualifications framework for the
European Higher Education Area that would encompass lifelong learning
paths [28].

A major development in the integration of LLL into regular higher edu-
cation activities should be expected together with the establishing of
national qualifications frameworks (see below), which, according to the
request by the ministers in their Berlin Communiqué, should seek to
describe the qualifications in terms of their level, workload, learning out-
comes and profile, and “encompass the wide range of flexible learning
paths, opportunities and techniques and to make appropriate use of the
ECTS credits” [6].

Focusing on learning outcomes – high expectations from qualifications
frameworks 

To properly position a foreign qualification in the context of another
country’s higher education or employment system, the focus of credential



evaluation should be shifted from input characteristics, which may vary
in different countries and higher education institutions, towards learning
outcomes and competencies acquired. The need to shift to assessing
learning outcomes has been already acknowledged in the
Recommendation on Criteria and Procedures for the Assessment of
Foreign Qualifications:

“Competent recognition authorities and other assessment agencies should be
encouraged to focus on the learning outcomes and competencies, as well as the
quality of the delivery of an educational programme and to consider its dura-
tion as merely one indication of the level of achievement reached at the end of
the programme” [10] (paragraph 40).

Assessing learning outcomes becomes even more important in less tradi-
tional cases – evaluation of transnational education qualifications, joint
degrees, and (parts of) studies pursued in the context of lifelong learning.
Moreover, when assessing qualifications for the needs of employers,
“what the holder of the qualification can do” is highly important, while
the information on the number of study hours in each course or which
textbooks have been covered may appear of very limited importance.

However, “assessing learning outcomes” is easier said than done.

Thus, while the main accent on learning outcomes rather than duration of
studies and other input characteristics was fully acknowledged in the
Lisbon Recognition Convention and especially in its subsidiary texts,
until recently there have been very few attempts in Europe to start
describing qualifications in terms of learning outcomes. For this reason,
credential evaluators have so far only been able to attempt to estimate the
learning outcomes on the basis of the contents and duration of the pro-
gramme.

In the recent past, two different initiatives have started which attempt to
link the Bologna cycles or developments along subject lines with learn-
ing outcomes at “European” level.22 The Joint Quality Initiative (JQI)
started as an attempt to produce descriptors for bachelor’s and master’s
levels [30], linking them with very generally formulated learning out-
comes. During 2004 the JQI also developed descriptors (labelled as
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__________
22. The word “European” is loaded with different meanings. In the higher education sense
it ranges from geographical Europe and countries belonging to the European Cultural
Convention to meaning EU member states, countries participating in the Bologna
Process, and is sometimes used to label activities conducted jointly by several counties
located in Europe. We have tried to avoid the use of “European” in this text. It seemed
impossible to avoid the use of “European” here because the use of “international” might
have been understood to mean developments on a broader “world” scale.
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Dublin descriptors) for short programmes of higher education as well as
for the third (doctoral) Bologna cycle. From the recognition point of view
the Dublin descriptors can only be used for very general guidance, while
they are too general for use in the assessment of individual qualifications.
Yet the Dublin descriptors have been found to be useful as cycle descrip-
tors for the European overarching qualifications framework [31].

Another recent and highly valuable initiative, the Tuning project [32],
seeks to establish learning outcomes along subject lines. In particular,
prior to defining subject-specific competencies, several groups of
generic competencies have been identified and their relative importance
for various stakeholders analysed.

The most important initiative with a view to the overall improvement of
recognition across the European Higher Education Area, however, is the
emergence of qualifications frameworks – both the national ones and the
overarching European framework. A national qualifications framework is
nothing more than a precise description of the structure of the national
qualifications system, indicating the workload, level and learning out-
comes of each qualification and the sequence in which the qualifications
follow each other [33]. Although one could argue that each country has
some kind of national qualifications framework already, the first system-
atic attempts to describe qualifications in terms of level, workload, pro-
file and learning outcomes are just emerging. The discussions at the
Copenhagen seminar on qualifications frameworks on 27 and 28 March
2003 demonstrated [34] that the introduction of qualifications frame-
works should help recognition of qualifications across the European
Higher Education Area because the “new-type” description of qualifica-
tions through level, workload, learning outcomes and profile provides
exactly the information about qualifications that was previously missing,
making it possible to find out how a foreign qualification can be used in
the context of the host country. Acknowledging the usefulness of qualifi-
cations frameworks for the goals of the Bologna Process the ministers, in
their Berlin Communiqué of 2003:

“encourage the member States to elaborate a framework of comparable and
compatible qualifications for their higher education systems, which should
seek to describe qualifications in terms of workload, level, learning outcomes,
competences and profile. They also undertake to elaborate an overarching
framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area.” [6]

Accordingly, a Bologna working group on qualifications frameworks was
established and it came up with a report [31] which describes the main
features of the European overarching qualifications framework as well as
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an outline for the national qualifications frameworks. The overarching
framework for qualifications of the EHEA is deliberately made very gen-
eral, as it should not replace the national frameworks but rather articulate
them and help in interpreting qualifications between different national
frameworks. The levels in the overarching framework are those at the end
of each of the three Bologna cycles and the Dublin descriptors are used
to describe each cycle and also to describe the short programme of higher
education within the first cycle. The new-style national qualifications
frameworks plus the European overarching framework are expected to
stimulate fair recognition in various ways.

Articulating the national frameworks against the overarching European
framework is helpful for comparing the level of national qualifications
from different higher education systems.

As the national frameworks will be based upon learning outcomes, it will
be much easier to focus credential evaluation of those particular learning
outcomes which are relevant to the purpose for which recognition is
sought rather than comparing more formal aspects of the qualification.
Knowledge of learning outcomes should also make it easier to grant par-
tial recognition in those cases where full recognition is impossible.
Expressing the aims of study programmes and each of their parts in terms
of learning outcomes should also stimulate the assignment of credits for
achievements from prior (experiential) learning.

Thus, the expectations for the impact of qualifications frameworks on
recognition are high. And therefore the risks should also not be left unno-
ticed. The risks are the following. First of all, many of the countries
involved in the Bologna Process have no experience in formulating learn-
ing outcomes. To formulate learning outcomes correctly staff will need
appropriate training [35]. Generally, if national qualifications frameworks
are devised superficially or without the proper involvement of all the stake-
holders, they may create more misunderstandings than benefits. Finally, for
recognition purposes it is extremely important that the elaboration of the
national qualifications frameworks does not end after formulation of the
common learning outcomes for generic qualifications. To benefit recogni-
tion of individual qualifications, it is important that subject-specific learn-
ing outcomes are also described for qualifications in different fields.

Are the transparency tools suitable for taking in information on learning
outcomes and qualifications frameworks?

The two main existing transparency tools – ECTS and the Diploma
Supplement – are highly useful and facilitate recognition. At the current

Bologna and the EHEA
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stage of developments in the Bologna Process one may rightly ask
whether the Diploma Supplement and ECTS are ready for the new situa-
tion: can they accommodate information on qualifications in terms of
learning outcomes and can they consider qualifications frameworks?

ECTS, which has been widely used for credit transfer in student
exchanges, was recently developed from a credit transfer to a credit trans-
fer and accumulation system. Since autumn 2004 ECTS has been called
“European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System”. Furthermore, the
recent development of ECTS links credits with learning outcomes. To
quote the “ECTS Key features” document in its version updated on
27 July 2004:

“The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System is a student-centred
system based on the student workload required to achieve the objectives of a
programme ... objectives are preferably specified in terms of the learning out-
comes and competences to be acquired.” [36]

The way in which the credits should be allocated in the “upgraded” ECTS
system clearly links credits with learning outcomes:

“Credits are allocated to all educational components of a study programme
(such as modules, courses, placements, dissertation work, and so on) and
reflect the quantity of work each component requires to achieve its specific
objectives or learning outcomes in relation to the total quantity of work nec-
essary to complete a full year of study successfully.” [36]

The Diploma Supplement, among other useful information for the qual-
ification, contains an indication of the purposes for which the qualifica-
tion may be used in the holder’s further studies or employment in the
country where the qualification has been issued. This information is
highly useful for credential evaluators abroad, yet it gives a very general
indication of learning outcomes. However, the Diploma Supplement in its
existing format is already able to accommodate the information on both
the national qualifications frameworks and the learning outcomes associ-
ated with the qualification to which the Diploma Supplement has been
issued.

As can be seen from the Explanatory notes [37] for those producing
Diploma Supplements23 the guidance for filling in the Diploma
Supplement point 4.2 (Programme requirements) includes:

__________
23. The Diploma Supplement working group that devised the Diploma Supplement
format also created a set of guidance documents to use when creating diploma supple-
ments. Although publicised in 1998 together with the now widely used Diploma
Supplement, these documents unfortunately are less well known.
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“provide details of the learning outcomes, skills, competencies and stated
aims and objectives associated with the qualification.”

The description of the national qualifications framework should be
included in the Diploma Supplement point 8 (Information on the national
higher education system):

“give information on the … types of institution and the qualifications struc-
ture. This description should provide a context for the qualification and refer
to it.” [37]

Thus, although the Diploma Supplement has not been used for these pur-
poses in the past, it is suitable for accommodating information about
learning outcomes and competencies linked to the qualification in ques-
tion, as well as about the national qualifications framework. The other
main transparency tool, ECTS, has after its recent adaptation become a
credit system for accumulation too and is able to accommodate the infor-
mation on learning outcomes linked to the particular credits. In this way,
these transparency tools have become even more useful for the purposes
of recognition of individual qualifications.

Recognition between the EHEA and other parts of the world

One of the major goals of establishing the European Higher Education
Area is to improve the attractiveness and raise the overall competitiveness
of European higher education in the world. This means that, while
reforming degree structures and ensuring the recognition of qualifica-
tions among countries belonging to the European Higher Education Area,
care should also be taken to promote recognition of European qualifica-
tions in the outside world. When deciding upon a major reform – the
introduction of a two-tier degree system across Europe – the logical
assumption was that this should improve understanding and, hence,
recognition of European degrees outside. Indeed, when comparing degree
systems across the world, the most common is the system with two tiers
of degrees, usually called bachelor’s and master’s degrees, at least in the
English translation. As preliminary discussions with experts from other
parts of the world show, in quite a large number of systems, especially in
Asia and Africa, it will ease understanding and recognition of a foreign
degree if the degree can be classified as a “bachelor’s” or “master’s”.

However, the issue seems easy only at first sight. When considering how
Bologna reforms could influence the perception of European degrees
outside Europe, a number of issues should be taken into account.

Bologna and the EHEA
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First of all, although no official Bologna Process document stipulates
such a pattern, in a number of European countries the Bologna reforms
are being implemented as a transition to a “3+2” system, meaning a first-
cycle (bachelor’s) degree worth 180 ECTS credits (three years of studies)
and a second-cycle (master’s) degree worth 120 ECTS credits (two years
of studies). At the same time, in other parts of the world the bachelor’s
degree is quite often awarded after a workload that takes four years of
full-time studies, and it can be followed by a master’s degree requiring
one, one and a half or even two years of studies.

The recognition of the European three-year bachelor’s degrees outside
Europe is therefore an issue to be urgently discussed, especially with North
American higher education systems. There is speculation on both sides:
while North Americans may point to shorter study programmes in Europe,
Europeans usually point to differences in secondary education systems and
the inclusion of general subjects in the first years of bachelor’s studies.

Another group of questions is related to the perception of bachelor’s and
master’s degrees. Some higher education systems in the world treat the
master’s degree as a genuine postgraduate degree (which at the same time
means that the bachelor’s degree is treated without any doubt as a mean-
ingful level of higher education and the holder of a bachelor’s degree as
“already” a graduate). As regards Europe, and particularly continental
Europe, such a perception of bachelor’s and master’s degrees has yet to
be formed. It seems that the bachelor’s degree in a number of countries is
rather seen as a first stage of studies and that most holders of bachelor’s
degrees are actually expected to continue their studies to get “the real
thing”.

The above issues may have their impact on recognition (and especially
recognition of first degrees) between Europe and the other parts of the
world, especially North America.

The exact answers to all the above questions can only be found when the
actual learning outcomes can be compared between both sides. However,
the development of learning outcomes-based qualifications frameworks
in many of the EHEA countries is just at its initial stage. In some other
parts of the world the discussion of expressing qualifications using learn-
ing outcomes has not even started. Yet the recognition issues are there and
cannot wait while the entire world starts using learning outcomes. The
debate concerning recognition of Bologna degrees, first of all within the
North American higher education systems, has to be started immediately,
and an intensive information campaign regarding the new “Bologna
degrees” and qualifications frameworks should be a part of it.
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Conclusions

Improving recognition of qualifications earned in one of the Bologna
Process countries across all other Bologna Process countries is a neces-
sary precondition for successfully establishing the European Higher
Education Area. The international legal framework for recognition within
the European Higher Education Area is established and developing. The
international “recognition community” is following new developments
and drawing up new international legal instruments to cover the emerg-
ing needs.

For the recognition of qualifications in the European Higher Education
Area it is essential that, first of all, the core legal document for recogni-
tion – the Lisbon Recognition Convention – is ratified in all the Bologna
countries, and this process is progressing significantly. However, the fur-
ther national and institutional implementation of the legal framework for
recognition seems to be a much weaker point. As in several other Bologna
Process aspects, we are approaching the limits of what can be done at
European or international level. Further success requires the involvement
of national authorities, and, what is much more difficult to achieve, all
levels of higher education staff. A major effort and intensive information
campaigns should take place in all Bologna countries with a view to:

– actually embedding the principles of the Convention into both
national legislation and institutional policies,

– substantially raising institutional awareness at all levels regarding
recognition issues and the international legal framework,

– creating and implementing institutional recognition practices,

– last but not least, creating a positive attitude towards foreign qualifi-
cations and a willingness to find how they can be used in the host
countries.

Introduction of the two-tier degree structure across Europe will benefit
transparency and comparability, but it will also create a greater diversity,
which means that it will not lead to automatic recognition between dif-
ferent parts of the European Higher Education area.

Linking recognition of individual qualifications to the information on
quality is a widely accepted principle, but it is also an indication that such
information should be available and should be in a form useful for the
assessment of individual qualifications. However, knowledge of quality
(and accreditation) alone is not an adequate basis for evaluating a quali-
fication; a thorough knowledge of the system that conferred the qualifi-
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cation is necessary to position it correctly in the education system or
labour market of the receiving country.

As regards recognition of lifelong learning, the main accent should be put
on establishing learning paths that make it possible to attain higher edu-
cation qualifications in an alternative way. Once lifelong learning studies
have resulted in a regular form of national higher education, international
recognition is not the most complex issue.

The importance of assessing learning outcomes and not input parameters
in the recognition of qualifications has been stressed already in the
framework of the Lisbon Convention. The Bologna Process and the emer-
gence of various types of non-traditional qualifications strengthens this
need. At the same time, while the transparency of qualifications in gen-
eral is growing, qualifications in current practice are not described in
terms of learning outcomes. The commitment to establish national quali-
fications frameworks describing qualifications in terms of level, work-
load, learning outcomes and profile, with an overarching framework for
the European Higher Education Area as a whole, is an opportunity for
substantial improvements in understanding between European higher
education systems and, as a consequence, recognition of qualifications.

The two main transparency tools of qualifications – the Diploma
Supplement and ECTS are suitable for accommodating information relat-
ing to qualifications frameworks and expressing qualifications in terms
of learning outcomes, and therefore remain useful tools for these new
tasks as well.

One of the most important conclusions of this chapter is also that the
understanding and recognition of the new European degrees in other
parts of the world will not come automatically. An information campaign
and a debate with other parts of the world should be started as soon as
possible.
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The Bologna Process is now gathering pace and a number of initiatives
associated with it are already transforming higher education in the
Europe region. This process is about to be augmented with some further
innovations that will have profound effects on recognition. The develop-
ments in question are the creation of national qualifications frameworks
and the overarching framework for qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA). The Berlin Communiqué included the follow-
ing:

“Ministers underline the importance of consolidating the progress made, and of
improving understanding and acceptance of the new qualifications through
reinforcing dialogue within institutions and between institutions and employers.

Ministers encourage the member States to elaborate a framework of compara-
ble and compatible qualifications for their higher education systems, which
should seek to describe qualifications in terms of workload, level, learning
outcomes, competences and profile. They also undertake to elaborate an over-
arching framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area.

Within such frameworks, degrees should have different defined outcomes.
First and second cycle degrees should have different orientations and various
profiles in order to accommodate a diversity of individual, academic and
labour market needs. First cycle degrees should give access, in the sense of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention, to second cycle programmes. Second cycle
degrees should give access to doctoral studies.”

These simple statements place an emphasis on “qualifications”, “qualifi-
cations frameworks” and an “overarching framework of qualifications”
for the European Higher Education Area. In addition they highlight
“workload”, “level”, “learning outcomes” and “profile”. Collectively, the
introduction of these new elements will have a profound impact on recog-
nition, recognition tools, recognition processes and the transparency of
national higher education systems.

It is important to explore the nature of this impact but this is not without
some difficulties. Any attempt to predict the future must be treated with
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some caution. In particular, it is not possible to make definitive state-
ments about the impact of the results of the Copenhagen Seminar of
13 and 14 January 2005 on the Framework for Qualifications and the
European Higher Education Area. However, it is likely that the Bergen
Communiqué, which emerges in May 2005, will strongly endorse the
qualifications frameworks approach. Furthermore, many stakeholders
have already reacted positively to the proposals made in the report on this
topic produced by a Bologna Follow-up Group (BFUG) working party.24

The working group report explores, inter alia: good practice in the develop-
ment of “new-style” national qualifications frameworks; the relationship
between national qualifications frameworks and the overarching
European framework for qualifications; and the features, impact and
potential “added value” of such structures. “New-style” output-focused
national frameworks that employ “workload, level, learning outcomes,
competencies and profile” plus credits are very different from traditional
input-focused approaches used to place and explain qualifications.
Furthermore, frameworks provide more explicit and precise information
in their qualifications descriptors and in their links to other external ref-
erence points. It is these features that will impact most on the recognition
field.

It is no coincidence that in the recognition area there is a matching trend
towards emphasising the “fair recognition” of qualifications based on
what a person knows and is able to do, rather than on the formal proce-
dures that have led to qualifications. Furthermore, in an effort to promote
more accurate judgments of qualifications, it is apparent that detailed
comparisons of the formal aspects of individual qualifications (curricu-
lum content, status of institution, recommended textbooks, duration/con-
tact hours, access requirements, and so on) give a less accurate basis for
evaluation. It is more helpful when qualifications are situated within
national qualifications frameworks that are characterised by a clear
description of learning outcomes, supplemented by a consideration of
level, workload and profile. A strong advantage of qualifications frame-
works is that they can, for the purposes of comparison, provide a more
accurate basis and explanation of qualifications.

The adoption and encouragement of national qualifications frameworks
by the ministers in Berlin in 2003 (which was a central piece of the
Bergen Ministerial Conference in 2005) represents a radical move to

__________
24. This report, “The framework of Qualifications for the European Higher Education
Area”, can be found at http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/



ensure that an effective and practical European Higher Education Area is
created. It certainly represents a challenge to all those involved in recog-
nition. Improved recognition can be seen as one of the preconditions for
establishing an effective European Higher Education Area.

National qualifications frameworks and the overarching framework
for qualifications of the European higher education area

A comprehensive restructuring of the European landscape of higher edu-
cation is under way and qualifications themselves are becoming the focus
of more attention as their meaning and relevance are being considered.
Part of this process is a pronounced tendency to create more explicit sys-
tems that map and explain the purpose and relationship between different
qualifications.

“New-style” national frameworks of qualifications employ learning out-
comes, levels, level indicators and qualification descriptors as explicit
reference points. There are various forms of national qualifications
frameworks: some include all levels and types of qualifications while
some separate higher education qualifications from other types of quali-
fications. Modern national qualification structures invariably involve
much more than a simple distinction between two cycles and commonly
include a range of qualifications, intermediate awards and levels.

National frameworks of qualifications in higher education can achieve
certain things. They can make explicit the purposes and aims of qualifi-
cations – by their clear description through the articulation of the learn-
ing outcomes, and by clarifying any rights to professional practice and
recognition associated with them. They can delineate points of integra-
tion and overlap between different qualifications and qualification types,
thereby positioning qualifications in relation to one another and showing
routes (and barriers) for progression. They can provide a nationally
agreed framework that guides and reflects the agreement of stakeholders.
Finally they can provide a context for the design, review, articulation and
development of existing and new qualifications. National frameworks of
qualifications can also act as drivers of change and can help to: promote
the attainment of qualifications; raise the awareness of citizens and
employers in relation to qualifications; support learners and clarify all the
educational opportunities available to them; facilitate curriculum change,
and so on.

It is quite properly a matter of national autonomy and concern what
exactly the framework is designed to achieve. It is up to national author-
ities to decide priorities, the number of levels in any national system and
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the content and purpose of their qualifications. Qualifications are owned
by national systems. The overarching framework for the EHEA derives
its distinctive purposes from the objectives expressed through the
Bologna Process. The most directly relevant of these objectives are inter-
national transparency, recognition, and mobility.

The overarching framework for qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area will in reality be a framework of frameworks – an artic-
ulation mechanism between national frameworks. The overarching
European framework will have to have distinctive objectives over and
above those of national frameworks. It assists in the identification of
points of articulation between national frameworks and serves as a point
of reference for those developing or reviewing national frameworks of
qualification. It expresses how the qualifications systems of the various
states are related to each other, especially where these national systems
have themselves been incorporated into formal national frameworks. It
offers a common set of cycles (a broad form of level), with descriptors
for those cycles. Much of the detail expressed in national frameworks is
neither necessary nor desirable in an overarching framework. The frame-
work for qualifications of the EHEA will not replace national frame-
works but augment them by providing a series of reference points
whereby they can demonstrate their mutual compatibility.

The relationship between qualifications frameworks and current
recognition tools and practices 

International transparency is at the heart of the Bologna Declaration’s call
for a system of easily readable and comparable degrees. Many other
devices, such as the 1997 Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention on
the Recognition of Qualifications Concerning Higher Education in the
European Region (Lisbon Recognition Convention), the Diploma
Supplement, European Credit Transfer and Accumulation Systems
(ECTS), the Council of Europe/UNESCO European Network of
Information Centres for Recognition and Mobility (ENIC) and the
European Union Network of National Academic Information Centres
(NARIC) have a role to play in this objective. Yet without a simplifying
architecture for mutual understanding, such as a qualifications frame-
work, it will be difficult to ensure that qualifications can be easily read
and compared across borders. Moreover, the relatively rapid success in
the introduction of the two-cycle model through much of the European
Higher Education Area has in some ways already served to underline that
a comparable structure of awards is not in itself sufficient for genuine
comparability and transparency. If qualifications are just labelled as
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“Bachelor” or “Master” this provides no common approach to standards
or type; indeed, it can mask fundamental differences and bring the whole
approach into disrepute. This realisation was the basis of the call in the
Berlin Communiqué for an overarching framework to link the national
frameworks together in a coherent way.

International recognition of qualifications builds on transparency. A
framework which provides a common understanding of the outcomes
represented by a qualification rather than a mere assertion of compara-
bility will greatly enhance the usefulness of qualifications across the
European Higher Education Area. A variety of purposes are associated
with the international recognition of qualifications including employ-
ment, access to further qualifications, prior exemption from parts of stud-
ies, access to continuing education, enhancing mobility, and so on. The
development of a common overarching framework through the collabo-
rative efforts of stakeholders across Europe will enhance the other actions
being made to improve recognition for these purposes.

The international mobility of learners depends on the recognition of their
prior learning and qualifications gained. Learners moving between quali-
fications or cycles require recognition in order to access more advanced
programmes. Students moving within their studies (and their advisers)
can benefit from the clarity that may be provided through the specifica-
tion of the level and nature of the study programmes. Learners can have
greater confidence that the outcomes of study abroad will fully contribute
to the qualification sought in their home country. A framework will be of
particular help in supporting the development and recognition of joint
degrees from more than one country. Joint degrees are likely to become
widespread in the medium term and thus highly significant for the devel-
opment of European education.

It is clear that qualifications frameworks are being promoted in order to
have a beneficial effect on transparency, recognition and mobility. They
are going to have an impact on existing recognition tools and practices.
If they do not, the very rationale for their existence is undermined. A
useful way to identify their precise potential benefits is to explore them
in terms of a number of key questions associated with their use:

1. How will or might “new-style” qualifications frameworks improve
recognition?

They can improve recognition by providing a detailed context within
which national qualifications exist. Qualifications expressed in terms of
learning outcomes can be understood more readily as they show what the
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learner can do after gaining the award. This clarifies our understanding
of other European qualifications and helps in any evaluation process.
New style qualifications frameworks also have the benefit of clear exter-
nal reference points such as levels, level descriptors, qualification
descriptors, together with information on workload and profile. These
output-focused tools help place the qualification in a clear national con-
text that aids the internal quality assurance regime. The international use
of common approaches (not common curricula) and methodologies to
express our qualifications makes national education systems themselves
more easily readable and comparable. This helps to build confidence and
what have been called “zones of mutual trust”. As a result “fair recogni-
tion” should be enhanced.

2. What sort of links exist between credential evaluation, qualifications
frameworks and quality assurance and what is their significance?

A direct connection exists between credential evaluation, qualifications
frameworks and quality assurance. The development and use of explicit
criteria and processes that are open to external scrutiny are a natural
corollary of output-focused qualifications frameworks. External refer-
ence points form a useful part of any system that is based on autonomous,
yet accountable, higher education institutions. Effective and open quality
assurance helps to develop a firm basis for mutual trust between differ-
ent national systems. There is likely to be increasing international inter-
est in the comparability between national systems, their qualifications
and the process and results of their mechanisms to ensure quality. Good
credential evaluation is predicated on effective quality assurance
processes and instruments. Therefore, the ethos and approach to creden-
tial evaluation should reflect the good practice principles embodied in
any national approach to qualification frameworks and quality assurance.

3. What sort of impact will qualifications frameworks have on the work
of the ENIC/ NARIC Networks and on credential evaluators within
institutions?

The ENIC and NARIC Networks exist to co-operate and improve acade-
mic recognition of diplomas and periods of study. They also seek to
resolve intractable recognition problems that arise between states. In this
they can be assisted by qualifications frameworks in their provision of
authoritative advice and information concerning recognition. They will
be able to more easily interpret the new systems that share similar
methodological assumptions and are linked to the overarching framework
of qualifications for the European Higher Education Area.
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The main users of ENIC and NARIC are higher education institutions,
students and their advisers, parents, teachers and prospective employers.
The existence of qualifications frameworks should enhance the quality of
their advice and allow the clear explanation of the basis of decisions. This
is particularly important for the application of the Council of Europe-
UNESCO Lisbon Recognition Convention (1997). This binds countries
that have ratified the Convention to:

– make recognition decisions on the basis of appropriate information
on the qualifications for which recognition is sought (Article III.2); 

– put a duty on institutions to provide relevant information to holders
of their qualifications (Article III.3); 

– demonstrate substantial differences in the case of refusal (Article VI); 

– provide a description of higher education programmes (Article VIII.2); 

– put the responsibility to demonstrate that an application does not
fulfil the relevant requirements on the body making the assessment
(Article III.2), and so on.

It is clear that this good-practice approach is often not followed by the
countries that have ratified the Convention. The use of qualifications
frameworks should make it much easier for institutions to comply with
all the articles in the Convention.

Credential evaluators in higher education institutions should similarly
benefit. In particular they are already receiving increasing numbers of
Diploma Supplements. These supplements will be able to place qualifi-
cations in transparent national qualifications frameworks as well as the
overarching European framework. Furthermore, this approach can help
take some of the load off the ENIC and NARIC Networks and free their
resources to deal with more specialist recognition issues.

In addition to the general situation described above, ENIC and NARIC
and credential evaluators will benefit from the specific use of learning
outcomes. Learning outcomes are a fundamental part of national qualifi-
cations frameworks and the tools associated with them (level and quali-
fication descriptors). In effect, they are the basic building blocks of “new
style” output-focused systems. Modules and units and whole qualifica-
tions are expressed in terms of learning outcomes that provide the micro-
level transparency which facilitates precise and accurate recognition
decisions.

Emerging qualifications frameworks
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4. What might be the impact of qualifications frameworks on the recog-
nition of specific issues?

There are a number of other recognition questions and issues that arise
with the development of the Bologna Process. It is useful to explore some
of these to see how the advent of qualifications frameworks might impact
on them.

Qualifications frameworks will probably have an effect on the end quali-
fications associated with the Bologna cycles. The development of
national “levels” and European “cycle” descriptors should ensure that
qualifications are in the appropriate place. Level descriptors guide the
curriculum designer and the learner. Qualifications descriptors should
also help the correct placing of qualifications within frameworks. The
insertion of qualifications in frameworks has to be justified in terms of
explicit references points and not on custom and practice. The case of
intermediate qualifications may be problematic in that the three broad
generic European higher education cycles descriptors (developed from
the Dublin descriptors) will provide limited guidance. The introduction of
a short-cycle descriptor, within or linked to the first cycle, may well help
but it will be for the appropriate national authorities to place their inter-
mediate awards within their own national frameworks, which can be as
complex as they think fit.

A further complication that will inevitably arise is the treatment of quali-
fications from the non-Bologna world. The assessment of these should be
guided by the good practice already developed in Europe and embodied
in the Lisbon Recognition Convention. Furthermore, the existence of
domestic and Bologna region qualifications frameworks will provide
firm reference points against which such qualifications can be assessed.
A linked concern is the approach taken towards transnational education
qualifications. This topic cannot be adequately treated here. It is often
regarded as such a problematic area that is best ignored. Transnational
(borderless) education 25 is a growing phenomenon and the advent of new
education providers poses significant challenges to traditional patterns of
education and the authorities responsible for them. Many countries con-
tinue to display a schizophrenic and negative attitude towards imported
education whilst heavily promoting the exportation of their own.
Transnational education should never be regarded per se as an inherently
negative or positive phenomenon – rather it is a “fact of life” that cannot
be “un-invented” or abolished. It touches on many dimensions of the cur-

__________
25. Including corporate, for-profit, not-for-profit, franchises and branch campuses.



rent European educational debate engendered by the Bologna declara-
tion, including matters of recognition, transparency, accreditation, cul-
tural and academic autonomy, convergence and divergence. The compe-
tition it represents can sharpen our domestic education provisions and
consequently the quality of educational exports, which in turn, can pro-
mote our distinctive European cultures worldwide. It can also lead to a
dumbing-down of qualifications as competitive forces can reduce stan-
dards to the lowest common denominator.

Inaction towards transnational education on behalf of European providers
(exporters), students, regulators, receiving countries (importers), and
international organisations would harm the development of the European
Higher Education Area. Transnational education certainly raises a
number of difficult questions, in particular, how should public authorities
fairly treat these new forms of education? The creation of qualifications
frameworks can help create an effective approach to transnational educa-
tion. They provide clear reference points against which transnational edu-
cation programmes can be measured and given recognition within
national systems. The 2001 UNESCO/Council of Europe Code of Good
Practice for the Provision of Transnational Education would be strength-
ened by the precision that qualifications frameworks bring to national
qualifications, which transnational providers would be required to emu-
late. They can help establish standards and aid the effectiveness of
domestic quality assurance systems; thus rogue educational providers can
be identified and the public warned.

Finally, qualifications frameworks can impact on the recognition of quali-
fications earned through lifelong learning. The impact depends on the
policy and structures adopted by individual countries. Some countries are
developing integrated qualifications framework that encompass all learn-
ing from the cradle to the grave (for example, the Scottish Credit and
Qualifications Framework – SCQF). Within such systems the recognition
of lifelong learning presents fewer problems. In the area of higher edu-
cation many nations are developing approaches that recognise formal,
non-formal and informal learning. Processes for the Accreditation of
Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) are used to recognise learning wher-
ever it took place and give access or exemption to prospective students on
this basis. Qualifications frameworks that employ output-focused tools,
particularly learning outcomes, facilitate the recognition of such exam-
ples of lifelong learning. The European Commission in November 2004
established an expert group to assist them in the rapid creation of
a European Union blueprint – a qualifications framework that would
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encompass lifelong learning. This will link higher education and
Vocational Education and Training (VET). Such a development has obvi-
ous implications for EU states and directly links qualifications frame-
works and lifelong learning.

The potential benefits to recognition from qualifications frameworks

It can be seen from the above analysis that there are a number of poten-
tial benefits that emerging qualifications frameworks should bring to the
recognition area. These can be summarised as follows. Qualifications
frameworks:

– improve the transparency of qualifications and make credential
evaluation easier (for higher education institutions and other stake-
holders) and judgments more accurate;

– act as a common language/methodological approach that interna-
tionally can improve recognition and understanding between educa-
tional systems;

– facilitate the recognition of APEL and lifelong learning between states;

– simplify our understanding and improve the expression of the curri-
culum between countries through the use of common reference points;

– facilitate the application of the Lisbon Recognition Convention and
the Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transitional Education;

– enhance the precision of existing transparency instruments such as
the Diploma Supplement;

– ease the pressure of work on the ENIC and NARIC Networks as well
as individual centres; 

– make ECTS, based on learning outcomes and levels, more effective
as a credit system designed to promote access, flexibility and cur-
riculum transparency (facilitating joint degrees);

– allow higher education institutes and credential evaluators to move
away from imprecise measurement indicators that focus on formal
procedures (admissions criteria, length of studies, qualification
titles, years/hours of study undertaken) to focus on the results of stu-
dent learning, and to move from input measurements to output/out-
come measurements.
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Problems and issues

Despite the optimistic picture presented above, qualifications frame-
works will not work as a panacea solving all recognition problems. It
must be stressed that the way forward is not simple or problem-free. Few
countries have “new-style” qualifications frameworks and we must await
the precise message in the Bergen Communiqué; the ministers in Bergen
will have the final say.

The Bologna Process will certainly lead to greater mobility and more
recognition problems. There are unresolved issues associated with the
status of different length bachelor and master qualifications. ECTS has a
major role to play in national and European qualification frameworks but
it must be linked to levels and modules and courses would need to be
expressed in terms of learning outcomes. Generally this is not the case at
the moment.

The creation and acceptance of qualifications frameworks and the over-
arching framework for the European Higher Education Area cannot be
achieved in a short time scale as both need the acceptance and active
involvement of national and European stakeholders. Furthermore, the
whole edifice depends on the creation and agreement of effective
national quality assurance arrangements buttressed by autonomous
higher education institutions that are accountable and responsible.

Concluding thoughts

The introduction of qualifications frameworks represents a series of chal-
lenges and opportunities to improve recognition. In theory, they have the
potential to improve the clarity, accuracy and fairness of the recognition
process. They can provide reference points against which clear decisions
can be made. Increased transparency between national systems can lead
to more trust and confidence. However, it will also provide real evidence
of major differences in outcomes that may cause “zones of distrust”. This
is not necessarily a negative point as substantial differences between
qualifications need to be acknowledged. There are a number of long-
standing recognition problems that appear to defy resolution; frameworks
and their associated methodological tools may help. The application of
the Lisbon Recognition Convention should be made more effective.
Qualifications frameworks could help to support a more constructive
approach towards transnational education providers.

Recognition will remain an area where decisions are made by
autonomous higher education institutions and other appropriate authori-
ties. Qualifications frameworks and the framework for qualifications of
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the European Higher Education Area should be welcomed for the illumi-
nation they can provide to combat some of the academic prejudice that
exists between different higher education institutions and between
national education systems. Prejudice based on facts and information is
preferable to prejudice based on custom and ignorance.

An intensive national and international dialogue should be encouraged to
share good practice associated with the introduction of qualifications
frameworks and their impact on recognition processes and issues.



63

Background

The national and international trends and developments in education
which form the background to the Bologna Process are plain enough.
Study programmes are becoming more diversified, not just as a result of
the demand from students and society, but also because of the flexibility
of supply on the side of the providers.

The qualifications and learning pathways are becoming increasingly
individualised owing to a trend among providers towards more tailor-
made approaches. Education is entering the virtual world, varying from
the use of ICT to the creation of virtual universities. And whether you
regard it as a part of the general trend towards globalisation or as a con-
sequence of globalisation in the form of a conscious reply (“internation-
alisation”), there is no doubt that education is also going global.

There are many national and international responses to these trends and
developments that go beyond the scope of this paper. Yet in a way, the cul-
mination of these international responses is the Bologna Process. The
Process represents the endeavours of 45 European countries to cope with
the current international reality in the field of education. The Bologna
Process is considered to be self-sustaining, with several actors providing
the driving force. At international level, the European Commission has
both the means and instruments to support the process, as well as an
ambition to make the Process part of its economic strategy. Another body
that supports the process is the Council of Europe, with its various net-
works and perspectives on higher education.

The main reason for the success of the Bologna Process so far is that the
various parties at the national and international levels work together in a
unique way. With the support of the various organisations, the basic prin-
ciple is that what the national authorities agree upon at international level
will find fertile soil at national level, and that the higher education insti-
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tutions, students and other stakeholders will all play their role in imple-
menting those principles. It goes without saying that both the rate of
implementation and the level of enthusiasm do vary from country to
country. Yet there is a general feeling that the Process represents an
unprecedented reform of education on a huge scale, and one that most
countries want to actively participate in.

The scope of this paper does not include a discussion of the general
objectives and specific action lines that have already been detailed in the
official documents: the Bologna Declaration itself (1999), and the Prague
(2001) and Berlin (2003) Communiqués. I would instead like to focus on
two lines of action: recognition and quality assurance.

One further issue that should be mentioned here, though, is the external
dimension of the process. In the first stage, the focus was very much on
the “Bologna area” itself. In the Berlin Communiqué, the outer world was
rediscovered. Bologna would not only foster the appeal of European
higher education, but it would also make Europe more open to co-opera-
tion. Especially from the point of view of the outside world, the issues of
recognition of qualifications and quality assurance are of paramount
importance.

Even in the Bologna Declaration, quality assurance was one of the main
issues to be dealt with. The aim was that the relevant authorities in the
field of quality assurance in Europe should co-operate closely in order to
guarantee that the European Higher Education Area would be synony-
mous with high-quality – or even excellent – education. The main actor
at international level is the European Network for Quality Assurance in
Higher Education (ENQA). But ENQA is certainly not alone. Other
organisations should also participate in the effort, in particular the
European University Association (EUA) and the National Unions of
Students in Europe (ESIB). Europe should enhance the culture of quality
in its higher education institutions and endeavour to make its national
systems as transparent as possible, so as to make the acceptance of other
country’s quality assessments or accreditation statements a feasible real-
ity. The smooth recognition of diplomas and qualifications has become
another objective of quality assurance in the international arena.

Although recognition was hardly even mentioned in the Bologna
Declaration, the Prague Communiqué was already describing it as an
important aspect of the Bologna Process and calling on the ENIC and
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NARIC Networks26 not only to get to work on matters of recognition, but
also to establish contacts with the world of quality assurance, in other
words with ENQA. The Berlin Communiqué of September 2003 went
even further, making both recognition and quality assurance two of the
three top priorities for the coming period (2003-2005):

“Ministers charge the Follow-up Group with organising a stocktaking process
in time for their summit in 2005 and undertaking to prepare detailed reports
on the progress and implementation of the intermediate priorities set for the
next two years: quality assurance, two-cycle system, recognition of degrees
and periods of studies.”

International recognition and quality assurance: where do they meet?

In general terms, quality assurance and accreditation have been set up for
reasons of accountability, public protection and quality improvement.
These are the objectives in the national setting. But safeguarding the
quality of higher education qualifications is, of course, also a major con-
cern of the system. In that respect, we might assume that the cross-border
recognition of higher education qualifications is actually the most impor-
tant objective of quality assurance in the international setting. And, for
that matter, it is the assessment of quality (at least basic quality) or an
accreditation decision which is the first concern for international recog-
nition in assessing a qualification, whether for academic or for profes-
sional purposes.

It should be noted that the international recognition of qualifications is
impossible without knowledge about the quality of the particular pro-
gramme and the institution behind the qualification. Nor can it be
granted on the basis of quality indicators alone. To assess a qualification
fairly means to adequately position it in the grid of qualifications of the
receiving country, and that requires a profound knowledge of the higher
education system from which the qualification in question originates:
apart from different quality of provision, qualifications with similar
names coming from different countries may differ in their function in the
national higher education system, admission and graduation require-
ments, planned learning outcomes as well as the professional status and

International recognition and quality assurance

__________
26. NARIC: the European Commission’s network of National Academic Recognition
Information Centres; ENIC: the Council of Europe and UNESCO/CEPES network of
European National Information Centres on Recognition and Mobility.
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title they give to the holder. But, again, the quality issue is of paramount
importance from the perspective of recognition.

It is well known that quality assurance and quality accreditation are two
different concepts in the approach to quality. However, in this paper they
will be treated as one concept. The reason for this is that what is relevant
from the point of view of international recognition is the actual or final
statement about the quality of a programme or the institution teaching
that programme, as stated by the competent authority of the national edu-
cational system. The concrete methodology, the specific infrastructure
and the entire scope of objectives of the quality assurance and accredita-
tion system are less important from this perspective.

At this juncture, one remark should be made about the notion or term
“national”. The assumption, as stated above, is that we deal with national
systems of quality assurance or accreditation. The term refers to the
authorities competent in this field in a country, without necessarily refer-
ring to the government or its involvement.

If there are no nationally sanctioned quality assurance or accreditation
systems, the bodies involved in international recognition have a problem.
The admissions officers or credential evaluators of the official recogni-
tion agencies – for example, in the field of regulated professions – base
their evaluations on national laws and regulations, and on international
agreements: in Europe, the Lisbon Recognition Convention27 or the
Directives of the European Union.28 These legal instruments base their
methodology on the existence of such national systems of quality assur-
ance or accreditation. For example, the Lisbon Recognition Convention
is applicable to qualifications awarded by institutions “belonging to a
national education system”. Today, it is difficult to see how this could be
done without reference to quality assurance.

Students or employers outside the realm of the regulated professions may
be less strict, but they too should strive for guaranteed quality. Alternative
systems and mechanisms of quality assurance might be useful, especially
in a field where national systems are not available, such as in the field of

__________
27. The Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in
the European Region (Lisbon, 1997) may be found at: http://www.enic-naric.net/instru-
ments.asp?display=legal_framework.
28. The EU Directives for professional recognition may be found at: http://europa.eu.int/
comm/internal_market/qualifications/regprof/directives/dsp_directives.cfm.
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non-degree programmes in most countries. But any quality assurance
system which is not backed by the competent authorities is very difficult
for outsiders to assess. Would-be students in particular should be very
careful when making a deliberate choice to study at an institution which
does not take part in some sort of national system of quality assurance or
accreditation.

Coming back to the outputs of the national systems of quality assurance
and accreditation, we can observe that defining and explaining such a
quality statement within the national setting might be easy. To explore
this subject in the cross-border context is a much more intricate matter.
In the first place, the information and the channels carrying that infor-
mation are not always available and sufficiently transparent to the public.
Furthermore, in many cases the information and the information chan-
nels available are not “designed” to answer questions from a variety of
stakeholders. Especially in the area of professional recognition – that is,
recognition for the labour market – experience tells us that providing
information about quality and quality assurance systems across borders
does need an intermediary.

Problems in assessing foreign credentials arise because of a lack of clar-
ity as to whether quality has been observed and/or guaranteed. And, if it
has, how? Transnational or cross-border education falls within this area.
With this, I mean education that cannot be traced back to a single national
system. A similar problem arises with the joint curricula or joint degrees
offered by higher education institutions in different countries, some of
which belong to the national system of education, while others may not.
In any case, even when institutions do belong to the national system of
education, the matter is still not necessarily clear-cut. Many national
quality assurance and/or accreditation systems are not accessible to these
initiatives and so joint curricula and joint degrees fall outside these sys-
tems. Recognition across borders of joint degrees is an intricate matter,
although these very initiatives should be considered prototypes of acade-
mic recognition in practice!

Similar problems arise in the field of distance learning and virtual edu-
cation when these types of education do not belong to any national qual-
ity assurance and/or accreditation system.

The same applies for the concept of lifelong learning (LLL). The ques-
tion of guaranteeing the quality of learning within the concept of LLL is

International recognition and quality assurance



a fundamental issue for the international recognition of the credentials
concerned. Issues like learning outcomes and competencies, embedded
in qualifications frameworks, and guaranteed through quality assurance
provisions, are on the agenda of both recognition and quality assurance.

In general, both the fields of quality assurance and international recogni-
tion are being confronted with the same trends and developments in edu-
cation and are having to deal with new education providers and new
forms of education (and learning!). The Bologna Process “only” rein-
forces these developments and makes finding solutions more urgent, in
particular thanks to its emphasis on international employability.

Certain issues of relevance to both concepts can be addressed in the tra-
ditional forms of higher education systems. The tendency to describe
educational courses more and more in terms of “learning outcomes”, or
even in terms of competencies or competency profiles, and the increased
co-operation in matching these profiles with those used by professional
organisations or even industry, might be a field of common interests for
quality assurance and recognition.

International initiatives

In the national setting, Bologna has strengthened the position of the insti-
tutions involved in recognition in many countries. Although the authorities
have come to realise the role of recognition in the whole process, this has
happened only after some hesitation. The idea was that comparable degrees
and co-operation in quality assurance would result in the automatic recog-
nition of credentials. No more recognition centres and networks! No more
official structures and bodies for recognition! However, many practitioners
and policy makers soon realised that this was not going to happen. In the
first place, it takes a long time to achieve the desired level of co-ordination
between the various systems of quality assurance. And, paradoxically,
having comparable national degree structures is leading to an even greater
diversification in the qualifications being awarded by competing education
providers. We will continue to have a considerable diversity of profiles, but
this diversity will be within a more clearly defined overall qualifications
framework which, while not doing away with the need to assess individual
qualifications, should make assessment easier and more transparent.

In most countries, the topic of quality assurance and accreditation received
even more attention than it had in the previous decade, when this theme
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had already been identified as a priority. However, it is not possible
within the scope of this chapter to elaborate on this issue.

In the international setting, the themes mentioned in the previous para-
graph provide the joint agenda of the initiative of ENQA and the NARIC
and ENIC Networks to work together. In more concrete terms, this is
about developing a common language (for example, a joint glossary),
about the question of how to deal with joint curricula and joint degrees,
and about cross-border education. It is also about the development of a
joint information provision system on quality assurance and accreditation
to foreign target groups by the co-operating national recognition and
quality assurance/accreditation institutions.

As stated above, the ENIC and NARIC Networks will have to develop
more intense contacts with the EUA and ESIB, two key promoters of the
culture of quality assurance in institutions in Europe. It should be said,
however, that representatives of both organisations already attend the
annual meetings of the networks. The EUA,29 the largest European asso-
ciation of higher education institutions, is also concerning itself with the
recognition of qualifications, as evidenced for instance by its co-ordinat-
ing role in ECTS and the Diploma Supplement in the recent past. It has
also co-ordinated research, such as the studies on the introduction of
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Europe and the problem of joint
degrees. This organisation’s work most certainly straddles the boundary
between recognition and quality assurance.

Another relevant quality assurance project from the perspective of recog-
nition is the Joint Quality Initiative. This is an informal network, consist-
ing mainly of representatives of quality assurance organisations and min-
istries, that aims to increase the transparency of collaboration between
quality assurance systems, and to clarify the bachelor’s/master’s struc-
tures in Europe.30 Its most important output is probably the “Shared
descriptors for bachelor’s and master’s degrees” (the so-called “Dublin
descriptors”), whereby generic learning objectives or competencies are
set out for bachelor’s and master’s programme.

We should also mention at this point UNESCO’s European higher educa-
tion organisation, CEPES, in Bucharest.31 This organisation, which acts
as co-secretariat of the ENIC network alongside the Council of Europe,
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is also active in the field of accreditation with its “Indicators for
Institutional and Programme Accreditation in Higher/Tertiary Education”
project, part of “Strategic Indicators for Higher Education in the Twenty-
first Century”. A working group has analysed the quality indicators
recently used in accreditation, searching for a set of core standards and
corresponding performance indicators for both programme and institu-
tional accreditation.

Three other ventures should be mentioned which, although they cross the
boundaries of the Bologna zone, are still very important in bringing qual-
ity assurance and recognition together.

An initiative launched by UNESCO in October 2002 – the Global Forum
for Quality Assurance, Accreditation and the Recognition of Diplomas32

– is also an important development in bringing quality assurance and
recognition together. Its aim is to place and maintain issues concerning
quality assurance and the accreditation of programmes (or institutions)
and the international recognition of diplomas on the agenda of the higher
education sector and national and international policy makers.

Cross-border education receives particular attention from UNESCO. In
2004, UNESCO and the OECD initiated a new project entitled
“Guidelines for quality provision in cross-border higher education”. Its
objective is to provide guidelines for all the relevant national stakehold-
ers on how to deal with the issue of cross-border education provision.
Part of this initiative involves setting up a database to connect the various
national information channels on recognised higher education. This ini-
tiative was launched at the beginning of 2004 and will be finalised in the
course of 2005.

Another international initiative is the International Network of Quality
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE).33 The main aim
of this network is to gather and disseminate information on existing and
forthcoming quality assurance methodologies and practices in higher
education. The idea behind this is to promote best practice in quality
assurance and quality improvement. Its network function is very impor-
tant, as it provides a place where quality assurance and accreditation
organisations can meet, in both the literal and figurative sense of the
word. INQAAHE also aims to foster the use of credit transfer systems
and encourage institutions to provide material to facilitate the interna-
tional recognition of diplomas. The network also intends to sound the
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alarm on any dubious accreditation processes and organisations, an activity
which will be highly important for recognition.

Conclusion

Quality assurance and accreditation and the international recognition of
qualifications have been seen to be two sides of the same coin. This idea,
for some time promoted by experts from both fields, was endorsed by the
European policy makers in the Berlin Communiqué.

The international educational community realises that both fields will
promote the basic objectives of the Bologna Process, creating a true edu-
cational area with a strong mobility of students and professionals. They
will do this not just in their own right, but increasingly in combination
with each other. It is up to the experts in both fields to live up to the
expectations and to make their contribution to the Bologna Process.
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Introduction

This paper will deal with the three main issues:

– What are learning outcomes?

– What is the state of development in learning outcomes across the
Bologna countries?, and

– What difference will the adoption of learning outcomes make to the
Bologna Process?

This chapter provides a very brief overview of some of the issues: it is
neither intended to be an exhaustive nor a detailed technical analysis of
learning outcomes. There are many references through which to pursue
these matters and some of them are actually quite informative and inter-
esting. There was an excellent presentation by Stephen Adam [2] on
learning outcomes at a previous Bologna seminar in Edinburgh in July
2004. I would also commend the comments of Andrejs Rauhvargers [1]
in his chapter in this book. In addition I would also recommend the excel-
lent books by John Biggs [3] and by Paul Ramsden [4].

There is nothing difficult, mysterious or indeed particularly technical
about learning outcomes. Thinking about learning outcomes provides us
with an opportunity to look at pedagogical and learning and assessment
processes using a particular lens – it is a lens which is frequently used by
academics in certain contexts but laid aside in other contexts. The gen-
eral thrust of my argument is that we need to encourage academics, stu-
dents and others to use this lens more frequently and more systematically.

There are many reasons for adopting learning outcomes, some of which
will be referred to in this paper. It seems that one of the most powerful rea-
sons for thinking about learning outcomes is that their careful application
can lead to a much improved pedagogical practice in higher education.
Enhancing the student learning experience across the Bologna communi-
ties, and our influence on that experience, seems to be among the best of
reasons, if not the very best reason, for devoting attention to learning out-
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comes. Because this is so important, I would like to dwell, just briefly, on
the link between learning outcomes and pedagogical practice.

John Biggs [3] refers to the importance of reflective teaching in higher
education. In his analysis he emphasises the importance of supporting
students in the development of appropriate learning strategies. He draws
the interesting analogy between teaching and fishing. It is all too easy, he
argues, to approach students in higher education – perhaps through
giving standard lectures and unimaginative seminars – as passive recipi-
ents of information. This kind of strategy is liable to produce students and
graduates who are effective at absorption: at listening, processing and
reproduction with perhaps precious little actually happening at the pro-
cessing stage unless we are very careful. Biggs argues that such
approaches are similar to providing fish for a single meal. Rather, he
argues, we should support the development of the reflective practitioner.
This, he argues, would be akin to supporting the development of the abil-
ity to fish for life.

This general approach of Biggs and others derives from the perspectives
of constructivism: that is, in higher education it is our task to assist stu-
dents to construct knowledge, and to construct that knowledge in mean-
ingful frameworks. This very quickly takes us into a discussion of deep
and surface approaches to learning which, will be touched on very
briefly. These matters, however, are important – a surface approach to
learning does not lead to the development of structured knowledge. It
provides a disjointed array of outcomes. A deep approach yields mean-
ing, at least as far as the student is concerned. Linked to this, I would in
fact define good teaching as a teaching strategy that increased the prob-
ability of deep learning. In deep learning, knowledge is constructed by
students in a personal way: it is created by the individual, not passively
received from a transmitter.

If this is indeed how students learn effectively and construct knowledge,
what does that imply for our approaches to teaching? The evidence points
in this area to the importance of alignment – alignment of curriculum;
teaching methods; assessment; climate of interaction with students; and,
the whole institutional climate and sets of internal rules and procedures.
With effective alignment, we can “entrap” students, as Biggs describes it,
in “a web of consistency, optimising the likelihood that they will engage
in appropriate learning activities but paradoxically leaving students free
to construct their knowledge in their own way”. This constructive align-
ment makes students do the real work of learning in higher education: the

Recognition in the Bologna Process
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teacher acting as a broker between the student and the learning environ-
ment which is required to support effective learning activities.

In all of this, the fundamental building block on which almost all else is
based is the concept of learning outcomes. It is through learning out-
comes that students can be made aware of what the targets of learning
are, and they are thus enabled to direct their activities towards achieving
these outcomes. It is through the transparent sharing of these outcomes
that all involved in assessment processes, including, perhaps most impor-
tantly the students, can devise and engage with appropriate assessment
instruments: instruments that support learning and are actually meaning-
ful in terms of providing valid and reliable information about the achieve-
ment of outcomes. It is through the explicit identification of learning out-
comes that we can share knowledge about what is happening in the higher
education systems of different countries. In the absence of the identifica-
tion of learning outcomes, students are kept in the dark, institutions are
kept in the dark and other countries in the Bologna area are kept in the
dark. If we are all kept in the dark there can be no real sharing of assur-
ance of quality and standards in relation to awards achieved or to com-
parability of processes. To conduct the debate in terms other than out-
comes, such as duration of programmes, appears to be absolutely sterile:
to know that a student has studied for five years tells us very little, if any-
thing: to know that a student has achieved an identified set of learning
outcomes which have been assessed in a valid and reliable manner, tells
us a great deal. It is through the systematic application of learning out-
comes that the Bologna Process will deliver its ultimate objectives.

What are learning outcomes?

We could spend many hours discussing the definition of learning out-
comes. Learning outcomes have suffered in the past (and still do in some
contexts) from a rather bad press:

– they are seen as reductionist and anti-higher education; 

– they are confused with early work on competence;

– they were initially promoted by zealots with a somewhat narrow and
functional educational perspective;

– they are viewed as focusing on the mediocre rather than the excellent.

I hope that the above comments will at least encourage colleagues to
reflect on the real value of learning outcomes in addressing the interests

Recognising learning outcomes
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of the students and other stakeholders that we are all here to serve. Their
adoption is fundamental to the Bologna Process: why?

– the alternative input measures are unhelpful;

– they provide vital information to the student, employer, other insti-
tutions, professional and statutory bodies – nationally and interna-
tionally; 

– they support mobility both of people and credit;

– they support desired pedagogical development – from teacher-cen-
tred to learner-centred;

– they support individuals in relation to wider access and lifelong
learning through enabling the recognition, for example, of vocational
education and training, work-based learning, and so on.

Without the adoption of learning outcomes the Bologna lines will remain
largely lines on the page rather than lines of action and reality. In the
absence of learning outcomes, I would argue, it will be very difficult to
achieve readable and comparable degrees; the establishment of an effective
system of credit within the Bologna area; mobility of the labour force or
students; transparent assurance of quality and standards; or the geographi-
cally flexible pattern of lifelong learning envisaged in the Bologna Process.

What is the state of development in learning outcomes across the
Bologna countries?

Stephen Adam indicates that:

“learning outcomes have achieved an exalted status by the ubiquitous number
of references to them in conferences, official documents and communiqués.
This is in stark contrast to the poor level of understanding associated with
them and their relatively rare practical implementation across Europe.
Detailed experience of learning outcomes is in fact limited to just a few coun-
tries at both the institutional and national levels. This gap presents a signifi-
cant challenge to the Bologna Process, and even calls into doubt the full real-
isation of the European higher education area by 2010. This makes the need
for a better understanding a priority.” [2]

However, Stephen Adam does draw a more optimistic view in the con-
clusions that he draws from his informal survey of development of learn-
ing outcomes across Europe. He concludes that, in fact, there is consid-
erable activity across Europe. Of the 29 countries that volunteered
information, 28 indicated some activity. “Activity”, however, might have
included any kind of development, including perhaps the most abstract
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academic discussions. At least eight of the countries reported minimum
development. Other countries reported advanced stages of development
and/or implementation of learning outcomes at all levels of educational
activity, including: Belgium (Flemish community), Denmark, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
It is interesting to note that in many of these countries the learning out-
comes activity was characterised by a bottom-up approach – that is, dis-
persed institutional interest as opposed to top-down policy-driven devel-
opments. However, in the majority of cases in the report (52%), there was
a clear top-down, ministry-led, impetus for change often accompanied by
institutional level activity. Several of the countries surveyed indicated
that the efforts in relation to learning outcomes were specifically linked
to the Bologna agenda and specifically to the Berlin reform agenda.

Stephen Adam also reports that implementation appeared to be taking place
right across Europe without any strong geographical, political or educa-
tional pattern emerging. However, he emphasises that this movement was,
in general, more advanced in parts of northern and western Europe. Another
interesting finding from the survey was that, in a significant number of
cases, the developments in relation to learning outcomes were in specifi-
cally vocational areas; directly in VET; or in the polytechnic equivalent sec-
tors. In some of these cases, the more purely “academic” institutions
remained relatively isolated from developments in learning outcomes.
Perhaps the most disquieting outcome of Stephen Adam’s survey, however,
was his comment that in no cases were the learning outcomes initiatives
overtly linked with the adoption of improved pedagogical approaches.

Stephen Adam concludes his survey, a conclusion I would strongly
endorse, by emphasising the thirst he found for increased sharing of
knowledge and understanding in relation to the application of learning
outcomes. It appeared in his conversations round Europe, that colleagues
were extremely keen to take forward developments in learning outcomes
but felt they lacked the necessary apparatus. My principal thesis in this
chapter is that the required apparatus is already in place and indeed is
extremely simple. A great disservice has been done by the generation of
unhelpful literature and unnecessary complications in the area of learn-
ing outcomes to which I referred earlier.

What difference will the adoption of learning outcomes make to the
Bologna Process?

In this penultimate section I want to refer back very briefly, to emphasise
the importance of learning outcomes for the Bologna Process. This can
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be stated briefly but its brevity belies its importance. In relation to almost
all the Bologna lines, further progress will not be made in the absence of
learning outcomes. The alternative to using learning outcomes is almost
always to use input measures: frequently input measures of time and
other curriculum inputs. We are all familiar with the fact that students of
literature may well study Shakespeare plays at elementary school, at high
school, in college and university from undergraduate through to post-
graduate levels, as well as in adult and community learning contexts. The
fact that these texts are an input to the learning process in all of these dif-
ferent contexts tells us next to nothing about the outcomes achieved.
What is important for the Bologna Process is to understand the outcomes
achieved, not the inputs. If we do not understand the outputs we cannot
begin to compare standards and quality across the Bologna countries. As
was said earlier, it is a sterile debate to discuss the relative merits of stan-
dards or quality of programmes on the basis of time. To say a programme
lasts five years tells us very little about what has been achieved over that
five-year period. To avoid using learning outcomes is to avoid any real
basis for comparison. If the European Higher Education Area is to
become a reality, if the Bologna Process is to deliver what is expected of
it, then learning outcomes have to be identified to allow effective com-
parability of quality and standards across many different kinds of pro-
grammes across the Bologna countries. In a similar vein, learning out-
comes are required in order to provide appropriate information to
students graduating from programmes; to universities accepting students
on to programmes; to professional bodies certifying graduates as being
competent; and, to employers employing graduates.

The Bologna Process is fundamentally about flexibility and mobility.
Learning outcomes are essential to underpin student mobility and flexi-
bility. A key tool to deliver all of this is an effective credit system.
Without learning outcomes, the ECTS system will remain largely inef-
fective. It is absolutely essential that ECTS benefits from the experience
of those qualification frameworks and credit structures that are based
more soundly on learning outcomes. As I said earlier, the Bologna
Process relies on the recognition of learning from a whole variety of dif-
ferent sources, and indeed that is the key raison d'être of a credit system.
Through an effective credit system we will be able to link processes of
recognition of prior learning, work-based learning, vocational education
and training (VET) and academic credit within a single transparent
framework. In the absence of the adoption of learning outcomes, this will
simply not happen. Most importantly of all, however, as I tried to empha-
sise in my introduction, the real value of learning outcomes to the
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Bologna Process is the support of effective pedagogical practice through-
out the Bologna area. The adoption of learning outcomes is in my view a
necessary precondition of the development of effective learning strate-
gies in higher education. The adoption of learning outcomes and the con-
structive alignment that is built on the use of learning outcomes will sup-
port us in sustaining deep learning structures in the students we all seek
to serve in all Bologna countries.

Some closing thoughts

Some closing thoughts that were further developed at the conference:

– without learning outcomes, the Bologna Process will have limited
success;

– without learning outcomes, credit frameworks will be largely inop-
erable;

– without learning outcomes, some students will remain marginalised
and immobile;

– without learning outcomes, approaches to learning in higher educa-
tion will be less effective;

– we need now in the European Higher Education Area to build on a
good start – there are no quick fixes.
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“One of the objectives of the Bologna Action Plan is to launch a credit system,
such as ECTS. The European Commission first introduced ECTS in 1989 as a
transfer system and initiated its development into an accumulation system in
the mid-1990s. ECTS was given real impetus when referred to in the Bologna
Declaration and also when the European Universities Association agreed on
the key features at the Zurich Conference in 2002. The Berlin Conference in
2003 confirmed the positioning of ECTS as a key element in the Bologna
Process. In the following the achievements of introducing the system in all
participating countries will be highlighted but so are the challenges which still
have to be dealt with in the near future to make ECTS the successful “euro” in
education and training.”

The essential question is how achievements in the European Credit
Transfer System (ECTS) can be quantified and qualified. It is proposed to
identify those factors which are critical as regards the successful launch
and implementation of ECTS. The critical success factors are suitability –
is ECTS suitable for the purpose defined? acceptability – is ECTS accept-
able for the stakeholders affected? feasibility – can ECTS be introduced at
all? and finally sustainability – is such a system sustainable over a long
period? is ECTS “fit for life”?

Critical success factor 1: Suitability – is ECTS fit for its purpose?

Credits document the achievement of learning objectives. These
objectives are defined as learning outcomes by the designer of the
respective module. Credits, being allocated to the learning out-
comes of a module, highlight the expected notional workload the
learner should invest. The common denominators are workload and
learning outcomes. This is one of the outcomes of the project
“Tuning educational structures in Europe”, and has generally been
accepted, so that ECTS is suitable to this extent.

Another issue is whether ECTS supports “employability” of higher edu-
cation graduates, a cornerstone of the Bologna Declaration. The learning
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outcomes are developed on the basis of information from the labour
market. How this information is acquired may differ from institution to
institution. The “Tuning” project chose a questionnaire sent to employers,
graduates and academics. It may be argued whether this is the best
method as possible answers were predefined. But it can easily be
amended by including other research methods as well, such as interview-
ing experts, analysing the technical press, or observing the labour market
and so on. In this way learning outcomes are derived from the labour
market. Before the learning outcomes are designed into programmes,
academics have to scrutinise them in the light of long-term objectives, as
information from the labour market is much more short-term oriented.
Graduates and employers, for example, are much more concerned with
their immediate situation.

The “Tuning” project has shown that agreement across universities in
many countries can be achieved and that learning outcomes can be cate-
gorised into subject-related and non-subject-related (generic) competen-
cies which the student acquires when having achieved specified learning
outcomes. As a further subdivision it is possible to distinguish between
broadening and widening of subject-related knowledge and understand-
ing and generic learning outcomes making it possible to access knowl-
edge and understanding. The latter are instrumental, interpersonal and
systemic competencies. Each institution can even subdivide these com-
petencies further according to its individual school of thought. The main
message from “Tuning” is that the learning outcomes reflect the compe-
tencies necessary in the labour market and ECTS supplies an indication
of what the notional workload is to achieve. Of course, it is then the deci-
sion of teaching staff how to translate these intended outcomes into mod-
ules, study programmes and so on. This shift of paradigm, from an input
to an outcome orientation related to employment has been made very
clear and is generally agreed.

The instruments of ECTS indicate how the success of quantified learning
outcomes can be completed: the Information Package, Learning
Agreement, Transcript of Records, the Credit Transfer and Accumulation
and finally the Diploma Supplement document the processes which
become transparent and that may thus be quality assured. By designing
descriptors of levels – bachelor, master, doctor – “Tuning”, the “Joint
Initiative” (Dublin Descriptors) and soon the Qualifications Framework
will mirror the competencies the labour market and the society needs
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today and tomorrow. The Information Package, containing all modules of
respective programmes of institutions, details corresponding learning
outcomes in the various modules and – by allocating ECTS credits – pro-
vides information about the notional workload the learner should invest.
Thus effectiveness and efficiency of learning can be measured. If this
equation is accepted one has to realise that higher education institutions
will look much more strictly at their selection methods to make sure that
they get those students who will be in a position to acquire the compe-
tencies within the time envisaged. Countries in which institutions may
currently pride themselves on having high quality on the basis of high
failure rates of learners may find themselves being regarded as outsiders
as the question may be raised about whether they were not able to select
those students who could be successful. In the future, good quality will
be measured by “success rates” rather than by “failure rates” which will
include “survival” in the labour market through close contact with
alumni.

However, a credit system should not be limited to formal learning only. It
should cover any form of learning, including non-formal and informal
learning, which also means ultimately that a successful credit system
should cover all forms of education and training, irrespective of where
and how competencies are acquired.

The vocational training field is currently working on the launch of a
credit system which is specifically designed for this form of learning:
ECVET, a European credit system for vocational education and training
in the light of the Bruges-Copenhagen Process. This is being done quite
independently of the discussion going on within ECTS. It could be
argued whether this is useful. Hopefully, this system will converge with
ECTS and not develop independently. Again, the Qualifications
Framework may forge an adequate approach.

Some countries already have a long-standing experience as regards the
accreditation of prior learning and prior experiential learning. If my
information is correct, one French university awarded a degree to a stu-
dent who had never formally studied at that university. However, it was
obviously possible to assess the student’s prior learning and identify the
level of the acquired learning outcomes as being equivalent to those of
the degree awarded. Currently, some European projects are trying to find
a solution which all institutions could apply, namely the project “ELITE

Recognition of credits – achievements and challenges
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LLL” in which the ECTS label-holding institutions intend to develop
ECTS as a system which can cover any area of education and training.
There is some work in progress. The challenge is to design one credit
system for all learning and training purposes, for a lifelong concept.

Critical success factor 2: Acceptability – is ECTS fit for stakeholders?

To find out whether ECTS fulfils this critical success factor, it has to be
identified whom ECTS serves. A credit system has to respect the per-
spectives of its stakeholders. In the case of ECTS these must be the learn-
ers first of all but also training and teaching staff and employers. But
there are others as well who have to be considered, the parents, govern-
ments, social partners and finally society as a whole. Stakeholders may
argue in terms of their return or risk when using ECTS. They may “make
or break” ECTS as an overarching credit system for teaching and train-
ing depending on their interest and power.

In return the learner receives a number of credits. These credits reflect a
value which is expressed by learning outcomes – that is, the competencies
the learner has acquired after having proved that he or she has acquired these
competencies successfully. Credits are only awarded when this process has
taken place, regardless of how the learner achieved the competencies.

The risk is related to the recognition of the credits in the event that they
are submitted to a teaching, training or business organisation and so on.
Is the number of credits being accepted identical to the number submit-
ted to the institution; are there more or fewer credits being taken into
account? Within ECTS it is the responsibility of the “receiving institu-
tion” to make a decision as regards the number of credits being accepted.
Its decision will be based on the programme for which the credits will be
recognised. The risk is that the number of credits transcribed will not be
identical to the number received from the institution which awarded
them. In fact, if this were the case it would be by accident only, unless all
institutions in Europe had agreed on an identical number of credits per
module to be proposed as “good practice”. This, however, is no short-
coming of ECTS; in fact it proves that ECTS is working, that credits
cannot be accepted blindly but have to be considered on the basis of the
learning outcomes in respect of the learning programme for which they
are considered.
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Stakeholder mapping not only reflects the stakeholders’ expectations but
also their power to influence the launch of ECTS as the credit system.
The mapping helps to find out which stakeholders should be considered
first of all, for example accreditation agencies or quality assurance agen-
cies and so on, when a tuned system has been introduced across Europe.
Also, the Bologna Process as such, in particular in terms of the decision
on whether the European Qualifications Framework will be based on
both learning outcomes and respective credits, is a stakeholder in terms
of those who design it. They have both interest and power. It could be
argued that learners, teachers and employers are the key players. To a cer-
tain extent this is correct; they surely have a high interest in the develop-
ment. The question remains whether they also have the power to launch
ECTS Europe-wide. It should be noted that without their understanding
and support, the sustainability of ECTS would suffer and would – most
likely – be deemed to have failed.

Since the development from a transfer to an accumulation system there
has been an increase of interest in the expectations but also an under-
standing as regards possible risks. In contrast to the 1990s it is now obvi-
ous that there are some stakeholders who do not only have the interest but
also the power “to make it happen” – if they want to.

Critical success factor 3: Feasibility – fit to live?

ECTS is the only system which has been tested successfully Europe-
wide. A feasibility study at the beginning of the 1990s revealed that it was
possible to develop ECTS from a transfer system to a transfer and accu-
mulation system. This has been initiated and the developments in the
Bologna member states provide sufficient evidence that ECTS today is an
adequate credit system. Guarantors for the launch are the bodies which
design the European Quality Assurance System, the accreditation and
evaluation bodies at national level and the European Qualifications
Framework, based on learning outcomes and credits. In other words,
ECTS links the priorities for the next Bologna ministerial meeting in
Bergen in May 2005, namely quality assurance, an overarching qualifi-
cations framework and academic recognition.

Critical success factor 4: Sustainability – fit for life?

To launch ECTS as the European credit system is one thing, to keep it
alive another. Within the European context an immediate idea is that in

Recognition of credits – achievements and challenges
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education and training credits should become a currency, a kind of euro.
Could ECTS be such a currency? Does a credit in the ECTS system fulfil
similar objectives to those of the euro – in other words, does it comprise
the basic elements of a currency which:

– is based on trust;

– is generally accepted;

– works as a unit of account;

– respects convertibility;

– enables recognition;

– represents value;

– is convertible; and

– is compatible (a common reference)?

The Key Features of ECTS give an indication: “... one credit stands for
25-30 hours of working” and “Student workload in ECTS includes the
time spent in attending lectures, seminars, independent study, preparation
for, and taking of, examinations, etc.”. Technically speaking, the intro-
duction of ECTS as a currency is no problem.

Does everybody trust that the number of “units of account”, credits, is
adequately allocated? As soon as the credit is intended to be used outside
the area where they were gained, problems come up. The reason is that a
unit of account does not only have to do with quantity. There must be a
certain value behind it in which people believe and which they regard as
being adequate in relation to the number of credits in question. In ECTS
the value of a credit is the learning outcome related to it. This is made
transparent. At the same time, however, this also indicates the borderline
of a credit system. The value may change as soon as the environment in
which the credit was achieved is changed. This is comparable to the
European Monetary Union. The purchasing power of a euro is not only
different outside the founding member states but also within them. The
absolute, nominal value stays the same but the relative one, the market
value, normally differs on account of purchasing power, which is the re-
ciprocal value of the general price level. Within this context this refers to
the acceptance of credits for specified learning programmes. In relation
to the whole education and training area this means that credits acquired
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may not be recognised for any learning programme in an identical way.
Those responsible for a learning programme settle the question to what
extent competencies acquired elsewhere can be considered relevant
within their programme. Thus, ECTS does not lead to an automatic
recognition of credits. The institution at which the learner applies to have
the credits accepted autonomously forms its own opinion. This is quite
normal in business as well: the salesperson decides whether the product
or service is exchanged for a specified price. The potential buyer might
bargain but cannot make the decision.

By analogy with the currency system, credits are a requirement for the
principle of “division of learning” – that is, learning at different sites and
at various times, in other words for a concept of lifelong learning. Credits
may be awarded for any type of learning – formal, non-formal or infor-
mal. They may be accumulated in working towards particular degrees.
Because of their relationship to the acquisition of knowledge and under-
standing on the basis of workload, they form a unit of account.
Convertibility is possible on the basis of the parity generally accepted, the
learning outcomes.

An example might help to state the case. The Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages defines various levels of compe-
tence from A to C, each of them being subdivided. It is assumed that
these levels build on each other, and that the higher the level, the higher
a learner has progressed in language skills.

For the sake of the example it is anticipated that for achieving level B1 a
workload of 900 hours were needed. In ECTS terms this means 30 cred-
its. The question is: what can the learner do with the credits? If the inten-
tion is to reach the next stage, B2, these 30 credits should be the entry
ticket for a corresponding formal programme. This means that the “full”
30 credits will be accredited and the prior learning should be recognised
to the extent that the credits achieved testify to the level of the learning
outcomes. Non-formal and informal learning are hardly applicable in this
case as they are purely based on post-evaluation.

But what else can the learner “buy” for the 30 credits? If the intention is
to study European business, a language might be an essential part of such
programmes. Does this mean that the 30 credits count already towards the
180 of the bachelor’s programme registered for? Hardly; it is obvious that
as soon as the credits achieved are “traded in” for a defined learning pro-
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gramme, the absolute value of the learning outcomes acquired becomes
relative. Only that number of credits can be recognised which is envis-
aged in the study programme and for which the learning outcomes have
been defined. Maybe they are even below B1, for example at A2 level. It
is obvious that it is nice to have a higher level but for the programme the
value is limited, and therefore the number of credits required for A2 will
be accredited. In another scenario it may be – and this is even likely in
European business – that the learners of the language do not start from
scratch; prior knowledge is a prerequisite. Again, the absolute 30 credits
become relative and may be worth only 5 because of the notional work-
load reserved in this programme for reaching the language level the
“newcomer” may already have.

In other words, ECTS credits are acquired in absolute terms. However,
when the learner wants to use them the level for which he or she may
obtain recognition differs, depending on the learning programme for
which recognition is being sought. When measuring credits this distinc-
tion has to be very clear: absolute credits measure the workload,
expressed in the notional time which has to be invested to reach these
stand-alone subject-related or generic competencies. The absolute value
of a credit is a value as such and might play a role when, for example, the
holder of the credits applies for a given job and the potential employer
asks for evidence of “what can you do?” or when he/she has to consider
whether the applicant may be employable at all.

Is it possible to measure all subject and generic skills in absolute terms? It
is highly likely but it means that experts have to put their heads together
and work out proposals which then have to be validated in practice.
“Tuning” could be an ideal test-bed for such competencies, at least for
some. Also, some prior work has been done already: the European driving
licence and many other programmes of teaching and learning have been
designed over the years, covering subject and generic skills. These pro-
grammes should be systematically compiled to get an overall view. In
other words, to get an understanding of measuring competencies the first
thing is to identify their absolute value. And this can only be done by iden-
tifying the learning outcomes first. Also, this cannot be done by one
person, let alone by one institution, be it a university or any other organi-
sation. This is the job of specialists drawn from all areas concerned: teach-
ing, training, education (educationalists), employers, researchers, trade
union members, learners, and so on. Flexible working groups should draw
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up proposals which must be tested and empirical data has to be compiled.
In many cases this can perhaps be done by secondary research, investigat-
ing the profiles of learners. This will be facilitated by the present discus-
sion of standardising learning outcomes in countries in which they have
not been identified yet. In some countries with national standards, it might
be much easier to determine the workload for competencies and skills.

What one can take from this example is that the various levels should be
designed to improve transparency of learning achievements. However,
they should not represent a certain status as they should serve all qualifi-
cations. If they did, the system would get blocked and a “ladder” career
would be created which would take away all mobility between various pro-
grammes. This is against the philosophy of ECTS as a credit system which
seeks to foster mobility within and between learning programmes, within
and between institutions and within and between different countries.

Thus, in contrast to the European Framework of Reference for
Languages, the levels in an overarching European Qualifications
Framework do not represent a status, they define learning outcomes for
which credits are allocated to inform us what we have attained with what
notional workload. Again, if these credits are traded in, it may mean that
the learner starts at a different level because the programme he or she has
registered for is designed differently. If this were not the case the impres-
sion would be given that learning is always a steady upwards curve in a
given subject or generic area. The reality, however, is much more com-
plex and thus different levels of subject and generic skills may well be
combined to be eligible for a certain degree in various environments.
Thus, levels do not award status but have an impact on pursuing activities
in differing environments, at school, university or employment, and so
on. Also, if this were not the case, several credit systems would soon be
created, being explained on the basis of levels: bachelor’s credits, master’s
credits, school credits, and so on. Goodbye to any attempt to achieve a
cohesive European credit system.

Does this lead to standardised study programmes? Not necessarily, unless
the stakeholders think this is desirable in particular subject areas (for
example, joint degrees, or the Euro-Bachelor in Chemistry). Instead, the
introduction of an education and training “euro” forms a key requirement
of lifelong learning concepts. Such a currency is geared towards learners,
values, competencies and employability.

Recognition of credits – achievements and challenges
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Conclusion

ECTS as a transfer and accumulation system has unintentionally basi-
cally been designed as a currency system. All aspects related to a cur-
rency system are therefore valid for ECTS as well. This relates, for exam-
ple, to issues such as:

– “purchasing power” of the outcomes;

– conversion of achievements at institutional, national and interna-
tional level;

– fluctuations of values;

– formal, non-formal and informal achievements.

As with any currency, the basic element today is trust. How can this be
achieved for ECTS? As in the monetary union, stability criteria have to
be adhered to first of all. For education and training this means quality in
terms of:

– transparency;

– tuned structures, processes and products.

Thus, the challenge for Bologna in 2007 will be to design one currency:
ECTS. This seems to be the only way to achieve the objectives relating to
the intention of the Bologna Process. Everybody will understand: a credit
is a credit, just as a euro is a euro.
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Introduction

Comparable degrees and fair recognition of periods of study taken abroad
are at the very heart of the Bologna Process. In the emerging European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) comparability and recognition are both
linked to mobility. The learner of today and tomorrow increasingly
expects to have the option to study and work in different countries with-
out being bothered by recognition problems. This calls for effective,
clear, comprehensive and rapid recognition systems, which fully take into
account the quantity and quality of work done by the learner. It is obvi-
ous that a single European economic area cannot work well without
having a single higher education area. This message has been understood
by policy makers, recognition agencies, quality bodies and, above all,
higher education institutions. The latter are crucial actors because it is
ultimately the institutions that offer and award degrees. Degrees are
always based on a subject area which can be broad or small and might
have a monodisciplinary, multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary approach.
Qualifications are offered in a particular cultural and educational setting
in which national, local and institutional traditions play a role. These ele-
ments have to be taken into account when academic and professional
recognition are concerned. This paper focuses on ways which have been
developed to simplify and improve recognition from the perspective of
higher education institutions and especially subject areas.

Improvement of recognition starts with a language which is commonly
understood by those involved in recognition matters. Developing such a
language requires platforms to get acquainted with the different ways in
which subject areas are taught and learned within and outside Europe.
Although a number of very useful tools have been developed by organi-
sations such as ENIC-NARIC, a real common language is not yet in exis-
tence. The Bologna Process has been helpful in promoting the need for
this language. The process, being built on the notion of consensus, has
stimulated the convergence of European educational systems by intro-
ducing a three-cycle system. This in itself has facilitated processes of
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recognition. Also, there has been the important role of Socrates thematic
networks, which during the past decade have led to a better understand-
ing between experts at disciplinary level from the different European
countries. These initiatives, together with international staff and student
mobility as well as transnational curriculum development, have con-
tributed to the growing EHEA.

The creation of such an EHEA has never been perceived as a process of
homogenisation and it is important to stress that it should not. One of the
selling points of European higher education in a global context today is
its cultural diversity and richness. It is one of the main features which has
created its identity. It is this variety that favours increasing co-operation
and competitiveness, which are both high on the European agenda.
Having said this, it shows at the same time the necessity to have reliable
and transparent mechanisms for organising recognition, probably even
more so for Europe than for other regions.

Given the importance of diversity, transparency tools are required which
cover the whole recognition system. The days of partial recognition of
degrees and “ad hoc” ways of recognising periods of studies should be
over. The challenge for today and tomorrow is to be able to recognise
periods of study in a systematic, comprehensive and well-accepted
manner, taking into account different cultural and academic contexts and
qualifications. This means that we should no longer base recognition on
course unit to course unit comparison, with the intention of replicating
the elements of the local degree. Instead we should focus on more gen-
eral basic assumptions such as credits and learning outcomes. For this
approach different initiatives have been taken, of which the most impor-
tant are the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (abbre-
viated as ECTS), a Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area (EFQ) and the project Tuning Educational Structures in
Europe (Tuning Project). These are powerful tools and systems in them-
selves, which respond to different needs and purposes.

ECTS relates to both the overall degree programme and the small units
of learning of which a programme consists, looking at their nature and
seeing them in the context of achievement of outcomes and progress
towards the degree. A European credit system which is built on agreed
approaches to information exchange, learning agreements and transcripts
of records goes beyond mobility pur sang. Such a transparency system is
also a crucial tool for programme design and programme recognition
covering both transfer and accumulation of learning. It offers flexibility
and understanding for a particular programme and its specific building
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blocks. Probably the most important element of ECTS is that it calls for
detailed reflection on the workload of a typical student required to
achieve particular outcomes.

As a transparency tool, the EFQ is crucial for recognition as:

“an overarching framework that makes transparent the relationship between
European national higher education frameworks of qualifications and the qual-
ifications they contain. It is an articulation mechanism between national
frameworks”.

This presupposes the existence of national frameworks where:

“all qualifications and other learning achievements in higher education may be
described and related to each other in a coherent way and which defines the
relationship between higher education qualifications”.34

This articulation of the system at both national and European level is of
the greatest importance. Since degrees are recognised firstly at national
level, the location of a qualification in the national qualifications frame-
work is of the greatest significance. It is ultimately the national authori-
ties which will recognise and to that end will be helped by the under-
standing gained through the overarching qualifications framework.

Recognition along subject area lines

Besides credit and qualification systems there is another, complementary,
perspective towards recognition. This perspective takes into consideration
the academic and professional communities related to the subject area.
This reference is global by nature, although a level of specificity and
articulation is possible at European and even at country level. Some
countries have developed a benchmarking system; others have core con-
cepts and descriptors in their regulations.

In the academic year 2000-2001, a group of over one hundred European
universities initiated the Tuning Project. This project is a response by the
academic community to the Bologna Process. The main objective is to
develop jointly a system which makes degree programmes comparable,
compatible and transparent and by doing so responds to the demands of
the European Higher Education Area. This initiative treats in a co-ordi-
nated manner the need for a system based on the disciplinary perspective.
It has obtained the full support of the European Commission, which con-
siders it “at the heart of the Bologna Process since it addresses several of
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__________
34. Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, report on “A European
Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area” (Copenhagen,
February 2005).
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its lines of action: easily readable and comparable degrees, adoption of a
system of credits, quality enhancement”.35

At the beginning of 2003 Tuning published its first report. It reflects the
results of its first phase, in which it focused on the development of inter-
nationally understood reference points for subject specific competencies
(knowledge, understanding and skills) and generic competencies, and the
further development of ECTS into an accumulation system based on
learning outcomes expressed in terms of competencies as well as credits
based on student workload. Since Tuning I, three main developments can
be noticed:

– a substantial geographical expansion, which shows the growing
interest, as well as the acceptance of its approach of a non-invasive
nature and its adequacy to deal with different local contexts; 

– the inclusion of further subject areas in the project; and

– the deepening and refinement of the project outcomes.

The rapidity of the geographical expansion can be seen as proof of the
international appeal of subject-area “reference points” at the level of aca-
demic communities. Starting with higher education institutions in 16
countries – Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Finland, France,
Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom – the Tuning Project added during its
second phase (2003-2004) institutions from another nine countries:
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland,
Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia.

In July 2004 Tuning America Latina was approved as an ALFA project.
This showed the interest of universities on both sides of the Atlantic in
exploring jointly degree profiles and competencies in consultation with
their professional organisations and other stakeholders. Another 18 coun-
tries joined the project: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico,
Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela.

By the year 2005 universities from all the Bologna signatory countries
have expressed their wish to be part of Tuning. Seven more European
countries, including Switzerland and Ukraine, are expected to initiate the
process in phase 3. The rest will probably follow soon. This means that
there are, at present, participating universities from some fifty countries.

__________
35. Commissioner Viviane Reding at the Closing Conference of Tuning I, 31 May 2002.
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Other academic communities from other regions, such as Russia, Japan
and India, have already shown their interest and preparations to include
them in the process are under way.

The second line of development refers to the involvement of an increas-
ing number of subject areas. The initial project started with seven: edu-
cational science, mathematics, business, history, geology (earth science),
physics and chemistry. To these, nursing and European studies were
added as examples of a regulated and a multidisciplinary subject area
respectively.

On the initiative and with the support of the European Commission, the
Socrates thematic networks began to explore the use of the Tuning
methodology in their specific subject areas soon after the first phase of
Tuning. By 2005 the majority of the Thematic Networks have co-opera-
tion links with Tuning that go beyond awareness and dissemination. An
increasing number of networks are currently implementing the Tuning
approach in their subject areas, such as occupational therapy, civil engi-
neering, architecture, landscape education, medical studies, geography,
the arts, music, electrical and information engineering, radiography, com-
puting, dentistry, political sciences, geodetic engineering and food sci-
ences. Some of these networks use the Tuning approach in the develop-
ment of joint degrees, in particular in master’s programmes. The
co-operation with subject areas also includes European associations, for
example the European Law Faculties Association (ELFA), which will
develop the Tuning methodology in the field of legal studies.

This joint work includes the incorporation of new elements and good
practices which have been developed over several years for the relevant
academic communities and which seem to be particularly suitable for a
well-defined subject area. This provides variety and richness to the
European and international understanding of developments along the-
matic lines while maintaining a single approach and a general consis-
tency. This allows the use of a referential language for common under-
standing beyond and across the subject areas.

It is expected that the work done in co-operation in order to develop rep-
resentative platforms, prepare adequate consultation processes and
define the related competencies and learning outcomes will include all
the variety of the specific academic traditions. It is also expected that the
results will be expressed in a systematic comparable manner, in a com-
monly understood language which will promote transparency and allow
readability and comparison.

Developments along subject lines



96

Recognition in the Bologna Process

Besides the geographical expansion and the inclusion of further subject
areas, the third development of Tuning follows the project’s progression
and the furthering of its outcomes. From the very start in 2000 a number
of relevant elements were present:

– Awareness of the need for a tool for higher education institutions to
be able to contribute to the creation of the European Higher
Education Area. Such a tool for transparency should provide for a
common approach along the different subject area lines. To develop
this tool, it proved crucial to define the nature of degrees at first,
second and third cycle at European level. But recognition and the
creation of EHEA also required the development of a system where
the thematic nature of the degrees became transparent, for each of
the cycles.

– Awareness of a vision regarding education which linked employabil-
ity with personal growth and citizenship in a knowledge-based soci-
ety.

– Awareness of a shift of paradigm taking place in higher education
towards output-based learning.

– Need for platforms of academics from different countries in the spe-
cific fields to debate and to reach agreements and shared under-
standing about key issues at subject area level.

– Relevance of a methodology for consensus building in relation to the
Bologna degrees along subject lines. Key elements of this approach
were identified as learning outcomes and competencies: generic and
subject-specific competencies, agreed competencies used as refer-
ence points, and competencies identified in consultation with stake-
holders. It was also obvious from the very start that the use of com-
petencies would require new approaches to teaching, learning and
assessment.

– Importance of student-centred learning, expressed in ECTS credits
based on student workload and used in the design and delivery of the
degree programme.

– Importance of introducing programme quality enhancement for pro-
gramme design, as well as development and implementation.

Work done in Tuning I with regard to these elements was followed by fur-
ther work on the refinement of the learning outcomes and competencies
already identified, discussed and agreed. They were then read in the con-
text of the newly created EFQ. In the process of further developing the
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transparency tools, the ECTS system was renewed to relate to the learn-
ing outcomes and competency-based approach. Also, an approach was
designed to measure student workload. Another direction of this process
of development was provided by identifying a number of best practices in
relation to learning, teaching and assessment of the jointly defined com-
petencies. The outline of the Tuning methodology was thus completed for
the design phase of degree programmes. In order to help rapid readabil-
ity and comparison across subject areas, a template was created. The aim
was to provide, in a very succinct manner, the basic elements for a quick
introduction to a subject area.

While the EFQ helps to identify a degree in the EHEA through the
national qualifications frameworks, Tuning, through the documents and
templates devised and agreed by the European thematic communities
organised into platforms, tries to facilitate the location of the degrees in
a disciplinary context. What makes a first-cycle degree in history differ-
ent from one in law or in physics? It is this identification which allows
recognition not only as a first degree, but as a first degree in history, law
or physics.

The template sets out to give details of the relevant issues in the specific
subject area and the map of professions which are normally related to that
area on the European scene. The Berlin Communiqué incorporated into
the Bologna language a number of key instruments in the development of
comparable degrees: profile, learning outcomes and competencies, level
and student workload. These were considered by Tuning to be landmarks
in programme design from the start of its project.36

The development of a degree profile takes place in the initial stages of
degree planning. It relates to the need which has been identified and the
potential which has been discovered. It connects directly with the origins
of the programme and it is crucial for its understanding. In the EHEA it
may be anticipated that there will be no two profiles which are equal to
each other. There is not a single way of answering a need, not even of per-
ceiving it. This is a sign of variety and innovation and it is important that
this is maintained, emphasised and celebrated. The design, the develop-
ment and the writing of a degree profile is the moment to determine the
combination of elements which will give a particular degree its specific

Developments along subject lines

__________
36. Julia González and Robert Wagenaar, eds., Tuning Educational Structures in Europe.
Final Report. Pilot Project – Phase 1 (Bilbao-Groningen, 2003). More information about
the Tuning project can be found on the following Internet sites:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/policies/educ/tuning/tuning_en.html and
http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/
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identity mark – an interesting mixture of elements whereby the graduates
of a particular department, university or degree will become identified.

When a new field of knowledge is initiated, degree profiles can be
regarded as totally innovative. In such cases disciplinary references are
sometimes very small, because these degrees are often interdisciplinary
or multidisciplinary in nature and are therefore trend-setters to which
others have to refer. However, existing degree programmes have normally
proved their necessity for the development of society. Also with regard to
those degree programmes, it continues to be the responsibility of the
higher education institutions to educate citizens in the most intelligent,
fair and innovative manner. Higher education institutions and subject-
related academic traditions have the built-up knowledge and understand-
ing to do so and to articulate the already existing knowledge in the field.

A consensus has emerged in Tuning regarding the tendency for degree
profiles to diversify and to become more specific as they move upwards
from first- to second-cycle degree level. These profiles relate to the
widening, deepening and specialising of basic knowledge of the subject
area. Sometimes, degrees are referred to as having a generalist or specific
profile, a research profile or a professional profile and so on. This vari-
ety is to be kept:

– provided it is articulated in a consistent manner at country and sub-
ject area level; and

– provided that with the adequate tools for transparency the differences
can be identified and recognition is made possible.

Degree profiles guide the choice of the learning outcomes and compe-
tencies used and developed in a particular programme. The higher edu-
cation institution/department may have particular strengths or policies
owing to a particular vision of the importance of educating a particular
type of professional. In this sense the degrees will bear an identity mark
referring to the place where they were granted. Degree profiles show that
the combination of learning outcomes and competencies has a backbone
that sustains it and makes it recognisable for what it is. There are ele-
ments in the profile that relate in a generic manner to other degrees which
are located in the same cycle level in the Qualifications Framework: a
level of development of the competencies of knowledge and understand-
ing, the capacity to make informed judgments, to move from theory into
practice, and levels of communication and of further learning. This is the
contribution of the EFQ; Tuning provides the disciplinary context and
articulation.



99

Degrees are located by co-ordinates relating to the nature of degree cycle
– first, second and third cycle (vertical line) – and to subject area (hori-
zontal line) expressed in terms of profiles, learning outcomes and com-
petencies at discipline level.

The degree profile is closely related to the learning outcomes and com-
petencies which constitute the hard core of a degree’s identity. These are
crucial for recognition. Here again choices ought to be made. Tuning has
pointed to the fact that in an ever-changing society, with high mobility in
employment, generic or transferable competencies are of great signifi-
cance and every degree profile should make choices in relation to the
more suitable ones in relation to the desired outcome of the programme.
Tuning consulted graduates, employers and academics in a structured
way to identify the most relevant generic competencies. The subject area
groups agreed on the set of most important generic competencies for
their field. What also became evident was that the consultation process
regarding generic competencies, such as capacity for analysis and syn-
thesis and problem-solving ability, showed interesting variations when it
was applied, for example, to the subject area of physics, the context of
law or the historical field.

In particular, the subject-related learning outcomes and competencies
(knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities) should have a clear
impact on the curriculum. Again there is plenty of room for a variety of
paths and learning situations, taking into consideration that these need to
be consistent with the degree profile and have an acceptable level of ref-
erence to what the academic community, in dialogue with the profes-
sional bodies, considers the “common” “identifying” elements. This mini-
mum core will make a degree of mathematics identifiable, just as it will
make a degree in nursing recognisable.

After intensive sessions of discussion based on careful listening to each
other and understanding different approaches, the Tuning subject area
groups were able to identify consensus with regard to what a student
should know, understand and be able to do in terms of key learning out-
comes to be achieved and key competencies to be obtained by the learner;
these are crucial elements for recognition. Tuning offers a number of
agreed learning outcomes and competencies for a growing number of
subject areas. They are presented as reference points for the identification
of the identity core in order to facilitate comparability and recognition.

A further element of analysis which is both present in the Berlin
Communiqué and familiar to the tradition from which the Tuning initiative
developed is the reference to ECTS credits based on student workload.

Developments along subject lines
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Tuning is convinced that defining a profile and agreeing on the basis of
the learning outcomes of a degree programme as such is not sufficient. It
is seen as an absolute necessity that the volume and weight of the pro-
gramme correspond to the time available for the students to reach the
learning outcomes. In other words, a programme of learning must be fea-
sible within the given time frame. The use of ECTS credits not only facil-
itates this feasibility but also facilitates the consistency of the programme
by linking desired outcomes with the weight given to the different ele-
ments of the programme.

Finally, there are two further items in the template: approaches to learn-
ing, teaching and assessment and quality enhancement. Teaching, learn-
ing and assessment methods and techniques are important pointers in the
process of learning. They may affect the specificity of a particular degree
programme in the sense that the nature and length of educational experi-
ences can have an impact on the type of degree or even on its duration.
Also, the reference to quality enhancement provides a dimension of the
programme which has to be considered. The notion of quality assurance
should be present during the whole process of designing, developing and
implementing a degree programme.

To summarise, in the template degree profiles are limited to a typical
degree of a concrete subject area. This is reflected in the learning out-
comes and competencies. They should only be seen as reference points.
The ECTS credits show the amount of time that would normally be
required to meet the given learning outcomes. The item on learning,
teaching and assessment provides space for reflection and programming,
considering the best routes to attain the aims pursued. Quality enhance-
ment is present in the template to raise the awareness of important devel-
opments in the field and to point to the importance of securing the need
to consider how the consistency of the process can be guaranteed and
internally checked.

Conclusions

As a result of the Tuning initiative, higher education institutions have
responded to the Bologna challenge in a co-ordinated manner. The insti-
tutions involved have felt the need and responsibility to explore the devel-
opment of the “new-style” degrees in order to facilitate recognition of
degrees and periods abroad. Another new and important initiative which
developed more or less during the same time at which Tuning was being
devised is the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area. Both initiatives seem to complement each other per-
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fectly and are in accordance with tools that were developed earlier such
as the ECTS, the Diploma Supplement or the EUROPASS.

A significant number of representatives from different higher education
institutions, subject areas and countries identified the need for a system, a
tool to facilitate recognition and to make possible and operational a number
of the Bologna action lines which relate to the nature of comparable and
readable degrees. They developed the Tuning Project in a process of con-
sultation with stakeholders, consensus building and intellectual debate.
They created a methodology to fill a clearly identifiable need.

The Tuning approach has proved to be non-invasive and seems to work
well both at the level of subject area (in some twenty subject areas, with
a growing number that wish to adopt the approach) and at country level
(some 50 countries represented by institutions and academics are already
involved, with an increasing number wishing to initiate the process). This
means that the philosophy regarding education and the common language
developed is understood and has meaning for them.

It may be said in conclusion that Tuning has succeeded in developing a
methodology by using common key concepts and tools in constant dia-
logue with the different actors: learning outcomes and competencies,
consultation with stakeholders, student-centred learning, workload,
degree profiles, the use of reference points rather than norms or stan-
dards, mutual respect and recognition of the work being developed by
other actors, co-operation and avoidance of duplication which might have
led to confusion. A powerful tool has thereby been created which will
prove to be an important contribution to the recognition of degree pro-
grammes and periods of study along the lines of subject areas.

Developments along subject lines
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Background

On 19 June 1999, 29 European ministers of education, meeting to sign
the Bologna Declaration, called for the “adoption of a system of easily
readable and comparable degrees... in order to promote European citi-
zens’ employability...”. One feature of the proposed new degree structure
was that the “degree awarded after the first cycle shall also be relevant to
the European labour market as an appropriate level of qualification”.

Does a European or even an international labour market exist? Or is it
more appropriate to talk about national labour markets that have to cope
with the growing mobility of capital and people? To defend the latter
viewpoint, we would have to disregard the growing importance of glob-
alisation in both labour and education, which is discernible everywhere.
And certainly in the EU the “internal market” is an international one. In
any case, in this chapter we shall go along with the generally accepted
assumption that there is an international labour market. And this labour
market has to take into account education in all its forms and locations.
We shall be discussing human resource development and employability
in the international context.

An international labour market requires a fair and effective mechanism to
assess qualifications awarded in various countries and continents. In this
chapter we will focus on the European situation, to outline relevant
methodologies and procedures for recognition.

International recognition of diplomas and qualifications

Terminology

There are two types of international recognition of diplomas and qualifi-
cations, which require two types of credential evaluation: academic
recognition and professional recognition.

Academic recognition refers to recognition decisions that allow a person to
pursue or continue a course of study or confer the right to use a national

Recognition in the labour market
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title or degree from the host country on the basis of a title or degree
acquired in the country of origin. One example would be using the Dutch
doctorandus (drs.) title on the basis of a master’s degree obtained in the US.

Professional recognition relates to the methodologies and procedures for
evaluating credentials for work purposes and is a more intricate matter.
The system of professional qualifications reflects both the national
system of education and the organisation of professions, industries and
professionals themselves. In some countries, such as Germany and the
Netherlands, most academic qualifications also serve as professional
qualifications without additional requirements. In other countries, such
as the United Kingdom, professional qualifications are usually acquired
upon completion of specific professional training that takes place outside
and after university. Professional requirements can be set under national
law or by professional organisations. Academic recognition and profes-
sional recognition are different objectives, and may require different
approaches and instruments. However, they do share a methodology for
evaluating the educational component of the credential or qualification.

In the context of the international labour market we will concentrate on
professional recognition. However, the recognition methodology origi-
nated in the framework of academic recognition, so it is important to look
briefly at the development of this methodology.

Academic and professional recognition

From the early 1950s to the mid-1970s the purpose of credential evaluation
was to establish “equivalence”. Diplomas were evaluated on a course-by-
course basis and every component of the foreign programme had to be
matched with every component in the receiving country’s programme. In
many countries, in the 1980s the concept of equivalence was replaced by
that of recognition: the recognition of a diploma, qualification or course of
study for a specific purpose. In this sense, recognition means that a qualifi-
cation which is not completely equivalent is recognised for a certain purpose
(for instance entry to a doctoral programme) if it fits that purpose. A foreign
degree need not be identical or even almost identical in order to be recog-
nised. It is enough if the foreign degree is of a comparable level and has a
comparable function and status, even though it differs in terms of details. So
if, for example, a historian has graduated in country A without completing
exactly the same number of courses in medieval history as is usual in coun-
try B, then he can still be admitted to a Ph.D. course in the host country, as
long as the “gap” does not hamper his participation in the Ph.D. programme
concerned, assuming that this was the purpose of the evaluation.
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Within the concept of recognition, the phenomenon of acceptance has
gained some ground in Europe in the past decade. Acceptance means that
a foreign qualification that is of a slightly inferior level, content and/or
function to the nearest comparable degree in the receiving country will be
accepted at that level if the differences are small enough to be overlooked.
Differences might even be highlighted and accepted because of the enrich-
ment that a different educational approach can bring to the host society.
The principle is acceptance with respect for the differences. A course from
country X which has a lower entrance level than a similar course in coun-
try Y might still be accepted, because it is generally similar in content and
function. The differences are not disregarded, but accepted. Only when the
differences are too substantial is recognition denied.

The Council of Europe/UNESCO (Lisbon) Recognition Convention
(1997) adopts the idea of acceptance. The core of this Convention is to
emphasise the principle of fair and transparent recognition procedures, and
the acknowledgement of differences which should be accepted unless they
are found to be substantial. The burden of proof has been laid upon the host
country. Transparency regarding the criteria used and procedures followed
are the backbone of the Convention. Each party must provide appropriate
information on its education system, qualifications and institutions.

Mutual trust in each other’s education systems, as a result of growing
mobility and increasing information on the different systems, makes such
a change of attitude possible. Although some signatory countries specifi-
cally underlined that this legal instrument should be seen purely in the
framework of academic recognition, the Convention is also very useful for
professional recognition. The reason, as pointed out already, is that in prin-
ciple the methodology in academic recognition is no different from profes-
sional recognition as regards the evaluation of the educational component
of the professional qualification. Of course, what is decisive in the end is
the objective of the evaluation: further study or work. In the latter case, the
employer might have specific questions for the credential evaluator.

The principle of acceptance is also reflected in the European Union’s
General Directives for professional recognition (see 2.3).

Transparency instruments

There is another instrument, developed mainly in the field of academic
recognition, which is very useful also for professional recognition: the
Diploma Supplement. The Diploma Supplement, developed in 1999 by a
joint working group of the European Commission, the Council of Europe
and UNESCO/CEPES, explains the qualification and the course involved

Recognition for the labour market
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in terms understandable and useful for both academic admissions officers
and employers or their HRD departments.

The Diploma Supplement contains the following categories of information:

– information regarding the level of the qualification, the type and
status of the awarding institution and the programme followed by the
applicant; this information is given in such a way that it does not
contain any value judgments or indications regarding possible recog-
nition or “equivalence” in other countries; 

– information regarding workload, content and results, together with
important additional information, such as the grading scale applied;

– the function of the qualification within the national framework, in
terms both of admission to further studies and of the professional
status of the holder; 

– a short description of the education system of the home country in
order to locate the qualification in question within the framework of
the national education system of that country.

At this juncture we should also mention the European Credit Transfer
System (ECTS), launched in 1989 for the transfer of credits in the frame-
work of regulated student mobility. The main components of the ECTS
system are:

– the credit-point system: 60 credits for one academic year;

– the Information Package, a guide for potential partners and students
describing courses, curricula, academic and administrative arrange-
ments;

– the Learning Agreement, a contract between student, home institu-
tion and host institution describing the courses the student plans to
take at the host institution;

– the Transcript of Record, describing the subjects studied, number of
credits and grades obtained.

The ECTS is going through a transitional phase, and might ultimately
become a credit transfer and accumulation system. Although credits
might be informative for employers, in our view this tool is mainly useful
for academic recognition.

International networks

Last but not least, two very important and active networks are involved in
academic recognition. Since the 1980s, the Council of Europe, UNESCO
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and the Commission of the European Union have been encouraging the
development of international networks in the area of academic recogni-
tion. EU legislation does not provide any specific regulations governing
academic recognition, in contrast to its regulations concerning profes-
sional recognition. In 1984 a network of national centres for academic
recognition, the National Academic Recognition Information Centres, or
NARICs, were established. NARICs meet regularly to exchange infor-
mation and to discuss any recognition problems that may have arisen and,
if possible, solve them.

In 1994 the Council of Europe and CEPES, the higher education depart-
ment of UNESCO, joined their separate networks to form the European
Network of Information Centres on Recognition and Mobility (ENIC).
Just as with the NARICs, the most important function of ENIC is to iden-
tify recognition problems or issues, and put them on the relevant agendas.

Both networks remain independent. However, given the fact that they are
actually staffed by the same national organisations, the NARICs and
ENIC collaborate and even have a joint annual meeting. To put it simply,
all NARICs are ENICs, but some ENICs – those of countries outside the
framework of the European Union, the European Economic Area and the
EU Accession Countries – are not members of the NARIC Network. In
the past many ENIC and NARIC members have been active in several
Council of Europe and UNESCO/CEPES working parties on different
issues. Relevant examples include working parties on:

– transnational education, which resulted in a Code of Good Practice
in the Provision of Transnational Education;

– the methodology of credential evaluation in the light of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention, which resulted in the Recommendation on
Criteria and Procedures for the Assessment of Foreign Qualifications
and Periods of Study; 

– the Russian education system, which resulted in Mutual recognition
of qualifications: the Russian Federation and the other European
countries;

– the creation of the international Diploma Supplement; 

– the consequences of the Bologna Process for international recogni-
tion, which resulted in the publication of Recognition issues in the
Bologna Process – Final report.

Several research projects conducted by the NARIC Network are also rele-
vant:

Recognition for the labour market



108

Recognition in the Bologna Process

– accreditation mechanisms in central and eastern Europe;

– recognition of virtual higher education;

– professional recognition: a diversity of methods.

It is important to note that in many countries the NARICs also function
as the information point on EU legislation for professional recognition.
At their joint annual meeting in Riga in June 2001, both networks also
acknowledged the crucial importance of professional recognition as put
forward by the Bologna Process.

Professional recognition

The European Union started to tackle professional recognition back in
the 1960s and 1970s. The first target was de jure professional recogni-
tion, which refers to recognition of regulated professions, ranging from
physicians and architects to teachers and physiotherapists.

The initial strategy was the harmonisation of the educational curricula of
these regulated professions. This resulted in Sectoral Directives, provid-
ing for direct recognition. The sectoral directives could be applied only
after the majority of the educational programmes leading to a specific
professional qualification had been harmonised. However, the growth of
the European Union and the fact that harmonisation of education courses
was extremely time-consuming forced the policy makers to change strat-
egy. The result was the system of General Directives. The 1989 General
Directive for professions requiring tertiary-level education stipulates that
qualifications obtained after completion of at least three years of higher
education leading to regulated professions in one member state should be
recognised in other member states, unless substantial differences can be
proved by the competent authorities of the host state.37 The principle of
acceptance, as outlined earlier in this chapter, is reflected in this directive.
Coming back to our example of the historian, we might assume that he or
she is a secondary school teacher, which is a regulated profession. In the
concept of acceptance, differences are in fact welcomed because they
have the potential to enrich the profession of history teaching in the
receiving country. Less emphasis on medieval history might be compen-
sated for by a greater focus on contemporary history, or on ancient his-
tory. However, a possible or even probable gap in knowledge of the
national history of the receiving country might be considered too sub-
stantial for the qualification to be recognised right away.

__________
37. The competent authorities for professional recognition in Europe are either min-
istries/government-linked agencies or professional organisations.
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This was a big leap forward, although the debate as to the precise mean-
ing of the term “substantial differences” will always be a lively one. And
if substantial differences are discovered between the qualifications, this
might result in non-recognition and under-utilisation of the skills of the
professionals involved.

One objection to these procedures is, of course, that they do not tackle the
problem of foreigners coming from outside the European Union. There is
a trend, in the Netherlands at any rate, towards applying the spirit and
methodology of the General Directives to non-EU nationals. But this is
certainly not general policy.

The European Union preference for legal solutions is less applicable,
however, in the field of de facto professional recognition – the recogni-
tion of non-regulated professions on the labour market. In this field espe-
cially there is a tremendous need for reliable information on the foreign
qualification, the educational course leading to it and possible additional
requirements. The fact that the labour market is increasingly international
only emphasises the urgency of this issue. Governments have to take up
this challenge. The national recognition and information centres and their
networks are working on it already.

The importance of tackling professional recognition is also visible in the
tendency to integrate recognition into trade agreements, by considering
education and, therefore, qualifications as services. Such initiatives are
being undertaken in the framework of the General Agreement on Trade in
Services (GATS), and also of regional agreements (NAFTA for North
America).

New trends and developments

In the very near future credential evaluators, especially when engaged in
professional recognition, will be confronted with an increasing number
of applications for the recognition or assessment of qualifications result-
ing from non-traditional learning. This refers to all sorts of qualifications
obtained through learning outside the “regular” classroom. Traditional
classroom teaching will give way to other, non-formal, forms of delivery
and types of education offered by various educational providers. More
and more education will be delivered through the Internet, transnational
arrangements and a combination of traditional and non-traditional learn-
ing, including work-based learning.

This brings us to the core of the concept of lifelong learning. Through
this concept non-traditional learning will be developed for and provided

Recognition for the labour market
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to all generations of students. One major target group is graduate profes-
sionals, who need to upgrade, deepen or broaden their competencies in a
specific field. The concept of lifelong learning is likely to become an
important part of the strategy and mission of higher education. This
requires substantial rethinking of the way in which qualifications are
earned and recognised. More importantly, it entails a shift of emphasis
from education to learning. The focus is shifting from the educational
process itself to the output; to the knowledge, skills and attitudes of the
graduates; in other words, to their competencies.

In this process the dialogue between higher education institutions, pro-
fessional organisations and employers will be decisive. These stakehold-
ers will together have to draw up qualifications structures and competen-
cies systems, with government authorities at least monitoring the process.
Educational institutions will have to express their learning outcomes in
clear and understandable qualifications structures and sets of competen-
cies, which correspond to those used by professional organisations or
employers.

The national authorities could go even further than merely monitoring
and facilitating the process. They could introduce (and guarantee) the
right of citizens, nationals and foreigners to have their competencies
assessed at any moment in their professional lives, as indeed some
European governments already have. This requires a system of qualifica-
tions and competencies recognised on a national scale. Within this system
every citizen can ask for an assessment against the background of a cer-
tain qualification or set of competencies.

Obviously, in the realm of international recognition, the developments
mentioned lead to a focus on the assessment of competencies rather than
formal qualifications and the way they have been earned. In order to
safeguard the fair recognition of all the possible skills of migrant profes-
sionals, it is of the utmost importance to take into account all competen-
cies acquired, regardless of the learning paths.

At the moment, the methodology of traditional credential evaluation is
not up to assessing competencies. The criteria used focus on the educa-
tional process, such as the entrance level of the course, content and struc-
ture, or the rights attached to the qualifications. This process does suffice
for formal qualifications, but in the light of the developments and trends
foreseen, new forms of assessments will have to be added to the tradi-
tional forms of credential evaluation. Accreditation of prior certified or
experiential learning – or recognition of informal and non-formal learn-
ing, to use another term – is a necessary supplement to traditional cre-
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dential evaluation for de facto recognition. In this way even work-based
learning and work experience can be assessed sufficiently.

The ENIC and NARIC Networks have acknowledged this need. At their
annual meeting in Riga in 2001, the international networks of recognition
information centres therefore proclaimed the development of “other
forms of assessment” in addition to traditional credential evaluation or
recognition to be one of their top priorities. This has been confirmed at
their meetings in Malta (2002) and Vaduz (2003). It is very important that
these initiatives are conducted in close co-operation with the other actors
in the field: the educational providers, quality assurance agencies, pro-
fessional organisations, employers and national authorities.

More concretely, projects have been implemented to explore integrating
traditional international credential evaluation (ICE) and Prior Learning
Assessment and Recognition (PLAR), a term borrowed from Canadian
colleagues. Of relevance here is the construction of a NARIC website on
ICE and PLAR: http://www.nuffic.nl/ice-plar/.

Conclusion

The globalisation of both the labour market and education, in all its
forms, is gathering pace. It is of crucial importance to all parties involved
that human resources are used as efficiently as possible in the interna-
tional context. The traditional methodologies and procedures for assess-
ing qualifications across borders are still indispensable. However, to be
able to cope with new trends and developments in the light of lifelong
learning, it is necessary to modernise the traditional tools used by cre-
dential evaluators for both academic and professional purposes. An inten-
sive dialogue between all relevant actors in the field is vital in the search
for successful solutions.

Recognition for the labour market
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Introduction

As I write this contribution, I have the unfair advantage of having read
the rapporteur’s report and recommendations plus the other papers of the
Riga conference. Based on these resources, I propose to address a central
theme: why it is important for the emerging EHEA to engage with higher
education experts and authorities outside the zone of influence of
Bologna, and what it will take to do this.

The United States higher education community is indeed a stakeholder in
the Bologna Process, as Timothy Thompson has observed,38 albeit a stake-
holder in a rather peculiar position. The peculiarity arises from the his-
torical fact that those engaged in building the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA) have opted to concentrate until very recently on
what they call the pan-European dimension of the process despite the
reforms themselves having been adopted, in part, to deal with what has
loosely been called the “Anglo-Saxon” challenge, a concept that certainly
included – and still includes – US higher education. In addition, succes-
sive documents, including the Sorbonne Declaration, the Bologna
Declaration, the Prague Communiqué and the Berlin Communiqué have
all contained statements that one of the goals of the process is to build a
more attractive and competitive EHEA and reach out to the world. As a
consequence, US higher education has witnessed the Bologna Process
from the sidelines even though our system has been cited as both a key
incentive and one of the models for the reforms.

The ACA Conference in Hamburg in October 2004 served, at long last,
to direct the attention of Bologna reformers to the important question of
how these new structures might be viewed outside the EHEA, and rec-
ommended that European ministries become active in communicating
information outside Europe and engaging external stakeholders in the
process.39 With the Riga Seminar our European colleagues have provided
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E. Stephen Hunt

__________
38. Timothy S. Thompson, “The United States as a stakeholder in the Bologna Process,”
in the present volume.
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an opportunity for serious co-operative dialogue to get under way. It goes
without saying that this engagement should reach out to all of the world
beyond the emerging EHEA. The United States higher education system
is a very important non-EHEA system, but so are others.

This chapter will concentrate on four points within the broad theme of
engaging with systems outside the EHEA:

1. the fundamental requisites for meaningful mutual dialogue;

2. technical problems in maintaining and increasing US-European recog-
nition and mobility;

3. broader issues of systemic inter-relationship; and

4. recommendations for the next steps to take.

Achieving engagement

Section III of the Lisbon Recognition Convention underscores the funda-
mental principle that recognition must be mutual, reciprocal, and based
on transparent and fair criteria, and the Explanatory Report notes that
these principles are intended to operate irrespective of the nature of the
education system, the control of institutions within the system, the type of
higher education institution, or factors unrelated to recognition per se.40

The United States and other countries not members of the European
Union or the Council of Europe were expressly included in the treaty.41

A complex reality

These facts produce several consequences that are relevant to trans-
atlantic educational interaction.

First, while the European Union (EU) and now the emerging EHEA are
major actors, the responsibility for recognition matters still falls on the
individual member states and states parties, and so there is a dynamic ten-
sion between the role of the EU and the emergent EHEA vis-à-vis the
role of national authorities. Despite the vision so well described by
Stephen Adam, the fact remains that educational authorities remain
national, and so even as the EHEA emerges we will continue to deal with
individual systems rather than one, and the EHEA will be a kind of super-
__________
39. “Recommendations for inclusion in the Bergen Communiqué,” ACA Conference on
Opening Up to the Wider World? The External Dimension of the Bologna Process,
Academic Cooperation Association, Hamburg, 18-19 October 2004.
40. Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the
European Region, Lisbon, Portugal, 11 April 1997, Section III, Articles III.1–III.5; and
Explanatory Report on the Convention, paragraphs 5, 12, and 23.
41. Explanatory Report, ibid., paragraphs 19 and 23.



system rather than a new continental “national” system.42 Differences in
the degree to which individual countries reform their recognition
processes or engage in intra- or extra-European dialogue can and do
affect post-Bologna interaction. Educators in non-EHEA countries can
perhaps be forgiven by our European colleagues if we have difficulty in
sorting this out.

Second, the position of non-EHEA countries like the United States is
complicated by the degree to which EU or EHEA matters dominate the
agenda of the UNESCO European Region, which is quite another entity
altogether. There is no doubt that all are conscious of the difference, and
that every effort is made to be inclusive and treat the EU and EHEA
issues as parallel but separate. However, the importance of the Bologna
Process to the European countries within the European Region, and the
fact that the European Commission and the Council of Europe are respec-
tively the major underwriter and the co-sponsor of the recognition net-
works has gradually created a situation in which intra-European issues
dominate the agenda. This has the effect of making non-EHEA members
of the European Region spectators offering occasional interventions
rather than fully engaged partners.

Third, the lack – until recently – of active dialogue and engagement
beyond countries bordering the EHEA or seeking entry has led to unin-
tended consequences. EHEA planners and national authorities have been
deprived of important information about the higher education systems
they seek to benchmark or compete against, such as that of the United
States. They have also not had the benefit of early signals as to how other
systems would react to specific reforms. The EHEA is a tremendous
achievement, and European educational affairs are quite properly a
matter for Europeans to manage. But it is rare in history for so complex
and thoroughgoing a reform, on such a large scale across so many coun-
tries, and in so important a region not to involve input from outside, espe-
cially if a key object of the reform is the region’s position in the world and
other systems are being expressly used as comparison points.

Fourth, proper dialogue and co-operation on recognition issues should
concentrate on concerns related to academic quality and the appropriate-
ness of qualifications for the intended use, irrespective of whether the
awarding institution is public or private, where it is located, how it deliv-
ers education, or if the parent educational system is decentralised. These
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important principles have occasionally been lost in the growing contro-
versies over transnational or cross-border education and global trade nego-
tiations. Entire education systems and their philosophies have come under
attack, and the fact that we all need to deal with national and international
educational scofflaws has been overshadowed by rhetorical, political, and
policy issues and actions that range far beyond the actual technical prob-
lems that need addressing. The US education system is certainly one of
those that has come under this firestorm, and our providers and represen-
tatives sometimes feel as if international quality assurance and recognition
activities are pursued without regard to, and often deliberately against, the
legitimate national interests of our system and our country.

Successes and challenges

To date, the record of US-European engagement on recognition issues
appears mixed from a US perspective. A dialogue between European and
US higher education experts sponsored by UNESCO-CEPES ended
inconclusively in 1994 with the publication of a report in which both
sides essentially agreed to disagree on key points.43 The United States
government negotiated and signed the Lisbon Recognition Convention
during 1996-1997 and created an ENIC in co-operation with the US
higher education associations. From 1997 to 2003 the United States par-
ticipated actively as an observer in the ENIC Network, but because it
remained outside UNESCO and was not a member of the Council of
Europe, it could not vote, nor could it help to formulate the ENIC
Network work programme. Since 2003 the United States has rejoined
UNESCO and thus possesses voting rights, but interaction with European
partners has been complicated by the inward focus of dominating
Bologna issues and by the emerging issues surrounding transnational
education.

During this time, the US ENIC (USNEI) has achieved much success in
constructive dialogue on a bilateral and multilateral basis. We have con-
tributed to a better understanding of the US education system and have
helped co-ordinate European official engagement with various authori-
ties in the United States. At the same time, we have succeeded in negoti-
ating better treatment of US qualifications and institutional recognition
than was the case prior to the Lisbon Convention. Our European col-
leagues have in the main been forthcoming, frank and co-operative, but
there is still a long way to go. For example, there remain numerous situ-
__________
43. Stamenka Uvalic-Trumbic, Guidelines for the Mutual Recognition of Qualifications
Between Europe and the United States of America, Bucharest: UNESCO-CEPES, 1994.
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ations within the EHEA where national policies and procedures respect-
ing recognition have not caught up to the spirit or letter of the recognition
agreements. The emerging EHEA provides new challenges, because
bilateral relations, even where mutually satisfactory, are now beginning
to be superseded by laws, policies, and rules that do not always recognise
that non-EHEA institutions or their graduates have any status or access.
Europeans must work to ensure that the old barriers of national restric-
tive practices are truly removed, and not just replaced by a pan-European
set of barriers defined by the borders of the EU.

Recent problems appear interrelated. For example, the early extra-EHEA
focus of the Bologna Process had to do with treating the US higher edu-
cation system as part of the so-called “Anglo-Saxon challenge.” This per-
spective was connected to the growing phenomenon of exporting educa-
tional services beyond national borders and the fact that the United States
was one of the leading “exporters” (along with the non-EHEA countries
Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, which also belong to the ENIC
Network). Russia, also an ENIC member, is another leading “operator”,
mainly in the countries of the former Soviet Union. And connected to this
has been the recent intensive controversy over education services as part
of the GATS negotiations, leading to current issues such as the joint
UNESCO-OECD project on Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Cross-
Border Higher Education.44 The cumulative result of all these related fac-
tors has been to maintain, if not increase, a considerable divide between
Europe and the United States with respect to dialogue or co-operation on
important recognition issues.

It is time for further openness and co-operation, and for the spirit of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention to reanimate the European-US relation-
ship. First, however, there needs to be a basis of mutual understanding
based on respect for the systems of higher education on each side. Instead
of talking past one another, as in 1994, we must seriously listen, appreci-
ate and work together.

Dismantling myths I – the Anglo-Saxon challenge

A large portion of Guy Haug’s section of the Trends I paper, presented at
the 1999 Bologna Ministerial Conference, was devoted to addressing the
observation that:
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and UNESCO’s reports at: http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-
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“Among the fears heard in the debate about the value of a 3-5-8 model was the
possibility that Europe might just import a foreign, ‘Anglo-Saxon’ (and mainly
American) model”.45

Clearly, the Bologna exercise was viewed from the beginning – at least by
political leaders – as a pre-emptive reply to a putative challenge posed by
the so-called global “Anglo-Saxon” or “American” model. This perspec-
tive – however flawed – remains important in the EHEA, as was indicated
as recently as the OECD/Norway Forum on Trade in Education Services
in 2003.46

The notion that there is a single Anglo-Saxon model or degree structure
is novel, certainly to so-called Anglo-Saxons! It is also quite incorrect.
The British or UK degree “system” is, as most know, actually three dif-
ferent systems. The US higher education philosophy and degree system
is derived as much or more from Scottish (undergraduate) and German
(graduate) traditions as English, despite the prevailing shibboleth that our
education system is a derivation of English institutions.47

There are manifold differences among the nearly 90 national education sys-
tems that have evolved, or adopted, some or most of the characteristics that
define the “Anglo-Saxon” model: bachelor-master-doctor degree systems,
undergraduate education emphasising breadth as well as depth, maximum
flexibility in study programmes, transferable credit, complex admissions
systems permitting various routes of access, institutional self-financing,
employer partnerships, and interinstitutional competition. The origins of
these ideas may have been influenced by concepts current in Europe and
parts of the British Isles between the revolt of Martin Luther and the Thirty
Years’ War, but they have spread and transformed across the intervening
half-millennium and are now mature systems in their own right.

These systems are equally the product of indigenous needs and contribu-
tions as well as diverse Western and non-Western traditions. None of these
education systems, whether in London, Edinburgh, New York, Toronto,
Quebec, Cape Town, Mumbai, Tokyo, Dublin, Manila, Woomera, Beijing
or elsewhere is or would particularly wish to be labelled as “Anglo-
Saxon”. Furthermore, a few of them are even inside the European Union
__________
45. Guy Haug and Jette Kirstein, Trends in Learning Structures in Higher Education (I),
7 June 1999, Confederation of European Union Rectors’ Conferences and the Association
of European Universities (CRE), pp. 7-8.
46. Marijk van der Wende and Robin Middlehurst, Cross-Border Postsecondary Education
in Europe, Paris: OECD/CERI and Trondheim, Norway, November 3-4, 2003, p. 15.
47. See Douglas Sloan, The Scottish Enlightenment and the American College Ideal, New
York: Teachers College Press, 1971; and Richard J. Storr, The Beginnings of Graduate
Education in America, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953.
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and not in external competition with it. And several, including that of the
United States, are inside the European Region and purportedly the part-
ners and not the nemesis of Europe!

As to the idea of challenge or competition, this is simply a fact of higher
education in the modern world, regardless of country. Van der Wende and
Middlehurst provided ample evidence in their Trondheim presentation of
the efforts of European countries to export education services and to
attract international students.48 Indeed, they pointed out that the Trends III
report cited the attractiveness of the EHEA – an elegant euphemism for
competition – as the third most important goal of the EHEA countries.49

Competition for students, resources, and prestige is not an “Anglo-
Saxon” plot or a perversion introduced into higher education by the
United States. It is a necessity that has inevitably evolved as the conse-
quence of needing to serve more and more students with finite resources,
economic and social development, and the pursuit of individual and insti-
tutional aims. Dialogue and engagement outside the EHEA will not prove
very fruitful if the EHEA is seen to be hypocritical on the issue of com-
petition and its shadow twin, protectionism.

Dismantling myths II – US education as a world problem

It is true that aspects of the US system can sometimes be strange to those
used to traditional European organisation and structure. For example, the
US system is characterised by aggressive competition for funding, stu-
dents, faculty, and research opportunities among its institutions. The his-
torical facts of undeveloped frontiers, missionary activity, the blending of
indigenous and immigrant practices, and the lack of pre-existing govern-
mental systems supporting institutional higher education meant that pri-
vate organisations founded many higher education establishments. It also
meant that even state institutions were expected from an early date to sup-
plement meagre public funding with independent earnings, including stu-
dent fees. Furthermore, the US institutions themselves had to be estab-
lished as free corporations due to the lack of other oversight bodies, and
self-governance even extended to joint quality assurance mechanisms
independent of the state.

The tendency of the US higher education system to offer flexibility is
also noteworthy. Access to higher education, for example, is based on
case-by-case assessment of individual student records, test scores, and
other evidence rather than by provisions enshrined in national framework
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48. Van der Wende and Middlehurst, pp. 8-16.
49. Ibid., p. 15.



122

Recognition in the Bologna Process

laws and applied universally. The prevailing philosophy is that appropri-
ate accommodation should be made for all students showing potential,
and multiple access points are available. Likewise, study programmes are
structured with attention given to breadth as well as depth, interdiscipli-
nary study is favoured, and transferring is made possible both horizon-
tally (between programmes and institutions) as well as vertically for tal-
ented students who can move up faster than others. Flexibility may have
originated in the early nineteenth century when the United States was a
developing nation, but its real dominance dates to the rise of educational
and research collaboration between institutions and employers.

The education system prevailing throughout the United States and asso-
ciated territories is now several centuries old and is as authentically
national as anything in Europe. Features originally necessitated by cir-
cumstance have evolved into sophisticated modern legal and organisa-
tional practices. (Harvard, the oldest US university, is older than all but
70 existing European universities, being barely younger than Utrecht and
Budapest but older than Bamberg, Göttingen, Moscow, Oslo and many
others. Four universities in the Western hemisphere are even older than
Harvard.)

US higher education has its problems, not least of which are the trade-
offs inherent in so decentralised a system. Reliance on self-policing to
assure quality is one feature that not a few outside authorities have criti-
cised, especially as this is perceived as contributing to inconsistent stan-
dards and the phenomenon of diploma mills. There is not space in this
paper to give full justice to this issue, but two points are relevant to the
present discussion.

One is the fact that how something so complex and nationally authentic
as an education system has evolved, and its basic characteristics, are not
things that can or should be regarded as recognition barriers. Education
systems as diverse as that of the Philippines, where access to university
occurs after the tenth year of school; the former Soviet system, where
structure and ideology were intimately intertwined; traditional two-tier
European systems based on highly selective and advanced secondary-
level access; and that of the US have coexisted and interrelated without
insurmountable problems caused by systemic differences. It is difficult to
see why, all of a sudden, the nature of the US system’s organisation and
structure should be a major obstacle in discussions of mutual recognition
and quality assurance.

The other point to consider is that a good argument can be made that the
rise of scofflaws in the world of education has more to do with the rigid-



123

ity and unpreparedness of hosts and exporters than it does with the basic
organisational theory of education systems. Frauds and substandard
providers come into being because no one can stop them, no one chooses
to stop them, or no one is alerted to their existence. Since we still exist in
a world of national competent authorities, national authorities must be
enabled to combat fraud. Stephen Adam would recommend that national
framework laws be created to assure quality.50 However, care needs to be
exercised to ensure that EHEA frameworks do not simply replace one set
of failed templates with another. The universal tendency of officialdom
(our agencies are guilty of this, too) is to rely on the letter of regulatory
guidance rather than its spirit or the discretion permitted. Without reform
of procedures and organisational cultures as well as frameworks, the
latter could devolve into opaque barriers rather than transparent facilita-
tors (no framework law means no, or limited, recognition).

Framework laws at national level are not a possible or practical solution
in many non-EHEA countries, including the United States. Are we then
to be suspected of poor standards or failure to combat fraud because our
Constitution forbids an EHEA-style response? This would be a most
unfortunate situation. In fact, the US higher education community and
governments at all federal levels have been attacking fraud for many
years, and getting better at it. To cite only a few examples, the US
Congress has recently instructed federal agencies to get tougher on
diploma mills; several states have followed or are following Oregon in
instituting laws tightening accreditation requirements for licensing
providers; and our recognised accreditation agencies are actively pursu-
ing ways to improve standards, both for domestically accredited cam-
puses and those abroad. 51 Fraud operators, recognising that operating
openly in the United States is getting more difficult, are now moving
overseas. Much activity of this kind is now located in less-developed
countries where the national education systems do not have the capacity,
the tradition of independent legal authority or civic culture, or the con-
tacts with international information networks to avoid becoming victims.
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50. Stephen Adam, “The impact of emerging qualifications frameworks on recognition,”
in the present volume.
51. See Robert J. Cramer, Office of Special Investigations, “Diploma mills are easily cre-
ated and some have issued degrees to federal employees at government expense”, testi-
mony before the Senate Subcommittee on 21st Century Competitiveness, Washington:
GAO Report 04-1096T, September 23, 2004; US Office of Personnel Management,
Qualifications Standards Manual, General Policies and Instructions, Part E.4-E.4(a),
February 3, 2005; Council on Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), International
Quality Review website, http://www.chea.org/International/index.asp; and the Oregon
Office of Degree Authorization home page at http://www.osac.state.or.us/oda/.
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Unless there is an international effort to share information among
national authorities and build capacity in many countries, the efforts of
the EHEA, the United States, and other developed systems to stop fraud
will have the unintended consequence of exporting it elsewhere.

Dismantling myths III – European education as a US problem

American educators are equally guilty of harbouring misunderstandings
and prejudices concerning European education and current reform
efforts. While many US educational authorities and experts are familiar
with European education systems and even with Bologna, the actual
number is quite small when one considers the size and scope of US
higher education. As with Europe, the United States has tended to be
focused on its internal issues and reforms to the exclusion of conscious,
deliberate, and genuinely inclusive outside engagement. The outcome of
the 1994 CEPES dialogue, as well as some historical decisions regarding
US credential evaluation, have shown that Americans can be as unin-
formed and mistake-prone as their European counterparts.

Americans do tend to believe that European education systems are charac-
terised by complexity, institutionalised stratification, academic inflexibility,
administrative inflexibility, and attitudes towards non-European education
systems ranging from ignorance and contempt to uncertainty and protec-
tionism. Many are the stories of US graduates and educators who have
encountered bewildering definitions of “higher education;” impossible bar-
riers to access – even for outstanding candidates – raised by the “equiva-
lence” bureaucracies and rules of various national governments and com-
missions; discovered that qualifying for a state-subsidised scholarship or a
research grant is often easier than gaining recognition for qualifications or
access to higher education or work; or found that knowledge of non-
European education systems varies greatly and often has depended upon the
interests of the personalities in charge (or their prejudices) and whether the
non-European country had at one time been a colony or an enemy. While
these impressions are based on true events, it is important for US educators
to realise that comparable tales of woe, based on equally factual instances,
could be related by Europeans about their encounters with US education.

Because the US system is not centrally regulated, because access is dis-
tinguished from outcomes in US notions of quality, and because
European regulatory systems tended to ignore non-state and non-national
education, American institutions often sought informal relationships with
European partners or established outposts that did not require the inter-
vention of national authorities and often could not have met local require-
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ments for national recognition. Since these arrangements did not seek to
become part of the national (read: state) systems, and were private, they
were largely ignored. This all changed from the late 1980s onwards
because of the beginning of European moves towards what would
become the Bologna Process and the parallel changes and improvements
in international recognition and quality assurance. Another important
development was the tremendous increase in international demand for
US-style programmes such as bachelor’s and master’s degrees, together
with high demand for programmes offered by UK, Australian, Canadian,
and New Zealand institutions. (This factor, coupled with the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the adoption of three-cycle degree systems in many
European countries, marks the probable genesis of the notion of an
“Anglo-Saxon” challenge.) Coming on the heels of these changes was the
Internet and the explosion of new educational opportunities and novel
means to deliver them. History was moving at a pace faster than tradi-
tional authorities were prepared for.

The cumulative effects of all these events, interactions, and phenomena
have been to reinforce mutual stereotypes and limit interaction. Some
American educators and educational leaders, particularly those actively
engaged in international education and programmes outside the United
States, see the EHEA and the evolving international work on quality
assurance as raising new challenges rather than opportunities, particu-
larly to long-established inter-institutional ties and to the mutual recogni-
tion of qualifications. They are not well enough informed about EHEA,
and neither side has explained its jargon or its aims to the other in clear
terms. Americans know, as Robin Middlehurst and Steve Woolfield have
pointed out, that the world of higher education has permanently changed
and that global mobility and interchange is a reality.52 The legitimate US
transnational providers and partners in traditional programmes are fre-
quently right to insist that some of the current recognition and quality
assurance issues are caused by outmoded approaches and unfair practices
in host countries. But American educators need to know more about the
problems that are not due to the hosts but rather to exporters’ behaviour.
The way to overcome these problems and resolve issues is to first realise
that each side has legitimate interests and legitimate traditions, and then
be willing to examine one’s own practices in order to reach a mutually
satisfactory result. If Americans insist, as we must, that our counterparts
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recognise our legitimacy and work with our system, so we must recognise
and work with theirs.

A renewed opportunity

In the background paper for the Bologna ministerial conference, Guy
Haug and Jette Kirstein concisely identified the internal European issues
requiring attention:

– [The] type, breadth and duration of secondary education, with obvi-
ous consequences concerning age and preparation for further studies; 

– the existence or not of sub-systems of higher education, their respec-
tive role and size and the relationship between them, in particular
possibilities to transfer from one to the other; 

– access to higher education (from open choice to various forms of
selection – a numerus clausus in all or some sectors); 

– study fees (from gratuity to differential or generalised systems of
tuition fee); 

– organisation of studies in terms of calendar (from annual courses to
block modules), choice (varying from set curricula to nearly free
choice), frequency and type of examinations (continuous examina-
tions, final exams per credit, or only block examination after several
semesters of study);

– and of course, the structure, duration, number and type of degrees
that can be earned.53

What is intriguing about these issues is that they go a long way towards
defining a higher education system that is close enough to North
American practice to reward a technical dialogue concerning details.
These six points, if put another way, aim at a system that:

– is actively concerned about the social and economic relevance of
education;

– recognises that modern higher education must serve diverse popula-
tions with varying types of preparation, and provide access for them
in appropriate ways;

– recognises the essential multidisciplinarity of academic and profes-
sional life, as well as the interplay between theory and application,
and encourages flexibility as well as providing transfer opportunities;

__________
53. Trends I, ibid., p. 5.
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– realises that general or broad education does not cease with sec-
ondary school, but continues throughout life and must be reflected in
formal curricula as part of building towards a coherent subject con-
centration;

– understands that the costs of higher education cannot be borne by the
state alone, but must be shared by all beneficiaries of such education,
corporate and individual; and

– responds to these challenges by designing and offering a wide vari-
ety of study options organised into a few well-recognised qualifica-
tions and levels that form a progressive system.

The US higher education system is conceived along similar structural and
institutional lines. EHEA institutions and academic structures may not
reach the degree of decentralisation and institutionalised flexibility char-
acteristic of the United States, but that is not necessary. What has been
achieved by the implementation of the Bologna Process is the start of
reorganisation along modern international lines. The EHEA system will
permit much greater programmatic and transfer flexibility; it will use a
few universally understood indicators of attainment (degrees, Diploma
Supplement, ECTS credits); and it will begin to institute articulation
between post-secondary vocational/technical education and access to
appropriate higher education. US educators can also hope that the accep-
tance of the need for cross-disciplinary breadth and post-secondary gen-
eral education, demanded by employers, will enable European educators
to begin to understand why these are so important in US higher education
and why they have made our “brand” of higher education so sought after
and successful.

Technical issues needing attention

Credit calculation

The Tuning report has pointed out that credits “are just a system to
express the equivalence (volume) of learning,” and that ECTS credits
“are calculated from the base position of 60 credits being equivalent to
one average European full-time year of learning.”54 The report also
observes that an academic year lasting 12 months might result in an
award of up to 75 credits, counting summer and inter-term sessions.55

ECTS credits also measure only what was done within the parameters for
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awarding the credit, and not necessarily how well it was done in terms of
standard or grade.56 And, since ECTS credits are tied to the specific sub-
ject curriculum, this means that they may not always mean the same thing
because European post-secondary education frequently differentiates
between such things as university and non-university studies and assigns
different sublevels to even similar subjects taught in different academic
venues.57

The purposes outlined for ECTS resemble those for US credit hours to
some degree, as do the components used to calculate how much credit to
assign for a module (or course, in US parlance) based on expected stu-
dent workload.58 However, there are differences that experts on each side
need to address. It would be particularly helpful for US educators to
understand how the content and calculation of ECTS credits varies
according to the nature of the programme, where it is taught, and what
the subject is considered to represent.

What is more problematic is the definition of an academic year in terms
of credits. The accepted US procedure operates on the assumption that
most variations in the full-time academic year are not significant if the
level and type of education is comparable.59 Higher education at degree
level is based almost universally on one of the historic European univer-
sity models, with academic year calendars that typically involve two
semesters or terms, or three out of four quarters. Summer sessions and
inter-term periods are added in only if they have actually been attempted
and credits earned. International credit calculations in the United States
start with a record of the number of foreign credits accumulated in an
academic year (or term or other comparable time period) as calculated in
the home system or institution; divide this total by the number of US
credit hours that would be earned in full-time study during the same
period, and use the quotient as the divisor for determining the number of
US credit hours additional foreign credits represent.60

In a standard full-time US academic year, 30 credit hours is the typical
amount earned. If 60 ECTS credits are awarded for the same period and
represent a comparable workload, which they do, then the resulting divi-
sor would be 2, and the ECTS credits would be divided by half to approx-
imate the comparable number of US credit hours. The formula would
__________
56. Ibid., p. 116.
57. Ibid., p. 116
58. Ibid., p. 124.
59. Joseph Sevigny, co-ordinator, The AACRAO International Guide: A Resource for
International Education Professionals, Washington: AACRAO, 2001, Chapter 8, p. 71.
60. Ibid., p. 73.
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naturally be adjusted for different academic calendars and different types
of credit. It would be useful for US and European experts to have a seri-
ous technical discussion about the comparability of credits, and to also
refer to comparative calculations of other credit systems such as UMAP
(University Mobility Asia-Pacific).

Degree structures

The problems with comparing credits lead logically to the issue of what
constitutes an academic or professional degree at a given level. The
Helsinki Conference and Salamanca Convention have apparently set the
Bologna bachelor’s degrees as ranging from 180-240 ECTS credits.61 US
bachelor’s degrees are required by accreditation guidelines and institu-
tional policy to be at least 120 US credit hours (semester system) or
more, and this is confirmed in federal law in order for students to be
defined as full-time for purposes of eligibility for student assistance.
Obviously, under the current formula this would potentially mean that
only EHEA bachelor’s programmes with ECTS credits totalling 240
could be considered comparable unless additional factors were consid-
ered. Since the bachelor’s degree gives access to all subsequent pro-
grammes in both systems, a technical discussion of this issue would be
advisable.

One good result of the EHEA move to acceptance of credit for measur-
ing workload at all degree levels is that this may end confusion over the
US practice of assigning academic credit for all academic work, includ-
ing independent research. In the past, some European authorities ques-
tioned US master’s and doctoral degrees because credit hours were
awarded for theses and dissertations, leading some to wonder if this work
represented research studies of a standard comparable to European
degrees. What US institutions were doing is exactly what is now required
under the adoption of the ECTS by the Bologna Process, namely using
credit to record academic work of a variety of types. In order to maintain
full-time registration (enrolment) as a student, even research degree can-
didates are awarded modules of credits for designing and conducting
research and writing major papers. If and when the ECTS is expanded to
include advanced degree programmes, Europeans will be doing the same
thing. This same point has been made another way by Volker Gehmlich
in his study of the variety of uses to which ECTS credits might be put.62

Gehmlich also notes, quite rightly, that the use of credit – like other quality
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__________
61. Tuning Report, pp. 110 and 117.
62. Volker Gehmlich, “Recognition of Credits – Achievements and Challenges”, in the
present volume.
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assurance mechanisms – is dependent for success on the integrity of
those employing it as well as a good understanding of what it means.

A more serious issue is that the 3-2 degree structure chosen for the
Bologna Process may have been derived from a misunderstanding of so-
called “Anglo-Saxon” degree structures. Guy Haug made a statement
towards the end of the Trends I paper, while discussing the earlier
Sorbonne Declaration, which is interesting:

“The annexes to the report [the Attali report for the French Government] pro-
vide a rather short introduction to a few foreign systems, with surprising asser-
tions such as the alleged similarity between French IUTs on the one hand, and
German Fachhochschulen and former British polytechnics on the other. In the
case of the UK, four-year honours and Scottish degrees are not mentioned, and
the role of sub-degree diplomas is ignored. The presentation of the US system
mentions four-year bachelor’s and the great many community colleges offer-
ing two-year qualifications, but these facts seem not to have been taken into
account in the recommendations. The report does not actually attempt to jus-
tify its reference to a would-be European pattern of qualifications in two
stages (a first degree/qualification after three years, followed by post-degrees
studies leading either to a master’s after altogether five years or a doctorate
after altogether eight years). It seems to be based mainly on the awareness of
trends and reforms announced or in progress in the UK, Italy and Germany at
the time with a perceived convergence on a first degree after three years.”63

A related degree-definition issue is the nature of the bachelor’s degree
programme, notwithstanding length or number of credits. Many, but not
all, European national authorities and higher education institutions still
refuse to recognise a US bachelor’s degree as representing tertiary work.
It is usually claimed that the first two years of study, during which time
most US students study a programme of distributed requirements cover-
ing several subjects, comprise secondary-level studies. The stated reasons
for this non-recognition include the inferior standard of US secondary
diplomas, incompatibility with national requirements that students study
only a single subject, and unclear regulations as to how these credits are
earned and why. Such policies also apparently explain why the US asso-
ciate degree is even more rarely recognised and why the US degree
system is described as similar to the Bologna system – the third degree is
simply ignored. The issue is further complicated by a tendency to state
the non-recognition in a manner implying a summary judgment on the
whole system.
__________
63. Guy Haug, “The Sorbonne Declaration of 25 May 1998: what it does say, what it doesn’t”,
in Trends I, ibid., p. 57.
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There is no doubt that European secondary school-leaving standards often
exceed the requirements stated for US high school diplomas. But US stu-
dents are not admitted to most US higher education institutions on the basis
of school-leaving requirements alone. Instead, they are assessed on the
basis of additional academic and personal achievement. These require-
ments stipulate not only high school work at the top end of the range of
standards represented by that generic diploma, but also scores in tests
(including the Advanced Placement examinations used to screen US stu-
dents by European institutions), essays, oral interviews, and other evidence.
Once enrolled, so-called distribution requirements are set in conference
with a student’s faculty advisor and tailored to supplement the subject con-
centration. None of this is secondary work, and US accreditation rules
forbid the award of credit for work not at tertiary standard, such as reme-
dial studies. Furthermore, the first degrees of national systems that recog-
nise US bachelor’s degrees, such as Australia, China, Japan, Canada, and
the UK, are accepted in Europe, while ours often are not. This situation is
neither logically defensible nor acceptable, and the issue is one that needs
to be resolved so that it does not colour progress in other recognition areas.

Broader issues

US-European interchange

It is logical that EHEA higher education institutions and the EU seek to
improve the mobility of students within EHEA and wish to concentrate pri-
marily on attracting more intra-European traffic, as was reported in the
Trends III report.64 There are, however, historic, economic, and policy rea-
sons for wanting to maintain, and if possible increase, the transatlantic flow
of academic talent. The EHEA and North America remain two of the
world’s chief sources of intellectual vigour and productivity, and they are
among each other’s main trade and research partners. Hundreds of EHEA
and US academic and professional institutions maintain active partnerships
for research and the exchange of students and faculty. And, while the num-
bers of student flows in both directions are smaller than each system’s flows
with other world regions, there is continued active interest on both sides for
more opportunities. These flows can be made easier if each side is more
engaged on mutual recognition issues, and the current effort to reach out
beyond EHEA is a good example.
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__________
64. Sybille Reichert and Christian Tauch, Trends 2003: Progress toward the European
Higher Education Area – steps toward sustainable reform of higher education in Europe,
Brussels: European University Association and European Commission, July 2003, pp. 34-38.



Security concerns have without doubt affected student flows to the
United States, but this situation is not as dire, nor as isolated to the United
States situation, as some reports have indicated. Since the implementa-
tion of new US visa and immigration measures beginning in late 2001,
the overall flow of students to the United States began to show a slight
decline only last academic year (2003-2004). Efforts are already under
way to resolve most of the major problems, including delays in obtaining
visas and fees. The declines themselves have been unevenly distributed
across different countries, and evidence suggests that other host countries
experienced similar hiccoughs in international student flows during the
same period.65 US student flows to study overseas, primarily to Europe,
have continued to show annual gains.66

Trade and GATS issues

Trade issues are within the competence of authorised negotiating parties,
such as sovereign governments and, for the Member States, the EU. In
this respect, it is possible that recognition questions could arise in the
sphere of mobility of professional persons, since in many countries the
recognition of professional licenses also involves the recognition of qual-
ifications upon which the license may be based. However, this matter is
currently outside the work programme of the ENIC Network because it
has to do with high-level economic and trade policy as well as issues,
such as licensing and work visas, that lie outside the competent jurisdic-
tion of education authorities. Jindra Divis has proposed a number of ideas
in his seminar paper that are interesting.67 Most cases of recognition of
professional qualifications and licences, however, do not use the new
principles of recognition but are based on detailed proof of “equiva-
lence” that is in turn governed by laws and policies regarding labour mar-
kets and national economic policies. It is unlikely that educational recog-
nition experts in most countries would take up these matters without
adherence to these standards and with authorisation to do so.

Trade issues have entered the recognition arena due to the broader issue of
transnational or cross-border education. It is important, in this author’s
view, that the questions of recognition and quality assurance with respect
to transnational education be the focus of discussion, not the questions of
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65. The British Council, for example, reported that East Asian, and specifically Chinese,
visas were expected to decline in 2004-2005 due to increased security requirements and
travel concerns. See CEMIS Market Report, April-May 2004.
66. Hey-Kyung Koh Chin, ed., Open Doors 2004: Report on International Educational
Exchange, New York: Institute of International Education, November 2004.
67. Jindra Divis, “Recognition for the labour market”, in the present volume.
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higher trade policy which lie outside the education field. The best service
that recognition professionals can bring to the debates on transnational pro-
vision of education is to promote the serious study of the factors that should
define what a recognisable traditional or non-traditional educational pro-
gramme or qualification should possess, and also its provider. This focus
should include the reform of recognition practices and procedures to permit
non-traditional programmes to be addressed and given due consideration;
suggestions for what is needed in home and host systems in order to deal
with transnational providers and make appropriate decisions; and expanded
intra- and interregional information sharing among competent authorities.

Next steps

Bologna is a systemic educational reform that is pan-European. The scale
and set of goals represented by Bologna are breathtaking, as is the pace
of reform set by the goal of establishing the new framework by 2010.
Since reaching out beyond the EHEA is a central goal of the Bologna
Process, opening up the Bologna dialogue to non-EHEA countries has
the potential to alleviate the awkward status of spectator that has been the
lot of ENICs located outside the EHEA. It would also help to fulfil the
main purpose of the recognition conventions, which is to improve infor-
mation sharing and mutual co-operation within and across regions as a
way to foster mobility.

Among the steps that could be considered at this stage are the following:

– Recommend that EHEA higher education institutions with US and
other non-EHEA partner institutions inform their partners about
Bologna degree developments and actively seek to work out any
issues in order to preserve fruitful co-operation and establish prece-
dents that can be used to inform recognition policies.

– Renew the dialogue between US educators, including but not limited
to the National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign Educational
Credentials, which was terminated in 1994. USNEI would also be
part of this process.

– Make every effort to bring EHEA and non-EHEA experts and lead-
ers together, both in the North American context and other interre-
gional contexts, to expand understanding of their education systems.
North American/EHEA interaction could involve Canadian as well
as US educators.

– Ensure that the current effort to focus EHEA on the world outside its
borders is reflected in how the work programmes of the ENIC and
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NARIC Networks evolve, and consider entering into formal interre-
gional arrangements and co-operation.

– Maintain and support workable and affordable solutions to cross-
system issues like information sharing, such as the highly successful
ENIC-NARIC Web portal.

– Work together to address timely concerns that are shared by EHEA
and non-EHEA systems alike such as: (1) promotion of better inter-
national co-operation in quality assurance; (2) developing new and
workable solutions to quality assurance and recognition of non-tra-
ditional education; (3) ensuring that the EHEA stays open to cross-
border provision of education, partnerships, and mobility from out-
side; (4) resolving recognition and mobility issues that arise when
systems are organised and structured differently from the EHEA;
and (5) continuing to deal with academic and professional scofflaws
and frauds.

In accomplishing these steps or any others that may be chosen, it will be
good for all to bear in mind these fundamentals of the process:

– Recognise that reforms and changes have not obviated the need for
recognition and quality assurance professionals, but have in fact
increased the complexity and scope of their work, and plan training
exercises and professional seminars to reflect this fact. US experts
could participate as appropriate.

– Endeavour, on both sides, to show increased respect for how systems
legitimately differ so that work can focus on the technical issues and
realistic solutions, and not become sidetracked by tangential issues
or fall prey to untested assumptions. (This would apply, of course, to
bilateral engagement with any country or region.)

– Be willing to change what is mistaken, impractical, or illogical but
recognise that this will not happen overnight, since recognition
processes are often governed by rules, procedures and bodies outside
the control of the recognition community, and other interests have a
stake in the resolution of educational issues.

– Recognition and mobility must derive, ultimately, from an acceptance
of one another’s cultural realities and authentic national systems.

US educators have maintained close ties to European institutions and fac-
ulties since the colonial era. While proud of their own educational
system, they are also aware of its shortcomings and are constantly
engaged in reform debates and processes. They have a great respect for



the European system, and would welcome the opportunity to participate
as appropriate in the refinement of the Bologna reforms from an external
standpoint. There is also a mutual need to maintain and strengthen exist-
ing academic ties and ensure that policies developed on either side do not
inadvertently harm long-standing relationships.

Working together is different now from in the past, for neither the US nor
the EHEA is the primary source, or destination, of academic talent for the
other. New and important educational leaders have emerged in Asia,
Latin America, Africa, and Oceania. They are rapidly becoming attractive
competitors in the global academic marketplace themselves. Neither we
nor they should look upon this marketplace as a commercial marketplace,
for the English word “market” does not automatically connote business,
but rather exchange and interaction. Higher education inevitably imports
many aspects of corporate behaviour as it becomes more independent of
the state, more accountable, and serves a wider variety of both stake-
holders and students. Some higher education will be, and is, offered by
for-profit entities. But the professional question before us is not to con-
fuse organisation, management, and operation with the essence of educa-
tion. These are means, not ends. Rather, our collective purpose is to
develop and implement strategies and mechanisms for promoting mobil-
ity while helping to assure quality academic and professional experi-
ences. Together, we can.
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Introduction

Focus on the mobility of programmes and providers

Two key goals of the Bologna Process are to increase the attractiveness
of the European Higher Education Area to the rest of the world and to
promote greater academic mobility within and outside Europe. Both
aspects require that attention be given to the importance of recognising
qualifications across borders. When discussing the implications of recog-
nising credentials across borders one automatically thinks about people –
students, new graduates or professionals – moving to another country in
order to pursue further studies or to undertake new employment opportu-
nities. The mobility of both students and professionals raises important
considerations for the process of ensuring that their academic and pro-
fessional qualifications are recognised in jurisdictions other than where
the award or professional designation was obtained. In the past decade,
increased attention has been given to this issue, but at the same time,
another element of cross-border education has surfaced which requires
further attention and that is the movement of academic programmes and
institutions/providers across borders.

Increased demand for higher education

There is ample evidence that demand for higher education in the next
twenty years will outstrip the capacity of some countries to meet the
domestic need. Furthermore, there is growing interest in “international
higher education” as a way to gain an internationally recognised qualifica-
tion for future study and work in other countries. The Global Student
Mobility 2025 Report (2002) prepared by IDP Education Australia predicts
that the demand for international education will increase from 1.8 million
international students in 2000 to 7.2 million international students in 2025.

By all accounts these are staggering figures and present enormous chal-
lenges and opportunities. Students moving to other countries to pursue
their studies will remain an important part of the international dimension

Programmes, providers and accreditors 

on the move: implications for the recognition

of qualifications

Jane Knight
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of higher education. But student mobility will not be able to satisfy the
enormous appetite for higher education from densely populated countries
wanting to build human capacity or from students wanting an interna-
tionally recognised award. Hence the emergence and growing importance
of transnational/cross-border education programmes and providers. It is
not known what proportion of the demand will be met by student mobili-
ty, but it is clear that there will be exponential growth in the movement of
programmes and institutions/providers across national borders. New
types of providers, new forms of delivery and new models of collabora-
tion are being developed in order to take education programmes to stu-
dents in their home countries.

The purpose of this paper is to focus attention on the challenges and
questions relating to the “recognition” of the qualifications from the
delivery of education courses and programmes across national/regional
boundaries. More attention is given to mobility in and out of the
European Higher Education Area, than within Europe per se. The empha-
sis is clearly placed on education programmes and providers crossing
national jurisdictional borders – not only the students. There are enor-
mous implications for national education regulatory and policy frame-
works for both sending and receiving countries resulting from cross-
border education. It also involves complementary regional/international
regulatory and normative initiatives.

Terminology

The vocabulary of quality assurance, accreditation and recognition can
aptly be described as either a maze or minefield. Each country uses these
concepts in ways that make sense in terms of its regulatory, policy, cul-
tural and linguistic environment. It is thus very easy to get confused and
lost in the maze of different approaches or accidentally trip up in inter-
preting a concept in a different way from that intended. For the purposes
of this discussion, quality recognition and assurance is used in a general
sense and includes quality audit, evaluation, accreditation and other
review processes and elements.

The language of internationalisation is also changing and differs between
countries and regions. The terms used to describe the movement of edu-
cation across borders are a good example. The term education providers
is now becoming a more common and inclusive term as it includes both
the more traditional higher education institutions as well as the organisa-
tions, networks, governments and companies all of whom are providing
tertiary education. This paper uses the term providers to mean all types
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of entities that are offering education programmes and services. There is
some criticism directed towards the use of the term “providers” as it
seems to be buying into the “marketisation and corporatisation” agenda.
This is a sign of the times and indeed, every attempt is made in this paper
not to adopt the trade and commercial language of “suppliers, consump-
tion abroad, commercial presence” and so on. However, a more inclusive
term is needed to acknowledge the diversity of actors who are delivering
all levels of tertiary education, both domestically and internationally, and
therefore the term providers is used. Yet it is also important to distinguish
between the more traditional institutional providers and some of the alter-
native or new types of providers, many of whom are commercial for-
profit in nature and purpose.

There is great confusion in the sector about the meaning and use of the
three terms “transnational”, “cross-border”, and “borderless” education.
All three have important distinguishing features. But, in the world of
practice and policy, they are often used interchangeably and this causes
some misunderstanding. In this paper, the newer term “cross-border edu-
cation” will be used in order to emphasise the implications of crossing
jurisdictional (regional, national, sub-regional) boundaries in terms of
establishing/acknowledging legislation, policy and practice relating to
quality assurance and accreditation of education programmes/institu-
tions, and subsequently the recognition of qualifications.

Transnational education is a more established term and is used differently
in various parts of the world. For instance, in Australia the term emerged
as a way to differentiate between international students who were being
recruited to Australian-based universities and those students who were
being enrolled in Australian programmes offshore. In Europe, a subsidiary
text to the Lisbon Recognition Convention has defined transnational edu-
cation in terms of “the learner being located in a country different from
the one where the awarding institution is based” (UNESCO/Council of
Europe, 2001). This has been a helpful definition and is most useful when
referring to the movement of programmes through franchise, twinning and
distance education operations. A new question emerges with regard to
cross-border education providers that are not “home-based” or part of a
national education system and for the sake of a better term are “stateless”.
This raises the question of whether the learner is in fact located in a dif-
ferent country from the awarding institution.

The term “borderless education” first appeared in an Australian report by
Cunningham et al. (2000) and was followed by a similar type of study in
the United Kingdom. Basically, the term “borderless education” refers to

Recognition and transborder provisions
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the blurring of conceptual, disciplinary and geographic borders tradition-
ally inherent in higher education (CVCP 2000). It is interesting to juxta-
pose the concepts of borderless education and cross-border education.
The former term acknowledges the disappearance of borders while the
latter term actually emphasises the existence of borders. Both approaches
reflect the reality of today. In this period of unprecedented growth in dis-
tance and e-learning education, geographic borders seem to be of little
consequence. Yet, on the other hand, we can detect a growing importance
of borders when the focus turns to regulatory responsibility, especially
related to quality assurance, funding and accreditation.

It is probably true (and even desirable) that cross-border will eventually
be replaced by a term that will highlight the notion of national/interna-
tional recognition rather than the nuance of national borders. However,
this will take some time, as appropriate national, regional and interna-
tional mechanisms need to be in place to ensure reliable, transparent and
comparable recognition procedures. The discussion on the meaning of
transnational, cross-border and borderless education is meant to illustrate
how different countries/regions use the term, but also to signal that there
are significant implications for how cross-border data is collected and
how regulatory frameworks are created.

Examples of new developments in European cross-border education

In the past several years, European countries have been more active in
cross-border education both in the recruitment of foreign students and
also in offering programmes in other countries and establishing branch
campuses. For instance, the Netherlands Business School (Universitiet
Nijenrode) has recently opened a branch campus in Nigeria. Dubai has
recently developed a “Knowledge Village” and to date the London
School of Economics is one of the key providers of education along with
India’s Manipal Academy of Higher Education and the University of
Wollongong from Australia. In Bahrain, a new Euro University is being
planned in affiliation with the University of Hanover. The University of
Westminster is the key foreign academic partner in the new private
Kingdom University of Bahrain and plays a similar advisory/provision
role with new institutions in Nigeria, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Lastly,
a good example of the complexity in partnerships is the franchise agree-
ment where the distance MBA programme of Heriot-Watt University
from the United Kingdom is being offered through the American
University in Egypt. The United Kingdom is the most active cross-border
provider in Europe with over 100,000 students enrolled in programmes
offered overseas. These are but a few examples of hundreds of initiatives
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that involve European universities offering programmes in other coun-
tries.65

In terms of cross-border activities by private companies and other foreign
providers offering programmes in Europe, it is interesting to note that
US-based Laureate Education (formerly Sylvan Learning System) owns
a part of or all of the Universidad Europea de Madrid in Spain, Les
Roches and Glion Hotel School in Switzerland and the Ecole Supérieure
du Commerce Extérieur de Paris in France. Apollo International and
Webster University from the United States are offering courses in the
Netherlands, and Raffles La Salle from Singapore has recently signed an
agreement with Middlesex University to offer their bachelor’s and
master’s programmes in fashion and design. Finally, Kaplan, another US
company, has recently purchased the Dublin Business School. These
examples illustrate the growing interest in private for-profit companies to
establish a presence in Europe either by providing courses through satel-
lite operations or by purchasing existing higher education institutions.

In short, there is ample evidence that in addition to the significant move-
ment of academic programmes within Europe, there is growing interest by
European higher education institutions to offer their programmes to other
regions of the world. And finally foreign private companies see Europe as
a lucrative education market and are expanding their presence in several
European countries. These new developments have significant implica-
tions for quality assurance of academic programmes and the recognition
of qualifications and will be discussed in the following sections.

Complexities and challenges of cross-border provision

There is a new level of complexity in recognising qualifications that are
offered by non-domestic institutions/providers. The recognition of a qual-
ification is usually based on a national system which registers/licences
the education institution/provider and, secondly, requires a quality assur-
ance assessment or accreditation for the programmes and/or for the insti-
tution/provider. In the past decade, many countries in Europe and else-
where have established some type of governmental or non-governmental
evaluation/accreditation system. This is a significant accomplishment.
However, many of the new and existing systems are appropriately ori-
ented to the recognition of qualifications offered by traditional domestic
institutions. They are not equipped yet to register/license or assess the

Recognition and transborder provisions

__________
68. All examples and statistics have been taken from the Reports and Breaking News
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quality of cross-border programmes and qualifications offered by foreign
institutions and providers, some of whom are private for-profit compa-
nies. The development of this capacity is an important challenge and
undertaking for the next decade. New mechanisms and frameworks at
regional and international levels also need to be considered to comple-
ment and strengthen the capacity of national level governmental, non-
governmental and professional bodies with this challenge.

Diversity of providers – traditional and alternative

Traditional higher education institutions are no longer the only deliverers
of academic courses and programmes at home or across borders.
International conglomerates, media and IT companies and new partner-
ships of private and public bodies are increasingly engaged in the provi-
sion of education both domestically and internationally. The term
provider is used as a generic term to include all types of higher education
institutions as well as companies and networks involved in cross-border
education.

Chart One presents a proposed typology of cross-border providers. It is
an attempt to conceptually map the diversity of actors and to separate the
type of provider from the form of cross-border delivery. The key factors
used to describe each category of provider and to distinguish one cate-
gory from another are:

– recognised by a bona fide national licensing/accrediting body; 

– part of a national “home” higher education system;

– public, private or religious;

– non-profit or for-profit.

The proposed typology is purposely rather generic and does not provide
specific details on the characteristics of each category of provider. The
typology is oriented to international academic provision but may have
some relevance for domestic delivery as well. There seems to be a con-
tinual flow of announcements about new providers and new forms of
partnerships between providers. It is an evolving field that needs to be
monitored and this is why the typology is a work in progress.
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Recognition and transborder provisions

Recognised HEIs 

Non-recognised
HEIs 

Commercial
company HEIs

Corporate HEIs

May be difficult 
to identify home
country

Professional,
governmental, and
non-governmental
organisations and
networks 

Virtual HEIs

Footnotes

Can be public, private or religious 
institutions.

Usually part of home national education
system and recognised by national bona
fide licensing/accrediting body.

Usually private and not formally 
part of national education system.

Includes HEIs that provide a course of
study but are not recognised by national
bona fide licensing/accreditation body.

If the non-recognised HEIs are of low
quality they are often referred to as
“rogue” providers.

Can be publicly traded company (see
Global Education Index of OBHE) or
privately owned.

Includes:
1. companies that establish HEIs that
may or may not be “recognised” by bona
fide licensing/accrediting bodies; and
2. companies that focus more on the pro-
vision of services.

Usually not part of “home”
national education system.

Not part of home national education
system.

Usually part of major international
corporation and outside national
education system. Not usually recognised
by national bona fide licensing/ 
accreditation body.

Can be individual or a combination of
public/public or public/private or 
private/private organisations and HEIs.

The organisations/networks may or may
not be part of home national education
system; and they may or may not be
recognised by national bona fide
licensing/accreditation body. However,
some of the individual partners may be.

Includes HEIs that are 100% virtual.

May or may not be part of home national
education system and may or may not 
be recognised by national bona fide
licensing/ accreditation body.

Home country means country of origin
or sending/source country. Host country
means receiving country.

Can be non-profit
or profit-oriented.

Usually profit-
oriented but can be
non-profit as well.

Profit oriented.

Not relevant.

Usually profit-
oriented in purpose.

Usually profit 
oriented if
delivering
cross-border.

Known as traditional
type of HEI focusing
on teaching, research
and service.

“Diploma mills” sell
degrees but do not 
provide programmes
of study and are
related to cross-border
education but are not 
a true provider.

“Rogue providers” are
often accredited by
agencies that are selling
accreditations 
(accreditation mills)
or by self-accrediting
groups or companies.

Known as type of
“alternative or new 
provider”

Can include variety of
companies (e.g. media,
IT, publishing) who
provide education
programmes and
support services.
Can complement,
co-operate, compete
or co-exist with more
traditional HEIs.
Known as type of
“alternative or new 
provider”.

Often collaborate with
traditional HEIs 
especially for degree
awarding power.

Known as type
of “alternative
or new provider”.

Difficult for receiving
national education
system to monitor or 
regulate international
virtual HEIs due to
distance delivery
methods.

Traditional HEIs are
differentiated from the
alternative and new 
types of companies/
providers that are being
established.

Category Status Orientation Notes

Chart One: Typology of cross-border/international providers
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One of the central issues in looking at the typology of providers is who
recognises and gives the provider the power to award the qualifications in
the “home or sending country” and/or in the “host or receiving country”.
However, as previously pointed out, some of the “alternative or new
providers” are not part of or are not recognised by a “home” national edu-
cation system. What does this mean, then, for the international recogni-
tion of their degrees or diplomas? Another challenge in developing a
typology is that the terms “public”, “private” and “religious” are inter-
preted and used in different ways among countries (and sometimes within
countries as well). The emergence of new trade regulations applying to
education services usually means that all commercial cross-border
providers are considered to be private by host/receiving country regard-
less of their status at home. This adds yet another complicating dimen-
sion to the task.

Different modes of mobility - programme and provider

The different forms of programme and provider mobility introduce yet
another level of complexity. To date, much of the discussion about pro-
gramme and provider mobility has consciously or unconsciously linked
the type of provider with a certain mode of delivery. This has been a con-
tributing factor to the general state of confusion about recognising
providers and programmes. Therefore, it is important to separate the type
of provider from the mode of cross-border delivery. Secondly, it is help-
ful to distinguish between whether it is a course/programme being deliv-
ered in another country or whether the provider itself is moving as this
has implications for quality assurance, accreditation and recognition of
qualifications.

Programme mobility

Cross-border mobility of programmes can be described as:

“the movement of individual education/training courses and programmes
across national/regional borders through face to face, distance or a combina-
tion of these modes. Credits towards a qualification can be awarded by the
sending foreign country provider or by an affiliated domestic partner or
jointly.”
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A key factor in programme mobility is “who” awards the course credits
or ultimate credential for the programme. As the movement of pro-
grammes proliferates, there will undoubtedly be further changes to
national, regional and even international regulatory frameworks. The
question of “who grants the credits/awards” will be augmented by “who
recognises the provider” and whether or not the programme has been
“accredited or quality-assured” by a bona fide body. Of critical impor-
tance is whether the qualification is recognised for employment or further
study in the receiving country and in other countries as well. The per-
ceived legitimacy, recognition and ultimate mobility of the qualification
are fundamental issues yet to be resolved.

Recognition and transborder provisions

Franchise

Twinning

Double/joint degree

Articulation

Validation

Virtual/distance

An arrangement whereby a provider in
the source country A authorises a
provider in another country B to deliver
its course/programme/service in country
B or other countries. The qualification is
awarded by provider in country A.

A situation whereby a provider in source
country A collaborates with a provider
located in country B to develop an artic-
ulation system allowing students to take
course credits in country B and/or source
country A. Only one qualification is
awarded by provider in source country A.

An arrangement whereby providers in
different countries collaborate to offer a
programme for which a student receives
a qualification from each provider or a
joint award from the collaborating
providers.

Various types of articulation arrange-
ments between providers in different
countries permit students to gain credit
for courses/programmes offered/
delivered by collaborating providers.

Validation arrangements between
providers in different countries which
allow provider B in receiving country to
award the qualification of provider A in
source country.

Arrangements where providers deliver
courses/programme to students in differ-
ent countries through distance and on
line modes. May include some face-to-
face support for students through domes-
tic study or support centres.

Arrangements for teaching, management,
assessment, profit-sharing, awarding of
credit/qualification etc. are customised for
each franchise arrangement.

Arrangements for twinning programmes and
awarding of degree usually comply with
national regulations of the provider in the
source country A.

Arrangements for programme provision and
criteria for awarding the qualifications are
customised for each collaborative initiative
in accordance with national regulations.

Allows students to gain credit for work done
with a provider other than the provider
awarding the qualification.

In some cases, the source country provider
may not offer these courses or awards itself.

Category Description Comments

Chart Two: Typology of cross-border programme mobility modes 



Given that several modes of programme mobility involve partnerships,
there are questions about who owns the intellectual property rights to
course curriculum and materials. What are the legal and moral roles and
responsibilities of the participating partners in terms of academic,
staffing, recruitment, evaluation, financial, and administrative matters?
While the movement of programmes across borders has been taking place
for many years, it is clear that the new types of providers, partnerships,
awards and delivery modes are challenging national and international
policies and regulatory frameworks and that there are more questions
than answers at the present time.

Provider mobility

Cross-border mobility of provider can be described as “the physical or
virtual movement of an education provider across a national/regional
border to establish a presence to provide education/training programmes
and/or services to students and other clients”. The difference between
programme and provider mobility is one of scope and volume in terms of
programmes/services offered and the local presence (and investment) by
the foreign provider. Credits and qualifications are awarded by the for-
eign provider (through foreign, local or self-accreditation methods) or by
an affiliated domestic partner or jointly. Forms of cross-border provider
mobility include branch campuses, mergers with or acquisitions of
domestic providers, independent institutions, study and support centres
plus other types of innovative affiliations. A distinguishing feature
between programme and provider mobility is that with provider mobility
the learner is not necessarily located in a different country from the
awarding institution.
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Source: Knight 2005.

Branch campus

Independent 
institution

Acquisition/merger

Study centre/ 
teaching site

Affiliation
/networks
(collaborative
provision)

Virtual university

Provider in country A establishes 
a satellite campus in country B to deliver
courses and programmes to students in
country B (may also include country A
students taking a semester/courses
abroad). The qualification awarded
is from provider in country A.

Foreign provider A (a traditional
university, a commercial company or
alliance/network) establishes in country
B a stand-alone HEI to offer courses
/programmes and awards.

Foreign provider A purchases a part of or
100% of local HEI in country B.

Foreign provider A establishes study 
centres in country B to support students
taking their courses/programmes.
Study centres can be independent 
or in collaboration with local providers
in country B.

Different types of “public and private”,
“traditional and new” providers from
various countries collaborate through
innovative types of partnerships to
establish networks/ institutions to deliver
courses and programmes in local and
foreign countries through distance
or face-to-face modes.

Provider that delivers credit courses 
and degree programmes to students 
in different countries through distance
education modes and that generally 
does not have face-to-face support 
services for students.

Netherlands Business School has a branch
campus in Nigeria and the University of
Indianapolis has a branch campus in Athens.

The German University in Cairo.

Laureate (formerly Sylvan Learning
Systems) has merged with and/or purchased
local HEIs in Spain, France and Switzerland.

Texas A&M has a “university centre”
in Mexico City. Troy University (US)
has an MBA teaching site in Bangkok.

Partnership between the Captor Group and
Carnegie Mellon University to establish
campus in India.

International Virtual University, Hibernia
College, Arab Open University.

Category Description Examples

Chart Three: Typology of cross-border provider mobility modes

The increase in different types of cross-border providers includes non-
traditional or alternative types of institutions/providers that are not part of
any national education system and are in essence “stateless”. Therefore,
the advantage of knowing the status of the provider in their “home” coun-
try does not apply to these types of providers. As a result, they are
“unknown” entities in terms of quality of the education course/pro-
gramme and the acceptance/trustworthiness of their awards. One
common response to “not being part of a national education system” is to
obtain “accreditation status” from different types of accreditation bodies
or agencies. This in turn leads to the question of whether the accredita-
tion agency is bona fide and can be trusted.



Diversity of accreditors – recognised and rogue

The increased awareness of the need for quality assurance and/or accredita-
tion has lead to several new developments in accreditation, some of which
are helping the task of domestic and international recognition of qualifica-
tions, some of which are only serving to hinder and complicate matters.

First, it is important to acknowledge the efforts of many countries to estab-
lish criteria and procedures for quality assurance recognition systems and
the approval of bona fide accreditors. At the same time, it is necessary to
recognise the increase in self-appointed and rather self-serving accreditors,
as well as accreditation mills that simply sell “bogus” accreditation labels.

The desire for accreditation status is leading to a commercialisation of
quality assurance/accreditation as programmes and providers strive to
gain as many “accreditation” stars as possible in order to increase com-
petitiveness and perceived international legitimacy. The challenge is how
to distinguish between bona fide and rogue accreditors, especially when
neither the cross-border provider nor the accreditor are nationally based
or recognised as part of a national higher education system.

A second aspect of the race for accreditation is the growth in the interna-
tional dimension, or perhaps more aptly put, the international market for
accreditation. First, it is important to acknowledge the upside of the inter-
nationalisation of accreditation. New initiatives for mutual recognition of
accreditation processes among countries, especially in the regulated pro-
fessionals, have been a positive development. Countries lacking fully
developed quality assurance systems have also benefited from the assis-
tance of foreign bona fide accreditors. However, there are also instances
when commercial and competitiveness motives have fuelled the desire
for more accreditation stars, resulting in inappropriate and non-reliable
quality assurance processes. While this can apply to both cross-border
and domestic provision, it is particularly worrisome for cross-border pro-
vision as attention to national policy objectives and cultural orientation is
often neglected. In both cases, there is no clear understanding if the
accreditor is bona fide and if the qualifications will be able to be accept-
able for academic or professional purposes.

New types of collaborative arrangements

The diversity of new types of providers has lead to more innovative and
complex collaborative arrangements for the delivery of education pro-
grammes and degrees. The combination of partners (local/foreign, tradi-
tional and new providers, recognised/not-recognised, private/public, non-
profit/for-profit) results in major difficulties in determining whose study
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programme is being offered, who is responsible for delivery, who is ulti-
mately granting the qualification and most importantly, who has licensed
and quality-assured the programme/provider.

These are some of the realities of cross-border movement of programmes
and providers that have significant implications for the qualify assurance
of programmes and providers and consequently for the ultimate recogni-
tion of qualification for academic and professional purposes.

Issues and implications

The typologies of cross-border providers and the different means and
arrangements for providing education across national/regional bound-
aries illustrate the diversity of actors, types of provision, delivery meth-
ods and of course rationales, driving the whole enterprise of cross-border
education. This section focuses primarily on the issues that relate to
recognition of providers, programmes and credits/qualifications at
national, regional and international levels.

At the current time, there are five macro-issues that are receiving the most
attention and which have different dimensions and consequences for the
various types of providers. These issues are interrelated and all are influ-
enced by regulations of the sending and the receiving country. The first
issue is the licensing or registering of institutions/providers who are deliv-
ering across borders courses/programmes and hence qualifications. Are
they recognised and part of the home national system and also recog-
nised/licensed in the receiving country? The second issue focuses on the
quality of the courses/programmes being offered and the quality of the aca-
demic experience of the student. The third issue follows on the same theme
and focuses on the role of accreditation and the more recent trends of inter-
nationalisation and commercialisation of accreditation for worldwide
status and profile, rather than for standards. The fourth issue addresses the
recognition of the actual award or qualification being offered for purposes
of employment and further study. This point relates directly to the impor-
tance of student/employer and public being aware of the quality and valid-
ity of the programmes and awards provided. The fifth issue focuses on the
challenge and need for a review of the policy and regulatory environments
in which programme and provider mobility is operating.

Registration and licensing of foreign providers

A fundamental question is whether the institutions, companies and net-
works that are delivering award-based programmes are registered, licensed
or recognised by the receiving country. The answer to this question varies.

Recognition and transborder provisions



There are many countries that do not have the regulatory systems in place
to register out-of-country providers. Several reasons account for this,
including lack of capacity or political will. If providers are not registered
or recognised it is difficult to monitor their performance. It is usual prac-
tice, that if an institution/provider is not registered as part of a national
system, then regulatory frameworks for quality assurance or accreditation
do not apply. This is the situation in many countries in the world and hence
foreign providers (bona fide and rogue) do not have to comply with
national regulations of the receiving countries.

The questions and factors at play in the registration or licensing of for-
eign providers are many. For instance, are the criteria or conditions
applicable to those providers who are part of and recognised by a national
education system in their home country different from those for providers
who are not? Does it make a difference if the provider is for-profit or
non-profit, private or public, an institution or a company? What condi-
tions apply if in fact the provider is a company that has no home-based
presence and only establishes institutions in foreign countries? How does
one monitor partnerships between local domestic institutions/companies
and foreign ones? Is it even possible to register a completely virtual
provider? Clearly, there are challenges and difficulties involved in trying
to establish appropriate and effective national or regional regulatory sys-
tems for registration of non-domestic providers.

Often there are bilateral cultural/academic agreements in place to facili-
tate and monitor the foreign presence of education providers. However,
the fact that education services are now part of bilateral and multilateral
trade agreements introduces new regulations and challenges. The exis-
tence of trade agreements that aim to liberalise and promote trade in edu-
cation services is a relatively recent factor to be considered. Trade agree-
ments can help to provide new opportunities, but also present new
dilemmas. A key question facing national governments, as well as inter-
national organisations, is to what extent will the introduction of new
national regulations to license or recognise out-of-country providers be
interpreted as barriers for trade and therefore need to be modified to
comply with trade policies.

All and all, the issue of regulating and licensing providers that deliver
education across borders needs further attention. Consideration of what
national, regional and international policies and frameworks are neces-
sary and feasible in light of new trade regulations merits study by the
education sector. This is becoming a complex and more urgent issue to
address.
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Assessing and ensuring quality assurance

If we thought the questions related to registration and licensing were
complex, matters become even more complicated when one looks at
accreditation and quality assurance of programmes and providers moving
across national/regional jurisdictional borders. The terms “accreditation”
and “quality assurance” have different meaning and significance depend-
ing on the country, actor or stakeholder using them. For the purposes of
this discussion, quality recognition and assurance is used in a general
sense and includes quality audit, evaluation, accreditation and other
review processes and elements.

Firstly, it must be noted that increased importance has certainly been given
to quality assurance at the institutional level and at the national level in the
past decade. Quality assurance mechanisms and national organisations have
been developed in over sixty countries in the last decade. New regional qual-
ity networks have also been established. The primary task of these groups
has been to assess and assure the quality of domestic higher education pro-
vision of public and private higher education institutions. However, the
increase in cross-border education by institutions and commercial compa-
nies has introduced a new challenge to the field of quality assurance.
Historically, national quality assurance agencies have generally not focused
their efforts on assessing the quality of imported and exported programmes,
with some notable exceptions. Hong Kong, Malaysia, South Africa and
Israel, as receivers of cross-border providers and programmes, have devel-
oped regulatory systems to register and monitor the quality of foreign pro-
vision. The United Kingdom and Australia are examples of sending coun-
tries that have introduced quality assurance for exported cross-border
provision by their recognised HEIs. The question now facing the sector is
how to deal with the increase in cross-border education by public/private
institutions, and in particular by the new private commercial companies and
providers who are not part of or recognised by nationally-based quality
assurance schemes. Is it feasible and desirable that the new and alternative
types of internationally oriented higher education providers become quality-
assured or accredited by the existing national/regional bodies that evaluate
the more traditional types of public and private universities? Or will alter-
native type of evaluation and accreditation procedures be developed to
respond to their particular characteristics, rationales and issues?

It is probable that sectors in addition to education will be interested in devel-
oping international quality standards and procedures for education. ISO
standards, or other industry-based mechanisms such as the Baldridge
Awards, are examples of quality systems that might be applied or modelled
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for cross-border education. The education sector has mixed views on the
appropriateness of quality standards being established for education by
those outside the sector; some see merit to this idea and others see problems.
At the same time, there are divergent opinions on the desirability and value
of any international standards or criteria for quality assurance as this might
jeopardise the sovereignty of national level systems or contribute to stan-
dardisation, not necessarily quality standards. This issue is complex and
there are many different actors and stakeholders involved. However, given
the realities of today’s growth in the number and types of cross-border edu-
cation providers there is a sense of urgency to the question of how to ensure
the quality of imported and exported education providers and programmes.

Accreditation – commercialisation and internationalisation?

Market forces are making the profile and reputation of an
institution/provider and their courses more and more important. Major
investments are being made in marketing and branding campaigns in order
to get name recognition and to increase enrolments. The possession of
some type of accreditation is part of the campaign and assures prospective
students that the programmes/awards are of high standing. This is intro-
ducing an internationalisation and even commercialisation dimension to
accreditation practices. However, it is very important not to confuse com-
mercial bona fide accreditation agencies with “accreditation mills”.

It is interesting to note the increase in the number of bona fide national
and international accreditation agencies which are now working in over
50 countries. For instance, the US national and regional accrediting
bodies are providing/selling their services in over 65 countries. The same
trend is discernible for accreditation bodies of the professions, such as
ABET (Engineering) from the US and EQUIS (Business) from Europe.

At the same time, there are networks of institutions and new organisa-
tions that are self-appointed and engage in accreditation of their mem-
bers. These are positive developments when seen through the lens of
trying to improve the quality of the academic offer. However, there is
some concern that they are not totally objective in their assessments and
may be more interested in contributing to the race for more and more
accreditation “stars” than to improving quality. Another related develop-
ment that is more worrisome is the growth in accreditation mills. These
organisations are not recognised or legitimate bodies and they more or
less “sell” accreditation status without any independent assessment. They
are similar to degree mills that sell certificates and degrees with little or
no coursework. Different education stakeholders, especially the students,



employers and the public need to be aware of these accreditation (and
degree) mills, which are often no more than a web address and are there-
fore outside the jurisdiction of national regulatory systems.

Recognition of qualifications

The need to have mechanisms that recognise academic and professional
qualifications gained through domestic or international delivery of edu-
cation is another important consequence of increased cross-border activ-
ity. The key questions are who awards the qualification (especially in col-
laborative provision arrangements and for private company providers), is
the provider recognised, if so by what kind of accrediting/licensing body,
and in what country is that body located? Given the importance of both
student mobility and professional labour mobility, within and between
countries, the mechanisms for qualification recognition have to be
national, regional and or international in nature and application.

UNESCO has long acknowledged the requirement of an international
system to facilitate and ensure recognition of academic and professional
qualifications. Regional UNESCO conventions on the recognition of
qualifications were established more than twenty-five years ago and have
been ratified by over 100 member states in Africa, Asia and the Pacific,
the Arab states, Europe and Latin America. They are unique legally bind-
ing instruments dealing with cross-border mutual recognition of qualifi-
cations. There is limited awareness of these instruments except for the
European regional convention, which in 1997 was updated jointly by the
Council of Europe and UNESCO in the form of the Lisbon Recognition
Convention. However, the Convention will only be most effective if there
are national level regulations and capacity to implement and monitor it.
There is significant room for improvement in the implementation of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention in many European countries and the
other regional conventions need to be updated in light of the changes and
growth in cross-border education.

The credibility of higher education programmes and qualifications is
extremely important for students, employers, the public at large and of
course for the academic community itself. Additional efforts are needed
at institutional, national and international levels to keep the different
stakeholders cognisant of new opportunities for education and profes-
sional mobility but at the same time aware of the new risks such as rogue
providers, and diploma and accreditation mills and the more subtle issues
related to alternative and new providers and new qualifications. The most
critical issue is assurance that the qualification awarded is legitimate and
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will be recognised for employment purposes or for further studies either
at home or abroad. This is a major challenge facing the national and inter-
national higher education sector at the present time.

National, regional and international frameworks

Of current interest and debate is whether national-level accreditation and
quality assurance systems (where they exist) are able to attend to the com-
plicating factors of education mobility across countries, cultures and juris-
dictional systems. A fundamental question is whether countries have the
capacity and political will to establish and monitor quality systems for
both incoming and outgoing education programmes given the diversity of
providers and delivery methods. Should national quality/accreditation sys-
tems be complemented and augmented by regional or international frame-
works? Is it advisable and feasible to develop mutual recognition systems
between and among countries? Would an international code of good prac-
tice for cross-border provision be appropriate or strong enough to monitor
quality? These are key questions for the education sector to address. As the
discussion moves forward it will be of strategic and substantive impor-
tance to recognise the roles and responsibilities of all the players involved
in quality assurance including individual institutions/providers, national
quality assurance systems, non-government and independent accreditation
bodies, and regional/international organisations. It will be important to
work in a collaborative and complementary fashion to build a system that
ensures the quality and integrity of cross-border education and maintains
the confidence of society in higher education.

International developments related to recognition of qualifications
and cross-border education

UNESCO/OECD joint initiatives

Both UNESCO and the OECD have identified the accelerated growth and
increasing importance of cross-border education as a priority area for the
higher education sector. The changes in the landscape of cross-border edu-
cation present important new opportunities and potential risks. Individually
the organisations are undertaking initiatives in the form of Global Forum
meetings, expert working groups and new publications. Important out-
comes of these activities are two new joint projects. They are:

– the UNESCO/OECD Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-
border Higher Education; and

– the UNESCO/OECD Information Tool on Recognised Higher
Education Institutions.
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The purpose of the Joint Guidelines is to “ensure that the quality of cross-
border provision of higher education is managed appropriately to limit
low quality provision and rogue providers and to encourage these forms
of cross-border delivery of higher education that provides new opportu-
nities, wide access and increases the possibilities of improving the skills
of individual students”. A key assumption and intention of the guidelines
is that quality provision is a fundamental way to protect students who are
seeking and participating in cross-border education.

The Joint Guidelines are based on the principle of mutual trust and
respect among countries and recognise the importance of national author-
ity and activity in education policy making. The guidelines make recom-
mendations for six key stakeholder groups: national governments, higher
education institutions/providers, student groups, quality assurance and
accreditation agencies, credential and qualification evaluation groups
and professional bodies.

The guidelines are an important step towards increasing the awareness of
key education actors and beneficiaries of the new opportunities, risks,
and challenges of cross-border education. As guidelines, they are without
any regulatory power, but they are critical to ensuring that cross-border
education provision is a priority issue and receives attention and action
by key stakeholders.

A second joint activity is the development of an “Information Tool on
Recognised Higher Education Institutions”. This is an important adjunct to
the guidelines and will provide concrete information about higher educa-
tion institutions that are recognised by a competent body in participating
countries. Each country voluntarily supplies and is responsible for the reli-
ability and currency of the information. Clearly there are many challenges
involved in designing, implementing and updating such a tool in a field that
is growing and changing at such fast pace. For instance, how does one
define a higher/tertiary education institution? It is obvious that many
providers of higher education are not traditional higher education institu-
tions; will they be included? Secondly, the terms “recognised” and “com-
petent body” often mean very different things in different countries, and
therefore common reference points will need to found among the diverse
interpretations. What kind of quality assurance or accreditation mecha-
nisms are necessary to be acknowledged by a country as a “recognised
institution” and therefore to be included in the “international information
tool”? The ability of many countries to produce and update this kind of list
on national institutions, let alone cross-border providers, is still lacking and
will necessitate national capacity-building strategies. It is clear that a
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simple list of “recognised institutions” is not enough. A consensus is
needed on what supplementary information is desirable and feasible. The
benefits of such a tool are many, and so are the challenges in developing
and updating it; however, it is an important and welcome step and contri-
bution to the field. The critical questions about the quality and recognition
of those education providers that are outside a national education system
still remain and hopefully will be addressed by these working groups.

Concluding remarks

Europe has put in place important mechanisms to ensure fair and trans-
parent recognition of qualifications so that credentials earned in one
European country are recognised and valid for further studies and
employment in other countries within Europe. These tools include the
Lisbon Recognition Convention, the Code of Good Practice in the
Provision of Transnational Education, the ENIC and NARIC Networks
and centres and the Diploma Supplement, all of which can contribute to
the regulation and adoption of good practice for recognising qualifica-
tions. New initiatives such as national qualifications frameworks and the
proposed pan-European Qualifications Framework are also central to an
improved process for the recognition of qualifications. These efforts are
to be applauded. However, the widespread implementation of recognition
policies at institutional, national and regional levels remains a challenge.
It is even more of a challenge when one considers the complexities
attached to the recognition of awards for programmes being delivered out
of Europe and for programmes that are being imported into Europe, espe-
cially by new and alternative types of providers.

The growth in the volume, scope and dimensions of cross-border educa-
tion has the potential to provide increased access, and to promote inno-
vation and responsiveness of higher education, but it also brings new
challenges and unexpected consequences. There are the realities that
unrecognised and rogue cross-border providers are active; that much of
the latest cross-border education provision is being driven by commercial
interests and gain; that mechanisms to recognise qualifications and
ensure quality of the academic course/programme are still not established
in many countries and that new alternative providers do not have access
to them in those countries where they are in place. These present major
challenges to the education sector. It is important to acknowledge the
huge potential of cross-border education but not at the expense of acade-
mic quality or the recognition of qualifications for both academic and
professional work at home and abroad.
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As Stanford University economist Paul Romer has long argued, great
advances have always come from ideas. Ideas do not fall from the sky; they
come from people. People write software. People design products. People
start the new businesses. Every new thing that gives us pleasure or
productivity or convenience … is the result of human ingenuity.

R. Florida

Whether as immigrants or temporarily as students, scholars or
researchers, the United States has long received many benefits from
people from other countries coming to the US. Indeed, the US owes its
development as a nation to people from other countries and since the
mid-nineteenth century, the US has been dependent on immigrant labour
for much of its economic success. Some argue that the ability of the
United States to be a centre of ingenuity and invention has been its open-
ness to new ideas, especially in scientific fields, the arts, and entertain-
ment. That openness in turn has fostered the research and development
that has been a major economic engine and made the US a magnet for the
world’s best and brightest. But today there are clear indicators that the
best and the brightest are looking at other parts of the globe as the incu-
bators of new ideas. At the end of the day, the higher education commu-
nity in the US will view itself as a stakeholder in the Bologna Process to
the degree to which the United States is able to keep its doors open to stu-
dents from other countries. There are challenges to keeping the doors
open. This chapter takes a look at those challenges.

Post-secondary education in the United States 

Post-secondary academic and professional education in the United States
is primarily offered in two types of institutions, colleges and universities.
At the undergraduate level (the level leading to a bachelor’s degree) and in
terms of programme of study, there is no distinction between a college and
a university. Both offer programmes of study leading to the bachelor’s
degree. Distinctions between a college and a university are generally a
matter of the size of the institution (number of students and faculty) and

The United States 

as a stakeholder in the Bologna Process

Timothy S. Thompson
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that universities also offer graduate degrees, the master’s degree and the
doctoral degree, although not all universities offer programmes of study
leading to the PhD. However, the distinctions in name can be confusing.
For example Denison University in Ohio offers no graduate degrees and
carries the name university as an historical appellation, not as an indicator
that Denison University offers both undergraduate and graduate degrees.

To add to the complexity just a little, a community college differs from a
college in that the community college offers among a variety of pro-
grammes of study, an academic programme of study leading to an asso-
ciate degree. In many cases, the associate degree programme of study at
a community college will have an articulation agreement with a college
or university in the region where the community college is located that
enables a student to transfer credit from the associate degree programme
to a programme of study leading to a bachelor’s degree.

Recognition of academic qualifications 

The organisational features of academic post-secondary education in the
US point to another feature of post-secondary or higher education in the
United States. Whether public or private, there is no centralised national
government entity with authority for education in the United States. The
US Department of Education is not our ministry of education. The
absence of a federal educational authority is due in large part to the
absence of education being mentioned in the US Constitution. With no
federal education authority or ministry of education in the United States,
institutions of higher education are autonomous. The control and author-
ity rests with the institutions themselves or in some cases with individual
states, as is generally the case of public state institutions, although public
state institutions are still autonomous. This feature of higher education in
the United States is reflected in Article II of the Lisbon Convention,
where the competent authority in matters pertaining to the recognition of
academic qualifications lies with the institution and not national or
regional government authorities.

With no national authority in education, a critical component of post-sec-
ondary education in the US that establishes the framework for standard
setting and a high degree uniformity in the organisation and recognition of
degrees offered at institutions is the system of institutional and pro-
gramme accreditation. The general public tends to be captivated by the
highly subjective and “public relations/marketing” orientation of the rank-
ing of institutions in the US. However, the objective core of an institution’s
standards, quality control, and assessment of an institution’s ability to



deliver the education reflected in its mission statement is its institutional
accreditation by one of the regional accrediting bodies and the programme
accreditation by one of the professional accrediting bodies such as the
Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET).

Although there is no central federal authority and therefore no government
authority in matters of recognition of academic qualifications, until
December 1968 the US Office of Education (predecessor of the US
Department of Education) did provide guidance in the evaluation of foreign
educational credentials to assist institutions in the process of admitting stu-
dents from other countries to institutions in the US. However, the opinions
expressed were offered as advice, not as governmental decisions or policies.

The National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign Educational
Credentials 

In the mid-1950s, a committee was formed with representation from the
American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers,
the Association of American Colleges, the Association of Graduate
Schools, the Institute of International Education, and the National
Association of Foreign Student Advisors, and with observers from the
following: the American Council on Education, Commission on
Education and International Affairs, the College Entrance Examination
Board, the US Department of State, and the US Office of Education. That
committee became the National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign
Educational Credentials. Since its founding in the 1950s, the role of the
Council has been to provide guidelines through providing Council rec-
ommendations for the interpretation of foreign academic credentials for
the purpose of placement in educational and other institutions in the
United States. The following, taken from a 1958 report on education in
Korea, reveals the mission and purpose of the Council:

“The Committee felt a need for co-ordinating the opinion of all groups interested
in the placement of foreign students, so its first act was to arrange meetings which
resulted in the organization of a Council on the Evaluation of Foreign Student
Credentials…[the] Committee invited individuals on United States campuses to
prepare factual reports on educational developments in various countries ….These
reports, while in manuscript, are reviewed by the Council on Evaluation and the
Council incorporates into each report recommendations regarding academic
placement of foreign students coming into United States educational institutions.
The following report on the Republic of Korea is intended to help admissions offi-
cers to arrive at their own decisions on proper and equitable placement of individ-
ual students. Admissions officers should, of course, give due consideration to the
purposes, organization, and requirements of their own institutions, and to the aca-
demic and personal needs of each student concerned.” (Koenig, 1958)
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Although there have been many changes since its creation in 1955, the
Council maintains its unique role as the only interassociational body in
the United States offering standards for interpreting foreign educational
credentials and for the purpose of assisting educational institutions in
admitting and placing students primarily in academic programmes of
study. However, it is important to underscore that the recommendations
of the Council are provided as advisory opinions, the Council’s recom-
mendations are not statements of national policy and some of the recom-
mendations of the Council have not been without controversy.

Multiple opinions 

Another dimension of the evaluation of foreign academic credentials in
the United States is the role played by private credential evaluation ser-
vices. Many institutions, employers, professional bodies, as well as gov-
ernment agencies rely on the resources, analysis and opinions offered by
the private credential evaluation services. And recently, a national educa-
tion association, the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and
Admission Officers (AACRAO), has started its own credential evaluation
service. While many of these credential evaluation services offer opin-
ions that are frequently backed by comprehensive and focused research,
like the recommendations of the Council, the opinions and evaluations
offered are advisory and are not statements of national policy. The array
of opinions and practices in the United States, the absence of a federal
authority, policy, or voice in matters concerning the evaluation and recog-
nition of academic qualifications from other countries can be very con-
fusing when viewed from outside the United States. In addition, the
autonomy of institutions in making decisions (or adopting the opinions of
other entities, be they the recommendations of the Council or the opinion
of a private credential evaluation service) does lead to widely varying
practices and positions when it comes to the issue of evaluating education
from other countries. This is a challenge that will influence the assess-
ment of the new degrees in Europe by institutions in the US. Indeed, the
diversity in the evaluation of foreign educational credential has always
been a challenge in the United States and the main motivation for the cre-
ation the National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign Educational
Credential in 1955.

Assessment of the new degrees in Europe

As noted, there are multiple voices and perspectives in matters of recog-
nition and the evaluation of academic credentials in the United States.
There is no national authority that sets policy. Institutions are completely



autonomous in making assessments about credentials from other coun-
tries. It is fully anticipated that there will be multiple opinions and deci-
sions about the new degrees initiated under the Bologna Process. Some
institutions may adopt the position that the new bachelor’s degree repre-
senting three years of study cannot be viewed as equivalent to a four-year
bachelor’s degree. Other institutions may adopt the view that the new
bachelor’s degree can be viewed as appropriate preparation for admission
to graduate-level studies at their institution. Other institutions may adopt
entirely different views.

One thing is certain: that there will be multiple opinions and perspectives
in the United States regarding the new degrees. This multiplicity of opin-
ions and perspectives will be a challenge as we attempt to maintain the flow
of ideas through the mobility of students, scholars, researchers, and faculty.

It is anticipated that the National Council on the Evaluation of Foreign
Educational Credentials will review manuscripts detailing the new
degrees initiated under the Bologna Process. How the Council will view
the new degrees cannot be anticipated. Regardless, the Council’s recom-
mendation will not be a mandate for institutions. Some institutions will
reflect on the Council’s recommendations and take them into considera-
tion when making assessments. Other institutions will go in other direc-
tions. The multiplicity of opinions and actions based on those opinions
has always been a challenge and will continue to be a challenge.

The repercussions of terrorism

People around the world applaud America’s efforts to improve its own security.
But what the world does not like is the arbitrary and sometimes brash methods
the country has adopted in its own defence.

R. Florida

The United States likes to think of itself as a “melting pot” of ethnicities
and cultures. However, we are reluctant to admit the xenophobia that has
laced our history as a country. To cite just two examples, the anti-German
sentiment in the United States during the First World War manifested
itself in ways ranging from a general dislike of anything or anyone of
German heritage to the policy issued by President Wilson in 1917 that
required all German males fourteen and older not naturalised to register
as alien enemies by 4 February 1918. The internment of Japanese-
American citizens during the Second World War is another example.
There are many more examples throughout the history of the United
States that reveal this disturbing aspect of the American character.

165

The United States as a stakeholder



166

Recognition in the Bologna Process

To the credit of the current administration, the public was asked not to
turn the acts of terrorism of 11 September 2001 into a religious war on
Islam in the United States. Nevertheless, in the wake of the attacks on the
US, individuals in the US of Middle Eastern ancestry have felt an
extreme tension, if not harassment. The changes in policy ranging from
the implementation of the Student and Exchange Visitor Information
System (SEVIS) and visa application fees to the interview process and
fingerprinting of those who enter the US are presenting the US as unwel-
coming, if not hostile.

What many view as the restrictive policies put in place nominally in the
interest of national security combined with the latent and overt xenopho-
bia in the United States present a challenge to attracting people from other
countries. The concern expressed by some is that the United States will
not be able to recover its position of pre-eminence in education and
research once the “war on terrorism” is over. Putting out the welcome mat
once again will not signal the return of the flow of students, scholars, and
talent to the United States. Some have predicted that a seriously dimin-
ished flow of students, scholars, and talent to the United States will have
far-reaching and long-lasting negative consequences for the United States.

Opportunities and challenges 

The climate that emerged in the United States in the aftermath of
11 September 2001 is only one factor that will influence the decision of
individuals to look elsewhere in the world for opportunities. Today, there
are opportunities in many other countries. The Internet and the globali-
sation of information and higher education are enabling individuals and
institutions to have access to information and resources only dreamed of
a few years ago. The sharing of ideas is no longer limited to place.
Educational and research opportunities that were viewed as mainly avail-
able only in the United States are now available in other countries.

Institutions in the US see themselves as competing with each other for
the best and the brightest. In addition, with no federal authority for edu-
cation, there has been no collective national agenda or co-ordinated effort
in matters relating to the process of attracting students from other coun-
tries. By contrast, institutions in other countries are relying on “umbrella
organisations” to promote all of the institutions in their country through
various means, making it easier for students to apply to institutions in
their countries.

In the absence of a clear and strong national voice or infrastructure, there
is no mechanism in place for the US higher education community to
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speak with a collective voice and to influence the decisions of the gov-
ernment that impact on the flow of international students and scholars to
the United States. Organisations such as NAFSA: Association of
International Educators have been successful at times in influencing poli-
cies and procedures, but overall there is no strong collective voice raising
concerns on behalf of the higher education community. The lack of a
clear voice will be another challenge to be faced.

Looking to the future

These observations on the present state of international educational
exchange in the United States paint a bleak picture for the future. In light
of the challenges facing the United States, it is hard to be optimistic.
However, if the decisions regarding the assessment of the new degrees in
Europe are carefully and deliberately made in the context of keeping the
doors open, how the new degrees are viewed may be an important first
step. Continued dialogue and sharing of information will also contribute
to keeping the doors open. And finally, the United States needs to be
reminded that it is people who have been the source of new ideas and new
ideas are the hope of the future.
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Predictions and years

Being asked to look at “Recognition 2010” is a challenge, to say the least.
One is tempted to recall the words of the Danish humorist Piet Hein, who
quipped that prediction is difficult, in particular about the future.69 If the
title of this chapter indicates a certain ambiguity, this is because I sense
that many of our colleagues in the recognition field see opportunities
ahead, but they are not entirely comfortable with all they see. Even in a
brief chapter like this, I hope to explore some of the opportunities and,
hopefully, lay some of the apprehensions to rest. My own apprehensions
have as much to do with our attitudes to change as with the change itself.

It may also be worth reminding ourselves that it is sometimes difficult to
distinguish predictions – indications of what is likely to happen – from
our own desires for the future – what we would like to see happen. This
is not to say, however, that we should throw our hands in the air and let
things happen. Predictions are useful not least because they may help us
identify likely developments as well as what action we might take to help
those developments go in the direction we would like. We cannot always
succeed, but we can always try. The chances of success, however, are
greater if we adapt them to the prevailing environment than if we only
base them on wishful thinking.

In thinking about 2010, it may also be useful to remember that some
years have come to symbolise predictions in a particular way. The two in
most recent memory are 1984 and 2000. The first gave us the adjective
Orwellian, describing the kind of society that few of us would like to live
in but that some less than tender souls may well long to rule over, while
the second was connected with doom and gloom. Millenarian sects
believed the world would come to an end and may well have been disap-
pointed when it did not. Computer specialists were worried about another
kind of apocalypse, but they were mostly relieved when the famous
“2000 bug” did not materialise after all. 2010, then, is less dramatic and

Recognition 2010:

opportunities from which we cannot run away

Sjur Bergan

__________
69. Piet Hein’s quips and aphorisms were published over a number of years as Gruk.
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much more positive, for it has come to signify the establishment of the
European Higher Education Area and, hence, the end of the Bologna
Process.

By now, 1984 is history, 2000 is the still recent past and 2010 has moved
from the realm of futurology to something that is much more comfortable
to policy makers and bureaucrats: medium-term planning.

Considering recognition in 2010 from a European point of view is, then,
considering what, in the medium term, the recognition community may
do to help make the European Higher Education Area a reality only four
years from now. This chapter will make no attempt at giving a complete
overview of challenges, but it will seek to address six factors that I
believe will be particularly important.

The legal framework

In a way, this is not a challenge. At European level, the legal framework
is largely in place, through the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition
Convention,70 through subsidiary texts to this Convention and through the
EU Directives on professional recognition. At least for most purposes of
recognition, I believe we by and large have the legal instruments we need.

The main challenge will therefore lie in the implementation of the exist-
ing legal framework rather than in developing a new one, and this imple-
mentation will be the main focus of this chapter. As concerns further
development of the legal framework, there are three areas where this may
be required.

Firstly, while increasing the number of subsidiary texts to the Council of
Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention is no end in itself, there may
still be issues that will require further texts of this kind. These issues will
most likely have to do with recognition issues that were not fully covered
by the Convention itself, in particular issues relating to qualifications that
are not entirely a part of a national system. The Recommendation on the
Recognition of Joint Degrees (adopted in 2004) and the Code of Good
Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education (2001) are good
examples of such texts, and further texts may be needed. The relationship
between recognition and quality assurance is another area in which there
have been important developments since the Convention was adopted,
and where further standard setting texts may be required.

170

__________
70. The full text of the Convention and its Explanatory Report, as well as a constantly
updated list of signatures and ratifications, will be found at http://conventions.coe.int
search for ETS No. 165.
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Secondly, while the legal framework is largely in place at European level,
this is not necessarily true at national level. Many countries have updated
laws and regulations on recognition, and in some countries, any interna-
tional treaty ratified by that country becomes part of national law.
However, some countries have ratified the Convention without amending
their national laws. All countries party to the Bologna Process should
therefore review their own legislation to ensure that it is compatible with
their obligations under the Convention.

Thirdly, the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention is the
first of what is often called the “new generation” of recognition conven-
tions, and as such, it may serve as a model for other UNESCO regions of
the world. While they would not copy the Convention, they may find the
provisions of and experience with the Convention useful in updating their
own legal framework. To my knowledge, the Arab Region has already
come far in this respect, and work is also underway in the African Region.
As we shall discuss later in the chapter, this is important to European
countries because a common approach to recognition principles and
methodology will facilitate the mutual recognition of qualifications.

Effects of laws in an internationalised environment

Laws are only effective if they are implemented and enforced. One could
even question whether legal texts that are not enforced should be called
laws, or whether they are rather guidelines for good practice – voluntary
instruments that are certainly beneficial, but which are put into practice
to the extent that people and institutions actually want to do so.

The point in our context is that, for the most part, law enforcement is
linked to national authorities, national territories and national systems.
There are exceptions to this, such as the legislation of the European
Union and its European Court of Justice, the Council of Europe’s
European Convention and Court of Human Rights, the UN International
Court of Justice and the now defunct Central American Court of Justice
(1907-18), which is the earliest example of an international court of
which this author is aware.71 Nevertheless, laws are mostly implemented
on a territorial basis, within the legal competence of national authorities.

This implies that there are limits to how effective legal regulations are in
influencing behaviour outside of or between national frameworks. The
international legal framework for recognition largely exists, but the
__________
71. See Sjur Bergan: “A tale of two cultures in higher education policies: the rule of law
or a excess of legalism?” Journal of Studies in International Education, volume 8, issue 2,
summer 2004.
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mechanisms for international enforcement are weak, and there is unlikely
to be political support in the foreseeable future for such mechanisms.
There is no “International Court of Recognition”, nor is there an
“International Recognition Police”, and even the very thought seems
absurd.

This is not to say that the international legal framework is worthless or
ineffective. It is just to say that treating it only as a traditional legal frame-
work is missing half the point. It is a legal framework, but at least in the
vast majority of cases, its legal implementation depends on national juris-
diction, which is one of the main reasons the main provisions of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention should be transposed into national law
where this has not already been done. The exception is countries in which
international treaties automatically become national law once the country
has ratified them.

Attitudes to recognition

The second half of the point referred to above – the half that was missing
– is that the international legal texts also serve as guides to good practice.
In fact, there are countries – like Belgium – that for various reasons are
still in the process of ratifying the Council of Europe/UNESCO
Recognition Convention, but that still apply it in practice. While it is
obviously desirable that all European countries ratify the Council of
Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention, as the “Bologna Ministers”
committed to doing in the Berlin Communiqué, de facto implementation
of the Convention in the absence of ratification is clearly preferable to
ratification not followed by effective implementation.

What is at issue is the interpretation of legislation and recognition practice.
Over the past two decades or so, there has been a very significant develop-
ment from what is often referred to as “equivalence” to “recognition” –
some would also say that we are now on our way towards an attitude of
“acceptance”. This development basically describes changing attitudes to
how similar qualifications should be in order to be given recognition and,
at a deeper level, a growing awareness of the important role recognition
specialists have in providing a service to those who seek to move across
borders without losing the true value of their qualifications.

This change in practice and attitudes implies leaving the very detailed
comparison of curricula and structures behind in favour of a broader
view. The world of recognition has its share of horror stories, and one of
them is about a well-regarded professor who, as a member of the faculty
senate at a European university a generation ago, made sure that any
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applicant who wanted to get recognition of a degree in a foreign language
would be turned down unless the applicant had studied at least one work
of literature dating from before 1700. This is a horror story for two rea-
sons: firstly, that such a detailed – and presumably non-stated and thus
informal – criterion would decide the fate of an application, and secondly
that a routine application would be considered by the faculty senate rather
than administratively.

Recognition, however, is not about verifying that almost all elements in
the foreign qualification have a counterpart in the corresponding qualifi-
cation in one’s own system. After all, what is the point of studying abroad
if one can study the same thing at home? Studying abroad is to a large
extent about getting new perspectives and being challenged in one’s tra-
ditional perceptions.

Rather, recognition is about determining whether applicants’ learning
achievements are such that they are likely to succeed in whatever activity
they want to undertake on the basis of their qualifications, whether for
further study or in the labour market. Therefore, we need to assess what
applicants know and can do rather than the structures and procedures
through which they have obtained their qualifications.

The development of “new-style” qualifications frameworks is a major
development in this respect because they emphasise learning outcomes
and relate qualifications to an overall framework that describes not only
the individual qualification but also how the different qualifications
within an education system interact. A national qualifications framework
describes how learners may move between qualifications within a
national system, whereas an overarching framework for qualifications of
the European Higher Education Area will facilitate movement between
systems. A working group appointed by the Bologna Follow Group and
chaired by Mogens Berg has put forward a proposal for an overarching
framework that was considered at a Bologna conference in Copenhagen
on 13 and 14 January 2005 and that will be finalised by the end of
February 2005. One important consequence for recognition is that when
justifying non-recognition because of substantial differences between the
home qualification and the foreign qualification for which recognition is
sought, in accordance with the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition
Convention, it will be increasingly important to do so with reference to
qualifications frameworks and in particular with reference to learning
outcomes and achievements.

While the development over the past couple of decades has been very
positive, there is of course a caveat: it has also been very uneven. The

Recognition 2010
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most advanced thinking as well as practice has made great strides, but
many members of the “recognition community” have not been party to
this development.

Laws can be read in two ways. One can either take the view that what is
not explicitly allowed cannot be done, or one can take the view that what
is not explicitly forbidden is possible. In the same way, one can assess a
foreign qualification by looking for differences that will justify non-
recognition or one can take what Andrejs Rauhvargers has referred to as
a “forgiving attitude” and look for reasons to recognise the qualification.
One should also keep in mind that if it is not possible to give full recog-
nition, the first alternative should – as is clearly stated in the
Recommendation on Criteria and Procedures for the Assessment of
Foreign Qualifications – not be non-recognition but partial recognition.
Both attitudes can be found in Europe, as shown by a survey conducted
in 2001-2002.72

One of the main challenges for the recognition community in establish-
ing the European Higher Education Area by 2010 will therefore be to
develop the attitudes of recognition specialists from one of detailed com-
parison to one of broad considerations of outcomes, from one of looking
at procedures to one of looking at achievements, from one of looking for
problems to one of looking for solutions. Granting fair recognition does
not mean that one should recognise all qualifications regardless of their
merits, but it does mean that one should look at their real merits and give
them due recognition for these. If we think of recognition as a bridge that
allows individuals to cross the divide from one education system to
another, it is important that there be no “customs station” on the other
side of the bridge that, through unreasonable procedures and unreason-
able attitudes to the content of qualifications, would oblige those moving
across the bridge to leave much of the real value of their qualifications
behind.

Ultimately, we need to work on the assumption that recognition special-
ists are there to help applicants get the recognition they deserve even if
they do not always know how to formulate their requests. Recognition
specialists are there mainly to “protect the learner”, not so much to “pro-
tect the system”. The recognition specialists of 2010, even more than
those of today, should be knowledgeable and broad-minded experts at the
service of learners and not gatekeepers trying to keep out all but the pure.

__________
72. See Sjur Bergan and Sandra Ferreira, “Implementation of the Lisbon Recognition
Convention and Contributions to the Bologna Process”, in Sjur Bergan (ed.): Recognition
Issues in the Bologna Process (Strasbourg, 2003: Council of Europe Publishing), pp. 69-81.
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Traditionally, credential evaluators assess well-documented qualifica-
tions from institutions belonging to education systems about which they
have adequate information. This is, of course, an ideal situation, and it is
still the most common one, but recognition specialists are increasingly
faced with applications for recognition of other kinds of qualifications.
Broadly speaking, these fall into two groups.

The first group is variously termed transnational education, cross-border
education or borderless education.73 Whatever their name, these are qual-
ifications from providers that are not recognised as belonging to a
national higher education system74 or that operate outside the country in
which the home institution is based. This is not a mere formality because
it implies that, in most cases, the quality of the provision is not assessed
and the quality of education provision is one of the main criteria in
assessing a qualification. This is often true even when the home institu-
tion belongs to a national higher education system, as in many cases,
there is no separate quality assessment of branch campuses or other kind
of provision in foreign countries. Such provision can, however, differ sig-
nificantly from that given at the home institution. It is also worth keep-
ing in mind that the term “higher education provision” does not only
cover traditional programmes given at physical institutions, but also pro-
vision through non-traditional means, such as Internet provisions.

This leads us to the second broad group, which may be termed non-tra-
ditional qualifications. This is a broad category ranging from pro-
grammes that are more or less classical in content but given through non-
traditional means to informal learning and accreditation of prior learning.
In this case, the common denominator is that the learning for which
recognition is sought is achieved in a wide variety of ways, few of which
conform to traditional conceptions of higher education, but that the
results of this learning may be expressed as higher education qualifica-
tions. Expressed differently, within a coherent qualifications framework,
qualifications may be obtained through different learning paths. In this
context, it may be useful to keep in mind that lifelong learning may best
be seen as a set of learning paths leading to qualifications that can also
be obtained through more traditional learning paths.

Recognition 2010

__________
73. See Jane Knight’s chapter in this volume.
74.The term is borrowed from the Council of Europe/UNESCO Recognition Convention, where
parties undertake, in Section VIII, to provide adequate information on institutions belonging to
their higher education systems and on any programme operated by these institutions.
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In most cases covered by these two broad groups, we are not talking
about different qualifications but about different ways of obtaining and
documenting the qualifications. This is a challenge to credential evalua-
tors because the assessment of such qualifications is more demanding.
The traditional and well-tested methods are not fully applicable.
However, this development is very much in line with the increased
emphasis on assessment of outcomes rather than of procedures and edu-
cation systems.

“External dimension”

In “Bologna terminology”, the “external dimension” is the catchword for
the relationship between the European Higher Education Area and the
rest of the world. I do not think the jargon is particularly appropriate, but
I must also admit that I do not have a better alternative.

Whatever name we choose to give it, this is a key but so far understudied
aspect of the Bologna Process.75 In terms of recognition, the key questions
are: how will qualifications from the European Higher Education Area be
recognised elsewhere, how will we recognise qualifications from other
parts of the world within the European Higher Education Area, and what
changes in recognition practice will – or at least should – the establishment
of the European Higher Education Area in 2010 bring about worldwide?

The three questions are interlinked, and the starting point is of consider-
able concern. The Bologna Process is complex, and we know that public
perception of complex realities is often less than complete. In this case,
one lingering perception is that the main point of the Bologna Process is
reducing the first degree from four to three years – full stop. If this is
indeed the dominant perception, I believe adequate recognition of
degrees from institutions and systems in the European Higher Education
Area might become difficult. That is at least the signals we get from
North American recognition specialists.

A first degree of 180 ECTS credits is clearly a possibility and will most
likely become common within the European Higher Education Area.
Saying that a first degree has to carry a workload of 240 credits is not an
option, even if some countries may choose this as their prevailing model.
__________
75. An honourable exception is the conference organised by the Academic Cooperation
Association in Hamburg on 18 and 19 October 2004:
http://www.aca-secretariat.be/08events/Hamburg/HamburgConferenceOverview.htm. A
publication on the basis of the conference is forthcoming: Franziska Muche (ed.):
Opening up to the Wider World: The External Dimension of the Bologna Process (ACA
Papers on International Cooperation in Education, Lemmens: Bonn 2005).
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Therefore, the discussion on recognition must focus on learning out-
comes and qualifications frameworks not only within the Bologna
Process, but also outside it. Also in a worldwide context, Europeans must
argue that qualifications must be recognised on the basis of what learn-
ers know and can do rather than on the basis of a consideration of struc-
tures alone. The concept of qualifications frameworks must be developed
also with a view to our relationships with higher education outside the
EHEA, and Europeans must provide clear and comprehensible explana-
tions of their respective national frameworks as well as of the overarch-
ing framework for the EHEA.

There is another aspect of the “external dimension”. While it is important
that the rest of the world be aware of and understand qualifications from
Europe, we must avoid giving the impression that recognition is a one-way
street. If we demand that others recognise our qualifications for their real
value and not just on the basis of formal considerations of procedures and
systems, we must be willing to do the same for qualifications from other
parts of the world. To lay a better basis for this, it is important that the ENIC
and NARIC Networks initiate discussions with their counterparts in other
parts of the world. The UNESCO Regional Committees provide an invalu-
able framework for this, but few if any regions have a network of function-
ing national information centres that would be a fully satisfactory counter-
part to the ENIC and NARIC Networks. In many countries, real
information centres have yet to be established and European countries
could play a role in this respect. In the framework of a MEDA project,
UNESCO, the French CIEP (Centre International d’Etudes pédagogiques),
the Council of Europe and some ENICs/NARICs are now engaged in
establishing national information centres in four North African countries.

Information and communication

It is not difficult to make the case that information on recognition is cru-
cial. However, the problem is often not the lack of information per se. We
live in the information society, which is characterised by an overflow of
information, yet at the same time there is often a lack of reliable infor-
mation of good quality, and the world of recognition is no exception. The
challenge is therefore to convey appropriate and understandable informa-
tion to those who need it. To try to meet this challenge, the ENIC and
NARIC Networks in 2004 adopted a new information strategy.76
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__________
76. This part of the chapter draws heavily on the ENIC/NARIC report on information
strategies, elaborated by a working group chaired by Darius Tomasciunas of the
Lithuanian ENIC/NARIC and of which the present author was secretary. The full report
bears the reference DGIV/EDU/HE (2004) 6 rev.3.

-^^
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This strategy takes as its starting point that information should:

– be meaningful to the users and respond to their needs;

– recognise that different users or user groups have different informa-
tion needs and seek to provide information that is relevant to each
group without overburdening them with irrelevant information;

– be accessible in terms of content, language and style (inter alia,
avoiding unnecessary complications or specialised language);

– be accurate (inter alia, being factually correct and also avoiding
oversimplification – implying that a balance needs to be struck
between accessibility and accuracy);

– originate from – and as far as possible be provided by – the compe-
tent authority closest to the source of information (the subsidiarity
principle – for example, information on a given education system
should be provided by the authority competent for that system);

– be up to date;

– be easily available, in printed and/or electronic form.

Language is also an important issue in the provision of information. That
information should be available in several languages is of course vital,
but it is also important that, in whatever language, this information be
understandable. This seems obvious and straightforward, but it can
involve striking a delicate balance between being easily accessible and
being accurate and complete. On the one hand, overly technical terms
may not be very helpful to most target groups, but oversimplification can
be equally unfortunate and may ultimately lead to misunderstanding and
false hopes of recognition. Certainly, sending the complete legal texts to
anyone enquiring about recognition will not be very helpful, but in some
contexts it may be necessary to quote precise legal language, perhaps
accompanied by an explanation of what the law actually says. Often it
may also be necessary to include the necessary legal caveats to avoid
having an information letter or brochure that aims to explain general
rules and procedures in easily understandable terms used as evidence in
a legal appeal or even a court case.

If the provision of information is to be adapted to the needs of different
target groups, it is of course important that we be clear about who these
groups might be, and even more important that we know who the main
target groups are. The ENIC/NARIC information strategy considers the
following as its main target groups:
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– individual holders of qualifications;

– public authorities (typically – but not limited to – ministries respon-
sible for higher education);

– quality assurance agencies;

– higher education institutions and bodies (typical examples of the
latter would be rectors’ conferences or similar structures and mobil-
ity and exchange agencies);

– employers;

– professional organisations;

– ENICs/NARICs.

It also suggests that there are two basic kinds of information. On the one hand,
it refers to system information – that is, information that is relevant to a broad
category of recipients and concerns the characteristics of an education system
as a whole or a part of it. Typical examples would be general information on
the degree structure or qualifications framework of a given country or general
conditions for obtaining student support. On the other hand, the information
strategy refers to information on individual qualifications or other kinds of
information relevant to one specific individual. Examples corresponding to
the ones listed for system information would be information on how a specific
qualification relates to the degree system or qualifications framework of a
given country, or the possible eligibility of a specific person for student sup-
port. It may of course be argued that, ultimately, this information will be the
outcome of an assessment of an application, but potential applicants may seek
this kind of information to assess their chances and see whether it would make
sense for them to submit a formal application.

Schematically, the information strategy suggests that target groups and
the kind of information to be provided match as follows:

Recognition 2010

Public authorities

Quality assurance
agencies

HEIs and bodies

Individual holders
of qualifications

Employers
and professional
organisations

ENICs/NARICs

X

X

X

(x)

X

X

(x)

(x)

X

X

X

X

X
(on foreign education)

X

X

X

X

X
(on foreign education)

X
(on own foreign education)

X

X

(x)

X

X
(on own foreign education)

Target group Need system Needs information Receives Provides 
information on individual information information

qualifications



180

Recognition in the Bologna Process

where X denotes that the target group in question needs or provides this
type of information on a regular basis, (x) that it does so occasionally.

Even these target groups are not necessarily uniform, however, and it may
be necessary to differentiate further. For example, different public author-
ities may require information on:

– higher education legislation – in particular the legal provision for
recognition and quality assurance;

– statistics;

– qualifications framework/degree system;

– quality assurance (methods and results);

– what institutions or programmes are a part of any given higher edu-
cation system;

– basic concepts and instruments for recognition;

– procedures and provision for the recognition of foreign qualifications;

– contact details and legal status of competent authorities of other
countries.

Yet if one tries too hard to meet the specific needs of each subgroup, one
ends up with no information strategy at all and goes back to treating
information as a case-by-case need, each time with its own specificities.

The goal must be to identify a limited number of target groups that allow
competent recognition authorities to provide standardised generic infor-
mation that will answer most questions, while being open to address the
individual enquiries that are not fully covered by the generic information.

Not least, a major but very difficult task is to raise the consciousness of
students and employers about the need to verify the value of qualifica-
tions before they enrol in a study programme or hire someone with a
given qualification. Surprisingly, many people seem to ask fewer ques-
tions about the study programme in which they plan to invest consider-
able effort and money than they would if they were buying a used car.

To seek to address this need for information, the ENIC/NARIC informa-
tion strategy consists of four elements:

– a Code of Good Practice, which was formally adopted by the
Networks in Strasbourg in June 2004;

– a set of frequently asked questions with generic answers;

– a list of questions prospective students and other interested parties
(such as employers) should ask of education/service providers;
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– a fact sheet for national information centres, outlining information
that should be readily available at national centres.

Conclusion

It is said that old soldiers never die; they just wither away. Recognition is
not an old solider, and it will not wither away, nor will the need for recog-
nition of qualifications magically disappear with the establishment of the
European Higher Education Area.

The world of recognition will, however, change profoundly, or at least so
I hope. Credential evaluators should spend less time assessing clear-cut
cases, and this chapter will hopefully help explain why. This means that
they will have more time to devote to complicated cases; the ones that
truly require the sustained attention of specialists with a good knowledge
of various education systems and above all with a solid knowledge of the
principles of recognition and the ability to apply those principles to indi-
vidual cases. This will make the work of credential evaluators much more
interesting and also much more demanding. Above all, however, these
developments should help those who seek recognition obtain a fair
assessment of their foreign qualifications. This is crucial, both for rea-
sons of individual justice and because their numbers are likely to increase
and their backgrounds are likely to become much more diverse.

Recognition 2010
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Introduction

International conferences can lead to great progress or end in disappoint-
ing platitudes. The trick is to achieve the former and avoid the latter but
this is no easy task. It is difficult to say exactly what ingredients go to
make a Bologna conference a success or failure. Obviously, careful plan-
ning and good logistical organisation are important components yet
despite these it is never possible to predict what precisely will emerge
from any event. The most successful Bologna conferences are essentially
dynamic events that reflect the interactions and opinions of those attend-
ing. They combine meticulous preparation with plenty of discussion time.
The best conferences are where the practical arrangements appear
smooth and non-intrusive and delegates do not feel they are being manip-
ulated towards pre-determined recommendations.

The Riga conference on “Improving the recognition of qualifications and
study credit points”, organised by the Latvian Ministry of Education and
Science with the help of the Council of Europe and the support of EU
Socrates programme, stands out as a model example of a successful
event. It combined superb organisation, well-prepared questions for dis-
cussion groups, a detailed background report and lively speakers. This
conference is a positive example of what can be achieved – it generated
a clear sense of progress linked with a strong agreement about the way
forward embedded in a set of practical recommendations.

The main theme of the conference is a familiar one: recognition.
Recognition is acknowledged to be at the heart of the Bologna Process:

“Improving recognition of qualifications earned in one of the Bologna Process
countries across all other Bologna Process countries is a necessary precondition
for the successful establishment of the European Higher Education Area.”77

Improving the recognition system

of degrees and periods of studies:

conclusions and suggestions

Stephen Adam

__________
77. Andrejs Rauhvargers, Background report for the Riga seminar, conclusion section,
p. 20.
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Many of the Bologna Action lines have a direct and obvious link to recog-
nition, notably: the adoption of easily readable and comparable degrees;
adoption of a system essentially based on two main cycles; promotion of
mobility; promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance; pro-
motion of the European dimension in higher education; lifelong learning;
and the promotion of the attractiveness of European higher education.
Without effective processes for recognition these objectives could not be
achieved. This was acknowledged in the Berlin Communiqué 2003 where
education ministers committed themselves to intermediate priorities for
the next two years with the pledge: “…to improve the recognition of
degrees and periods of study.”78

In recent years, and certainly since the groundbreaking 1997 Council of
Europe/UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications con-
cerning Higher Education (Lisbon Recognition Convention), there has
been steady progress in the recognition field. Various international codes
of practice (subsidiary texts) have served to supplement the Lisbon
Recognition Convention, strengthen existing good practice, and cope
with new recognition issues. Notable examples include the Council of
Europe/UNESCO Recommendations on Criteria and Procedures for the
Assessment of Foreign Qualifications Recognition (adopted 2001),
Recommendations for the Recognition of International Access
Qualifications (adopted 1999), the Code of Practice for the Provision of
Transnational Education (adopted 2001), and the Recommendation on
the Recognition of Joint Degrees (adopted 2004). To these advances can
be added the effective work of the two European recognition networks,
ENIC and NARIC, which operate in close co-operation almost as merged
networks.79 There are also the EU Directives on recognition for profes-
sional purposes. To these initiatives and organisations can be added trans-
parency instruments such as the Diploma Supplement and the European
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS).

Collectively these initiatives are destined to play an increasingly central
role in the creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).
Already there is evidence that synergies are emerging between the exist-
ing recognition tools that form the legal and practical recognition frame-
work in Europe. However, we are faced with a big problem – the reality
gap between having systems and processes and using them. This is borne
__________
78. Berlin Communiqué: http://www.bologna-berlin2003.de
79. ENIC: Council of Europe/UNESCO European Network of Information Centres for
Recognition and Mobility. NARIC: European Union Network of National Academic
Information Centres. Further information can be obtained at: http://www.enic-naric.net/ 
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out by the Trends 2003 survey.80 Academic and professional recognition
is important as it goes to the heart of realising the free movement of citi-
zens who are currently deterred when their qualifications are underval-
ued or not recognised at all. Recognition is concerned with assessing and
making judgments about foreign qualifications in terms of what we are
familiar with domestically. It can be reduced to the simple assessment
and subsequent acknowledgement of a claim. The problem is that there is
still widespread ignorance, poor practice, xenophobia and reluctance to
move from viewing recognition of qualifications as a process of simply
looking for exact “equivalence” rather than “fair recognition”.

The Bologna Process has given a sharp boost to every aspect of the recog-
nition field. This positive progress needs to be developed by making
existing tools work better, fully implementing the Lisbon Recognition
Convention and widening knowledge of good practice at all levels –
local, regional, national and international. The recognition field can be
likened to an iceberg. The visible parts and procedures are effective and
proven to work. The problem lies with the submerged nine-tenths.

Nature and structure of the report

The purpose of the seminar was well expressed by the Latvian Minister
of Education and Science, Ina Druviete, when she indicated in her open-
ing address:

“The goals of the Bologna Process can only be achieved, if we manage to
ensure that qualifications awarded in each part of the European Higher
Education Area will be recognised for both further studies and employment in
the entire European Higher Education Area.”

This conference was important as it marked a significant and practical
step forward in achieving this. When it was planned the rationale for the
conference emphasised that improving recognition of degrees and peri-
ods of studies is set as a priority for the 2003-2005 period and that recog-
nition is set as one of the three issues for the stocktaking exercise to be
undertaken for the Bergen ministerial meeting. The Berlin Communiqué
recognised as a priority “furthering implementation of the Lisbon con-
vention”, “fostering recognition for further studies” and “recognition of
prior learning”. The conference made progress in all these areas.

This report is designed to focus on how the conference tackled these
themes and what specific contributions were made over the two days of

Improving the recognition system

__________
80. Reichert S. and Tauch C., Trends III: Progress Towards the European Higher Education
Area.
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the event. Readers will be relieved that it does not seek to reproduce all
the written or oral contributions made by every presenter – this is just not
possible or useful. Indeed, the written texts are already available from the
conference website.81 What this report seeks to do is to highlight the main
arguments and issues that led to a remarkable level of agreement at the
end of the second day. It explores the current state of recognition and jus-
tifies where there needs to be further development in the context of the
Bologna reforms.

This report closely follows the sequence of sessions in the original pro-
gramme except that it integrates its comments on the various individual
presentations on the main themes with the working group discussions on
the same topics. This is sensible in that there is a logical progression to
the conference that moved from exploration of the background situation,
through themed presentations, working group discussions and reports,
stakeholder panels, and views on recognition in 2010. It was this rich diet
of presentation, discussion and debate that led to the positive set of con-
clusions and recommendations. Above all, this report seeks to explore the
development of the main argument and issues that surfaced during the
event.

The conference background report (Andrejs Rauhvargers)

The conference immeasurably benefited from a purpose-written back-
ground report by Andrejs Rauhvargers. His report, with a similar title to
the conference, “Improving the recognition of qualifications and study
credit points”, provided a comprehensive overview of not only the current
state of recognition matters, but also the key issues and problems to be
faced now.

Both in his report and particularly in his subsequent presentation at the
conference he gave us a timely reminder of the multiple facets to recog-
nition. It is worth repeating key parts of his message:
__________
81. The seven main themes (in order of presentation) were: Jindra Divis (NUFFIC),
“Recognition and quality assurance”; Julia Gonzalez (University of Deusto, Bilbao),
“Developments along subject lines and their impact on recognition”; Dirk Haaksman
(NUFFIC), “Recognition and the labour market”; Norman Sharp (UK QAA), “Recognising
learning outcomes”; Stephen Adam (University of Westminster), “Qualifications frame-
works and recognition”; Volker Gehmlich (Fachhochschule Osnabrück), “Recognition of
credit points – achievements and problems”; and Jane Knight (University of Toronto),
“Programmes, providers and accreditors on the move: implications for recognition”.
Presentation papers can be downloaded from:
http://www.aic.lv/rigaseminar/documents/index.htm.

`
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– recognition is important for higher education institutions (HEIs) in
terms of the institution securing recognition for itself both nationally
and internationally;

– the recognition of actual higher education programmes is another
dimension as institutional recognition does not necessarily imply
that all a recognised institution’s qualifications are nationally or
internationally recognised;

– recognition of an individual qualification nationally and internation-
ally as valid for further studies and employment purposes raises the
crucial dimension of the level of recognition given – whether full,
partial or no recognition is forthcoming.

The background conference report also details the international legal
framework for recognition, the work of the European recognition net-
works (ENIC and NARIC), and the necessary links between quality
assurance, learning outcomes, transnational education and recognition. It
is not the place or purpose of this conference report to repeat these
aspects, suffice it to say that they came up directly and indirectly
throughout the conference.

In his conference presentation Andrejs Rauhvargers provided an enter-
taining “masterclass” detailing the links between recognition and such
diverse elements as transnational education, learning outcomes, legal
frameworks, quality assurance, new/old degrees, the Tuning project, life-
long learning, joint degrees and transparency tools. Few who were fortu-
nate to attend the conference will forget the complex PowerPoint “spider
diagram” he created that charted the numerous interactions between the
different elements of higher education and recognition.

The main messages of Andrejs Rauhvargers’ report and presentation were
that:

– ratification of the Lisbon Recognition Convention was not enough if
the principles of the convention were not transposed to national leg-
islation and institutional practice;

– one of the biggest challenges was to raise institutional awareness (a
recurring theme of the conference) and knowledge of their responsi-
bilities under the Convention;

– bottlenecks exist between the proper recognition of lifelong learning
and inflexible national education structures;

Improving the recognition system
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– we need to improve recognition practice on the ground. There are
sufficient legal and practical recognition tools in existence – the
problem lies in ensuring their use;

– those involved in recognition must adopt a forgiving attitude, reflect-
ing the progression from seeking absolute “equivalence” to “fair
recognition”.

An “outside” view of recognition – the stakeholder panel

It is difficult adequately to do justice to the rich set of contributions made
by the stakeholder panel. The panel were asked to reflect upon and pro-
vide an “outside” view of recognition.82 In so doing a number of interest-
ing dimensions and insights were identified including:

– we must not forget “periods of study” when we consider recognition
matters. This aspect can become lost in the effort to concentrate on
qualifications;

– all those involved in higher education are experiencing a (painful?)
transition period as the waves of Bologna-inspired reforms combine
with other domestic educational reforms. Periods of change do cause
uncertainty and even a backlash effect. We all need to be sensitive to
such issues and need to persuade stakeholders of the positive bene-
fits to citizens and employers;

– it is important that the tendency to over-regulation is avoided. There
are sufficient legal and practical tools already in existence. It must
not be forgotten that reform, particularly for HEI, comes at a cost;

– institutional autonomy is very important and furthermore is implied
by many new Bologna developments. In terms of recognition we
must not forget that most recognition decisions are taken by institu-
tions. Furthermore, in many states new relationships between com-
petent authorities and newly autonomous HEIs are being developed.
This building of new relationships is a sensitive and difficult area
that has not sufficiently been explored;

– there are serious “information overload” problems facing citizens,
who are often confronted by complex, unfiltered information that

__________
82. The stakeholder panel included: Students: Predrag Lazetic, ESIB, Brussels;
Credential evaluators working at HEIs: Hans Knutell – University of Uppsala, Sweden;
HEI leadership: Janis Vetra, Riga Stradina University, Latvia; Ministries of Education:
Marie-Anne Persoons, Flemish Ministry of Education, Belgium; reflection from outside
Europe: Timothy Thompson, University of Pittsburgh, USA. It was chaired by Sjur
Bergan, Council of Europe.

,
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makes decision making difficult. A solution to this is the “empower-
ment” of learners where they are given guidance on what sort of criti-
cal questions they need to ask about institutional providers, their
qualifications and the subsequent national and international acade-
mic and professional recognition;

– it is increasingly vital that those concerned with the Bologna Process
reforms give more thought to how the “new Bologna degrees” are
regarded outside the EHEA. Timothy Thompson gave a salutary
reminder of the importance of how others (non-Bologna countries)
regard us. There are dangers if Bologna degrees erroneously become
associated with reduced standards and the worth of our degrees is
questioned.

Furthering implementation of the Lisbon Convention at national level

Working group one had the task of exploring “furthering implementation
of the Lisbon Recognition Convention at national level”.83 Perhaps the
most significant point to arise was the strong conviction that when the
Lisbon Recognition Convention is ratified the job is not done but just
started! Too often, following ratification, there is little practical change in
the behaviour of credential evaluators. The Convention is commonly
regarded as “soft law” even when enacted into national legislation as
there is no effective appeals mechanism. The reality is that, in practice,
the “burden of proof ” is not switched from the student to the assessing
institution. There is no change in mentality, procedure or outcome.
Despite some good progress much remains to be done in order to reverse
attitudes from looking for reasons to deny recognition to positively seek-
ing to give recognition.

The real challenge that faces us is to achieve the long-term goal: to
encourage the mutual trust that exists between HEIs within a state and to
replicate this trust at the level of the European Higher Education Area.
This would obviously involve the thorough embedding of the principles
of the Lisbon Recognition Convention within national law and subse-
quently in the processes of all European HEIs. It must not be overlooked
that most recognition decisions are taken at the level of institutions. It is
good practice to decentralise the recognition decision power at the level
of HEIs and to centralise the recognition decision power for academic
recognition of final degrees for professional purposes.

Improving the recognition system

__________
83. Chair: Rolf Lofstad, Norwegian ENIC/NARIC, Oslo; Rapporteur: Erwin Malfroy,
Flemish ENIC/NARIC, Brussels; Resource persons: Stepanka Skuhrová, Czech
ENIC/NARIC, Darius Tamosiunas, Lithuanian ENIC/NARIC.,
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The implementation of the Lisbon Recognition Convention is too often
confined to a top-down exercise that has left it isolated and extraneous.
Steps must be taken to secure its practical implementation at a local level,
along with the other Bologna Process innovations.

Development in the recognition of degrees and study credit points

Working group two examined the “development in the recognition of degrees
and study credit points”.84 In this session concerns were voiced again about
potential misunderstandings of Bologna reforms associated with “outside”
perceptions of new first cycle degrees of three years’ duration. Timothy
Thompson (University of Pittsburgh) and Stephen Hunt (US Network of
Education Information, US Department of Education) raised this issue – the
latter making his intervention by transatlantic phone call. Part of the problem
is that countries outside the Bologna Process perceive Europe as a set of
piecemeal individual education systems and not a single entity. This is not
surprising; Europe will not be regarded as a linked set of integrated educa-
tional frameworks until the EHEA becomes a reality. It is important that, in
the interim period, negative preconceptions about “Bologna degrees” are not
allowed to develop. This danger is compounded by the fact that different
countries are naturally at different stages of progress with their Bologna
reforms. Furthermore, it needs to be explained that European education sys-
tems will remain diverse in the sense of the content, style, detailed features
and regulation of their education systems. The commonality between them
will come through shared understanding of standards and the use of common
ways to express levels and describe qualifications. It is clear that the
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation Systems (ECTS) will play an
important role in the development of the EHEA. This will entail European
HEIs expressing their qualifications, courses and modules in terms of learn-
ing outcomes and levels – such a transformation in approach will take much
time and a huge staff development effort.

Recognition of learning outcomes

Working group three focused on the “recognition of learning out-
comes”.85 There was unanimous agreement about significant advantages
__________
84. Chair: Gunnar Vaht, Estonian ENIC/NARIC, Tallinn, President of the ENIC Network;
Rapporteur: Gabriel Vignoli, Italian Erasmus Mundus Agency, Rome; Resource persons:
Timothy Thompson, University of Pittsburgh, USA, Volker Gehmlich, Fachhochschule
Osnabrück, Germany.
85. Chair: Norman Sharp, Quality Assurance Agency, Glasgow, Scotland; Rapporteur: Sjur
Bergan, Council of Europe, Strasbourg; Resource persons: Dirk Haaksman, NUFFIC, the
Netherlands; Tatjana Koke, University of Latvia, Riga; Jane Knight, University of Toronto,
Canada.

,
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of adopting “learning outcomes” as an integral part of a modern approach
to formulate and implement higher education policy. Such an approach
has implications at the local, national and international levels.86 Learning
outcomes are precise statements of what a learner is expected to know,
understand and/or do as a result of a learning experience. Learning out-
comes need to be clearly stated and are intimately linked to the construc-
tion and expression of the curricula, the process of learning, the learning
delivery mode and the assessment of learning. The introduction and
expression of modules and qualifications in terms of learning outcomes
will certainly require enormous staff development at all levels (including
the Bologna Promoters).

The adoption of a learning outcomes approach has obvious advantages
for those involved with credential evaluation. The focus of credential
evaluation is shifting from an emphasis on input characteristics (work-
load, level of resources, and so on) towards more precise output-focused
learning outcome (what a successful student can do). This output focus
also has benefits for the recognition of transnational education, joint
degrees and lifelong learning. The new emphasis on what the holder of a
qualification can do is beneficial for learners and employers who get
more information on what skills and competencies qualifications pro-
vide. When modules or course units are expressed in learning outcomes
it is much easier to make accurate judgments because there is more trans-
parency to help the evaluation process. Learning outcomes improve the
transparency of qualifications and make credential evaluation easier and
judgments more accurate. In effect they provide a common
language/methodological approach. They also facilitate the recognition
of work-based learning (WBL) (through the use of APEL techniques) and
lifelong learning. Perhaps their strongest merit is that they simplify our
understanding of the curriculum as well as the development of common
subject reference points (typified by the Tuning project). ECTS based on
learning outcomes becomes more effective.

Despite these considerable advantages it must be acknowledged that
there are problems associated with the design, definition and assessment
of learning outcomes. Academic staff can easily resent such innovations.
Learning outcomes must be written with great subtlety and sensitivity to
avoid the reduction of learning to training. These are issues that all the
stakeholders in the education systems must engage with as a matter of
importance.

Improving the recognition system

__________
86. Explored at the UK Bologna Conference on “Using learning outcomes”, Heriot-Watt
University, Edinburgh, 1-2 July 2004.
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Using the results of quality assurance for improving recognition

Working group four explored “using the results of quality assurance for
improving recognition”.87 The direct link between quality assurance and
recognition is obvious. There needs to be confidence between countries
despite them having different quality assurance arrangements. Without
such confidence international judgments about qualifications and the
institutions from which they originate become suspect as the qualifica-
tions may not be of an appropriate standard or even fit for their stated
purposes.

The cross-border recognition of higher education qualifications/institu-
tions is the most important objective of quality assurance in the interna-
tional setting. Reciprocal confidence in each other’s quality assurance
systems contributes to the culture of mutual trust in the European Higher
Education Area. The development of qualifications frameworks will aid
international recognition and lessen concerns about quality by placing
qualifications in a clear national and international context.

A strong concern was expressed about the insufficient level of co-opera-
tion between the recognition and quality assurance sectors. It is clear that
without closer co-operation between these bodies international recogni-
tion suffers. The Bologna Process must involve the full exploitation of
national and international expertise and all stakeholders should be con-
sulted. It is regrettable if ENIC and NARIC Networks are not fully con-
sulted at the international level regarding quality assurance matters. The
development of closer links between those responsible for quality assur-
ance and recognition is paramount but it must not be imagined that effec-
tive quality assurance systems will ever abolish the need for recognition.
Recognition is an issue that concerns the individual. The gaining of effec-
tive recognition in a host country’s educational or employment system is
not just about general declarations but the provision of advice, support
and practical results.

A further concern was voiced associated with the dangers of non-tradi-
tional providers being left outside the remit of quality assurance agencies.
Transnational education providers should have the possibility of gaining
recognition within national frameworks. This is important for several rea-
sons. In many cases such providers remain outside national education

__________
87. Chair: Séamus Puirséil, Higher Education and Training Awards Council, Dublin;
Rapporteur: Carita Blomqvist, Finnish ENIC/NARIC, Helsinki; Resource persons:
Marlies Leegwater, Dutch Ministry of Education, The Hague; Julia González, University
of Deusto, Bilbao.
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systems, often subject to little or no quality assurance. If transnational
education providers are not given the opportunity to apply for official
recognition for themselves and their qualifications they will remain
unregulated and “consumer protection” will be absent. Transnational
education, both imported and exported education, is a significant feature
of international education and should not be ignored. Obviously, any offi-
cial recognition process by a competent authority must be rigorous and
ongoing. There is a need to encourage good transnational providers and
discourage “degree mills”.

Impact of emerging qualifications frameworks on recognition

Working group five looked at “the impact of emerging qualifications
frameworks on recognition”.88 The discussions centred on the Bologna
Follow-up Group (BFUG) qualifications frameworks working group out-
line proposals contained in the report for the Bologna seminar on “A
Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area”.89

There was clear agreement on the vital importance of “new-style”
national qualifications frameworks and the need for an overarching
European framework for qualifications.

“New-style” output-focused national frameworks employ “workload,
level, learning outcomes, competencies and profile” plus credits, and are
very different from traditional input-focused approaches used to place
and explain qualifications. Furthermore, frameworks provide more
explicit and precise information in their qualifications descriptors and
their reference to other external reference points. It is these features that
will impact most on the recognition field.

It is no coincidence that in the recognition area there is a trend towards
emphasising the fair recognition of qualifications based on what a person
knows and is able to do rather than on the formal procedures that have led
to qualifications. Furthermore, in an effort to promote more accurate
judgments of qualifications, it is apparent that detailed comparisons of
the formal aspects of individual qualifications (curriculum content, status
of institution, recommended textbooks, duration/contact hours, access
requirements, and so on) give a less accurate basis for evaluation.
It is more helpful when qualifications are situated within national

Improving the recognition system

__________
88. Chair: Mogens Berg, Danish Ministry of Education, Copenhagen; Rapporteur: Eva
Gönczi, Hungarian Ministry of Education, Budapest; Resource persons: Anne-Katherine
Mandrup, Danish ENIC/NARIC, Copenhagen; Gerard Madill, Universities Scotland,
Edinburgh.
89. Danish Bologna Seminar, Copenhagen Business School, 13-14 January 2005. The
background conference report is available at http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/.
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qualifications frameworks that are characterised by a clear description of
learning outcomes, supplemented by a consideration of level, workload
and profile. A strong advantage of qualifications frameworks is that they
can, for the purposes of comparison, provide a more accurate basis and
explanation of qualifications.

It was emphasised that the overarching framework for qualifications is
not regulatory. It is not about creating convergence but understanding and
clearly expressing the differences between qualifications and different
European higher education systems. There was a strong opinion that
qualification frameworks represent a powerful boost for the Lisbon
Recognition Convention. Henceforth, it would be natural to express “sub-
stantial differences” with reference to qualifications frameworks and in
particular learning outcomes.

The international recognition of qualifications builds on transparency. A
framework, which provides a common understanding of the outcomes
represented by a qualification rather than a mere assertion of compara-
bility will greatly enhance the usefulness of qualifications across the
European Higher Education Area. A variety of purposes are associated
with the international recognition of qualifications including employ-
ment, access to further qualifications, exemption from parts of studies,
access to continuing education, and enhancing mobility. The develop-
ment of a common overarching framework through the collaborative
efforts of stakeholders across Europe will enhance the other actions being
taken to improve recognition for these purposes.

The international mobility of learners depends on the recognition of their
prior learning and qualifications gained. Learners moving between quali-
fications or cycles require recognition in order to access more advanced
programmes. Students moving within their studies, and their advisers,
can benefit from the clarity that may be provided through the specifica-
tion of the level and nature of the study programmes. Learners can have
greater confidence that the outcomes of study abroad will contribute to
the qualification sought in their home country. A framework will be of
particular help in supporting the development and recognition of joint
degrees from more than one country.

It is clear that qualifications frameworks are being promoted in order to
have a beneficial effect on transparency, recognition and mobility. They
are likely to have a large impact on existing recognition tools and prac-
tices. If they do not, the very rationale for their existence is undermined.
A useful way to identify their precise potential benefits is to explore them
in terms of a number of key questions associated with their use.
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The potential benefits to recognition from qualifications frameworks can
be summarised as follows. Qualifications frameworks:

– improve the transparency of qualifications, make credential evaluation
easier (for HEIs and other stakeholders) and judgments more accurate;

– act as a common language/methodological approach that interna-
tionally can improve recognition and understanding between educa-
tional systems;

– facilitate the recognition of APEL and lifelong learning between states;

– simplify our understanding and improve the expression of the curricu-
lum between countries through the use of common reference points;

– facilitate the application of the Lisbon Recognition Convention and the
Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education;

– ease the pressure of work on the ENIC-NARIC Network; 

– make ECTS based on learning outcomes and levels more effective;

– allow HEIs and credential evaluators to move away from imprecise
measurement indicators that focus on formal procedures (admissions
criteria, length of studies, qualification titles, years/hours of study
undertaken) to focus on the results of student learning, and to move
from input measurements to output/outcome measurements.

The introduction of qualifications frameworks represents both a chal-
lenge and the opportunity to improve recognition. In theory, they have the
potential to improve the clarity, accuracy and fairness of the recognition
process. They can provide reference points against which clear decisions
can be made. Increased transparency between national systems can lead
to more trust and confidence. However, it will also provide real evidence
of major differences in outcomes that may cause “zones of distrust”. This
is not necessarily a negative point as substantial differences between
qualifications need to be acknowledged. There are a number of long-
standing recognition problems that appear to defy resolution; frameworks
and their associated methodological tools may help. The application of
the Lisbon Recognition Convention should be made more effective.
Qualifications frameworks could help to support a more constructive
approach towards transnational education providers.

Finally, a number of interesting questions were raised. Firstly, about the
impact of non-recognition when it takes place where a qualifications
framework exists – what will be the process of arbitration and appeal?
The second area of concern was the relationship of the EHEA qualifica-

Improving the recognition system
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tions frameworks developments in relation to the European
Commission’s plans to develop a credit-based European framework for
lifelong learning.

For the reason identified above it was suggested that there is a need for
intensive national and international dialogue to share good practice asso-
ciated with the introduction of qualifications frameworks and their
impact on recognition processes and issues.

Recognition 2010 – vision of the future

The panel who considered what recognition might be like in 2010 faced
a difficult task attempting to peer like clairvoyants into the future.90 It was
emphasised that recognition would be firmly based on the expression and
evaluation of learning outcomes. It was suggested that that qualifications
will become more diverse and earned through a process of lifelong learn-
ing and offered via multiple learning pathways and modes. Credit will
play a major part in developments. In the future no legal obstacles should
exist in the recognition of transnational education, which will be regu-
lated, and learners will be clearly informed about the quality and worth
of such providers through the substantial developments in information
provision and strategies. Students and citizens will be more empowered
so they have clear information before making choices about study pro-
grammes and institutions.91 There is likely to be more focus on recogni-
tion for the purpose of employment, in particular for the non-regulated
part of the labour market.

Finally, it was suggested that we are at a crossroads and need to decide
how to negotiate our future direction with care.

Conclusions 

It can be seen from the snapshot of the debates and contributions
described in this report that a number of recurring themes emerge, notably
that many good tools for recognition already exist; the real question con-
cerns their practical implementation. New elements to be added to the
existing tools are qualifications frameworks and learning outcomes. The
conference engendered a robust sense of purpose and a clear call for some
practical action. Recognition is not an area where we can rest on our lau-

__________
90. Sjur Bergan, Council of Europe, Strasbourg; Germain Dondelinger, Ministry of
Education, Luxembourg and incoming Chair of the Bologna Follow-up Group (spring
2005); Ruard Wallis de Vries, European Commission, Brussels; Gunnar Vaht, President
of the ENIC Network, Estonia.
91. The new ENIC-NARIC information strategy, adopted in 2004, will play a major role
in student empowerment.
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rels and complacently regard it as substantially resolved. Amongst the
conference delegates were some of the foremost European experts in the
recognition field and they identified the need for further action. There is
always a danger for any conference that it might produce few ideas, simply
reprise familiar comments and lead to marginal changes. In the event
nothing was further from the truth. The Riga event has unequivocally iden-
tified what must be done to complete the contribution of recognition to the
creation of the EHEA. The conference marked an important step forward
and this can be seen from the overall conclusions summarised below:

– There is no reason for complacency. Existing recognition tools,
improvements in quality assurance and the development of qualifi-
cations frameworks will not alone solve all recognition problems.
They must be fully implemented but even then the dream of auto-
matic recognition is only obtainable in very limited circumstances.

– The conference delegates highlighted the intimate links between the
work of quality assurance and recognition experts. This needs to be
acknowledged by all concerned and to lead to better co-operation
between the two areas.

– The development of national qualifications frameworks and the over-
arching framework for qualifications for the EHEA can immeasurably
strengthen existing recognition tools. However, the latter must not be
viewed (or implemented) as a device to limit diversity or restrict inno-
vation. They involve a convergence in methodological approach but
not qualification content, delivery or learning outcomes.

– We need to recognise the huge importance, and potential contribu-
tion to recognition, of learning outcomes, but enthusiasm for them
must be tempered with some understanding of the enormity of the
task of introducing them.

– More efforts need to be made to eradicate false expectations created
through meaningless declarations of formal recognition that fail to
lead to employment or admission to/exemption from study.

– We must find ways to make the Lisbon Recognition Convention
more effective. It needs to be fully plugged into national legislation,
institutional practice and national quality assurance systems.

– We need to tackle some of the recognition bottlenecks. This will
involve modernisation of existing educational systems so that they
can seamlessly integrate all forms of education, including lifelong
learning, in the award of domestic higher education qualifications.

Improving the recognition system
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– ECTS credits “in the real world” must be expressed in terms of
learning outcomes and levels. Credits must be the subject of “fair
recognition” giving proper recognition based on learning outcomes,
particularly as they are important for the recognition of work-based
learning and the use of Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning
(APEL) techniques.

– Delegates supported the adoption of a mature approach towards
good transnational education (TNE) provision by making it eligible
for official recognition (both TNE providers and qualifications).
There also needs to be a more co-ordinated effort to marginalise
degree mills and “illegal” institutions. Qualifications frameworks
should help solve some of the problems in devising effective ways to
accredit/recognise TNE providers.

– The stakeholder panel reminded us that there are dangers associated
with the Bologna Process. In particular, how Bologna degrees are
viewed globally is of vital importance. The reduction in the length of
European first-cycle degrees must be accompanied by the creation of
suitable qualifications frameworks based on explicit external refer-
ence points (such as qualification descriptors, level, level indicators,
workload, quality, learning outcomes and profile). It is imperative
that the nature, purpose and quality of the Bologna reforms are com-
municated to the rest of the world.

– Existing recognition tools alone (Lisbon Recognition Convention,
Diploma Supplement, codes of practice, ECTS, and so on) will not
solve all recognition problems. There will always be a major role for
individual recognition in order to position the foreign qualification
properly in the host country’s educational or employment system.

A sense of optimism and purpose developed during the conference. The
end product of the event is the set of recommendations outlined below.
Earlier there was mention of the “recognition iceberg” which represents
the hidden expanses of recognition problems we still need to resolve. It
may be deeply unfashionable, in this age of concerns about global warm-
ing, but we really do have to melt the “recognition iceberg” and resolve
the prejudice, ignorance, xenophobia, inertia, poor practice, confusing
qualification titles, unclear educational systems, imprecise terminology,
etc. The collective set of existing recognition tools aided by new qualifi-
cations frameworks, learning outcomes and a fully implemented Lisbon
Recognition Convention are collectively capable of dissolving those
problems previously regarded as insoluble.
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Conference recommendations

Ministers in Bergen are urged to:

1. Amend national legislation to incorporate the principles of the
Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of
Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region
(1997 Lisbon Recognition Convention) and adopt effective measures
to ensure their practical implementation at all appropriate levels.

2. Recognise that reaching the ambitious goals of the Bologna Process
and the European Council’s Lisbon Strategy requires defining
“recognition” as positioning a holder of a foreign qualification in the
host country’s education or employment system rather than a formal
act of acknowledging his or her qualification, and therefore to:

• emphasise the benefits of “new-style” national qualifications
frameworks and endorse the creation of the overarching framework
of qualifications for the EHEA on the grounds of their positive con-
tribution to international recognition, mobility and transparency; 

• promote an intensive national and international dialogue, informed
by ENICs and NARICs, to exchange good practice.

3. As a matter of urgency, launch a campaign to convey accurate and
pertinent information on the Bologna Process to other parts of the
world.

At the level of ENIC and NARIC Networks it is recommended that:

4. The existing co-operation between recognition and quality assurance
networks should be further strengthened. It needs to be acknowl-
edged that recognition and quality assurance are intimately related.

5. The networks further explore ways in which the emerging national
and European overarching qualifications frameworks and usage of
learning outcomes can be applied for improving recognition prac-
tices, including the recognition of lifelong learning and other non-

Improving the recognition system
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traditional qualifications, and how they relate to the legal framework
of the Lisbon Recognition Convention.

6. The networks take an active part in the information campaign on the
Bologna Process in the wider world, using their long-standing con-
tacts and information exchange channels.

At the national level it is recommended that:

7. Effective measures are taken in respect of non-traditional providers
of education to offer them access to state recognition procedures and
ongoing quality assurance monitoring.

8. The vital contribution of learning outcomes to recognition in higher
education and lifelong learning is acknowledged and a strategy for
their implementation is developed. The development of learning out-
comes should take into account the four main purposes of higher
education:

• preparation for the labour market;

• preparation for life as an active citizen;

• personal development;

• the development and maintenance of a broad, advanced knowledge
base.

9. Steps are taken to monitor the implementation of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention, with a view to encouraging fair and equal
treatment of applicants within countries.

At the level of higher education institutions it is recommended that:

10. HEIs draw more on the experience and knowledge of ENICs and
NARICs to support and inform recognition decisions taken at insti-
tutional level.

11. HEIs take steps to develop institutional recognition policies and
practices and to disseminate information on the legal framework for
recognition and best practice at the level of faculties and individual
study programmes.

12. HEI leaderships, together with EUA, EURASHE, ENICs and
NARICs, develop a co-ordinated strategy in order to play an effec-
tive role in implementing the principles of fair recognition embodied
in the Lisbon Recognition Convention and reflected in the Bologna
Process.
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