Note on Workshop on the Verification of Compatibility of the Irish National Framework of Qualifications with the Bologna Framework – Davenport Hotel, Dublin, 3 October 2006
Background

The Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area, the ‘Bologna Framework’, was adopted by European Ministers for higher education in Bergen in May 2005, and is based on the report of the Bologna Follow-Up Group Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, which was prepared ahead of the Bergen meeting. Ireland was subsequently invited by the chairperson of this group to undertake a pilot project of the self-certification of the Compatibility of the Irish National Framework of Qualifications with the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area. 
A national steering group, chaired by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and consisting of representatives of the awarding bodies in Irish higher education and training, and two international experts  –  Robert Wagenaar, University of Groningen, joint co-ordinator of the Tuning project and Sjur Bergan, Head of the Department of Higher Education and History Teaching, Council of Europe – was established to undertake the self-certification.  The steering group produced a draft verification report which was published in June 2006 and distributed widely to stakeholders.  This workshop was held to brief key stakeholders on the self-certification process and to solicit their views on the same process. Submissions were sought in advance of the workshop and published on the Authority’s website.  The workshop was attended by circa 50 delegates from across the higher education and training sector.

Presentations

The workshop was chaired by Seán Ó Foghlú, chair of the national steering group, who introduced a series of three presentations.  Mogens Berg, from the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation, Denmark, and chairman of the Bologna Follow-Up Group Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, gave a presentation on the key features and purposes of the Bologna Framework.  Jim Murray, of the Qualifications Authority and a member of verification steering group, described the development of the National Framework of Qualifications and updated delegates on the current state of play with regard to its implementation. Two other members of the steering group, Bryan Maguire, of the Higher Education and Training Awards Council, and Lewis Purser, of the Irish Universities Association, gave a joint presentation, which briefed delegates on the verification process, with particular reference to the 7 verification criteria and the 6 verification procedures that were used in the process.

Open Discussion  
After the presentations, there was an open discussion on the verification process which fell into two parts – the first dealing with general issues, the second with more specific issues relating to the individual criteria and procedures.  The following comments/points were made and discussed by delegates.

General issues

· The verification process was generally welcomed by the delegates.  The process was generally considered to be robust and transparent, and most delegates felt that the alignment of the Irish Framework with the Bologna Framework will be an important instrument in fostering international transparency and recognition of qualifications (both of Irish qualifications in Europe and of European qualifications in Ireland); and in enhancing, in the future, the international mobility of learners and graduates throughout the European Higher Education Area.

· Some delegates felt that supplementary national policies may also have to be developed and implemented to achieve the underlying aims of the National and Bologna Frameworks, including a national language policy to increase European language proficiency amongst Irish learners. 
· It was noted that a key lesson learned from the alignment process was that there is a need to build trust in the self-certification process.  This is an issue which may become particularly marked when other, poorer countries (especially in Eastern Europe) develop their national frameworks and endeavour to self-certify their alignment with the Bologna Framework.  The Irish example has highlighted the key role played by external, international experts in building this trust.  Financial constraints may inhibit their use in other countries in the future, and there may be a need to address this issue at a European level.  It was generally considered that this was something which the Irish and Scottish self-certification projects could usefully advise on.

Specific issues

Criterion 1: Responsibility for Framework     

· There was general agreement that this criterion was clearly met, as the Qualification Authority’s role in relation to the Framework is established in law and well understood in the national context. 
Criterion 2: Link with cycle descriptors

· This criterion generated the most discussion, which was focussed primarily on the verification report’s findings relating to the compatibility of the Ordinary Bachelor Degree and Honours Bachelor Degree award-types with the Bologna First Cycle.

· There was general agreement that the compatibility of both with the Bologna first cycle descriptor had been demonstrated in terms of the comparisons of the learning outcomes, and it was noted by some delegates that the technical comparison of both sets of descriptors in the report was very helpful.

· Some delegates questioned whether this technical demonstration of compatibility served any purpose in the absence of any widespread and genuine mobility/progression from Irish Level 7/Bologna first cycle into Bologna Second Cycle programmes (Irish Level 9).

· Other delegates, while acknowledging this problem, suggested that this was largely an issue relating to programme design and/or the general failure to this point to use other mechanisms, such as bridging programmes or the recognition of prior learning, to open up progression routes and establish articulation arrangements between awards/programmes at Level 7 and Level 9.  Overall, there was general agreement that the development of the Framework and now, more recently, its alignment with the Bologna Framework, had shed considerable light on the whole area of progression/articulation, and that it presented a challenge to providers of education and training across the entire third level sector to develop new progression routes and suitable articulation arrangements.  The paradigm shift from inputs to outcomes, as reflected in the Framework, allows this debate to take place in a real world context, and helps to bring transparency to higher education systems, which have become remarkably diverse in recent years in terms of the growth of the number and type of programmes/awards. These developments will also encourage institutions to reflect more on the nature of the two types of bachelor degrees and how they have been viewed historically, and whether these historical conceptions remain valid today. 
· Some delegates cautioned that it was important to acknowledge that certain Level 7 programmes/awards served useful ends in themselves (i.e. they prepared graduates for particular occupations) and that it should not be an absolute necessity in such cases to develop progression routes/articulation arrangements.

· It was noted by a number of delegates that the issue of honours/ordinary bachelor degrees has parallels in other European countries, e.g. in Scotland and Spain.  In reality, many European countries have more higher education qualification levels than the three Bologna cycles and that this will emerge more clearly as other countries develop their national frameworks and align them with the Bologna Framework.  Dr Alan Runcie, from QAA Scotland and a member of the Scottish verification project team, noted that the same issues encountered in Ireland had also arisen in Scotland, and that Ireland and Scotland had agreed to write a joint report outlining the lessons learned from their respective verification processes for the Bologna Follow-Up Group Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks.
· It was noted that at this early stage there was little serviceable data available to analyse the acceptability of Irish Level 7 First cycle qualifications in Europe and the acceptability of new European first cycle qualifications in Ireland.

Criterion 3: Learning outcomes and ECTS links

· There was general agreement that the findings in the report were accurate and that the use of learning outcomes and ECTS credits in first and taught second cycle programmes was widespread in the Irish higher education system.  It is anticipated that the use of credit and learning outcomes will be universally adopted within the next 18 months or so.
· There was some discussion on the relative weight of the two sets of learning outcomes descriptors now in use in Ireland, i.e., the National Framework descriptors and the Cycle Descriptors of the Bologna Framework.  It was noted that both sets of descriptors had many similarities as they were developed in tandem.  It was also noted that the National Framework descriptors were facilitatory in intent, and that it was up to awarding bodies and partner providers to develop approaches to their implementation.  It was also noted that the Department of Education and Science intends to use the Framework as the basis of its student funding and tax relief schemes, i.e, such funding and tax relief will be only made available to learners that are on programmes that lead to Framework awards. The inclusion of awards in the Framework, and the underpinning use of learning outcomes, will thus take on an increasing importance in the upcoming period. 
Criterion 4: Procedures for Inclusion in the Framework

· There was general agreement that this criterion was clearly met.
Criterion 5: Quality Assurance systems and the Framework

· There was general agreement that this criterion was clearly met.  It was noted that the Irish Universities Quality Board is preparing a new draft of the Universities’ Framework of Quality and that this will refer clearly to the National Framework of Qualifications and the new European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.  It was noted that HETAC will be hosting an ENQA workshop on National Frameworks and Quality Assurance in Summer 2007.

Criterion 6: Referenced in Diploma Supplements

· There was general agreement that this criterion had been met.  It was noted that the Department of Education and Science and the Qualifications Authority intended to reconvene the National Working Group on the Diploma Supplement to update the national template to refer to the completion of the alignment process.

Criterion 7: Responsibilities of parties clear

· There was general agreement that this criterion was clearly met.
Verification of Procedures

· There was general agreement that the six verification procedures had been followed rigorously.  It was noted that the manner of the inclusion of the international experts in the process had been decided by the national steering group.  The chair noted that the two experts – Sjur Bergan and Robert Wagenaar– had brought valuable and challenging insights to the process and thanked them for their contribution.
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