
	
		
			WALK THE TALK

			Guy Haug “Those against the Bologna process don’t know exactly what they’re opposing”

			BY ESTER MEDICO

			European expert in assessment and development of universities and tertiary education systems, Guy Haug is considered one of the founders of the European Higher EducationArea (EHEA) for his key role in developing the Lisbon Strategy and shaping the Bologna process. He has extensive experience of university leadership, co-operation with international organisations and with university networks in Europe and the Americas. A Masters in Law and MBA, a doctorate in Political Sciences and an honorary doctorate from HETAC (Ireland), Haug gave a lecture in March at the UOC entitled “Masters Degrees in the EHEA: Opportunities and Challenges for Spain,” coinciding with the protests against the launch of the EHEA. 
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			How do you think the establishment of the EHEA has gone? In several European countries the changes have been implemented fairly well. In each country there are things which haven’t been done, or have been applied in an odd way, but Bologna does not prescribe how the changes should be carried out. Bologna is a political accord that provides guidelines. Switzerland, the Nordic Countries, Flanders and Germany and, in some respects, France have successfully introduced most of the changes and the restructuring of qualifications is complete throughout most of Europe. There are problems in other aspects but they’re not connected to Bologna. The strikes are political, because, for example in France, the government is cutting academic posts, reducing funding in some cases and wants to increase the autonomy of the universities, i.e. the level of responsibility of the Vice-Chancellors. What saddens me is that Bologna is being blamed for all that doesn’t work in the Spanish university system, and we are losing sight of the fact that Bologna was established as a goal to facilitate the transformation of the universities and reinforce the Europe of knowledge. 

			How did the harmonisation of higher education across Europe come about? Due to several factors. Firstly, after almost ten years of the Erasmus exchanges, we have learnt the limitations of such different systems continuing to exist across Europe. Secondly, the development of the European labour market, one of the great achievements of the EU. The system of harmonisation of tertiary studies means that qualifications should be more easily recognised throughout Europe, rather than just in the country where they were issued. Thirdly, promoting mobility to create an integrated Europe which is a global competitor. And fourthly, the fact that in the 1990s Europe lost, to the United States, the privilege of being the destination of choice for students and academics from the rest of the world, because our system of qualifications has been difficult to understand. These formed the basis of the first European agreement, reached between 29 European countries in Bologna in 1999. The first step had taken place at the Sorbonne the previous year, in 1998. The basic ideas are still the same today.

			“Bologna doesn’t dictate how to go about it: it’s a guideline”

			Who’s in charge of Bologna? The Bologna process isn’t an EU initiative. It grew out of meetings between ministers and universities in Europe. It would only be obligatory if laws and royal decrees and agreements were made at a state level. There is no “Bologna Plan”. There are certain framework agreements which point us in certain strategic directions and Spain has participated at every stage of the process of developing the agreements. It isn’t a plan which has been developed by others and is now being imposed on Spain; it’s something that we are creating together. Bologna has never insisted, for example, that course fees be increased or that language degrees in specific languages be dropped. It’s not about adapting to something from outside, although Spain has lagged so far behind in putting the agreements into practice that in the end the situation is that it can’t change what other countries are already doing. Those who are moving forward together on this are creating the next step. Those who follow on have to conform to the steps the others have already taken.

			Do you think that the way the process has been followed here has led to the anti-Bologna movement being formed? I think that those against Bologna don’t know exactly what they are opposing. It seems almost impossible that there could be opposition to a system which gives greater freedom to students and which aims to improve their education by offering them access to greater opportunities. But, obviously, without checking, they could say that Bologna has caused the commercialisation of education. The Bologna system of first degree, masters and doctorate exists in the vast majority of countries around the world, including those with highly developed systems. It would be ridiculous to suggest, for example, that the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom and the United States don’t have good universities because they have this system in place.

			So, where do you think it has fallen down? There are universities which have done a good job. They’ve seen this as an opportunity; they are thoroughly integrated in European and global networks, and they recognise the challenges. And there are others where things are farther behind and perhaps not as well done. But to say that with the Bologna process it’s impossible to have good public universities, which are competitive, and attractive propositions, and which open up opportunities in working and daily life would be absolutely ridiculous. It would also be silly to suggest that Bologna favours privatisation. Don’t they see, for instance, that the best at implementing changes are the strong public sector university systems of northern Switzerland and Germany, where there are hardly any private universities?

			“In the 1990s Europe lost the privilege of being the destination of choice for students and academics”

			What are the main differences in how it’s been implemented in other countries? In northern Europe the trend has been to discuss the strategic objectives of Bologna and then put in place a process in the majority of universities for achieving them. In Spain there has been less discussion of the objectives. There has been extensive discussion of the 3+2 [180 ECTS credits a first degree 120 a masters] or 4+1 [240+60], there were measures put in place like the Diploma Supplement. This was made via a formal decree, very bureaucratic, where everything is prescribed, in contrast to northern Europe where this is all the responsibility of the universities. On the other hand, Spain is the only country with its model of accreditation of academic staff. I believe that some of the reactions to Bologna from academic staff aren’t against Bologna but against the way human resources are managed in Spain, where there are a variety of evaluation processes which don’t exist in other countries, and this has nothing to do with Bologna.

			Those who are against the process complain that the new system of qualifications will lead to increases in course fees. This is nothing to do with Bologna, either. It’s a decision made by the university authorities concerning how to split the cost of university education between public funding and the contributions of private enterprise and families. Grant policy is also a key issue here. There are countries which have, during the last few years, bolstered course fees in exchange for higher loans or grants. This is the case in the UK. In others, Bologna hasn’t changed a thing in the funding of higher education. Switzerland, the Netherlands, and the Nordic countries, for example, used Bologna as a way of reinforcing what’s good and efficient about the public university system; in these countries, not only are there no course fees but also students receive a salary. A review by the OECD of tertiary education in Spain, from last March, in which I participated, reports that Spain needs a stronger grants system. On the other hand it recognised that the ratio of students to academic staff in Spain was a positive point. However, tutoring and individual support could perhaps be improved. Making this improvement would certainly be in the spirit of Bologna.

			“Spain needs a stronger grant system”

			How can the changes come about without any official financial provision in the medium or long term? Within the framework of what has become known as the Lisbon Strategy put forward by the EU, impetus is given to increase investment in research and development and in higher education by the member states with the aid of European Union funding. The OECD review suggests that the public sector in Spain improve its policy of student support. Spain also has a weak spot in the reorganisation of the system of lifelong learning, which is completely different from that of northern Europe, where one third to a half of students are in continuing professional development. In Spain, France and Italy the traditional model is more common: everything, absolutely everything has to be learnt at the beginning of one’s life. These are two different philosophies and it’s not for anyone to say that one is right and the other isn’t but some experts say, “think carefully about it because this way seems to work well, whereas this other way seems to cause you problems”.

			Can the Bologna process fight the failures? Not directly. One of the ideas is to facilitate graduates’ access to the labour market both in Europe and in their home country. Bologna aims to foster the social responsibility of higher education and of the individual universities. In 2001, in Salamanca, the European universities, in the document Message from Salamanca, declared that it is their social responsibility to support their students so that the can successfully complete their studies within the expected time frame, not with three or four extra semesters, as happens in Spain. They also recognised the need to grant students qualifications which are recognised in the whole of the European Union and not just in their home countries. 

			+INFO

			BOCDE Reviews of Tertiary Education 

			www.oecd.org/dataoecd/13/44/42309226.pdf
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