






74   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

Students in Croatia, Estonia, Ireland, Slovenia, Portugal and Poland report serious problems with being 

able to meet living expenses abroad with their grant or loan. On the other hand, students in Sweden and 

Finland seem not to have to face such problems.

It is clear is that if countries are to reach the target of 20% of students being mobile by 2020; urgent 

increased focus needs to be given to removing these remaining obstacles and increasing the financial 

incentives available to students.

The picture seems slightly better, but not significantly improved, when analysing whether foreign stu-

dents spending a study period in their respective higher education system have problems meeting their 

living and studying expenses from their grants and loans. 70% of respondents pointed out that most or 

some foreign students have problems in meeting their expenses. Ireland, Denmark, France, Germany, 

Finland and Norway are revealed to be the countries where the highest amount of foreign students incur 

severe financial problems in trying to offset their expenses with the available grants and loans.

The Mobility Barometer (Connor Cradden, 2008) points out that 58% of respondents were dissatisfied or 

entirely dissatisfied with the funding available for mobility. The difference in figures might originate 

from different types of additional support for mobility. In this regard, it is clear that there is a need for 

coordinating the various types of funds available for mobility, at European, regional, national and insti-

tutional level; so that larger shares of the costs incurred are offset and any available funds are used in an 

effective manner.

A relevant aspect in discussing mobility is the extent to which opportunities for a meaningful mobility 

period abroad are granted to different groups of students, for example students with disabilities or fe-

male students. 60 % of the respondents said that mobility opportunities are distributed reasonably fairly 

but extreme cases were signaled, such as Ukraine and Slovenia, where it seems like mobility opportuni-

ties are completely beyond the reach of certain student groups. Among the reasons mentioned for some 

groups not having equal access to being mobile, the following were mentioned: lack of counseling, lack 

of additional support and non-existent special facilities for students with disabilities. It is clear that more 

effort in the direction of ensuring equal mobility opportunities is required and a possible solution could 

include concrete support measures in future national and institutional action plans for mobility.

In addition to this, significant administrative deterrents are making mobility complicated, especially 

between EU and non-EU countries. Several countries have started to improve the situation, but more 
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involvement from the government side is necessary for lifting visa and working permit-related obstacles 

for mobility.

Institutional commitment for mobility6.5	

While the European ministers committed to making mobility a reality within their authority, higher 

education institutions have had the freedom to decide their own policies regarding mobility. But are the 

institutions convinced of the benefits of mobility? And if so, what is their contribution in fostering mobil-

ity in a balanced manner, while fulfilling the recent internationalisation recent goal?

Three main areas were surveyed within the European Students’ Union membership: support of the in-

stitution for incoming or outgoing mobile students, recognition of credits or existing qualifications and 

language provision.

When asked whether students wishing to spend a period abroad have problems getting the support or 

permission of their institution, 55% of the respondents answered that most or some have such prob-

lems. The Finnish and Romanian student unions pointed out that the support of the institution depends 

highly on the destination of the mobility programme. The areas in which students feel that they are not 

supported by the institution are primarily recognition (France, Bulgaria, Germany, Luxembourg, Malta), 

followed by information (most respondents) and obstacles posed by academic staff and inflexibility / 

overburdening the curricula (Norway). Also, a clear deterrent for accessing mobility support schemes is 

the academic performance filters mentioned by the Slovenian and Slovakian student unions. Moreover, 

it seems that these obstacles appear with more frequency in some fields of study and have a strong link 

with the duration of the mobility period spent abroad, especially in Croatia, France and Georgia.

When discussing the possible problems with the recognition of credits gained abroad during the mobility 

period, 85% of the respondents said that many or some students have problems in this department. This 

outcome seems to be consistent with both the Data collection and Stocktaking 2009 reports, especially 

since the link between ECTS and learning outcomes is usually problematic. An interesting example of 

institutional obstacles linked with credit recognition comes from Switzerland. Here, credits are recog-

nised but not validated. In some higher education institutions credits are recognised without validation, 

which means that these “extra credits” are not accumulated but only “added as a surplus in the diploma 

supplement”.



76   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

One of the reasons that students lack the confidence to go abroad is the lack of linguistic proficiency. 

Since language provision is of an institutional remit, we surveyed the extent to which the appropriate 

language courses are available before departing to participate in a mobility programme abroad.

22% of respondents confirmed that many students have problems accessing these courses, while 60% 

indicated that some students have such problems, especially when languages are not a mandatory part 

of the curricula. The problems originate also from language courses only being provided in English and 

French (in Belgium, Italy and Denmark), when a much larger variety would have been required to satisfy 

the needs of outgoing students. The fact the quite often the language courses are not free of charge has a 
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Situation of national students fig. 21—
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significant impact on students’ ability to achieve the confidence and motivation to apply for a mobility 

period. 63% of the respondents confirmed that language courses are free only in some institutions and 

programmes, usually conditioned by their inclusion in the curricula. 16% of the respondents confirmed 

that additional fees are always or almost always charged. The countries with such a system are Germany, 

Croatia, Austria, Belgium and Malta. What is interesting is that these countries seem to have a rather 

high degree of outgoing mobility, which means that probably language provision is considered as an ad-

ditional source of funding for higher education institutions. One might wonder if the language courses 

were to be more accessible, whether the mobility figures would not noticeably increase.

If we look at the type of obstacles still present at the institutional level, we can easily see that instruments 

such as a Bologna Charter for Mobile Students would help in guaranteeing the rights of mobile students 

and raise the stakes for higher education institutions in their mission to support and foster mobility in 

their internationalisation process.

General progress in removing mobility obstacles6.6	

As a new agenda is emerging and mobility competes for a front row position in the next list of Bologna 

working priorities, we have asked our members how they saw progress in removing various mobility 

obstacles.

From the graphs below we can see that in terms of almost all the possible obstacles listed, the situation 

seems to have remained the same or presents slight improvements, notably with reference to informa-

tion, administrative support and the level of grants and loans for national students who have spent or 

wish to spend a period abroad. Similarly, for foreign students who have spent or who wish to spend a 

period in the respective country, information and administrative procedures seem to be the issues that 

generate most progress. Worrying developments can be seen in the field of language provision and in the 

fairness of the distribution of mobility opportunities.

The situation at the European level continues to be remarkably diverse when speaking about the level 

of commitment for mobility. Hence a coherent and overarching European strategy for mobility, under-

pinned by concrete national action plans to remove mobility obstacles, would ensure an increased and 

more balanced inward and outward flow of mobile students.
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Situation for foreign students fig. 23—
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Cycles and credits7	

The reform of the degree structures and the introduction of the three cycle system are recognised by 

Europeans and non-Europeans as the most visible outcome of the work towards the European Higher 

Education Area. Introduced since the Bologna Declaration, this goal aimed at allowing flexibility of edu-

cation paths, enhancing mobility and fostering a higher standard of employability. Notably, this remains 

a challenge for higher education institutions. Students today still face a rather superficial adaptation of 

degrees, curricula, teaching and assessment methods.

Reforming cycles is not only about changing legislation. The London Communique underlined ‘the im-

portance of curricula reform leading to qualifications better suited both to the needs of the labour market 

and to further study. Efforts should concentrate in future on removing barriers to access and progression 

between cycles and on proper implementation of ECTS based on learning outcomes and student workload’. 

This statement indicates the need for a more substantial and less formal implementation of the degree 

cycles.

Conclusions7.1	

There has been negligible improvement when it comes to the implementation of the three-cycle system. 

Student unions clearly state that restructuring cycles are no longer an important element of the overall 

reform and indicate that little has been done in most countries in this regard. There is little evidence of 

the introduction of real curricula adaptation and teaching and assessment methods. The poor imple-

mentation of the new Bologna cycles causes several negative side effects that contradict the purpose of 

the reforms. In some countries, there is a coexistence of the old and new systems; employment opportu-

nities continue to exist mostly at the end of second cycle and the focus and purpose of second cycle itself 

will require a clearer definition.

Progression between cycles remains hindered, especially in cases when a student wishes to change its 

learning paths. Institutions remain protecting the transition of students between cycles within the in-

stitution and more obstacles are created, by tightening the selection procedures and introducing tuition 

fees in the different levels and cycles. However, student unions remain supportive of the degree struc-

tures proposed within the Bologna Process. The students seem to believe in the potential of the reforms 

and concentrate in criticising the poor or ill implementation observed in their national systems.
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ECTS is now the credit system across the EHEA: over 70% of the respondents are positive about this and 

some more unions indicate that its introduction is approaching. Despite this formal adoption, student 

unions continue to point out that student workload for the allocation of ECTS credits is still not being 

measured correctly. Basing ECTS on learning outcomes is a lengthy process which is often engaged in 

superficially. This incorrect implementation of ECTS is impinging upon the flexibility a learner-centred 

system should have.

Recommendations7.2	

Critically revise the ECTS implementation, based on both learning outcomes and student qq
workload, for all the Bologna cycles.

Improve student participation in building student centred learning systems, that are under-qq
pinned by a coherent simultaneous implementation of all Bologna Process structural tools.

Moving beyond the simultaneous co-existence of the old and new degree cycles and fully se-qq
cure the correct implementation of the Bologna three cycles.

Remove access obstacles to progression between cycles, with a special attention to mitigating qq
the causes for low vertical mobility between the first and second cycle.

Implementation of degree cycles7.3	

The reforms pertaining to the three cycle system have not maintained impetus since 2007. Few new 

reforms have taken place in the past two years and there has only been a negligible improvement as re-

gards the overall system. In many cases, unions reported that institutions or public authorities initiated 

partial changes in their degree system several years ago, but most unions also clarify that the significant 

reforms of their degree structures happened between the academic years of 2004-2005 and 2006-2007, 

that is to say between the Bergen and the London ministerial conferences. The stocktaking reports pre-

sented in these conferences can clearly indicate a good level of progress in terms of the formal adaptation 

of national degrees to the Bologna cycles.
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It is clear that respondents consider the reform of the cycles now has a less important place in the context 

of the national reforms taking place. In fact, only just under half of unions perceive cycles to be an im-

portant topic of discussion nationally alongside with other national reforms. None of the unions feel that 

public authorities elect this topic as the most important and 42% of respondents mention that this is still 

present in the debate but not really important. This might indicate that public authorities and stakehold-

ers have moved their focus of attention to other areas of reform of the higher education system, although 

significant misconceptions or bad implementation have remained.

Challenges in implementing a new degree structure7.4	

Although progress can be shown, the methods used by different countries for the introduction of the 

three cycles have a significant variation. Several unions mention the coexistence of two systems in place 

and a progressive reform process, or indeed the need for the reform process to be restarted at one point. 

In the case of Spain, the reforms were initiated in 2005 and only addressed post-graduate studies, with 

all cycles only being brought in since 2008. In Slovenia, a law was introduced in 2004, but students have 

still been allowed to enrol in the old programmes until now. A fade out system is being put in place: all 

new entrants in the first cycle will now encounter reformed degree structures; by 2014, all programmes 

will have been reformed and all students enrolled will have experienced the new system only. In 2007, 

Trends V showed similar findings regarding other countries and it seems that this might be considered 

the safest way of providing a transition that is well accepted by students and academics. However, at such 

a late stage of the Bologna Process, this strategy bears the risk of increasing misunderstanding of the 
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value of old and new degrees, leading to clashes between the different 

national stakeholders, and affecting recognition practices between coun-

tries.

According to 61% of unions, the three cycles are fully in place when it comes 

to the legal framework and its formal implementation; however, more than 

half reported that the system in place has significant problems. These re-

Reform of degree structures in fig. 25—
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sults are comparable to the ones presented by BWSE 2007, where 56% claimed to have the system in place 

and again over half of the unions mentioned that problems were still occurring. These results contradict 

substantially the positive feedback from public authorities contained in the national reports. However, 

the fact that this view is the continually reported consolidated position of student unions indicates that 

outstanding challenges remain to be overcome at national level.

The issues most commonly referred to are an increase in the rigidity of curricula and learning paths, ar-

eas in which the Bologna Process was expected to bring greater flexibility and openness. Several unions 

indicate that higher education institutions have tended to try to include the content of an old, longer 

degree in a 3 year first cycle programme. Unions also reported that students felt compelled to continue 

their studies into the second cycle, not identifying graduation as a true exit point to the labour market. In 

Norway, however, students reveal a different attitude and understanding of the value of their first degree, 

depending on the type of institution they are enrolled in. Graduates from university colleges enter the 

labour market immediately after the completion of their first degree, while 80% of their colleagues from 

the university sector plan to continue to a Masters programme.

It should be noted that the second cycle is undergoing significant reforms and it is now unclear what its 

status is in each country. Respondents addressed it, sometimes indistinctively, as a degree on its own; as 

a mere follow up to the first cycle, professional training beyond the academic education of the first cycle 

or as an integral part of the third cycle. The third cycle itself seems to be the new focus of attention in 

some of the systems that were the first to establish their degree structure reforms. In the cases of Ireland, 

Finland and Norway, respondents referred mostly to doctoral studies when asked to comment on the 

priorities for degree structures reforms, claiming that the goals were now either to make them “more 

Bologna-like” or to increase the flexibility of admission procedures to these programmes.

A lack of understanding of the concepts of competences, learning outcomes and appropriate measure-

ment also seems to be a relevant issue when reforming curricula and discussing the concepts behind the 

new degree system. These issues were continuously mentioned by several respondents in different steps 

of the survey and will be addressed further below.

Progression between cycles7.5	

An analysis of the transition of students between cycles sheds significant light on the side effects of the 

current reforms in most countries of the EHEA. The majority of the unions confirmed that progression 
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between the first and the second cycles is possible within the same field of study. It seems that insti-

tutions are keeping a protectionist attitude and inhibiting vertical mobility from occurring within the 

same country. In the cases of systems with high levels of competition for admission into the second cycle, 

and when a linkage between the curricula of the two cycles is very evident, this attitude is sometimes 

appreciated by respondents who understand that it secures the conditions for students to finish their 

education.

Changing an education path remains a risky undertaking for any student. Most of the answers provided 

clearly mention severe difficulties, with institutions refusing to apply the Lisbon Recognition Conven-

tion principles and imposing bridging programmes. However, in the case of the Flemish community of 

Belgium, in cases where a student wishes to progress from one cycle of a particular field of study into 

a subsequent cycle of another field of study, but does so within the same institution, this reluctance is 

significantly diminished. Such a high level of protectionism impedes the free choice of students and is a 

serious impediment to the student mobility desired.

In other cases, the same blockage occurs motivated by the existence of binary systems and the different 

legal status of higher education institutions. In the case of Estonia and Finland, for example, students 

from the non-university sector are impeded from progressing into masters and doctoral programmes 

respectively. In both cases, the unions explain that this is not a consequence of the legislation in place, 

but rather the result of institutional practice.

The case of France is very particular, reflecting the remains of a previous system: there is a selection 

procedure within the second cycle for students progressing from the first to the second year. However, 

the respondent also stated that a reform programme is being prepared and this situation is expected to 

improve.

Finally, regarding the reasons for enhancing and hindering progression between cycles, the answers 

reflect the organisation of different systems of higher education, their funding mechanisms and their 

overall accessibility, with some respondents highlighting admission and selection procedures based on 

merit and others prioritising the obstacles to progression. Amongst the different reasons for hindering 

progression between cycles, respondents mentioned most frequently the numerus clausus that still ex-

ists and the introduction or maintenance of tuition fees for the second cycle. In the context of an overall 

expansion of the second cycle, when students feel pressure to continue their studies due to a lack of 

recognition of the value of the first cycle degree, tuition fees constitute a significant hindering of the ac-

cessibility to this level.
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Degree structures and national unions of students7.6	

Despite all of the problems identified, a significant majority of unions stand behind the idea of reform-

ing their degrees according to the Bologna three-cycle system, considering it to be beneficial for the stu-

dents they represent. Out of 32 answers, only six stated clearly that this reform was harming students, 

with their critique pointing directly at the way it has been implemented in their own national context. 

Nineteen respondents were fairly positive about the reform and the way this could help students, and 

the remaining seven stated that it was not having a significant impact. Interestingly, all of the latter were 

unions that reported a significant delay in the reform of the cycles in their country, indicating that they 

are still expecting the outcomes of the reform in order to be able to provide a full assessment of the situ-

ation.
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It seems that even in cases where unions support the idea of reforming the degree structures, they re-

main critical about many of the elements of it, as well as the way the reform has been undertaken at the 

national level. The answers provided below on the way credits are understood and used, and their nega-

tive effects, help to explain this position and constitute a reason for great concern and attention.

Credit systems7.7	

ECTS has become the credit system of the European Higher Education Area, adopted nationally by most 

countries. There are however still 6 countries that use other credits systems because these were imple-

mented before the Bologna Process itself (e.g., the Baltic states and the UK), while others were in the proc-

ess of reforming them during the time of this survey (Spain). Two other unions were unclear regarding 

this, as their system was undergoing reform at that particular time.

Public authorities took leadership of the process of instituting ECTS as the credit system and defined its 

features within a regulatory framework. These legal provisions are mainly either a definition of ECTS 

credits and/or the value for an ECTS credit in terms of workload, fixing the workload per ECTS credit usu-

ally within a range of 24 to 30 hours. Countries themselves use different ranges according to the ECTS 

User Guide, allowing some flexibility for institutions to elaborate on their study programmes and al-

locate workload between the different modules or courses. Officially, the majority of countries use ECTS 

as a credit transfer and accumulation system, although significant gaps can be observed between theory 

and practice according to national unions of students.

ECTS adopted by national law fig. 27—
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Student workload7.8	

When it comes to the analysis of progress regarding measuring student workload, it seems again that 

there has been little evolution. The BWSE 2007 report stated that a correct measuring of student workload, 

being a core principle of ECTS, has proven to be the most significant problem in the implementation of 

ECTS23 and the answers provided for this edition’s analysis reiterate the same concern.

Although 92% of the respondents that had ECTS in place declared that, in their country, this was formally 

based on workload, most of the unions commented that this was more in theory than in practice. Accord-

ing to the ECTS Users’ Guide, the estimation of workload should be regularly refined through monitoring 

and student feedback24. However only 12% (4 countries) of unions reported that the workload was being 

estimated and re-adapted according to student surveys, which is practically the same situation identified 

in the BWSE 2007. The unions from Denmark, Finland, Flemish community of Belgium and the Nether-

lands report that the calculation of workload has been generalised. In these countries, the workload of 

courses and modules has been estimated and is regularly readapted according to surveys completed by 

students. Nevertheless, the respondents reflect that some improvements are both possible and needed, 

such as the way students are asked to estimate their workload. There are other cases in which calculation 

occurs on the basis of the policy of individual higher education institutions: some collect data systemati-

cally and others continue to base ECTS on teachers’ estimation of the workload.

Unions from different countries (e.g., France, Poland and Serbia) confirm that ECTS credits are often as-

signed to modules on the basis of their prestige or importance, disregarding any estimation or calcu-

lation of the workload. In Georgia, Poland and Romania, contact hours are still the main method for 

establishing credits and in cases like the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden there were attempts to translate 

old credit systems based on contact hours into ECTS through the use of a formula, without proper meas-

urement of the real student workload. This apparently remains one of the misconceptions of the idea of 

ECTS credits that they should be clearly associated with workload. Only through that can ECTS be used as 

a means for planning the curricula in a way that is feasible for students to achieve the desired learning 

outcome in the correct timeframe, and therefore be a tool for the promotion of student attainment and 

the completion of studies.

23	  ESIB, BWSE 2007, p. 38.

24	  EU Commission, ECTS User Guide2009, p.10.
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Following the introduction of ECTS, most unions observed that the workload has more or less remained 

the same, whilst a few have commented that it has increased. Only in three countries (Belgium—French 

community, Italy and Serbia) has there been a perceived decrease in workload. In the case of Italy, it was 

noted that the workload has decreased per module, but the overall number of assessments increased 

dramatically in many cases. It seems that the poor concept of learning outcomes has given ground to the 

multiplication of assessment procedures, namely exams. This is the case of a perverse effect resulting 

from incorrect implementation which has led to an increase in workload. However, it should be noted 

that several other unions chose not to answer this question. It is a fact that, 

when the reform is yet to occur or did occur some years ago, they had no 

experience of this, sufficient reporting or means of assessing the effect of 

ECTS in terms of overall student workload.
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Some other unions also state that curricular reform, frequently disconnected from the introduction of 

ECTS, had the effect of increasing student workload. Estonia is a clear example of this, but Romania also 

claims that ECTS had quite different effects in terms of student workload, depending on the scientific 

area and institution. Nevertheless, some other examples pointed out don’t really refer to ECTS credits but 

to other factors such as the introduction of semesters and of new learning methods.

Learning outcomes in the EHEA—towards student-centred learning?7.9	

The definition of learning outcomes is still a rather big challenge for the higher education institutions in 

most countries in Europe. Although several unions state that this is a mandatory element of the reform, 

that higher education institutions should define learning outcomes and that debates have started, the 

large majority also concur that the concept is not used or is poorly understood.

Nine respondents said that no outcome approach was instituted in their country and an additional 4 

claimed that it depended significantly on the higher education institutions. Although a majority of 15 

respondents claim that descriptors have been created, their main reference is “learning outcomes” for 

the degree or cycle level. The Dublin Descriptors are mentioned several times and quite often cycle de-

scriptors, “learning outcomes” and course or teacher objectives/expectations are referred to without dis-

tinction. It seems that the true sense of learning outcomes is yet to be established in debates held at the 

national and institutional levels. Amongst these positive respondents, at least 3 highlighted the fact that 

ECTS had not implemented; and 4 other respondents were very concerned with stating that they only 

meant cycle descriptors instituted in legislation without significant impact in terms of institutional be-

haviour or concepts.

In fact, defining the learning outcomes of a course or module is still not widespread in Europe. In only 

around 33% of countries, there are institutions that define their courses and modules in terms of learn-

ing outcomes (mainly in Northern Europe), whilst around 50% defined degrees in terms of learning out-

comes. This clearly indicates that the implementation of ECTS has been done in a very formal manner 

without reference to concrete curricular reform and reconsideration of the role of students and of the 

institution in the learning process.

On the contrary, teacher-centred provision is the dominant feature of the curricula and some confu-

sion between accountability (stating clearly what the learning objectives are, and providing prescriptive 

checklists of competences) and a real student-centred approach (designing a module with a view to spe-



92   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

cific learning outcomes and assessing their real achievement) is sometimes also present in the answers 

presented by respondents.

A very interesting element is the fact that one of the respondents stated that the introduction of the Di-

ploma Supplement itself promoted the discussion of the concept of learning outcomes, although again 

these were defined in terms of cycles. Two other respondents also mentioned that the introduction of 

qualifications frameworks in the future would allow for further clarification of the meaning of degrees 

and elaboration of the respective learning outcomes at module level.

Impacts and consequences of a poor implementation of ECTS7.10	

The feedback from the national unions is quite clear: while ECTS should allow flexibility in the way the 

education paths are built, the type of implementation observed sometimes undermines that possibility, 

especially at the institutional level.

Mention has to be made of the number of ECTS that a student can take every year. The agreed reference 

point for an academic year of a full-time student is 60 ECTS in Europe. This enables students and academ-

ics to plan their year and protect the former from being overburdened in terms of workload. However, 

this reference point is sometimes taken both as the limit a student can enrol for, and the minimum a 

student must attend, which has consequences for the way students might plan their degree. In Denmark, 

students were unhappy about being prevented from progressing between cycles that are interlinked in 

case a single credit point is still missing. But a worse situation happens in the cases of a very rigid im-

plementation of the same cycle, where students cannot progress from one year to the next without hav-

ing all their credit points taken. France and Norway are good examples of countries where failing some 

modules is compatible with progressing to the next year and exams from those modules can be redone 

in the following year.

These regulations are particularly important not only when it comes to the most effective use of the 

student’s time but also regarding the concept of student-centred learning. Unless there is a clear chain 

between the different modules that prevents them from being taken as the student sees fit, a maximum 

amount of flexibility should be allowed regarding the time in which the module is taken. Such flexibility 

has also implications in terms of the policies regarding the social dimension, since governments and 

institutions are more commonly linking the achievement of credit points with the allocation of funding 

and support for students.
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In addition, in terms of the validation of prior learning there are signs of significant conservatism from 

the institutions. Although one can witness that the recognition of prior learning, regardless of its nature 

(most commonly formal and non-formal) is becoming more commonly used, leading to mechanisms for 

access into, and credit within, study programmes and exempting students from taking several modules 

and their credits points, it is also becoming clear that there is a move to limit these mechanisms to a 

maximum of ECTS. This is further explored in the chapter dedicated to lifelong learning.

ECTS for accumulation purposes?7.11	

Achieving the learning outcomes expected should lead to the award of a degree built upon those same 

outcomes. However, as identified continuously by ESU and other reports, this remains to be established. 

In fact, many respondents were explicit about the fact that a majority of institutions continue to rely on 

traditional end-of-year examinations to assess student knowledge. As the assessment of learning out-

comes is required for credits to be awarded, this raises questions about how profoundly programmes 

have been restructured when introducing ECTS. Trends V already raised this question and mentioned 

the existence of a group of institutions which have so far engaged in more cosmetic and superficial im-

plementation—often to meet the basic requirements of compliance with new legislation25. It seems that, 

contradicting the best expectations regarding the Bologna Process, a process of transformation of higher 

education purely driven by legislative reform is not sufficient to ensure the creation of a student-centred 

learning concept of education.

ECTS as a transfer tool7.12	

The results are usually more positive when it comes to the use of ECTS as a transfer tool, since this was 

its primary purpose on creation and institutions have grown accustomed to dealing with it. In fact, the 

majority of respondents (18) claim that no outstanding issues happen in cases of Erasmus mobility, when 

a learning agreement provides the framework for this period of studies abroad. The fact that ECTS is 

in place doesn’t necessarily imply an increase in the overall level of outward mobility, as half of these 

respondents (9) also signal that there was no significant increase in mobility, despite the fact that the 

credits used would have been recognised. In those cases, the socio-economic conditions of students and 

an academic culture that depreciates horizontal mobility are some of the explanations provided. On the 

25	  EUA, Trends V, p. 21.
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other hand, 40% of respondents claim that students still face several problems when trying to recognise 

their studies abroad, and although 10% mention that mobility has increased in spite of these problems, 

the remainder are clear about the lack of an increase in the levels of outward mobility. A correlation be-

tween the two indicators becomes clearer in this case.

It should be noted that, both in terms of the group of respondents identifying many challenges in ensur-

ing the recognition of ECTS and in the ones claiming that students don’t usually face big problems, several 

real cases of difficulties were mentioned as examples. Despite the anecdotal nature of these statements, 

they are relevant as they allow an understanding of the fact that it is sometimes not a systemic issue, but 

rather a problem of the attitude of some institutions regarding the learning achieved elsewhere. In many 

other cases, the curricula is analysed instead of the learning outcomes of the modules and courses, and 

at least two unions claim that requests for recognition have to go through a round of appeals until they 

Use of ECTS for transfer and fig. 29—
recognition of studies abroad and its 
effect on mobility
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are accepted. And if it becomes clear that institutions are mostly suspicious of the quality of the educa-

tion taken abroad, and there is already a tendency for building networks that somewhat limit the range 

of students’ opportunities to become mobile, there are also cases in which mobility within the same 

country faces exactly the same obstacles.
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Qualifications Frameworks8	

Introduction8.1	

In 2007, minsters committed themselves to “fully implementing (…) national qualifications frameworks, 

certified against the overarching Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA, by 2010”. They also acknowl-

edged that it would be “a challenging task26”, and by almost all accounts it seems that national qualifica-

tion frameworks in most countries will be far from fully implemented by 2010.

Ministers also emphasised that “qualification frameworks should be designed so as to encourage great-

er mobility of students and teachers and improve employability” (London Communiqué). Since 2007, 

progress has been slow, and the reason might be that governments are waiting to see how the develop-

ment of the European Union European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning progresses.

The national qualifications frameworks (NQF) are of the utmost importance since they constitute a 

framework within which countries and higher education institutions can work with learning outcomes, 

competences and credits, as well as access to higher education. ESU believes that correctly implemented 

NQFs can help improve the recognition of prior formal, informal- and non-formal learning, improve the 

transparency of study paths as well as enforce student-centered learning in combination with workload 

and learning outcomes. NQFs are in many ways a crucial part of the systemic changes proposed by the 

Bologna Process.

Conclusions8.2	

There seems to have been little progress in the implementation of the national qualifications frameworks 

(QF) over the last two years. The processes are going in the right direction, however, albeit slowly. Support 

from students for the principles and ideas behind the QF is strong, but it is worth noting that there seems 

to be less consultation with national student unions than in 2007 in terms of the development of NQFs.

26	  London Communiqué, page 3. http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/about/how_it_works.htm
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Recommendations8.3	

Involve students and other stakeholders in all stages of the development of the NQF. If stu-qq
dents have not been consulted before, it is even more important to get them involved in the 

further development of the NQF.

Do not rush the implementation just to have it finished by 2010. It is more important to ensure qq
a broad and inclusive process than to finish the QF by the initial deadline.

Interlink the reform of qualifications frameworks with the introduction of national-based pro-qq
cedures and guidelines for the recognition of prior learning.

Establish national working groups with the inclusion of relevant stakeholders, providing for qq
expertise and training about issues related to the design and concept of qualifications frame-

works.

The formal status of Qualifications Frameworks8.4	

11 of the responding national student unions say that a QF is either in place for all levels of education or 

only for higher education. By looking at the countries’ own national reports on the progress of the Bolo-

gna Process27, one can conclude that six countries have completed the self-certification process of their 

national qualifications framework. Nearly half of the national unions of students (14 out of 32) state that 

the QF is under discussion but not yet implemented at any level.

One of the reasons that the NQF is not yet implemented may be that there has been too narrow a focus on 

individual components such as ECTS or cycles, and that these have not been integrated with each other 

in the overall work towards an NQF.

Is the deadline of 2010 seen as feasible for the completion of national qualifications frameworks? 65% of 

the respondents answered negatively, while 77% wish to extend the deadline beyond 2010. While the fact 

that this goal seems not to be reachable by 2010 is not a positive outcome, having a thorough implemen-

27	  http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/
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The status of the development fig. 30—
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Involvement of student unions fig. 31—
in the work with a national QF for HE
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tation process is seen as more important than rushing to the finish line to have the formalities of the 

NQF in order.

Student involvement8.5	

When asked about the involvement of their national union of students in a national QF for higher educa-

tion, 9 unions state that they have been “fully consulted”. A further 12 say there has been “some consulta-

tion”, while 11 state that they have not been consulted at all.

The unions who state that they have not been consulted in the work towards an NQF are Croatia, Czech 

Republic, France, Italy, Latvia, Serbia, Spain and Ukraine. Judging from the results of the national reports, 

it is especially serious that the unions from Croatia, Czech Republic, France, and Latvia report not to have 

been consulted since all these countries themselves claim to have held national discussions about the 

NQF.

The only way for an NQF to become fully functional is if all stakeholders are aware of it and feel owner-

ship of it. Furthermore, countries have agreed to have a consultation process with relevant stakeholders, 

and ESU assumes that national unions of students are seen as such relevant stakeholders. In addition to 

this, not much has changed regarding this matter since the 2007 edition of the “Bologna With Student 

Eyes”.

Indeed, it is a negative trend that while 80% of the national unions of students replied that they had been 

consulted in the 2007 edition of Bologna With Student Eyes, this time only 66% report they have been 

consulted in the development of the NQF. This reason might be that governments believe that once the 

formal procedures and legal prerequisites concerning the frameworks have been set up, there is no longer 

a need to consult with students in the further development of the NQF. Another element for explaining 

this is the fact that some countries have decided to develop their national qualifications frameworks in 

alignment with both the EHEA-QF and the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). In the last edition 

of the BWSE, the students reported less consultation on the issue of the EQF, especially because of the 

focus on other levels of education besides higher education.

Not surprisingly, also in this edition the consultation of student unions is even lower in relation to the 

introduction of a general NQF that covers all levels of education. Only two unions say they have been 

fully consulted, while 13 say there has been some consultation. There has been no change compared to 
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Involvement of student unions fig. 32—
in the work on national QF for all 
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the situation in 2007. In the next chapter, we will see that students are far from satisfied with the state of 

the frameworks that have been set up so far.

Are students happy about the NQF?8.6	

The opinion expressed by national unions of students regarding their satisfaction with national quali-

fications frameworks is a strong indicator of the progress made in the development of NQFs. Unions ex-

pressing that NQFs are useful and help in reaching the goals set up through the Bologna Process indicate 

that the NQF is implemented in a functional manner and that it has gained understanding among many 

stakeholder groups.

Only one union reports to be very happy with its country’s NQF (Ireland). Around one third of unions 

say they are neither happy nor unhappy with their NQF, and think that the NQF will not change a lot of 

things. This might be because the NQF does not function, or because the NQF is not yet fully implement-

ed. It might also be because information about the NQF is not widely spread. An example of good practice 

in this regard is Ireland, which has taken concrete measures to spread information about the descriptors 

for qualifications in higher education in upper secondary school, so that future students are prepared 

before they enter higher education. While it might seem obvious to point to the Irish example, it is a fact 

that only the Irish national union of students expressed satisfaction with their NQF and it is unfortunate 

that this remains as an almost unique example of successful work in this topic.

The case of the Irish national qualification framework did take a lot of time to develop—this must be 

acknowledged. The lesson to be drawn is that it is important that the process undertaken at the national 

level manages to include all stakeholders and gives them a sense of ownership, while ensuring the rec-

ognition amongst the stakeholders that the promotion and ownership of the NQF is a “responsibility for 

all”28.

Obstacles and concerns8.7	

Many unions report slow progress in the development of qualifications frameworks. Lack of knowledge 

among employers is also mentioned several times as an obstacle to the proper use of NQFs. Some unions 

28	  Final report, The European Qualifications Framework from a Stakeholders Perspective, 2008, p. 47
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also state that the debate about qualifications frameworks is limited, and that discussions mostly take 

place within groups of higher education experts (Finland) and not among the academic community or 

the broader public. Other problems include the incorrect use of learning outcomes (Belgium, Flemish 

Community); not all stakeholders, employers and the academic community, understand the purpose of 

the NQF (Czech Republic); discussions have been held regarding whether the NQF is a threat to diversity 

(Norway; see also figure below); and finally the mentality of teachers plays a role (Romania).

The National Union of Students in the UK raises the concern that there might be two Qualification Frame-

works: one based on learning outcomes and one that is not. They say that the EQF LLL must not be seen 

as a way of avoiding moving towards a learning outcome based approach. ESU is also concerned by the 

indications from the national level that that the work on learning outcomes is not integrated into the 

development of qualification frameworks, or the other way around. The national reports present very 

few examples of countries that make an explicit link between flexible learning paths and qualification 

frameworks (page 15).

In Denmark, students are concerned about the watering down of definitions regarding when a student 

is supposed to be able to individually carry out research. Whereas students today are mainly trained in 

research skills from the first semester onwards, there is a fear that this will not be the case in the future. 

The Danish National Union of Students claims that in their national QF research skills are something 

students are supposed to acquire or practice only by the third cycle.

In Portugal, the national student’s union states that both the public authorities and the general public do 

not understand the concept of the NQF at all, while some even claim that the QF is in place already. The 

union believes that the NQF is seen just as a bureaucratic exercise and not a true change of the system. No 

discussion has so far been promoted by government or higher education institutions.

Alignment EHEA and EQF8.8	

Almost all unions, except four, state that the national goal is to have the NQF aligned with both the EU 

qualifications framework on Lifelong learning and the QF developed within the Bologna Process. It is 

crucial that students are involved in the work with both frameworks, so that mismatches can be discov-

ered before the frameworks are fully implemented in a legal framework and so that the students can gain 

ownership over both frameworks. See also the chapter on student involvement above.



104   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

Students’ perceptions of Qualifications Frameworks8.9	

Student support for the concept of a QF remains strong. Almost half of the unions (43 %) believe a QF 

creates more transparency in higher education. Half of the unions believe a QF can facilitate recognition, 

and only one union completely disagrees with this view. The student support for the concept and devel-

opment of QF is positive, but it also further underlines that students must be involved in the develop-

ment of the QF if this positive attitude is to have spillover effects to the implementation of the QF.

Compared to two years ago, a higher proportion of respondent unions (around 20 %) state that they to 

some extent perceive the QF to be part of a commodification or privatisation agenda (compared to around 

10 % in 2007). This could indicate that the work on NQFs is not being properly discussed with stakeholders 

and the aim of the NQF not clearly conveyed. It can also depend, however, on other changes at national 

level leading to an overall understanding of instruments related to the Bologna Process as simply a con-

duit to commodification/privatisation, increased pressure on students to finalise their studies quicker 

and generally greater competitive pressure in higher education. 
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The Diploma Supplement9	

Introduction9.1	

The Diploma Supplement has been a consistent feature of the Bologna Process since its inception thor-

ough the Joint Bologna Declaration, agreed in June 1999, where Ministers agreed to the “adoption of a 

system of easily readable and comparable degrees, also through the implementation of the Diploma Sup-

plement, in order to promote European citizens employability and the international competitiveness of the 

European higher education system”.

Through the Berlin Communiqué in 2003, Ministers reaffirmed this commitment by setting the objec-

tive “that every student graduating as from 2005 should receive the Diploma Supplement automatically 

and free of charge” and “should be issued in a widely spoken European language”. The Ministers asked that 

“institutions and employers to make full use of the Diploma Supplement, so as to take advantage of the 

improved transparency and flexibility of the higher education degree systems, for fostering employability 

and facilitating academic recognition for further studies.”

The London Communiqué, agreed by Ministers in 2007, made little reference to the Diploma Supplement 

other than to recognize that although progress had been made, there remained a “range of national and 

institutional approaches to recognition needs to be more coherent.”

Conclusions9.2	

Although Diploma Supplements are being issues by all Bologna signatory members, there remains a 

large degree of variation in issuing practices. Perceived awareness of Diploma Supplements remains 

stubbornly low for both employers and the general public. However students remain enthusiastic as to 

the benefits of the Diploma Supplement.
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Recommendations9.3	

Diploma Supplements remain an important tool in enhancing employability, recognition of academic 

standards and mobility in the European labor market. As such, important work remains to be done:

Ministers should commit to continuing work towards meeting the Berlin objective of issuing qq
the Diploma Supplement to graduating students automatically and free of charge. A work plan 

to achieve this should be agreed by the Bologna Follow Up Group.

Ministers from countries who currently charge students for the Diploma Supplement should qq
agree not to.

Much work remains to be done in educating students, employers and the general public as to qq
the existence and purpose of the Diploma Supplement. Ministers should agree to ask the Bolo-

gna Follow Up Group to support countries in creating a communication strategy to this end.

Legislation concerning the Diploma Supplement9.4	

“FAGE really push for it [The Diploma Supplement], but it is very scarcely implemented, mainly be-

cause a big part of the HE community considers it useless.” 

Fédération des Associations Générales D’Etudiants (FAGE)

The majotiry of NUSes (63%) report that legislation for Diploma Supplements to be issued to students has 

been created, with only eight countries stating that this is not the case.

It is interesting to note that there are indications of a connection between the presence of legislation and 

the succsess of implementation. Out of the eight NUSes that reported no exisiting legislation (Bulgaria, 

Germany, Ireland, Italy, Malta, Netherlands, Switzerland and the UK) only Malta automatically issues 

Diploma Suplements to all graduating students free of charge. Whereas out of the twenty-one countires 

who have legislation in place, nine have yet to meet the Berlin objectives.
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Issuing of Diploma Supplements9.5	

“Georgian HEIs need the help of the experts and experienced colleagues to develop the culture and 

knowledge in issuing high quality Diploma Supplements which will be usefull and helpful for stu-

dents and for HEIs in the EHEA in the future to facilitate recognition and better understanding of 

the degrees and courses taken by the student …” 

Students Organizations League of Georgia (SOLG)

It is heartening to see that all NUSes reported that Diploma Supplements are being issued to students or 

are planned to be in the near future, however there remains variation as to which students and under 

what circumstances issuing takes place. Just under half of respondents (46%) stated that not all institu-

tions will issue the Diploma Supplement automatically or that students have to request the Diploma 

Supplement from their institution.

The vast majority of Diploma Supplements will be issued in English or another official European Union 

language, as well as the native language for the individual student.

It is welcomed that the majority of countries issue the Diploma Supplement free of charge and that and 

that there has been less occurrences of charging students compared to that reported in Bologna with Stu-

dent Eyes 2007. However it is worrying that in Bulgaria, Germany and Spain, students may have to pay.

Four years since the agreed deadline, we have not yet achieved the Berlin objectives of issuing Diploma 

Supplements to all graduating students automatically and free of charge.

Awareness of Diploma Supplements9.6	

Students perceive the level of awareness concerning Diploma Supplements by fellow students, employ-

ers and the general public in a very similar way to what was found in Bologna through Student Eyes 2007. 

There seems to have been little progress on this front.

The group most aware of the Diploma Supplement remains the students themselves, with 67% of NUSes 

reporting students to have some awareness or more. This is in stark contrast to the level of awareness of 

employers (45%) and the general public (13%).



109  The Diploma Supplement 

Students

Employers

General public

47%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Aw
ar

en
es

s a
nt

ic
ip

at
ed

 b
y 

re
sp

on
de

nt
s

40% 7% 7%

17% 38% 31% 14%

27% 40% 20% 7%7%

Awareness about the Diploma fig. 34—
Supplement as anticipated by NUSes

●	N o awareness
●	L ittle awareness
●	 Some awareness
●	 Some awareness and increasing
●	 Fully aware



110   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

Perceived Awareness of the fig. 35—
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Research and Doctoral Education10	

Higher education and research are closely intertwined and together make up the cornerstones of the 

academic mission. One without the other becomes meaningless, no matter what angle the observer looks 

from.

Doctoral education was introduced in the Bologna Process as the third cycle only after the Berlin minis-

terial meeting in 2003 where ministers stated that it is “necessary to go beyond the present focus on two 

main cycles of higher education to include the doctoral level as the third cycle in the Bologna Process.”

Through this, ministers have come to recognise the important link between education and research in 

the context of the Bologna Process, with work on the European Higher Education Area and the EU’s Euro-

pean Research Area increasing ever since.

For students, high quality research is crucial, as is the link between research and education. High quality 

research, in combination with committed and skilled teachers, is needed to ensure high quality educa-

tion. Students must be introduced to new research and get the chance to increase their understanding in 

terms of the search for new knowledge. Students also need to have the prospect of a possible academic 

career, achieved through the presence of a close link with research throughout their education. Further-

more, doctoral students and the development of doctoral education are part of the range of responsibili-

ties of many national unions of students.

This chapter will address the topic of research particularly in relation to the development of doctoral edu-

cation. Despite the numerous names attributed to the individuals enrolled in doctoral programmes (PhD 

students, doctoral candidates, early stage researchers, etc.), this chapter uses the term ‘doctoral students’ 

to cover the full range of statuses addressed.

Conclusion10.1	

The status of doctoral students is very diverse around Europe and they are regarded as some-qq
where between students and employees. In some cases this double status is officially acknowl-

edged whereas in other countries it is not, even if it is the case in practice.
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Doctoral students often pay higher tuition fees than first and second cycle students.qq

The great majority of respondents indicated that doctoral students have some kind of paid qq
work in the institutions where they study, in some cases related to their research and student 

status, in others, not.

In many countries, doctoral students have problems being properly represented in the govern-qq
ance of higher education institutions. This is partly due to the fact that doctoral students find 

themselves somewhere between the status of student and employee.

Student unions are in general not very aware of the Salzburg Principles, the European Charter qq
for Researchers and the Code of Conduct for their recruitment.

The third cycle is being developed around Europe, but often without the real involvement of qq
national unions of students.

Recommendations10.2	

Student unions must fully commit to addressing the issues of doctoral students, as these are enrolled in 

the third cycle and require special attention due to their particular situation. While ensuring that this 

particular student body is fully catered for and represented in student organisations, it is fundamental 

to ensure that a sufficient level of dialogue and cooperation exists with other bodies and organisations 

that have been representing them for some time.

Governments and higher education institutions must recognise and empower student unions as key 

stakeholders regarding the debate on doctoral education and research as a whole. That not only allows 

for a better representation of the doctoral student voice, but also corresponds to a concept of high quality 

higher education in which research and education are strongly linked.

Doctoral students should be granted the double status of students and employees, as a means of recognis-

ing their vulnerable and less defined situation and allowing for a maximisation of their career develop-

ment opportunities. Special attention must be paid regarding access to pension rights and social security, 

besides the appropriate student support systems.
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Funding opportunities must be increased and greater investment is needed to enlarge access to, and 

conditions for, the progression of doctoral students. This can be achieved both through an increase in the 

number and level of grants and scholarships, but also through employing these students and recognising 

them as researchers.

The European Charter for Researchers, the Code of Conduct for the recruitment of researchers and the 

Salzburg Principles need to be further disseminated and used at the national level as guiding tools for 

the development of doctoral education.

Representation of doctoral students10.3	

The representation of doctoral students and their active participation in higher education institutional 

governance is of the utmost importance. These early stage researchers are at the start of their career. 

Not only does this give them a fresh perspective in terms of the internal life of the institution, but it 

also places them in one of the most vulnerable positions in the whole academic system. They often find 

themselves in situations where they are extremely dependent on their supervisor, have low job security 

and sometimes a difficult economic situation. The voice of doctoral students is, for all of these reasons, 

very important.

As has been shown by earlier editions of the Bologna With Student Eyes survey, the representation of doc-

toral students is carried out in a variety of ways. In 2009, a large part of ESU’s members claim to represent 

doctoral students, with 24 out of 34 unions reporting that this is the case. However, the special status and 

situation of doctoral students becomes apparent when looking at their representation. In Denmark, doc-

toral students are represented through the trade union for academic staff, which is also the case in some 

other countries. In addition to this, doctoral students are in some countries represented both by trade 

unions and student unions. The Finnish national union of students for the university sector (SYL) reports 

that they represent around 23 % of doctoral students.

Some unions (Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Switzerland) report that 

the issue of who represents doctoral students is still rather unclear. Doctoral students can join local un-

ions and via them are also members of a national union, but their membership is not compulsory and 

some doctoral students belong to labour unions. Furthermore, ESU members in Italy, Hungary and Po-

land report that doctoral students are represented by a special organisation working solely with doctoral 

students. As pointed out above, in some countries doctoral students are represented by several organisa-
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tions at the same time; in France, both student unions and special doctoral student organisations repre-

sent them and in Portugal, they are represented by a special scholarship-holder organisations (similar to 

a trade union).

From this it could look as if doctoral students are over-represented. This is, however, not the case; more 

often, the different organisations working with doctoral students fail to coordinate their work and thus 

leave third cycle students in a more disadvantaged situation.

The status of doctoral students10.4	

As has been discussed above, the status of students in the third cycle is rather mixed. The three most 

common models are that doctoral candidates are either students, employed or have a special status as 

neither students nor staff. Five national unions of students state that doctoral students have a special 

status; 5 national unions of students report that doctoral students are always considered employees; 10 

unions state that doctoral students always have student status and in the case of14 unions, doctoral stu-

dents are seen as employees if they carry out work at the institution.

This question is important since it has an impact on the financial support, social and job security avail-

able for early stage researchers, as well as for matters such as tuition fees. Fourteen unions underline that 

doctoral students pay higher tuition fees than first and second cycle students. The situation in Sweden 

also clearly illustrates how important the status of doctoral students is for matters such as social secu-

rity. In Sweden, doctoral students usually either get a stipend or a scholarship, and the country also has 

a special state grant for doctoral students who are employees in an institution. The first type of financial 

support does not provide the doctoral student with any social security rights, the second does to a certain 

extent but many doctoral students find themselves very dependent on their institution for matters such 

as parental leave, and the third situation gives full social security cover. Furthermore some unions, such 

as the Czech national union of students, express that doctoral students are sometimes exploited as very 

cheap teaching labour—they are given responsibilities but without being properly paid for it.

In spite of the political promises and acknowledgements made in the context of the need for a highly 

educated workforce as well as for an increase in the number of citizens with research education, there 

is little evidence of a real commitment towards providing the necessary financial support for this to 

become true.
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It is interesting to compare the answers given by the national unions of 

students with the national reports written by ministries responsible for 

higher education. In Denmark, for example, the ministry considers doctor-

al students as both students and early stage researchers, but as stated by the national union of students, 

they are represented only by the labour union. In general, the national report and student union answer 

do not display very divergent answers on this issue. However, in a number of national reports the status 

of doctoral students is not clearly specified29, and in more than one, their status is linked with the terms 

of the contract the individual student has.

29	  Also if it is clearly asked in the national report form.
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The Salzburg Principles, the European Charter for Researchers and the 10.5	
Code of Conduct for their recruitment.

The Salzburg Principles, the European Charter for Researchers and the Code of Conduct for their recruit-

ment are important documents laying down the principles for doctoral education in the European Higher 

Education Area and the European Union respectively. Although these documents are also seen as impor-

tant within the Bologna Process and are often mentioned in national reports by ministries, knowledge of 

these documents amongst national unions of students is not yet widespread.

Ten out of 28 unions are not aware of the content of the European Charter for Researchers, 11 out of 28 do 

not know the Code of Conduct and 18 out of 28 unions have a limited understanding of the Salzburg prin-

ciples. Furthermore, 6 out of 34 unions did not even answer the questions 

related to these documents.Level of awareness of the fig. 37—
student unions regarding important 
documents for doctoral studies
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These results depend on a range of factors, but it is clear that the documents have not been disseminated 

and discussed at national level. This most likely also means that they have not been discussed at the insti-

tutional level either, or that student representatives have not been included in these debates around re-

search and doctoral education. It is difficult to draw conclusions regarding whether that also means that 

the principles laid down in these three documents are not followed, or if what is stated there is already 

standard practice in most Bologna Process countries.

It is clear, however, that further engagement with these topics is required from both national unions of 

students and the European Students’ Union. Ministries of education have a particular responsibility re-

garding the dissemination and implementation of these principles and supporting documents, and need 

to take it as a matter for real action. And higher education institutions must involve student representa-

tives in the work and debates regarding the organisation of the third cycle.

Changes since 200710.6	

From the answers provided by the national unions of students, it is clear that some change is taking place 

regarding the third cycle. The picture regarding how much national unions of students (who represent 

doctoral students) are really involved in these changes is mixed. The main trends reported by the re-

spondents can be described as the following:

A number of countries are still working on implementation of the third cycle; this is reported from Aus-

tria, Georgia and Slovenia.

In some countries, rather radical changes regarding the funding of doctoral programmes seem to have 

taken place. This is the case, for example, in the Netherlands where the funds for research are no longer 

given directly to universities by a funding council that then awards grants to what is, in their eyes, the 

most promising project. In Portugal, there has been an increase in the funding for post-doctoral pro-

grammes and positions and a correspondent increase in the number of hired researchers within higher 

education institutions. Six out of 33 unions also report developments regarding more organised doctoral 

schools in their country.

A positive development is that Italy and France refer to an increase in doctoral student scholarships in 

those cases where a new contract has been written for a doctoral student. However, only 3 out of 33 unions 

report a similarly positive development for first and second cycle students.
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Regarding the involvement of national unions of students in the work on doctoral education, only a small 

group of respondents state that they are being involved. This lack of involvement of national unions 

of students might reflect a lack of recognition among ministries of education regarding the fact that 

many student unions do in fact represent doctoral students. This lack of involvement is reported from 

the Czech Republic and the Netherlands, among others.

It can thus be concluded that there is a real need to further involve those organisations representing 

doctoral students in issues regarding their education and research environment. 
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Lifelong Learning11	

Introduction11.1	

Lifelong Learning was first mentioned in the Bologna Declaration, but only in the Prague Communiqué 

signed by ministers in 2001 did they “recognized the need for a lifelong learning perspective on educa-

tion” in order “to face the challenges of competitiveness and the use of new technologies and to improve 

social cohesion, equal opportunities and the quality of life.” In the Berlin Communiqué, its importance 

was underlined but no action was taken, and in Bergen in 2005 the creation of the European Qualifica-

tions Framework by the European Commission was considered “as an opportunity to further embed life-

long learning in higher education.”

By the Bergen ministerial conference, lifelong learning and recognition of prior learning were interlinked 

with a bigger focus on widening participation. However, promoted through the European Commission’s 

initiatives in the context of the Lisbon Strategy, and primarily regarded as a tool for the economic de-

velopment, the topic became increasingly prominent throughout the entire continent, far beyond the 

borders of the European Union.

The London Communiqué in 2007 integrated both concepts of lifelong learning: it called for “a more sys-

tematic development of flexible learning paths” and asked “to improve employability in relation to each 

of these cycles as well as in the context of lifelong learning.”

Lifelong learning is being singled out as one of the most important elements of higher education re-

form. In fact, lifelong learning is seen by a number of the actors in the European arena as a framework 

that structures all other elements of the reorganisation of higher education. It gained momentum and is 

now pointed out as one of the priorities for the decade to come. The understanding of the concept is still 

reliant on national policies and contexts, but a clear step in the direction of a common European under-

standing of the term was provided by the European Universities Charter for Lifelong Learning. This is 

expected to be a basis for further debates that do not exclude stakeholders and the main group directly 

affected by this priority—learners themselves.

Things seem to be looking up for now, as complex definitions are being circulated at European level, but 

once we take a deeper look into national, and especially institutional, understanding of the term, we see 
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that a lot more needs to be done. Perhaps the main burning issue is regarding lifelong learning as a natu-

ral part of education, subject to the same principles of public responsibility and public financing, with a 

clear focus on stakeholder participation and quality enhancement. This chapter will delve into the cur-

rent understanding of the national unions of students regarding progress on making lifelong learning 

more than a “pocket swiss knife” concept that can be used to rename or justify any initiative outside the 

formal setting of higher education.

Conclusions11.2	

The concept of lifelong learning is seen as multidimensional by all stakeholders and national student 

unions make no exception. However, a clear misconception of lifelong learning being a mere tool for 

professional reconversion and market development is still present at the national and sometimes insti-

tutional level.

It seems therefore that although the unions recognise that lifelong learning is primarily seen as continu-

ing education and that public authorities are using it as a rhetorical priority, many countries still do not 

have any strategy or policy at the national level. The development of the sector is relying mostly on the 

initiative of higher education institutions, considering that even in the case where public authorities take 

a bigger role in organising lifelong learning this is many times a shared responsibility.

In spite of the need for building coherent national and institutional strategies for lifelong learning that 

ensure the fulfilment of all missions related to this composite concept, it seems that only half of the Eu-

ropean Higher Education Area countries have managed to do develop them. Due to this situation, some-

times lifelong learners are caught in the middle, between being an ordinary student with the same rights 

and duties and a learner with a special status.

Recognition of prior learning is being increasingly regarded as a tool for creating greater flexibility in 

learning paths and, unfortunately, slow progress in building national frameworks in this regard has been 

registered. Institutions seem to be more dynamic in this field, by setting up recognition of prior learn-

ing systems as part of their institutional autonomy. The problem that seems to arise in some cases is 

that there is a lack of consistency between various institutional practices, which makes it harder for the 

learner to benefit from a truly open and effective way of recognising prior learning experiences.
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Recommendations11.3	

Looking at the concerns expressed by ESU members, there is a clear need for a greater involvement from 

the side of public authorities in order to make sure that lifelong learners are not regarded as a special cat-

egory with fewer rights and benefiting from fewer support measures than students enrolled in ordinary 

higher education programmes. Proper strategies in the field of lifelong learning and a fully systemic 

approach must be further developed, while keeping in mind the good practice examples and guiding 

documents that already exist at European level.

In addition, lifelong learning needs to be mainstreamed in the mission of higher education institu-

tions, while the full participation of relevant stakeholders, in particular learners, must be encouraged 

and guaranteed. Lifelong learners should not be segregated from normal students, in order for learning 

paths to become fully flexible and various access routes to be equally well regarded by the academic and 

professional world.

As a prerequisite for successful lifelong learning strategies, the recognition of prior learning must be 

fully available, without financial burdens for learners. In order to build sound recognition practices, a 

comprehensive implementation of all Bologna action lines must be pursued, with a special focus on qual-

ification frameworks, learning outcomes and ECTS, Diploma Supplement and last, but certainly not least, 

sound quality assurance procedures.

Lifelong learning as a concept11.4	

Lifelong learning remains diverse and sometimes unclear to all those referring to it in the debates held 

at European level. The concept is used indistinctively as a synonym of adult education in initial levels of 

training; as part of the widening participation agenda; as permanent access to education for all; as up-

skilling for those with solid professional experience and few formal qualifications; as continuing educa-

tion for former graduates or their mere professional update, etc. In other cases, the diversity of meanings 

means it is also considered as a matter of the type, place and level of provision of education: the short 

cycle linked to the 1st cycle of the Bologna Process; short, specific professional courses that do not result 

in a degree award; general courses that are open to anyone for the purpose of intellectual fulfilment and 

personal development; on-the-job training, etc.
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We asked the national unions of students what they understood to be the meaning of lifelong learning. 

The large majority answered continuing education (30), while more than half (18) also regarded widening 

participation and job training as appropriate definitions. It should be noted that most unions selected 

two or three definitions and thus accept the multidimensional character of the concept. But several re-

spondents highlighted that it is wrongly seen as a mere tool for developing the labour market: it should 

be used for recognising that learning is not only what one can achieve in the context of the classroom, but 

throughout the lifetime, and that more opportunities for accessing and de-

veloping knowledge beyond mere professional training are required.

Strategy towards lifelong learning11.5	

Considering all the perspectives of what lifelong learning is and what it should encompass, one can ex-

pect that the different elements of this concept are prioritised in a diverse manner at national level. The 

student unions were questioned about the existence of a policy for promoting access to continuing edu-

cation at the national level and the respondents were equally divided between positive and negative an-
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swers. 14 unions reported that there is no such policy or that they have no knowledge of it, while another 

half confirmed the existence of this policy. Many of the positive answers focused primarily on the exist-

ence of legal texts that have allowed and promoted the development of the sector. Some of the examples 

came from Estonia, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom, for 

example. The national union from Slovenia reported extensively on a debate between the ministry and 

stakeholders regarding a strategy for the sector. French students confirmed the existence of such a policy 

but regretted that the information about the different opportunities it creates is scattered and not organ-

ised enough.

Considering how important this topic has been recognised to be, it is quite surprising that half of re-

spondents could not report any national strategy for the sector. The cases presented were mostly from 

eastern European countries and included Austria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Repub-

lic, Georgia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovakia, amongst others. Comments 

added to the answers indicate that despite this fact, some higher education institutions are taking the 

initiative and the responsibility for developing tools and programmes on their own.

When questioned about widening access in higher education, half of respondents (14) confirmed that 

the country had a national policy especially designed for enhancing access for early school leavers and 

non-graduates. But again, the exact same number of national unions reported such a policy not to exist. 

Interestingly, some of the unions that answered positively to the first question above supplied a negative 

answer to this one, and vice versa, suggesting a definite lack of coherency in the national approach to 

lifelong learning.

The description of the policy on widening participation given by the respondents related mostly to admis-

sion procedures, with the introduction of special entrance exams, the validation of the prior experiential 

learning or the creation of specific classes or paths within higher education institutions. Only the Irish 

respondent made the link between the development of a policy for allowing access from larger cohorts of 

learners and the national qualifications frameworks—the “national access plan 2008-2013”—which is an 

important indicator of the depth of integration of the different topics of reform.

Admission procedures are an important tool for widening access to adult learners and students with 

different profiles and backgrounds, but they may not be sufficient to allow an expansion of the students 

enrolling through these mechanisms. It is fundamental that they have enough financial support and 

incentives for pursuing higher levels of education successfully. 13 unions reported that these incentives 

exist, but the majority of them (16) state that such mechanisms are still lacking. The countries that con-
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firmed these mechanisms were generally the Nordic countries plus Austria, Belgium, France, Hungary, 

Ireland, Italy, Lithuania and Spain. However, it should be noted that in some of these countries, the finan-

cial incentives mentioned are in place for all students and not only for lifelong learners.

It seems that one of the reasons for the growing interest of higher education institutions in some coun-

tries in lifelong learning activities is the capacity for using this to raise income levels. Several unions 

reported that tuition fees have been charged to these students, even in countries where they do not exist 

for regular students. In Denmark, for example, tuition fees are requested from these students, but only in 

the case of enrolment on a part-time basis. There is an enormous variety of situations between countries 

and within countries themselves. In Poland, fees for regular students and for lifelong learners differ and 

in Estonia, in most cases the situation is the same for different categories of learner, but it may happen 

that lifelong learners pay higher fees. The respondent from Portugal stated that the fees are the same for 

degree students, regardless of their access route, but there are specific fees charged in the case of continu-

ing education.

Having tuition fees for these students doesn’t mean that in all cases the burden lies on their shoulders 

alone. Again, we find a very diverse situation and some unions mentioned that there are different sourc-

es for covering these expenses; public authorities (through either the higher education sector or social 

security and employment agencies), employers themselves, students or a mix of different sources. In 

countries where lifelong learners and ordinary students have the same status, there are similar systems 

of funding for institutions and support for students. Funds from public sources are sometimes allocated 

to students, but in the majority of the cases they are directly provided to the higher education institu-

tions themselves. The respondent from Italy reported that the higher education institutions themselves 

are the ones practicing a reduction of the level of tuition fees for these cases.

Existence of financial incentives fig. 39—
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There are also fees associated with the process of admission or credit through the recognition of prior 

learning. Although these are presented mostly as administrative fees, it remains a fact that they can 

reach significant amounts. In the case of the Belgian-Flemish community, the prices vary from over 200 

to 600 euros, depending on the number of units within a degree and the cycle this degree belongs to. 

In Slovenia the amounts have been negotiated with the student representatives and in Norway there 

are also regulations that stipulate the fees that can be charged. However, in the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

France, Portugal and Spain it varies greatly and depends mostly on the higher education institution’s 

policy.

All in all, it seems that lifelong learners are caught in the middle, between being an ordinary student 

with the same rights and duties, and a learner with a special status. Instead of this meaning that they 

have a secure situation, it means that they are regarded as fee-paying students, in a situation where com-

mon rules don’t apply. It is rather worrying to see signs that the responsibility for the sector is so much 

fragmented or undefined. The only way to enhance the progress of the sector in a sustainable manner 

is to ensure that these students are granted access to an education free from burden and to the support 
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mechanisms to allow for their full development. Public responsibility must be recognised and public 

authorities must seek to take a greater role in the creation of the necessary conditions for this.

The responsibility for Lifelong Learning and recognition of prior learn-11.6	
ing

Lifelong learning seems to be increasingly prioritised by public authorities and higher education institu-

tions, according to our respondents. But another element for assessing its real impact is to check how and 

by whom the sector is organised.

Many student unions report that initiatives have been recently taken by governments in this area, ei-

ther by creating a legal framework, establishing targets and assuming the coordination of the sector or 

introducing a debate about the topic. Nearly half of the respondents (14) attributed the main role for the 

organisation of further education to public authorities, but half of them (7) also indicated the existence of 

a shared responsibility between public authorities and higher education institutions. Despite all the ini-

tiatives and shared work, the majority of respondents clearly stated that it is up to higher education insti-

tutions to organise the sector. In Estonia, for example, the national student union reported that the topic 

has been prioritised within the ministry and the legislation defines in broad terms the aims and general 

principles for the validation of the prior learning achieved. However, each higher education institution 

sets its own targets and policies regarding lifelong learning and the organisation of study programmes. 

Similar feedback was also provided by Portugal.

Organisation of further educa-fig. 41—
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It seems that higher education institutions are frequently operating without the support of any frame-

work developed for the sector. This brings inevitably problems of consistency in terms of initiatives and 

procedures and raises concerns as to whether there is enough sustainability and quality in relation to 

these activities. By analysing some of the answers, it is apparent that lifelong learning is often a separate 

sector within higher education institutions and despite the commitment some of them show, it is not 

sure to which extent these sectors are subject to the same rules.

Availability of recognition of prior learning11.7	

Recognition of prior learning is a fundamental tool for developing a lifelong learning strategy. In the 

context of the Bologna Process reforms there is a greater recognition that setting, duration and mode of 

provision are less important than the actual knowledge, competences and skills achieved by the learner. 

This instrument can enhance access to education and training to a number of individuals that have ac-

quired knowledge through formal, non-formal and informal learning but never had the chance to enrol 

in higher education. The validation of this knowledge should also be used by students themselves that 

can request credit within their study programmes and be exempted from taking redundant courses. All 

of these elements constitute a small revolution for many higher education institutions, as it fundamen-

tally changes the role of the teacher and of the learners.

We queried the national unions of students about the current status of recognition of prior learning 

and the situation appears to have changed little since 2007, as shown in the map below. The situation is 

diverse across the continent, with a slight increase in the number of countries reporting the existence of 

a national-based system for the recognition of prior learning. A positive note should be issued regarding 

the evolution of Estonia, which moved from debating and reforming to having a national policy.

A large number of these unions reported a mixed situation, where national provision is coupled with 

legislation and rules for a specific sector and/or with local policy of the higher education institutions 

themselves. In fact, the existence of national legislation doesn’t mean that the system is fully covering all 

higher education institutions, and many of the answers indicate that the recognition of prior learning is 

only applied in some sectors (14 countries). This is the reason for many unions selecting multiple options. 

Georgia, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Serbia and Ukraine report having no recognition of prior learning at 

all. That is rather surprising in the cases of Hungary (that reported having a national system in place in 

2007) and of Germany (that stated in the last edition of BWSE that this was limited to local institutional 

policy) and suggests a need for further investigation of these answers.
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However, more than half of the respondents’ answers to this question (16) 

clearly highlighted the prominent role of higher education institutions 

themselves in the creation of local policy and thus in enabling these mech-

anisms to exist.

It seems that by taking the initiative on the ground, higher education in-

stitutions have successfully created real possibilities for the validation of 
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learning achieved before or outside the academic activities developed within campuses. We asked unions 

about the real existence of opportunities for the recognition of prior learning and the answer was very 

positive, with three quarters stating that this is the case and only seven unions answering such oppor-

tunities do not exist. It should be noted that although Bulgaria, Poland, Spain and Sweden reported that 

the recognition of prior learning was available either by national or regional policy, or by the initiative 

of some institutions, they also report that the opportunities in practice are limited, as shown in the map 

above. This is an indication of a divorce between legal frameworks and the reality on the ground, which 

is a recurrent theme throughout this report.

Purpose of the recognition of prior learning11.8	

Mechanisms for validating prior learning are in place in most countries, but they are used for a variety of 

purposes. In most cases, higher education institutions use RPL for enhancing access to higher education 

and for credit within study programmes. We noticed that credit within is now predominant: 20 unions 

state that this is a common practice and 6 others claim that legislation allows such practice or that it oc-

curs sometimes. In the 2007 edition, only 12 respondents answered this way. The use of RPL as a mecha-

nism for widening access has increased at a slower pace: 19 respondents confirm that this exists, against 

the 16 positive answers received in 2007. This can indicate that RPL is being regarded by higher education 

institutions as a tool for increasing flexibility in the learning paths for student already enrolled, shorten-

ing their study periods and releasing them from typical assessment methods.
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Awarding degrees based fully on the recognition of prior learning happens only in a minority of cases. 

However, the situation has changed from the 3 positive answers received in 2007 to the 12 answers now 

that allow for this possibility. Although a lot of progress seems to have been made, caution needs to be 

exercised in the analysis of these figures because the criteria on which these statements have been made 

are varied, and this assessment will require further research in the future. Despite this, it remains an 

interesting point of interest that public authorities have been concerned with the flexibilisation of their 

legal provisions in this field—opening up and enhancing the possibilities 

for higher education institutions and students to make full use of the RPL 

mechanisms.

Despite the creation of frameworks and guidance on principles at national level in some countries, as 

this is an academic related activity, the policy for the recognition of prior learning is regarded as part 

of institutional autonomy. There are very different understandings of what RPL is and should focus on. 

Although some unions indicate that there is an increasing level of openness in relation to the use of these 
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mechanisms, others are clear about the fact that institutions focus primarily on the validation of learn-

ing achieved in formal and sometimes non-formal settings.

Development and consistency of principles and procedures for RPL11.9	

There were also reports about the lack of consistency of practice and procedures between different higher 

education institutions within the same country. While recognising that diversity is a positive feature in 

higher education, much concern arises when principles and understanding of the concept of recognition 

of prior learning are applied differently to the same group of students without a minimum level of align-

ment. 57% of respondents state that there are no common rules and procedures for applying RPL and 

the remaining 43% confirm its existence, indicating some level of cooperation or influence of the legal 

frameworks mentioned earlier.
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In fact, public authorities have been focusing on the development of these common principles and proce-

dures and have allowed its existence. The majority of student unions reveal a great influence of the legal 

provisions developed either at national or regional level. Belgium—Flemish community, Croatia, Den-

mark, Estonia, France, Ireland, Lithuania, Macedonia, Spain, Slovenia are examples of countries where 

a legal framework has been created specifically for this. Self-regulation has been developed recently in 

Finland, in which both the university and the non-university sector are discussing their own regula-

tions. Norway and Slovakia are other examples where the self-regulation of higher education institutions 

is taking place. However, as observed in other points of the questionnaire, the respective initiatives of 

institutions and governments are coexisting. Amongst the 13 respondents that were positive about the 

existence of common rules and procedures for RPL, Belgium-Flemish community, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Estonia, Ireland and Slovenia were identified as countries where there is a multi-level type of regulation. 

In some cases, this is also due to the existence of both national and community-level governments, with 

this resulting in an overall inflation of the figures as presented in the graph below.

The interlink between recognition of prior learning and other reforms11.10	

The discussion about national qualifications frameworks is increasingly linked to the concept and use 

of the recognition of prior learning. Comparing the results revealed in the 2007 edition of Bologna With 

Student Eyes, it is clear that there has been a 10% reduction in each of the group of respondents that saw 

no link between the two elements or that saw a small or vague link. The unions that answered positively 

increased from 15% in 2007 to 37%.
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These results indicate at the same time that the reform of qualifications frameworks has started more 

steadily in a number of countries and that the elements of reform are becoming slightly more integrated. 

The à la carte approach that ESU highlights in relation to national implementation, in which each action 

line of the Bologna Process is treated separately, remains a problem, however. Despite this progress, two 

thirds of respondents continue to see no or little link between the two topics, even though the debate on, 

and implementation of, national qualifications frameworks has not been restricted solely to one third of 

countries in the EHEA.
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Involvement and knowledge of stakeholders?11.11	

A central point in the Bologna Process reforms refers to the involvement of relevant stakeholders and 

the increase in the level of awareness and ownership these acquire. As the success of these reforms relies 

heavily on their being understood by the people whose lives they aim to improve, communication of the 

purpose and the means of these new mechanisms is fundamental. In the case of the recognition of prior 

learning, over and above the academic community, it is necessary that the wider public acknowledges 

and uses the opportunities created by these mechanisms. They can have an enormous impact on the up-

skilling and social development of a community. Despite the efforts put in place and the initiatives taken 

by higher education institutions and public authorities, this is an issue that remains obscure to the wider 

public, according to national unions.
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Furthermore, little or no progress in this respect can be seen from the answers of the national unions of 

students, as the increase in the number of respondents answering positively to the question corresponds 

to the decrease in the number of answers that reported widespread knowledge of RPL amongst a specific 

sector in society. Much work must be done to make sure that the reforms that require such a great level 

of change and enhance so many possibilities are positively affecting the wider public.

Student unions have themselves a great responsibility in terms of mainstreaming knowledge and ad-

herence to the principles and mechanisms for the recognition of prior learning. However, it also seems 

that amongst student unions there is a need for greater attention to be paid to the topic. Only 11 out of 29 

respondents have created a policy regarding this topic and a majority of 18 have not yet done so. It is true 

to a certain extent that student unions often develop policy on topics that are high on the agenda and 

need an immediate reaction. They tend to deprioritise topics that are not being developed and therefore 

not affecting students’ lives. In this regard, the results can be understood as an indication that beyond all 

rhetoric, there has been little impact in terms of the initiatives developed so far. However, student unions 

also have a responsibility in this respect and the proper implementation of these reforms will require 

further commitment and attention.

Has your national union of fig. 49—
students adopted a policy on RPL?

●	Y es
●	N o

18
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Employability12	

Introduction12.1	

Since the Sorbonne Declaration in 1998, enhancing the employability of European citizens has been one 

of the core objectives of what became the Bologna Process. What is interesting is the journey the sector 

has taken in trying to deliver that objective. The 1999 Bologna Declaration enshrined the reforms as 

acting “to promote European citizens employability”30 although it only actually made two references to 

employability and both were simply statements of intent. Yet the 2007 London Ministerial Communiqué 

made seven references and dedicated a section of the communiqué specifically to employability.

In between these statements from ministers, references to employability have matured from simply ex-

pressing intent to enhance employability to commitments on exactly how enhancement will be achieved 

and acknowledging the barriers that still exist. These included:

internationalising the curricula and developing skills for the labour market31qq

employer engagement, use of the Diploma Supplement and increasing mobility through joint qq
degrees32

Acknowledging issues with employability after the first cycle, promoting interdisciplinary qq
training and transferable skills, and introducing an employers’ organisation to the Bologna 

Follow Up Group33

Use of ECTS to remove barriers to access and progression, gathering data concerning employ-qq
ability, qualification frameworks that encourage mobility to improve employability, sharing 

30	  Bologna Declaration, 1999, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/MDC/BOLOGNA_

DECLARATION1.pdf

31	  Prague Communiqué, 2001, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/MDC/PRAGUE_

COMMUNIQUE.pdf

32	  Berlin Communiqué, 2003, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/MDC/Berlin_

Communique1.pdf

33	  Bergen Communiqué, 2005, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/MDC/050520_

Bergen_Communique1.pdf
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of best practice, better communication of the reforms to employers and other stakeholders 

and inclusion of employability within the stocktaking process34

The European Universities Association noted in 2007 that the number of institutions that considered em-

ployability as “very important” had increased to 67% from only 11% in 2003. Certainly this would suggest 

that the employability agenda has gathered momentum although information from EUA also reflects 

that employer engagement has remained static over this time, which has led to a poor communication 

of reforms to employers and public authorities. This statement is supported by the fact that only 22% of 

institutions in 2007 expected their students to enter the labour market after the first cycle.

Bologna With Student Eyes 2007 reported concern about the employability of first cycle (bachelor) de-

grees, attributed to a lack of dialogue with employers

Conclusions12.2	

Employability has been a very reflective topic for partners in the Bologna Process. Communiqués have 

given more specific guidance, commitments and admissions of barriers and areas for improvement as 

they have progressed. Although employability has moved substantially up in the agenda for many coun-

tries, efforts at the institutional level seem to be insufficient and inconsistent.

Employers remain wary of first cycle qualifications, either because of a ‘cut and paste’ mentality to mov-

ing from old degree structures to a three cycle structure or because of a lack of employer engagement. 

The Bologna Process was meant to deliver first cycle degrees relevant to the labour market and, in some 

cases from the student perspective, this has not happened.

Recommendations12.3	

Ministers should reflect on ways to ensure that first cycle degrees become or remain relevant qq
to the labour market, namely through more sophisticated curricula development that embeds 

opportunities for enhancing employability skills.

34	  London Communiqué, 2007, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/MDC/London_

Communique18May2007.pdf
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Employer engagement and communication must remain an area of work for ministries and qq
higher education institutions, both for curricula adaptation and development and for enhanc-

ing knowledge of the purpose and potential of the cycles’ reforms.

Although committed to in the 2007 London Communiqué, it appears that more work is needed qq
in gathering data concerning graduate employability. There will be a need to interlink em-

ployability with a proper implementation of qualifications frameworks, the use of learning 

outcomes and strategies for lifelong learning.

Perceived level of attention given to employability12.4	

Unions were asked the level of priority/attention paid to employability by different stakeholders. It is 

positive to note that at least 75% of unions consider that all stakeholders are paying at least some atten-

tion to the employability agenda.

No equivalent data is available from Bologna With Student Eyes 2007. However, comparison is possible 

with the results of the Trends V report, in which 67% of the leadership of higher education institutions 

attributed high importance to the topic. There is a clear contrast with the student respondents, only 50% 

of whom claim that higher education institutions take this as a priority or assign a significant level of 

attention to it. It should be noted that the Trends report itself recognises that these figures were overes-

timated, as only one third reported to take measures to promote employability, and less than a quarter 

reported that students moved to the labour market after the first cycle.

94% of the student unions reported that local students pay either some, significant or priority attention 

to employability. Such a level of attention is reported to be closely followed by governments and the 

wider public. This is in stark contrast to academics with 38% of respondent NUSes believing they pay 

little or no attention to the topic. This may have implications for curriculum development at the grass 

roots level in terms of employability skills and is sustained by evidence in other reports that assess the 

absence of real curricula and attitude change in the department level. The contrast reported by the stu-

dent unions also points to a sense of relative closure of the institutions to societal needs and constitutes 

a point of concern.
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Employers’ level of awareness of the Bologna reforms12.5	

“… evaluations show that many bachelor students still experience large problems in getting a rel-

evant job without a Masters degree. The Bachelor degree, which replaced a four yearly education 

at most university programmes, seems to have trouble getting acknowledged by many employers. 

The Master degree seems to have been accepted more easily.” 

National Union of Students in Norway (NSU) and Norwegian association of students (StL)

Unions were asked to assess the level of employers’ awareness, knowledge and trust of degrees designed 

under the Bologna framework. It should be welcomed that nearly all unions accepted that the awareness 

of ‘Bologna’ degrees by employers was increasing. However a common theme was that although aware-

ness and knowledge of new degree structures had increased, trust remains an issue.

Many unions still acknowledge that due either to ‘cut and paste’ curriculum change to create a three cy-

cle system or a lack of engagement with employers, first cycle qualifications (Bachelors) are often treated 

with scepticism by employers.

“Research made by the student union of the University of Ljubljana showed that 61.1% of employers have 

not been properly informed by the Government about Bologna reforms and the new Bologna structure. 

In addition, 45% of employers assessed their knowledge of Bologna process as vague.”

Tools for enhancing employability12.6	

Some institutions include external representatives in evaluating study programmes, some more 

than others. Many of the programmes of professional studies, like nursing and teaching, have ex-

tensive work placement periods. Most students, however, obtain very little relevant work experience 

before graduating. 

National Union of Students in Norway (NSU) and Norwegian association of students (StL)

Unions were asked what work was being undertaken at an institutional level to enhance employability, 

the most common being work placements and traineeships (77%) and support services dedicated to find-

ing employment (75%). It is interesting to note that 66% of unions reported stakeholder involvement, and 

yet qualitative answers often point to a lack of employer engagement as a serious issue.
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Only 56% of unions reported adaptation of curricula to enhance employability skills and opportunities. 

This may be symptomatic of an overarching concern that curricula development has not been under-

taken in a meaningful way where significant structural change in terms of a degree has taken place as a 

result of the Bologna reforms.

In the 2007 London Communiqué, ministers underlined “the importance of improving graduate employ-

ability, whilst noting that data gathering on this issue needs to be developed further.” However it may be 

worth reflecting on the fact that only 53% of unions reported that graduate tracking was taking place.

With all of the above examples, unions reported that provision was sporad-

ic and very much dependent on the course, level of study and type of HEI.

Percentage of unions reporting fig. 51—
work to enhance employability
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Attractiveness of the European Higher Educa-13	
tion Area

Introduction13.1	

The objective of enhancing the attractiveness of higher education systems in Europe is a fundamental 

cornerstone of the creation of the European Higher Education Area. In a context in which students world-

wide are seeking qualifications in higher education institutions outside of Europe, the fact that a signifi-

cant flow of these students were coming from Europe itself was a worrying development. In the Bologna 

Declaration (1999) ministers set as a goal “to ensure that the European higher education system acquires 

a worldwide degree of attraction equal to our exceptional cultural and scientific traditions.” Promoting 

the attractiveness of the EHEA was an objective reaffirmed several times in the different communiqués 

throughout the years and it is seen as a natural outcome of the implementation of the reforms as they 

have evolved.

The Bologna Process relies on the international engagement of different countries and European coop-

eration is a reality in some areas, namely in quality assurance. However, there has been a temptation to 

expand the concept and focus of the Bologna Process from Europe to a wider context, creating a tension 

between the European dimension and the external dimension which remains until today. The Bologna 

Process caught the attention and admiration of countries and higher education institutions worldwide 

and enhanced the opportunities for building up partnerships in the sector. These European develop-

ments soon became a reference point for other reform processes happening all over the world.

The ministers gathered in London in 2007 adopted the strategy “EHEA in a global setting”, a document 

striking the balance between core policy principles, an idea of promoting European higher education, but 

also information, cooperation and partnership. The strategy helps to frame the relationships that Europe 

should establish with the outside world.

The integration of the EHEA into a global-wide education system implies some challenges in maintaining 

high standards and informing and protecting students. The different stakeholders have a specific level of 

responsibility in making this protection possible. In this regard, the European Standards and Guidelines 

for Quality Assurance and the UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-Border Education 
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are essential tools. Trans-national education is, and should be considered as, part of the education system, 

subject to the same principles and standards applicable to the domestic sectors of education.

Conclusions13.2	

The “EHEA in a global setting” strategy is a tool for promoting the openness and international engage-

ment of the entire Bologna area which, when applied by signatory countries, has a spill-over effect in 

terms of the profile and internationalisation of their national higher education systems. However, there 

seems to be little knowledge or use of the strategy by both governments and stakeholders at the nation-

al level. Governments have rather focused on the mere promotion of their own national higher educa-

tion systems and institutions and have left little room for enhancing the attractiveness of the European 

Higher Education Area as a whole. The national strategies have been built around the creation of bodies 

and international agencies that ensure communication abroad and create special arrangements for non-

EHEA incoming students, although little is done regarding outgoing students.

There seems to be minimal concern for the integration of these non-EHEA/non-EU students in the aca-

demic community, and increasing their numbers and collecting their tuition fees is too much of a pri-

mary target. The special arrangements regarding students housing, social interaction and special study 

programmes creates a great divide between the different student groups and reduces the chances for 

student unions to acquire greater awareness of the problems of this specific group.

This approach also overlooks the possibilities for “internationalisation at home” and has therefore little 

impact on the real process of internationalisation at the institutional level. Internationalisation is not 

sufficiently mainstreamed as a natural part of the institutional life and a regular experience for the do-

mestic students in home campuses.

International students remain relatively non-protected. Three quarters of the BWSE respondents certi-

fied that tuition fees are introduced for international students and a significant group referred to debates 

about increasing them in future. Furthermore, international students seem to receive less protection of 

their rights, as student unions are not called to contribute to the creation and implementation of interna-

tionalisation strategies nor to monitor the quality of the education provided in this specific sector..
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This lack of engagement can also be portrayed by the fact that an insufficient number of student unions 

have reported themselves to be aware and knowledgeable about the UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for Qual-

ity Provision in Cross-Border Education.

Recommendations13.3	

In order to achieve the goals of the “EHEA in a global setting” strategy, a synchronisation process is re-

quired. Both the national and the institutional levels seem to have a clear interest in developing interna-

tionalisation as a clear dimension of future higher education systems. But their efforts must be coordi-

nated and the adherence to common principles and priorities is essential. In addition, national interest 

should not be promoted in an exclusive manner, as an overall strategy to enhance the attractiveness of 

the EHEA has a bigger chance of maintaining the principles that the Bologna Process relies on and im-

prove the image of each educational system as part of a comprehensive and interactive European frame-

work.

The involvement of stakeholders is crucial if internationalisation is not to become a top-down commer-

cialisation process. Most concerns raised by the respondents would be better addressed within a context 

of real student participation in designing and implementing internationalisation strategies at the na-

tional and institutional level. Such involvement is fundamental for enhancing their intrinsic quality and 

ensuring the protection and representation of the international student body.

International students should be treated in a fair, equal manner and granted access to the same rights as 

the domestic students. As they are involved in a learning process, there should be no substantial differ-

ence between their status and they must not be regarded as a source of revenue, as the greatest benefit 

they can provide is the quality enhancement that a diverse student body with an international composi-

tion can offer. A common effort of governments and the academic community to secure the rights and 

integration of non-EHEA incoming students is the only way forward in the process of internationalisa-

tion.

Assuming public responsibility for educational provision both within the national context and across 

borders is a necessary step in the direction of ensuring quality in cross-border education and securing 

the rights of international students. All stakeholders have a responsibility in this process and thus future 

debate and dissemination of the UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-Border Educa-
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tion is essential in informing policy levels at national level and providing true protection and integration 

of both incoming and outgoing international students.

The EHEA in a Global Setting: promoting the national systems?13.4	

Internationalisation and the mobility of scholars and students has always been a part of higher education, 

especially linked to research activities. This has been done mostly through contacts between individual 

academics and it focused mainly on cooperation between departments or research centres. Full degree 

mobility of students was restricted in number and destination and it found mostly in relation to post-

graduate studies. But as international students are increasingly seen by institutions and governments as 

a potential market and the level of internationalisation is praised as a sign of institutional vitality and 

quality, the development of promotion activities and strategies is becoming more frequent.

As the Bologna Process gained more recognition in the world arena, it became increasingly attractive 

for other parts of the world and processes of emulation of its reforms have sprung up in many regions 

of the world. As the EHEA lacked a framework for developing its relationship with the outside world, the 

strategy “European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting” was developed and adopted in 2007 by the 

ministers responsible for higher education. The strategy was meant to inform the concepts and activities 

of stakeholders and it encompasses five core policy areas: improving information on the EHEA; promot-

ing the attractiveness and competitiveness of the EHEA; strengthening cooperation based on partner-

ship; intensifying policy dialogue; and improving recognition.

However, there seems to be little knowledge about this document: only 12 student unions stated that 

they had some knowledge about the strategy, 3 of which mentioned that such knowledge was limited. 11 

other respondents simply admitted having no knowledge of the document. The two clear exceptions to 

this state of affairs is Croatia and the Czech Republic, since in the first case the inclusion of the country 

in the Erasmus Mundus programme forced the union to acquire some knowledge of the document and 

in the second case it has been mentioned that this has been part of the regular debates of the Bologna 

experts’ team.

The situation is even worse when asked about the use of this document as a reference regarding any work 

on enhancing the attractiveness of higher education. The number of respondents drops to 19 answers 

and 11 of which report that the strategy has never been mentioned as a reference document for the topic. 

It seems that promoting the EHEA has still not become a relevant item on the agenda.
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However, this shouldn’t make us mistake the lack of awareness on the document and the absence of ini-

tiatives regarding the internationalisation of higher education and enhancing the attractiveness of each 

of the member states. In fact, experiences in recent years have given us room for an increased focus of 

attention in the promotion of national higher education systems worldwide.

Nineteen respondents provided detailed information about the recent initiatives taken mostly by na-

tional authorities. In most cases, legislation is being adapted to allow for teaching in foreign languages 

(namely English) at the higher education level or to enable the easing of visa regimes for international 

students. Nine of these mentioned the existence and recent creation of international agencies or bodies 

at the national level, charged with developing strategies and promoting higher education institutions 

abroad. Participation in international fairs, creation of “Study in …”-type websites and increasing infor-

mation in English are also commonly mentioned.

Ireland has set a target of doubling the number of international students enrolling in the country and 

Denmark’s goal is to become a major study destination. According to the national student union, sig-

nificant funding has been allocated to support the international engagement of institutions through 

the creation of joint and double degrees, namely Erasmus Mundus consortia. Joint degrees are also being 

considered in Sweden and Portugal as a tool for the internationalisation of higher education and Norway 

points to their master programmes taught in English as their main instrument.

Six respondents from western European countries specifically mentioned that Asia had been targeted 

as a focus of interest by these strategies, namely China, India and Japan, with who there has been a sign-

ing of agreements and the creation of special visa regimes and language training provision. The Finnish 

respondents mentioned an older initiative promoting the international exchange of students with devel-

oping countries that should continue in the context of future strategy. Surprisingly, few mentioned the 

former colonies or areas of influence as important targets, which may indicate that since exchanges with 

these countries has been consolidated, it is no longer seen as a priority for the present time.

On a final note, only 4 of the respondents mentioned that these strategies also pay special attention to 

accommodation and funding mechanisms to support the inward flow of international students.
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The attractiveness of higher education: a new priority for Countries13.5	

We asked the national unions of students to assess the level of attention 

paid to internationalisation by different stakeholders. Over half of the re-

spondents claimed that the wider public has little, or no awareness at all, of 

recent developments. The respondents clearly indicated that this topic has 

not yet reached the realm of public debate and remains inside the remit 

of the academic community. However, inside the academic community, 

students seem to be the least informed about internationalisation and the 

initiatives taken, with little more than 20% claiming that they are signifi-
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cantly or fully aware. One third of the respondents answered that, by contrast, academics are very much 

involved. The top two positions are taken by governments and higher education institutions, which 

comes as a natural outcome of the fact that these have been the stakeholders developing strategies on 

this topic.

In spite of the interest manifested by governments when it comes to internationalisation and enhancing 

the attractiveness of higher education, national unions of students view higher education institutions 

as the main developers of these strategies. Nearly 60% of respondents answered that higher education 

institutions are fully or significantly aware of the developments in the sector. In fact, a number of re-

spondents mentioned the fact that, even in cases where there is no initiative or incentive from public 

authorities, some higher education institutions feel the urge to take the initiative and seek to attract 

international students and scholars.

In many of the answers provided, national unions of students indicated intra-European mobility as a 

major focus of attention of the work on internationalisation by both institutions and public authorities. 

Erasmus type-mobility seems to be seen by students and other stakeholders as part of the internation-

alisation strategy of many institutions. It is seen as the first step for accustoming support structures and 

academics to a different audience.

However, international mobility from outside the EHEA is a new point of interest for both countries and 

institutions. When queried about the existence of strategies for marketing higher education systems and 

institutions specifically to students from other continents, more than half of the respondents answered 

positively. This question was not part of the questionnaire for the previous edition of Bologna With Stu-

dent Eyes, and therefore we cannot draw a direct assessment of how important this focus has become in 

the last two years. However, it should be noted that up to 2007, only a very small fraction of respondents 

included any mention of students from outside the EHEA as part of inward mobility. The results seem to 

indicate a growing interest directed at these students.

At the same time, a regional divide inside the EHEA can be established, with mostly student unions from 

the east and south answering that there are no strategies or that they have no knowledge about the exist-

ence of them (Bulgaria, Croatia, Georgia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovenia, Ukraine, Italy 

and Malta).

These strategies are mostly known inside the academic community, with a low level of impact on the wid-

er public, despite the fact that it is mobilising significant resources and attention from public authorities 
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and higher education institutions. Respondents also claim that students themselves are poorly involved, 

with 18 out of 22 answers indicating that they have no, or a low level of knowledge about these strategies. 

More than half (12) however attribute the highest level of knowledge in this regard to academic staff.

The great exceptions to this rule are the unions from Denmark, Finland and Norway, all of which indicate 

that they have been involved or consulted in the preparation of such strategies. In the Norwegian case, 

unions indicate that they have defended the need to ensure relevant information for allowing informed 

student choices whilst redirecting the strategy towards high quality education and research rather than 

pure commercialisation. In Finland, the strategy is under preparation and yet to be launched.

In general, student unions have been poorly involved in the work related to internationalisation, be-

cause they haven’t yet included it in their activities and also because the developers of these strategies 

are yet to identify them as a key stakeholder when it comes to this field. This minimal involvement is 

often achieved through work to integrate foreign students experiencing a period of horizontal mobility 
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abroad; the other methods are also indirect—when dealing with student 

services or quality assurance, issues that are relevant for international stu-

dents may be touched upon.

In 2007, ESU carried out a survey of its members on the level of interac-

tion with the activities surrounding the internationalisation of higher 

education. One of the questions focused on their involvement in develop-

ing, monitoring and maintaining quality in international education. Half 

of the respondents indicated that they are not involved at all, France had unions with different levels of 

involvement and the remaining ones reported to be fully involved. By that time, the survey revealed that 

these answers were optimistic, as respondents were considering themselves to be involved because they 

had been for general quality assurance procedures at some level. Their direct involvement in maintain-

ing quality in cross-border higher education provision was, in fact, minimal.
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Is your organisation involved in fig. 55—
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International students13.6	

The current mobilisation of efforts and interest is not detached from a financial incentive: foreign stu-

dents, especially from outside the EU (in the case of EU countries) are not subject to the same regulations 

and can be asked to pay significant amounts in tuition fees. 77% of respondents answered that tuition 

fees already exist for these students (although in some of these cases, tuition fees also exist for national 

students). 9% of respondents indicated that proposals for reducing them have been put forward, but a 

group of 11% stated the opposite, announcing an increase. Besides the large group of 77%, we can also find 

that 17% of respondents indicated that discussions on the introduction of tuition fees for these students 

have been initiated.

Considering that the international mobility of students seeking higher education qualifications is a phe-

nomenon which is expected to increase in the coming decades, we can see the motivation for higher 

education institutions and governments to take a bigger share of what is regarded by some as a very ap-

pealing market. The figures are increasing at the current time and this can potentially benefit both inter-

national and domestic students by providing a more enriching study experience. We asked the national 

unions of students what their perception was regarding the number of international students in home 

campuses and were clear about the need to separate Erasmus students from this group. The answers were 

very clear, with nearly 85% of them (27 out of 32) indicating an increase of this student body in recent 

years. Whether this is a reflection of a true increase or rather a more attentive attitude regarding this 
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phenomenon, it illustrates a shift in the way home campuses are regarded and sets a different framework 

for the level of impact that international mobility has over domestic students.

International students are however not always treated in the same way as domestic students. In the case 

of tuition fees, we have identified the practice of introducing them and even considering increasing them. 

Twenty student unions reported that in this regard, international students are treated differently from 

domestic students. In fact, in all the items considered (housing, social benefits, right to work, financial 

support and tuition fees) the majority of the respondents considered that this group was treated differ-

ently.
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This difference in treatment is not necessarily a negative aspect. Students 

pay a substantial amount of money and are sometimes regarded as a spe-

cial group in need, or entitled to separate facilities and arrangements. The 

most common can be language and culture courses, but also special ac-

commodation arrangements or services, tutoring systems and study pro-

grammes delivered in English. All respondents answered positively in 

terms of the existence of special arrangements for international students, 

with the exception of one (Bulgaria).
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The presence of international students on campus has an enormous potential for developing “interna-

tionalisation at home”, a process in which a student can experience cultural diversity and exchange ideas 

and knowledge with people from other countries while staying on his/her own home campus. Unfortu-

nately, international students are mostly kept apart from the remaining student body. 63% of respond-

ents were clear about this fact, and only two unions (Czech Republic and Sweden) indicated that they are 

fully integrated into life with other students.

Existence of special arrange-fig. 59—
ments for international students
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Considering that these students are in a special situation, we asked the student unions to report back as 

to the level at which they saw their rights being catered for and two thirds indicated that the institutions 

appear to be catering for this group, and a majority of respondents considered that international students 

receive less protection from public authorities. The respondents were also quite self-critical: although a 

majority considered that they had been addressing the rights of international students in both national 

and local structures, a significant number of national unions (over one third) admitted that they haven’t 

been paying enough attention to this aspect.
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The UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for quality provision in cross-border 13.7	
education

The London Communiqué inserted the ”UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for quality provision in cross-border 

education” as a relevant document to be taken into account when developing the work on enhancing the 

attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area. Introducing a quality culture within cross-border 

education is very challenging since quality assurance mechanisms are more difficult to set up, informa-

tion is less easily accessible and degree comparability becomes more complicated.

In the survey ESU carried out in 2007 regarding the level of interaction of its members with the inter-

nationalisation of higher education, student unions were asked to self-assess their level of awareness 

regarding this document. The results are frankly low and indicate an immediate need for governments 

and higher education institutions to further involve them in all activities in the field.

Two groups of unions amongst the respondents lacking in awareness were then identified: unions who 

are not aware of the guidelines due to being relatively young and therefore still building up a robust 

structure for student representation (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Georgia and Ukraine) and unions who have 

other pressing political issues to deal with at the national level or who have yet to discuss the dissemina-

tion of the Guidelines internally (Denmark, Iceland, Italy, Sweden, United Kingdom).

Despite this relatively low level of awareness, the relevance of it was recognised by most unions for differ-

ent purposes, from policy making to advocacy on behalf of the students they represent. The survey itself 

helps in bringing attention to this document and has had positive effects. When questioned about the 

possible benefits of the guidelines, the benefit considered to be the most important one for ESU members 

was the provision of an international framework for quality assurance in cross—border higher educa-

tion that can inform policy at national and institutional levels (20 responses). This is closely followed 

by improving the quality of cross—border higher education (16 responses) and raising awareness of the 

cross—border higher education quality issue (15 responses).
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Level of awareness of the fig. 62—
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Most important benefits of fig. 63—
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Profile of the national unions of students14	

This publication is based on the answers to a survey developed by the elected representative of the Euro-

pean Students’ Union. However, this could never been done without the contribution of the national un-

ions of students that took the time to answer to the long questionnaire and were also available to further 

clarifying the results of this survey.

This section is built as a short guide through our different respondents. It will hopefully help you to iden-

tify and understand who is behind the knowledge we compiled.

Austria

ÖH —Österreichische HochschülerInnenschaft/Austrian National Union of Students.

Legal status: OH is a public institution, and since 2008 has also been representing college students. All 

students are represented by OH as membership is compulsory at both the local and national level. All 

representatives are students and according to the Student Union Act they have to work voluntary.

Belgium—Flemish community

VVS—Vlaamse Vereniging van Studenten/National Union of Students in Flanders

Legal status: VVS is a non-governmental organisation representing all students in Flanders. In Belgium 

there are two more organizations of French-speaking students, FEF and Unécof. The local student unions 

are the members of VVS. The student status is only a condition for delegates to the general assembly. For 

the EC up to 1/5 of the members don’t have to be students.

Bulgaria

UBS—Union of the Bulgarian students

Legal status: UBS is a NGO; its members are individual students on a voluntary basis. UBS is not the only 

union in Bulgaria, the other NUS is called Assembly of Students’ Councils NASC. The status of being a 

student is the condition to be elected to UBS’ structure. Five people work at national level and they are 

elected in the Executive Board.
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Croatia

CSC—Hrvatski studentski zbor/Croatian student union,

Legal status: CSC is a public institution, but in Croatia there is also another NUS called CSU. Local student 

unions are the members of CSC, and the membership of students in these unions is voluntary. All the 

people working for the NUS are students.

Czech Republic

SKRVS Studentská komora Rady vysokých škol/Student Chamber of the Council of Higher Education 

Institutions

Legal status: The Student Chamber is an autonomous part of the Council of HEIs, which is a representa-

tive body established as a result of a common agreement of all higher education institutions in the Czech 

Republic. SKRVS is the only student organisation represented in HEI bodies. The status of being a student 

is a compulsory condition for election and also in order to have voting rights in the body to which stu-

dents are elected.

Denmark

DSF—Danske Studerendes Fællesråd/National Union of Students in Denmark

DSF is a non-governmental organisation, and it is the only organisation of students in Denmark. Local 

student councils are the members of DSF. The membership of students is on a voluntary basis. Elected 

bodies and employees are mostly students. To be elected to the NUS structure, it is compulsory to be a 

student.

Estonia

EUL—Eesti Üliõpilaskondade Liit/Federation of Estonian Student Unions

Legal status: EUL is a non-governmental organisation, but most of its member unions are publicly organ-

ised. EUL is the only student organisation in Estonia. Local unions are members of EUL, and membership 

of EUL is voluntary. To be elected to EUL’s structure it is compulsory to be a student. Employees, however, 

don’t need to be a student. The board and the employees work full time.



162   Bologna With Student Eyes 2009 

Finland

SAMOK—Suomen ammattikorkeakouluopiskelijakuntien liitto/ 

Union of Students in Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences

Legal status: SAMOK is non-governmental organisation representing student unions of universities of 

applied sciences in Finland. The other Finnish student organisation is SYL, representing university stu-

dents. Local unions are members of SAMOK and membership is on a voluntary basis. The executive board 

works full time, and the status of being a student is compulsory to be elected.

SYL—Suomen ylioppilaskuntien liitto—the National Students’ Union in Finland

Legal status: SYL is an independent non-governmental organisation. The highest decision-making body 

is the General Assembly. SYL represents university students; there is another student organisation for 

polytechnic students (SAMOK). The members of SYL are local student unions who affiliate on a voluntary 

basis; for students it is compulsory to be member of a local union.

France

FAGE—Fédération des associations générales étudiantes/Federation of General Student Associations

Legal status: FAGE is a non-governmental organisation, one of five national unions in France. Local un-

ions are the members of FAGE and the membership of students is on a voluntary basis. The status of be-

ing a student is the only condition for election into FAGE’s structures. The elected executive committee 

consists of 11 members.

Georgia

SOLG—Students’ Organizations League of Georgia (SOLG)

Legal status: The Union “The Students’ Organizations League of Georgia”, is a voluntary, non-governmen-

tal, non-entrepreneurship, non-political and a socially registered union which brings together student 

organisations formed at the Higher Education Institutions of Georgia. Local unions are the members 

of SOLG and membership of these is on a voluntary basis. Having the status of a student is necessary in 

order to be elected to SOLG’s structure.



163  Profile of the national unions of students 

Germany

FZS freier zusammenschluss von studentInnenschaften (fzs) —The National Union of Students in 

Germany

Legal status: fzs is a registered non-governmental organisation in Germany, with local unions as its 

members. Membership of fzs is voluntary. Students are compulsory members of the local student un-

ions except in the federal states of Bavaria, Baden Wurttemberg and Saxony-Anhalt. Student status is 

compulsory in order to be elected to fzs’ structure, but the local unions have the power to set up their 

own statutes and decide on that.

Hungary

HOOk—Hallgatói Önkormányzatok Országos Konferenciája

Legal status: Hook is a public insitution and the only student organization in Hungary. Individual stu-

dents are members of Hook. Membership is compulsory and automatic. The status of being a student 

is also compulsory in order to be elected to Hook’s structure. Secretariat staff are not obliged to be a 

student.

Iceland

SHI—Stúdentaráð Háskóla Íslands/The Students Council at the University of Iceland

Legal status: SHI is a voluntary, non-governmental, non-entrepreneurship, non-political and a socially 

registered union. There is another student organisation in Iceland called BISN. Individual membership 

is compulsory and automatic. Employees are generally students as well as the chairperson and the secre-

tary general who works full time.

Ireland

USI—Union of Students in Ireland

Legal status: USI is a non-governmental organisation, and there are no other organisations of third level 

students in Ireland. USI represents both individual students and local unions, and the membership of 

students is decided upon by each third level institute. This is normally done through the means of a ref-

erendum. Student status and registration to USI is compulsory in order to be elected to USI’s structure.
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Italy

Udu—unione degli universitari; University Students’ Union

Legal status: Udu is a non-governmental organisation. It isn’t the only student organisation in Italy, but 

few of the other organisations are national unions. Local unions and individual students can both be-

come member of Udu. Membership is on a voluntary basis. To be elected to Udu’s structure it is compul-

sory to have student status.

Latvia

LSA-Latvijas studentu apvieniba/Student Union of Latvia

Legal status: LSA is a non-governmental organisation and the only student union in Latvia. Local unions 

are LSA’s members and the membership of students is compulsory according to the law. Student status is 

mandatory in order to be elected to LSA. Some of the elected people, however, are no longer students.

Lithuania

LSAS—Lietuvos studentu atstovybiu sajunga/ 

The National Union of Student Representations of Lithuania

Legal status: LSAS is a non-governmental organisation, one of two in Lithuania, the other being Lithua-

nia’s National Union of Students (LSS). Local unions are members of LSAS, and membership is on a volun-

tary basis. Student status is not a condition of being a member of the office or President of LSAS. Members 

of the Council must be students.

Luxembourg

UNEL-union national des étudiantes de Luxembourg/National Students’ Union of Luxembourg

Legal status: UNEL is a non-governmental organisation. In Luxembourg there are other student organisa-

tions, for example LUS, the student union of the University of Luxembourg.
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Macedonia

NSUM Национална студентска унија на Македонија-National Student Union of Macedonia

Legal status: NSUM is a non-governmental organisation, and it is the only student organisation in Mac-

edonia. Individual students are members of the national union. Membership is compulsory. The only 

condition to be elected to NSUM’s structure is being a student —elected people work part time.

Malta

KSU—Il-Kunsil ta’ I-Studenti Universitarji; University Student Council

Legal status: KSU is a non-governmental organisation and the only NUS in Malta. Individual students are 

members of KSU and membership is compulsory. KSU is a national union and a local union at the same 

time.

Netherlands

LSVb—Landelijke studenten vakbond/Dutch National Union of Students.

Legal status: LSVb is a federation, independent from any public institution, but largely funded by the 

Ministry of Education and our member unions. There is another student organisation in The Nether-

lands, named ISO. Local unions are members of LSVb, it is possible to have individual membership but 

it barely happens. Membership of students is on a voluntary basis and to be a student is compulsory in 

order to be elected to the structure. Indeed, elected people have to take a break from their studies.

ISO—Interstedelijk Studenten Overleg

Legal status: ISO is a non-governmental organisation; in the Netherlands there is another student organi-

zation called LSVb. Local student unions are the members of ISO, and individual membership of these is 

not compulsory. Elected people work part time. Almost all of them are students.

Norway

NSU—norsk student union/National Union of Students in Norway

Legal status: NSU is a non-governmental organisation representing university students in Norway. There 

is another student organisation called Stl that represents students at University-Colleges. Local student 

unions are the members of NSU; membership of students is compulsory, but it is voluntary for local 
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unions to join the NUS. The status of being a student is compulsory in order to be elected to NSU’s struc-

ture.

StL—studentenes Landsforbund/Norwegian Association of Students

Legal status: Stl is a non-governmental organisation. In Norway there is another student organisation 

called NSU that represents university students. Local unions are the members of StL; the membership 

of local unions is voluntary but, in general, membership at the local level is collective. Any student or 

person who works full time as an elected representative for a student union can be elected to a position 

in StL.

Poland

PSRP—Parlament Studentów Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej (PSRP)/ 

The Students’ Parliament of the Republic of Poland

Legal status: PSRP is a public institution and the national representation of student self-government 

structures within the provision of the law on universites. Local student parliaments are the members 

of PSRP; the membership of students in the parliaments is compulsory but individual membership is 

not formalised. The work of elected people is usually part-time, except for the president who works full 

time.

Portugal

Faire—Fórum Académico para a Informação e a Representação Externa/ 

Academic Forum for Information and External Representation

Legal status: FAIRe is a Federation of Student Structures in Portuguese Higher Education. FAIRe is a non-

political, non-governmental organisation. Today, FAIRe has a number of associates throughout the mul-

tiple sub-systems of Portuguese higher education. Local unions are members of FAIRe, and student status 

is the basis for election to the structures of FAIRe. In addition to this, students need to be nominated by 

their own local union in order to be elected. In Portugal, there are other two organisations; one is for stu-

dents of Polytechnics and is itself a member of FAIRe, and the other one is for students of private sector 

institutions.
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Romania

ANOSR—Alianta Nationala a Organizatiilor Studentesti din Romania/ 

National Alliance of Student Organizations in Romania

Legal status: ANOSR is a non-governmental organisation, one of several national student unions in Ro-

mania. Local unions are the legal members of ANOSR, and student membership is on a voluntary basis. 

The work is not salaried and is de facto full time work.

Serbia

SUS—Studentska unija Srbije/Student Union of Serbia

Legal status: SUS is a non-governmental organisation; it is de facto recognised as an NUS if no other stu-

dent or youth organisation is recognized by law as a national union in Serbia. Local unions are the mem-

bers of SUS, there is no individual membership. Individual membership on the local level is not compul-

sory in Serbia. To be elected to SUS’ national structure, it is compulsory to have the status of a student, 

and these representatives work part-time.

Slovenia

SSU—Študentska organizacija slovenije/Slovenian Student Union

Legal status: SSU’s legal status is defined by the Students’ Association Act passed by the Slovenian Par-

liament in 1994, and SSU works in accordance with the Student Constitution passed in November 2002. 

There is no other student organisation in Slovenia. All individual students are members of SSU. People 

elected to the structure of SSU have to be students, and they work part time.

Spain

CREUP—Coordinadora de Representantes de Estudiantes de las Universidades Publicas

Legal status: CREUP is a non-governmental organisation and is the only student organisation in Spain. 

Local unions are the members of CREUP and student membership of these unions is not compulsory. 

There are two conditions to being a member of CREUP: be part of a public university and have a democrat-

ic way of electing student representatives within the HEI. To be a student is a condition of being elected 

to the NUS structure.
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Sweden

SFS—Sveriges förenade studentkårer/The Swedish National Union of Students

Legal status: SFS is a non-governmental organisation, and the only national student union in Sweden. 

Local student unions are the members of SFS, student membership is not compulsory anymore. To be 

elected in the NUS’ structures the student status is not compulsory, elected people in SFS work full time 

and get paid.

Switzerland

VSS-UNES-USU —verband der schweizer studierendenschaften/union des étudiant-e-s de suisse/

unione svizzera degli universitari/The Union of Students in Switzerland

Legal status: vss-unes-usu is registered as a non-governmental organisation representing local student 

unions whose membership is voluntary. In Switzerland there is other NUS representing 3 universities 

called vsh-aes. The status of being a student is not compulsory in most parts of the structure of vss-unes-

usu except for the co-presidents and president.

United Kingdom

NUS UK—National Union of Students UK

Legal status: NUS UK is a voluntary membership organisation. NUS UK is a confederation of local student 

representative organisations in colleges and universities throughout the United Kingdom and Northern 

Ireland which have chosen to affiliate and which pay a membership fee. Students’ associations make the 

decision to join or not join NUS UK—on the local level membership of the student unions is automatic, 

unless the students exercises their right not to be a member. Officers have to be students at the time of 

their election, once elected they are deemed to be members of NUS—there are limits on the number of 

times you can hold a position. The National Executive consists of 27 members.

Ukraine

UASS—Ukrainian Association of Student Self-government

Legal status: UASS is a voluntary association of student self-government bodies and local student NGOs, 

which are representative, democratic and student-controlled. UASS is registered by the Ministry of Jus-

tice as a nationwide youth NGO in accordance with the law. UASS is also registered by the State Tax Ad-
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ministration as a non-profit organisation. UASS has, according to the law, individual membership and 

the student status is compulsory for the UASS membership. 
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