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Introduction

· First I would like to congratulate ENQA with its new status as an Association and a recognised player at the European scene, both in the Bologna and EU context. Rumours have it that the ENQA Secretariat is moving from Helsinki to Brussels. A telling sign?
· In my short presentation, I will speak about European frameworks and about achieving excellence. Can the two go together?  I will explain how new initiatives can change the landscape and, yes, I will mention Quality Labels.
European Frameworks
· In the past few years we have seen an amazing proliferation of European Frameworks: the European Research Area, the European Area for Higher Education, the European Qualification Framework etc. 

· All these frameworks have in common that they try to bring some order in a rich and diverse reality: European Higher Education. We all agree that diversity is a good thing, yet we also want degrees to be “easily readable and comparable”, we want compatibility and smooth recognition arrangements. At the same time we want to promote innovation and excellence. We want to be attractive to the whole world, both collectively and individually. I my presentation, I will address two frameworks in particular: The European Qualifications Framework and the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance.
European Qualifications Framework

· The Commission proposal for a European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF for LLL) has been published two weeks ago. The Commission proposal contains eight level descriptors - from basic skills up to the doctorate - but also talks about guidance, recognition, credits and quality assurance.

· We indeed take a holistic view on qualifications frameworks and consider quality assurance as an essential component of a well functioning EQF. You will notice that  “Principles for Quality Assurance in Education and Training”, are attached to the Commission proposal and that they are inspired, to a large extent, by the “Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area”, but, they also cover other types of learning like vocational education and training (VET). The colleagues in vocational education and training just created ENQA-VET and are embarking on the same adventure as higher education did a few years ago and I trust that the two sectors can learn a lot from each other, as was discussed at the HE-VET Seminar in Graz in May
.
· The Commission will support the development of national and sectoral qualifications  frameworks. An open call for pilot projects has just been finished. We received a series of projects projects for the development of national frameworks and notably sectoral frameworks.

· Bologna provides the basic structure with the three cycles. The EQF puts flesh on the bones with general level descriptors on knowledge, skills and competences. Projects like Tuning go a step further and provide subject specific level descriptors, which might find their way into Sectoral Qualifications Frameworks at national or European level. I learned that ENQA members in Flanders already used the Tuning descriptors in a quality evaluation exercise in the field of physics and it will be interesting to see how useful the descriptors are in the QA practice.

· As you know, the Commission EQF proposal refers to Bologna, but the words chosen to describe levels six to eight differ slightly from those adopted by the Ministers in Bergen. There are two reasons for this. First there needs to be an internal consistency in wording between levels one to eight and second, more important, the Commission text had to cover all qualifications delivered at levels six to eight, also those not delivered by higher education institutions. Classic example: “Air Pilot”, I hope that the pilot who has flown you into Brussels had at least level six, but he or she did not graduate at university, but followed specialised professional training, as is the case with many banking professionals for example.
· Because the two sets of descriptors are so similar, there is no reason why countries and universities should not start implementing the Dublin Descriptors. I understand that several countries have started to do so, which is very encouraging. 

· The level descriptors in the Qualifications Frameworks offer orientation. Both learners and providers can situate themselves within their national, European or sectoral framework. Learners - well guided learners - will be able to match their own competences against those described in the frameworks and discover what they need to do to advance their academic or professional career. Providers may use the common reference points for alignment with common practice or they may use the occasion to mark their difference; Qualification Frameworks must not become straight jackets, universities need room for innovation.
· As a matter of fact, the Commission will soon publish a new Communication on Innovation and the first action line in this text comes straight from the Communication on modernising universities, adopted in May this year and fully endorsed by the European Council in June, underlining once more the importance of  education for our innovation capacity.
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance - European Register of QA Agencies
· The same philosophy would hold for the “Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area”, developed by ENQA together with the sector and whose implementation is the main topic of this General Assembly and of more events to follow.
· The Standards and Guidelines got the blessing from the Bologna Minister in Bergen and the EU ministers in the new Recommendation of 15 February 2006. The Standards and Guidelines recall what we expect from serious higher education institutions (like information, fair assessment and internal QA) and what we expect from serious quality assurance agencies (public standards, good experts, right of appeal). They are obvious standards and guidelines, nothing extravagant, but they pose a serious challenge when applied with the necessary rigour across the European Higher Education Area.
· Standards for agencies ultimately lead to a positive list or Register of trustworthy agencies, as asked for Bologna and EU Ministers. I complement ENQA and the E4 for the work done so far in preparing the Register. Bologna Ministers will have to agree with the “practicalities” as it called in the Bergen Communiqué and the Commission will have to report to the EU Ministers on the implementation of the Recommendation. I am confident that the Register will see the light in the second half of the 2007. The Commission could act as a co-sponsor in the early years, but ultimately, the Register will have to be financed through own resources and notably application fees.
Quality beyond frameworks and standards - the search for excellence and innovation

· The Commission has tried to strike a balance between compatibility and innovation in the Communications of 2005 and 2006 on modernising universities and you may have noticed that the emphasis is on innovative capacity. European universities have enormous potential, much of which, unfortunately, goes untapped because of various rigidities and hindrances. European HE is underperforming in comparison with its strongest competitors, USA, but also Asia. The sector needs reform in order to play its full role in the modernisation of society and economy (Lisbon Strategy for Growth and Jobs). Quality assurance us one measure and so is curricular reform, but they need to be accompanied my new types off governance and funding.
· The Commission works actively with Member States to help implement these reforms through the open method of coordination (clusters and peer-learning activities), by taking initiatives (EQF, ECTS and ECVET on transparency and recognition) and by supporting initiatives of others (like ENQA, EUA, EURASHE and TUNING).
· This brings me to two three new and controversial initiatives: EIT, Ranking and Quality Labels.

European Institute of Technology

· The most striking new initiative at European level is, of course, the proposal for a European Institute of Technology to be adopted on 12 October. The EIT will combine in an original way the core tasks of universities in education, research and innovation.

· EIT is an open and flexible concept that will allow various kinds of partnerships with academia and the business community. It will seek to attract the best resources available independently from their origin.
· The knowledge communities, which lie at the heart of the concept, will be based on integrated partnerships with institutions from EU and non-EU countries. These partnerships will be established on the basis of a bottom-up approach; they will depend on the initiatives of the partner institutions.

· Competitive selection processes and excellence criteria will be set up to guarantee that the best teams will join the EIT.
Ranking

· The Commission also supports a project on ranking proposed by a Consortia lead by CHE (Centrum für Hochschulentwicklung, Germany).
· On the basis of an already existing prototype, CHE will further develop a sophisticated multifaceted European ranking system, which will take account of diversity in terms of languages, subject areas, profiles, student services, research and teaching quality. It will extend existing common ranking of German and Austria to Dutch and Flemish higher education institutions for three subject areas. A multidimensional approach and, in potential, a European answer to the mono-dimensional approach of the Shanghai index. The CHE ranking is not the last word, other initiatives may arise, but, in my view, Rankings are here to stay, so we better offer our citizens a few alternatives.
Quality labels

· Last and not least the European Quality Labels. Let me start by saying that most evaluation and accreditation is carried out on a national or regional basis and I expect this to remain the case. I also expect, however, that these local exercises will become more comparable and more European through the use of the famous European standards and guidelines and, very important, through the use of foreign experts.
· In a limited number of cases, there is also scope for transnational evaluation and accreditation. For instance in highly internationalised fields of study like engineering and chemistry or in cases where universities or sponsors (public or private) seek to obtain a label for reasons of branding or consumer protection. Integrated study programmes, like joint masters, obviously require European approach to QA, be it through a label or through intensified cooperation between the respective national QA agencies. 

· The Commission supports the setting up and testing phase of transnational quality evaluation. Two European quality labels were launched in March 2006 (engineering and chemistry). Four new labels will be tested in 2006/2007 and launched in 2007/2008 (engineering, chemistry, business studies, music, e-learning, life sciences and rural environment and informatics).

· Commission support, through our action programmes like Erasmus, is an encouragement. It is not an official recognition of, in this case, a quality label. Quality labels will have to prove their added value to the universities, students, employers and public authorities. They will not be able to sustain on the basis of a one or two year Commission grant.
· Fortunately we will have the European Register and I expect the European labels, to apply and to be assessed and registered against the same rigorous criteria as any other applying quality assurance agency, be it national or international, public or private. Limited Commission grant support can never compete with the legitimisation provided by the Register, the Register for which you have developed the standards.
· It is not our job to keep on funding projects which have proven their worth and can sustain their own existence through membership fees or other contributions. We are interested, however, in projects which are new, innovative and controversial at times. Some of you will remember that we supported pilot projects on external quality assurance in the nineties, at a period in which systematic external QA was a rare phenomena in Europe and a big taboo in many countries. Now, ten years later, external QA is common practice (next to internal) and ENQA has become a professional membership association.
Concluding remarks
· In the first half of 2007, before the London Conference, the Commission will publish its 2007 Report on HE reform. The Report (a book) will analyse progress made in reform in higher education. This Report will address both the ´Bologna-type´ curricular reforms and the Lisbon Strategy reforms, notably funding and governance. We aim at presenting a review of the reality, depth and coherence of reforms along the lines set out in the 2005 Communications. We will do so on the basis of data (statistics, surveys, case study analysis), with a view to drawing attention to what works and what doesn’t. For some reforms and some countries the Report may come too early, but we will at least provide a basis upon which to build future comparisons.
· The theme of your Annual Assembly – implementing Standards and Guidelines - is of the utmost importance. I am most encouraged with the progress you have made as an association in cooperation with the E4 partners. I am sure you will come up with solutions that create transparency and promote excellence.
*  *  *
� http://209.85.129.104/search?q=cache:K5jkqp-eyAkJ:eu2006.bmbwk.gv.at/veranst/qual/12_5_2006_conference_conclusions.pdf+conclusions+Graz+conference+on+quality+assurance+in+HE+and+VET&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=1





4
1

