
Quality Assurance and Bologna Process 

 

The Bologna Declaration of 19 June 1999 

While affirming our support to the general principles laid down in the Sorbonne declaration, we 
engage in co-ordinating our policies to reach in the short term, and in any case within the first 
decade of the third millennium, the following objectives, which we consider to be of primary 
relevance in order to establish the European area of higher education and to promote the 
European system of higher education world-wide: 
 

• Promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance with a view to developing 
comparable criteria and methodologies. 

 
 
TOWARDS THE EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION AREA  
Communiqué of the meeting of European Ministers in charge of Higher Education in 
Prague on May 19th 2001 
 
As the Bologna Declaration sets out, Ministers asserted that building the European Higher 
Education Area is a condition for enhancing the attractiveness and competitiveness of higher 
education institutions in Europe. They supported the idea that higher education should be 
considered a public good and is and will remain a public responsibility (regulations etc.), and that 
students are full members of the higher education community. From this point of view Ministers 
commented on the further process as follows: 
 
Promotion of European cooperation in quality assurance Ministers recognized the vital role 
that quality assurance systems play in ensuring high quality standards and in facilitating the 
comparability of qualifications throughout Europe. They also encouraged closer cooperation 
between recognition and quality assurance networks. They emphasized the necessity of close 
European cooperation and mutual trust in and acceptance of national quality assurance 
systems. Further they encouraged universities and other higher education institutions to 
disseminate examples of best practice and to design scenarios for mutual acceptance of 
evaluation and accreditation/certification mechanisms. Ministers called upon the universities and 
other higher educations institutions, national agencies and the European Network of Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), in cooperation with corresponding bodies from 
countries which are not members of ENQA, to collaborate in establishing a common framework 
of reference and to disseminate best practice. 
 
“Realising the European Higher Education Area” 
Communiqué of the Conference of Ministers responsible for Higher Education in Berlin on 19 
September 2003 
 
Ministers emphasise the importance of all elements of the Bologna Process for establishing the 
European Higher Education Area and stress the need to intensify the efforts at institutional, 
national and European level. However, to give the Process further momentum, they commit 
themselves to intermediate priorities for the next two years. They will strengthen their efforts to 
promote effective quality assurance systems, to step up effective use of the system based on 
two cycles and to improve the recognition system of degrees and periods of studies. 
 



Quality Assurance 
The quality of higher education has proven to be at the heart of the setting up of a European 
Higher Education Area. Ministers commit themselves to supporting further development of 
quality assurance at institutional, national and European level. They stress the need to develop 
mutually shared criteria and methodologies on quality assurance. 
 
They also stress that consistent with the principle of institutional autonomy, the primary 
responsibility for quality assurance in higher education lies with each institution itself and this 
provides the basis for real accountability of the academic system within the national quality 
framework. 
 
Therefore, they agree that by 2005 national quality assurance systems should include: 

• A definition of the responsibilities of the bodies and institutions involved. 
• Evaluation of programmes or institutions, including internal assessment, external review, 

participation of students and the publication of results. 
• A system of accreditation, certification or comparable procedures. 
• �International participation, co-operation and networking. 

 
At the European level, Ministers call upon ENQA through its members, in co-operation with the 
EUA, EURASHE and ESIB, to develop an agreed set of standards, procedures and guidelines 
on quality assurance, to explore ways of ensuring an adequate peer review system for quality 
assurance and/or accreditation agencies or bodies, and to report back through the Follow-up 
Group to Ministers in 2005. Due account will be taken of the expertise of other quality assurance 
associations and networks. 
 
Ministers charge the Follow-up Group with organising a stocktaking process in time for their 
summit in 2005 and undertaking to prepare detailed reports on the progress and implementation 
of the intermediate priorities set for the next two years: 

• �quality assurance 
• two-cycle system 
• �recognition of degrees and periods of studies 

 
The European Higher Education Area - Achieving the Goals 
Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, 
Bergen, 19-20 May 2005 
 
Quality assurance 
Almost all countries have made provision for a quality assurance system based on the criteria 
set out in the Berlin Communiqué and with a high degree of cooperation and networking. 
However, there is still progress to be made, in particular as regards student involvement and 
international cooperation. Furthermore, we urge higher education institutions to continue their 
efforts to enhance the quality of their activities through the systematic introduction of internal 
mechanisms and their direct correlation to external quality assurance. 
 
We adopt the standards and guidelines for quality assurance in the European Higher Education 
Area as proposed by ENQA. We commit ourselves to introducing the proposed model for peer 
review of quality assurance agencies on a national basis, while respecting the commonly 
accepted guidelines and criteria. We welcome the principle of a European register of quality 
assurance agencies based on national review. We ask that the practicalities of implementation 
be further developed by ENQA in cooperation with EUA, EURASHE and ESIB with a report back 
to us through the Follow-up Group. We underline the importance of cooperation between 



nationally recognised agencies with a view to enhancing the mutual recognition of accreditation 
or quality assurance decisions.  
 
In particular, we shall look for progress in: 

• implementation of the standards and guidelines for quality assurance as proposed in 
• the ENQA report; 
• implementation of the national frameworks for qualifications; 
• the awarding and recognition of joint degrees, including at the doctorate level; 
• creating opportunities for flexible learning paths in higher education, including 
• procedures for the recognition of prior learning. 

 
Bologna With Student Eyes (European Students Union) 
 
In the area of quality assurance in some countries no improvement could be reported, as still no 
system for quality assurance is in place. A general distinction can also be made between 
countries that have a sufficient level of student involvement on quality assurance procedures 
and those who do not. In general in countries with sufficient student involvement the whole 
system works better and in a more satisfactory way. The lack of student participation is also 
seen as one of the biggest deficits. Student participation is often only to some extent foreseen, in 
some countries not at all. Only very few countries involve students in all steps and at all levels of 
quality assurance. Another element that was often mentioned is that the results of quality 
assurance are not published. This however, has been clearly laid out as necessary in the Berlin 
Communiqué. The same applies to the student participation. When looking at quality criteria 
there is often also a lack of addressing issues connected to study conditions, student workload 
and teaching itself. Quality assurance can also only be sufficient if it takes place at all levels, but 
this is often not the case. 
 
London Communiqué - Towards the European Higher Education Area: responding to 
challenges in a globalised world (18 May 2007) 
 
 
Quality Assurance and a European Register of Quality Assurance Agencies 
 
2.12 The Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA adopted in Bergen 
(ESG) have been a powerful driver of change in relation to quality assurance. All countries have 
started to implement them and some have made substantial progress. External quality 
assurance in particular is much better developed than before. The extent of student involvement 
at all levels has increased since 2005, although improvement is still necessary. Since the main 
responsibility for quality lies with HEIs, they should continue to develop their systems of quality 
assurance. We acknowledge the progress made with regard to mutual recognition of 
accreditation and quality assurance decisions, and encourage continued international 
cooperation amongst quality assurance agencies. 
 
2.13 The first European Quality Assurance Forum, jointly organised by EUA, ENQA, EURASHE 
and ESIB (the E4 Group) in 2006 provided an opportunity to discuss European developments in 
quality assurance. We encourage the four organisations to continue to organise European 
quality Assurance Fora on an annual basis, to facilitate the sharing of good practice and ensure 
that quality in the EHEA continues to improve. 
 
2.14 We thank the E4 Group for responding to our request to further develop the practicalities of 
setting up a Register of European Higher Education Quality Assurance Agencies. The purpose 



of the register is to allow all stakeholders and the general public open access to objective 
information about trustworthy quality assurance agencies that are working in line with the ESG. It 
will therefore enhance confidence in higher education in the EHEA and beyond, and facilitate the 
mutual recognition of quality assurance and accreditation decisions. We welcome the 
establishment of a register by the E4 group, working in partnership, based on their proposed 
operational model. The register will be voluntary, self-financing, independent and transparent. 
Applications for inclusion on the register should be evaluated on the basis of substantial 
compliance with the ESG, evidenced through an independent review process endorsed by 
national authorities, where this endorsement is required by those authorities. We ask the E4 
group to report progress to us regularly through BFUG, and to ensure that after two years of 
operation, the register is evaluated externally, taking account of the views of all stakeholders. 
 
Bologna With Student Eyes 
 
QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
During the past two years, quality assurance of higher education has gained importance in both 
European and national debates and reforms under the umbrella of the Bologna Process. 
Although being mentioned in the official declarations and communiqués of the Process since its 
beginning in 1999, only since the Berlin Summit quality assurance has developed into a central 
action line of the process. 
 
Conclusions 
The findings of the survey suggest that there have been significant changes and developments 
of quality assurance systems across Europe, including steps forward with regard to the 
involvement of students in quality assurance activities. However, the involvement of students is 
still far from being broadly well established throughout the whole EHEA. Whilst many countries 
have a coherent system of external quality assurance in place, there seems to be a lack of 
coherent frameworks for internal quality assurance mechanisms, which are often completely left 
in the responsibility of institution. 
 
The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance have had a significant impact on 
the implementation and design of national quality assurance systems. They are known amongst 
student unions in Europe. There is, however, a lack of in-depth knowledge of them. In some 
countries, fundamental changes to the existing quality assurance systems are discussed.  
 
Student unions are unanimously critical towards the idea of replacing programme-level external 
quality assurance by a mere institutional approach, as they fear a lack of sound quality 
assurance if too much responsibility is left with the institutions themselves. 
 
Recommendations 
In the area of quality assurance, the following recommendations and necessities for further 
action arise from the findings:  
 

• The involvement of students in quality assurance activities requires more attention. In 
particular, involvement needs to be ensured at all levels of quality assurance, and there 
is a need to clearly define the students’ role as equal partners in quality assurance. 

• The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance need to be further 
promoted at the national level. Measures should be taken to raise the awareness of 
European student unions about the Standards and Guidelines. 

 



 
The Bologna Process 2020 - The European Higher Education Area in the new decade 
Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, 
Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, 28-29 April 2009 
 
Student-centred learning and the teaching mission of higher education 
 
14. We reassert the importance of the teaching mission of higher education institutions and the 
necessity for ongoing curricular reform geared toward the development of learning outcomes. 
Student-centred learning requires empowering individual learners, new approaches to teaching 
and learning, effective support and guidance structures and a curriculum focused more clearly 
on the learner in all three cycles. Curricular reform will thus be an ongoing process leading to 
high quality, flexible and more individually tailored education paths. Academics, in close 
cooperation with student and employer representatives, will continue to develop learning 
outcomes and international reference points for a growing number of subject areas. We ask the 
higher education institutions to pay particular attention to improving the teaching quality 
of their study programmes at all levels. This should be a priority in the further 
implementation of the European Standards and Guidelines for quality assurance. 
 
 
Bologna With Student Eyes 
 
Evaluating and expanding the ESG—a process of evaluation of the European Standards and 
Guidelines should be initiated in a consultative way to review current progress with their 
implementation, as well as the level of understanding of, and commitment to, them from all 
stakeholders. 
 
5.3 Recommendations 
 
It is necessary to initiate a process of evaluation of the implementation of the ESG, conducted in 
a consultative manner, where students are involved at the very core of the discussions.  
 
Students’ concerns in relation to the ESG need to be a key input for this process. This is needed 
in order to further explore the role of external evaluation in not only controlling, but also 
contributing to making the internal quality assurance systems effective and compliant with the 
ESG. Four years after the Bergen Declaration, genuine commitment is needed by governments 
for the implementation of equal partnerships with the students in quality assurance. Examples of 
good practice are available and they should be further promoted. We also see a need to 
increase the effectiveness of both internal quality assurance systems and student involvement in 
quality assurance at the level of institutions. Commitment in terms of the proper implementation 
of the first part of the ESG is needed on behalf of the institutions. Good practice has to be 
spread wider and the contribution of international experts to this goal needs to be further 
explored. 
Qua 
 


