
The Bologna Process: why and what is it, how does it work?

(and … where is it going)? 

Celebrating ARACIS, 20 years!

Prof. Ann Katherine Isaacs



Summary

 
1. The Bologna Process: why, when and how did it start?

2. What is the Bologna Process today, how does it work? 

3. Crucial paradigm shifts: student-centred learning, quality culture

4. Looking toward the future: a changing global context



Before «Bologna»…. Things were different.

Higher education systems in European countries were wildly different.
Each country had its own system, often very different from any other, both 
in concept and structure.
Very few used credits of any kind.
Almost all basically had one long degree (with, usually, the possibility of a 
higher level PhD after years of study and original reasearch).
Mobility was difficult and took place only on an individual basis (if at 
all).

In many – most – countries HE was largely for an elite.

1. The Bologna Process: why, when and how did it start?



Before «Bologna»…. 

There was (of course) no EHEA
No EUA (there were two organizations of Rectors and Rectors 
conferences)
No ENQA (in the form we know today)

ERASMUS, ECTS, EURASHE and the European Union itself (1993) were 
all very young.



Not quite… a series of efforts to connect more closely and break down barriers.
A timeline:

1973 Council of the European Communities resolution on education
1988 Magna Charta Universitatis

1987 Erasmus begins
1989 ECTS Pilot Project begins

1997 Lisbon Recognition Convention
1998 Sorbonne: Ministers of 4 countries propose the IDEA

1999 Bologna: 29 countries join in the project, to 
build the EHEA ‘by 2010’

2010 The EHEA becomes ‘official’ 
2025 Construction continues.

«Bologna» and the European Higher Education Area (EHEA):  a ‘Big Bang’?



In detail (1): from Erasmus to ECTS to the Sorbonne …

1973 Council of the European Communities resolution on education:  
to promote collaboration, facilitate recognition and mobility

1987 Erasmus («European Community Action Scheme for Mobility 
of University Students”) to support student mobility

1989 ECTS Pilot Project: to find a way to facilitate Erasmus mobility

1998 Sorbonne Declaration: Four ministers of higher education 
propose major reforms to make compatible their very diverse HE 
systems, and to improve the preparation of a greater number of 
graduates. 

They invite other countries to join the initiative …



In detail (2): From the Sorbonne to Bologna …

Success!
To the surprise (and satisfaction) of the organizers, HE ministers of 29 European 
countries accept the invitation and convene at the University of Bologna in 
June 1999, agree upon and approve the  «Bologna Declaration».

The Bologna Declaration builds on the main ideas of the Sorbonne, looking to a 
common degree structure and the use of a credit system ‘such as’ ECTS. It 
declares the need for a closer correspondence between the needs of society 
and the labor market, and the studies that students undertake: it posits the 
need for a ‘first cycle’ – a short Bachelor-type degree, which did not exist at the 
time in most European countries – and the possibility to continue studies at a 
second cycle or Master level ...(the third doctoral cycle was added later ).



Bologna Declaration
Signatories (1999)

• Yellow: EU (15 countries)

• Green: EFTA (3 countries)

• Orange: other European (11 countries)



2. What is the Bologna Process today, how does it work?

After (nearly) 26 years from the ‘Declaration’, the complex ‘Process’ of 
building the European Higher Education Area has moved forward, and 
continues to move forward, that is – to proceed.

Today the EHEA’s members are 49 countries + the European Commission, 8 
«consultative members» --- EUA, EURASHE, ESU, ENQA, ETUCE, Business 
Europe, the Council of Europe and UNESCO --- plus a certain number of 
partners and ‘technical members’.

The original objectives – a common degree structure, ECTS, recogition 
according to the Lisbon Convention, independent quality assurance etc. today 
are largely implemented, although work continues.



The EHEA today (2025)

Yellow: EU

Green: EFTA and other non 
EU (also Kazakhstan)

Orange: suspended (Russian 
Federation and Belarus)



How the EHEA – the Bologna area – works 

 Progress is evaluated, new objectives are indicated and commitments are 
made at the (usually) bi- or tri-annual Ministerial Conferences, at each of 
which the Ministers agree on a ‘Communiqué.
After each ‘Communiqué’ new working plans must be elaborated.
Between Ministerial Conferences, the ‘Process’ is overseen by the ‘Bologna 
Follow Up Group’, supported by the EHEA Secretariat: multiple coordination 
and working groups (and task forces) elaborate new plans and tools, and draft 
the future communiqué. 
Co-chairing of the BFUG rotates every six month among the members (one 
from an EU country; one from a non-EU country).
The ‘Vice-chair’, the element of continuity, is held by the person designated by 
the country that will host the next Ministerial Conference.



How the EHEA – the Bologna area -- works

 As the Process proceeds, there are new priorities and commitments.
From 2018 (Paris) three ‘Key Commitments’ were defined as requiring peer 
support activities in order to ensure the smooth functioning of the EHEA: QF-
EHEA/EQF, ECTS and DS; Lisbon Recognition Convention; QA according to 
the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG).
In 2020 (Rome) the Ministers approved a ‘vision’ for 2030, summarized in 
‘the three ‘Is’: a ‘Inclusive, Innovative, Interconnected’ HE area.
Many further commitments, outlined in Rome and confirmed in Tirana 
(2024) include ‘The Social Dimension’ (for which there are ‘Principles’ and 
‘Indicators’, and which is now a fourth Key Commitment); Fundamental 
Values; and Learning and Teaching. 
Work is now ongoing to define future objectives.



But who makes the Bologna Process actually progress? 

 
In ‘Bologna’ in addition to work of the BFUG and its working structures, and the 
Ministerial Conferences themselves, there are different “Levels of Responsibility” or 
better, different ‘roles’ in the reform process …
• Policy -- governmental – level: provide the norms and legal framework needed to 

implement the reforms.
• Associated organizations: support, advice, dissemination and discussion of the 

reforms.
• Institutional governance: Rectors, Presidents, Vice-chancellors, governing bodies of 

the institutions support and advocate for the reform process.
• Specific departments, academic and administrative staff: charged with actually 

elaborating new programmes, implementing them, and developing new parameters 
for curriculum design and for facilitating learning, as well as sharing their experience 
with others.

• Students, stakeholders, employers, community …. Students and stakeholders, 
including employers, need to be involved actively in developing new curricula: their 
input is essential.



3. Crucial paradigm shifts: student-centred learning, quality culture

 
Ministers are protagonists in the ‘Bologna Process’, other organizations 
offer crucial support, but real change, concrete action, creativity, 
elaboration and testing of new parameters, must happen ‘on the 
ground’, where real learning, teaching and assessment take place, 
where real quality is built.

‘On the ground’, in higher education institutions, thanks to dedicated 
staff and students, important positive change can take place. Without 
them, normative change could not have the desired impact.



Developing student-centered programmes 

As a result of the collaboration of all levels … (ministries, organizations,
HEI governance, staff and students) and thanks to support by the
European Commission through dozens of international projects … 
objectives for Learning, Teaching and Assessment are the 
implementation of:

Student-centered, output- competence-based degree programmes 

This nomenclature indicates a shift, of which ECTS is an important part,
from an ‘input’ teacher based system to a learner-centered output
based system.



Developing a robust quality culture 

In the EHEA, the third ‘Key Commitment’ is implementing the ‘ESG’,
the ‘Standards and Guidelines on Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area’. These Guidelines – now being reviewed -- in
the present edition of the ESG, are quite general, and rightly place a
great deal of responsibility on the shoulders of the institutions
themselves, as well as on that of the independent quality agencies,
such as ARACIS.

The real challenge is for HEIs (staff and students) to ‘interiorize’ and
make operational a positive attitude toward developing real quality,
rather than simply trying to meet external parameters.



4. Looking toward the future: a changing global context

 Today the ‘Bologna’ area is not alone. There are other higher education macro-
regions and sub-regions  (both aspiring and already active), such as ASEAN, the 
African Union, Central Asian Higher Education Area, Mercosur, the Andean 
community etc., with which the EHEA tries to build links, through its Coordination 
Group on Global Policy Dialogue.

Reciprocally referencing systems and continuing to work to create quality and trust 
between countries and continents is ever more crucial in the present day world, 
where division and conflict threatens collaboration, connection, mobility and the 
achievement of common goals, such as the UN’s SDGs.



Looking toward the future: a changing global context

 Tools for an ever more connected higher education world …

UNESCO Global convention on the Recognition of Higher Education Qualification
• Entry into force: 5 March 2023
• Currently 36 «States parties» have ratified it, including the State of Palestine

Updated UNESCO regional recognition conventions
• Revised recognition conventions (Addis convention, Tokyo convention, Buenos 

Aires convention, convention of the Arab States) as well as the Lisbon Convention 
(one of the ‘Key Commitments’ of the EHEA)



Looking toward the future: the EHEA

 What is in the future of the EHEA? There are challenges: 

the risk of ‘bureaucratization’; the lack of concrete support in ministries; lack of 
experienced personnel in the BFUG and its working structures; lack of connection 
with the HEIs … 

Often representatives of countries in the BFUG do not speak up and give their 
opinions!

Above all: the ultimate stakeholders (young people, learners and society in 
general) may be unaware of the importance of what has been built….and how it 
benefits them!

Ministries, universities, quality agencies, student and other organizations can do 
more to make clear the importance of the broad access to quality higher 
education and the guarantees of academic freedom and autonomy that are 
hallmarks of the Bologna Process.



Looking toward the future: the EHEA

 
What I hope:

… that the EHEA will continue to be a active voluntary agreed 
collaboration, based on consent, committed to fostering, supporting 
and guaranteeing high quality transnational higher education that 
prepares and supports its citizens for and in their professional, social 
and personal lives … based on a few basic common structures that put 
into close connection the rich diversity of European (and global) 
knowledge, cultures and understandings.



 

Thank you for your attention, your questions and your ideas!

k.isaacs@unipi.it
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