
BOLOGNA
PROCESS

THE

International



BO
LO

G
N

A
 P

RO
C

ES
S 

SU
PP

LE
M

EN
T

 International
2007 Bologna Supplement 

!e

Introduction
An Opportunity for International Cooperation . . . . . . . .3

In Europe
Not a Product, a Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5
Timeline: !e Bologna Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .6

Bologna Today
Reform: !e Need and Impact
Tools of Transparency

!e European Credit Transfer System (ECTS)
Diploma Supplement
Qualification Frameworks 

Limitations and Expectations

!e Netherlands: 
A Bologna Process Case Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

U.S. Perspectives
Bologna Isn’t Coming to 
the United States—It’s Here. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12

Credential Evaluation and Exchange Agreements Impacted
!e ‘Bologna-Compliant’ Degrees
Impact on Mobility
Equity, Competition, and Liability

Strategies in Dealing with the Bologna Process . . . . . . 14
By Jeannine E. Bell and Robert A. Watkins

Impact on U.S. Competitiveness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
Student Flows
!e Diminishing Lead
Employability

Implications for the U.S. Curriculum. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Areas A"ected
Factors for Change 

Just for Credential Evaluators: 
Dealing with the New Credentials . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

By Jeannine E. Bell and Robert A. Watkins



BO
LO

G
N

A
 PRO

C
ESS SU

PPLEM
EN

T

Just for Admissions Professionals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 
By Patricia Parker
Practical Suggestions

Just for Education Abroad Professionals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20
By David Larsen

Just for Campus Deans and Administrators . . . . . . . . . . . .21
By Diana Bartelli Carlin

Collaberation &
Competition

Opportunities and Challenges . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22
Commonalities and Di"erences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22

Governance
Access and Mobility
Myths
Input or Output? 
Di"erent Roots, Converging Outcomes

Increasing Student Mobility . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24
Lacking a Baseline
Helping or Hindering?
Joint and Dual Degrees
Limitations 
Benefits for All

Looking Ahead
!e Crystal Ball. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26

Europe’s Focus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27
Mobility and Employability

What Can U.S. Campuses Expect?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27
More Joint/Dual Degrees and Partnerships
Evaluating Programs
Evaluating Students
Staying Up-to-Date
Beyond Bologna

A great tool for the international student recruiter, 
this online publication  serves as a training guide to 
ethical practices in recruiting international students. 
PDF file delivered via e-mail to nonmembers.  Log on 
to www.nafsa.org/epubs and download this valuable 
recruitment tool now!

[Item 103E] [No Shipping+ Handling!]   MEMBERS FREE,
NONMEMBERS $10

Download your copy now at www.nafsa.org/epubs
0910EPUBS/BS



BO
LO

G
N

A
 P

RO
C

ES
S 

SU
PP

LE
M

EN
T

 

21

4622

37

44

16

5
2

3

36

18

43

42
14

41

15

32

6
17

23

26

24

13

12

33

34

29

35

40

27

25 30

8

39
11

4
20

9

7 38

10

28
1

31

45

 1. Albania
 2. Andorra
 3. Armenia
 4. Austria
 5. Azerbaijan
 6. Belgium
 7.  Bosnia and Herzegovina
 8. Bulgaria
 9. Croatia
10. Cyprus
11. Czech Republic
12. Denmark
13. Estonia
14. Finland

15. France
16. Georgia
17. Germany
18. Greece
19. Holy See
20. Hungary
21. Iceland
22. Ireland
23. Italy
24. Latvia
25. Liechtenstein
26. Lithuania
27. Luxembourg

28. Macedonia
29. Malta
30. Moldova
31. Montenegro
32. Netherlands
33. Norway
34. Poland
35. Portugal
36. Romania
37. Russian Federation

38.  Serbia and Montenegro
39. Slovak Republic
40. Slovenia
41. Spain
42. Sweden
43. Switzerland
44. Turkey
45. Ukraine
46. United Kingdom

Total: 46
 = Bologna Process Country
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An Opportunity for 
International Cooperation

!e last 12 months have taken the discussions sur-
rounding Bologna to a much-needed higher level.  
Until 2006 discussions of Bologna at North American 
institutions of higher education were at a pragmatic or 
logistic level—that of the credentials analyst or assis-
tant director of admissions—the professionals closest 
to the ground. Emotions of nervousness, panic, and 
disbelief mingled as these professionals tried to react 
to the sparse information provided about Bologna. At 
the time, the major (and possibly only) question be-
ing asked was “Are these ‘Bologna three-year degrees’ 
equivalent to U.S. and Canadian bachelor’s degrees?” 

!is is an important question, but one that betrays 
flaws in our approach to international education: it 
is overly simplistic in its understanding of both the 
higher educational systems of North America and 
Europe and ignores the deeper impacts of Bologna 
on the very concept of higher education around the 
world.  In fact, pertaining to the latter, the Bologna 
Process may force the entire world to redefine higher 
education in the twenty-first century.

!at’s a broad belief, but one that I don’t think 
is too far from true. In many ways, the evolution of 
higher education in Europe is similar to what was seen 
in the United States after World War II.  !e forces 

of massification and democratization—of expanding 
higher education to the masses and developing fund-
ing mechanisms to provide access (through tuition 
and loans)—are taking place in Europe as we speak. 
!e “up-lift” of non-university institution types to 
university status is similar to what was seen in the 
United States during the twentieth century as nor-
mal schools and colleges became universities and 
vocational/professional schools became community 
colleges. !is increase in capacity was truly a strength 
to developing a robust and diverse higher educational 
system in the United States. It was a great time for 
higher education, and very organic in its nature.  
Institutions saw the opportunity to improve their 
reputation and position themselves to better serve 
the growing demand for U.S. higher education. !e 
same is possibly happening in Europe.

However, with Bologna, the impact reaches across 
continental boundaries. In a world “that is flat” accord-
ing to !omas Friedman, changes of the magnitude 
of Bologna can’t help but be global in nature. With 46 
signatory countries, Bologna impacts nearly a quarter 
of the world’s nations directly and the majority of the 
higher educational systems in developed countries. 
In addition, part of the initiatives of Bologna is to im-
prove mobility across country borders. It is then, by 
every definition, designed to be global in nature.

 when I started my career in international admissions and recruitment, 
the idea that Europe would unify its systems of higher education seemed nothing more 
than a dream. !ere were whispers and rumors about a process named Bologna, and 
few of my colleagues believed Bologna would eventually come to fruition. But over 
time, this phantom has stepped from the shadows and taken on flesh and bone. Now 
the restructuring of European higher education is all too real—the breadth and depth of 
the changes are filled both with opportunities and challenges for professionals in North 
America, and the ethereal phantom has taken on the weight of a leviathan.

International
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It’s during the past 12 months that we have seen these 
global issues discussed and tackled by professionals 
on three continents. Two major symposia have been 
held involving three major professional organizations 
that represent educational professionals—NAFSA: 
Association of International Educators, the European 
Association of International Education (EAIE), and 
the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions O#cers (AACRAO). At these symposia, 
professionals from across Canada, Europe, Australia, 
and the United States have come together to grapple 
with some of the realities and promises of Bologna. 
Most importantly, they have started to discuss questions 
broader than credential compatibility. !ey have begun 
much larger discussions about the purpose of higher 
education within their own countries as well as from 
other countries. !ey are beginning to see that this is an 
opportunity for collaboration and discussion, and pos-
sibly even the reinvention of higher education to meet 
the needs and demands of our students and nations.

It is timely then, that NAFSA’s International Educator
magazine has decided to put together this supplement 
on the Bologna Process. It is meant, not for the pro-
fessionals in the trench, but instead as a “primer” for 
those professionals to use to educate others on their 
campus—particularly higher level administrators and 
faculty.  It is meant to be used as a spring-board for larger 
campus (and possibly inter-campus) dialogue to better 
understand the state of Bologna. By no means is it in-
tended to be comprehensive—arguably, no publication 
on Bologna could be comprehensive due to the fact that 
Bologna is constantly evolving. Some might say that is 
a problem, but I would lobby that the Bologna Process’ 
dynamic nature is one of its strengths. Change in educa-
tion is vital in a world full of change.

Director of Admissions
Indiana University-Purdue University 

Indianapolis
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Not a Product, a Process
 is undoubtedly the ‘Big Bang’ in European 

higher education, triggering far-reaching transformation in the di"erent 
countries, which in some cases even go beyond the reach of the Bologna 
Process itself as national governments seek to redress imbalances in their 

respective systems,” says Fiona Hunter, international director, Universitá Carlo 
Cattaneo, and president of the European Association for International Education 
(EAIE). “Individual institutions,” according to Hunter, “must be prepared to take full 
ownership of the change agenda, crafting meaningful responses to the challenges 
they face in their specific environments. !ey need to embrace the Bologna Process 
as an opportunity to develop the right kind of institutional capacity to interpret and 
realize the reforms, exploiting creativity and available synergies as well as managing 
conflicting goals and values to ensure the success of the single institution and to 
make the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) a reality in the years ahead.”

Bologna is a bottom-up process and is not con-
trolled by the European Union or any other central 
body. Instead it is an organic, complex process with 
moving targets. Not surprisingly, there are discrepan-
cies, gaps, and contradictions in implementation at 
the national level, and the methods of implementa-
tion and the progress of the Bologna reforms vary 
greatly among and within the 46 member countries. 

Still, when considered as a whole, the progress 
made on implementing a three-cycle degree struc-
ture—bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral—has been 
commendable. “!e Bologna Process is a fascinating 
reform of higher education and cannot be stereo-
typed in simple terms,” says Hans de Wit, dean of 
Windesheim Honours College in !e Netherlands. 
“!e process is both top-down (governments initi-
ated) and bottom-up (active involvement of other 
stakeholders, institutions, and students); harmoniz-
ing (in cycles, credits, Diploma Supplements) and 
diversifying (di"erent types of bachelor’s, master’s, 
and doctoral programs); and European (46 countries 
involved), national and institutional (driven also by 
national and institutional agendas and cultures). 
European higher education is becoming more trans-
parent and clearer in its similarities and di"erences 
as a result of the process.”

According to our European colleagues, Bologna is now 
in a “homework mode,” with higher education institu-
tions and related groups rethinking and fine-tuning 
elements of the many objectives and initiatives that 
were introduced during the past several years. To date, 
most progress has occurred in the areas of undergradu-
ate access to the next educational cycle and in external 
quality assurance systems. “!e number of students 
enrolled in courses in the first two cycles has increased 
significantly and there has been a reduction in struc-
tural barriers between cycles,” so noted the ministers of 
education for the Bologna countries in their “London 
Communiqué” published in May 2007. 

Additionally, there are several policy areas where 
attention is currently directed, including improving 
information on the EHEA, enhancing worldwide 
attractiveness and competitiveness of European 
higher education, strengthening cooperation based 
on partnership, intensifying policy dialogue, and fur-
thering the recognition of qualifications. !e current 
discussion topics among Bologna member countries 
include how to emphasize the life-long learning ele-
ment, and whether the EHEA should remain as a 
relatively loose intergovernmental structure, or be 
put on a more formal basis.

International



The main objectives of the Bologna 
declaration are to increase mobility and em-
ployability in Europe by creating an EHEA to 
enhance competitiveness of European higher 
education in the world. To expand the edu-
cational system’s capacity, the structure itself 
needs to become more e#cient. Students 
need to graduate on time, and the tools need 
to be there to manage more students with 
fewer resources. !is need for e#ciency has, 
in part, led to the prevalence of the three-
year undergraduate degree structure being 
implemented by several Bologna countries. 

!e other side of the coin is that if under-
graduate programs are made more e#cient, 
will that threaten student mobility by limit-
ing the opportunities for students to study in 
other countries? Possibly, but not if the right 
forms of mobility are utilized, specifically: 

credit transfer, curricula with study periods 
abroad, and highly integrated courses with 
joint/dual degrees. However, tracking and 
comparing student mobility in the EHEA 
is di#cult; unlike the United States, Europe 
does not have comprehensive data on student 
flows within Europe that is comparable. 

Another Bologna goal is to positively 
influence the social dimension of educa-
tion in the EHEA by creating participative 
equity. !e social dimension is key to the 
Bologna Process because Europeans have 
realized that reforming the system is neces-
sary to allow more young adults to pursue 
higher education and to potentially correct 
the poor (class) subsidizing education (via 
taxes) for the rich (whose children are the 
only ones able to spend 5–8 years in the 
higher education system before working). 
As Europe continues to work toward unity, 
Bologna will assist in bridging the racial, 

social, economic, and gender gaps in access 
to higher education. However, there is no 
deadline for the social reform and, like mea-
suring student mobility in the EHEA, there 
is a lack of data for comparing the social and 
economic situations of students. To that 
end, the ministers of education have rec-
ommended that the European Commission 
“develop comparable and reliable indicators 
and data to measure progress towards the 
overall objective for the social dimension 
and student and sta" mobility in all Bologna 
counties” (London Communiqué).

!e two Bologna goals of mobility and em-
ployability cannot be achieved without a 
transparent system that allows the 46 partici-
pating countries to understand each others’ 
educational systems and specific courses of 
study. Though formalized by the Bologna 
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Process, the need for transparency was set 
in motion prior to Bologna with the general 
unification and economic reform e"orts in 
Europe during the past few decades. 

With these points in mind, the purpose 
of Bologna is not about conformity, but 
rather about clarifying the complexities of 
the various higher education systems. To 
accomplish these ambitious goals, several 
“tools of transparency” are gradually being 
implemented: the European Credit Trans-
fer and Accumulation System (ECTS), the 
Diploma Supplement, and the recently in-
troduced Qualification Frameworks. !ese 
tools are making European students more 
like their U.S. counterparts—highly mo-
bile because they have comparable degrees 
and a credit transfer system. As Europeans 
develop these tools, North American educa-
tors will need to learn this new language of 
higher education in the EHEA. 

!e ECTS actually predates Bologna 
and began in 1989 as part of the Erasmus mun-
dus program*—as a pilot scheme to facilitate 
academic recognition among partner institu-
tions for the program’s exchange students. In its 
basic form, ECTS has since evolved into a criti-
cal component in the Bologna Process. ECTS 
is a mathematical formula for calculating the 
value of credits earned, somewhat analogous 
to the Carnegie units or semester hour systems 
in the United States. In the past, the “weight” of 
a course in European higher education institu-
tions did not commonly report a “course value 
or weight” on academic records, and it was 
di#cult for external institutions to determine 
the value of a course in relation to others. !is 
discouraged transferability of courses and thus 

student mobility. By providing a simple, uni-
versity “currency” for educational coursework, 
the ECTS is a fundamental tool in achieving 
mobility among higher education institutions 
in the EHEA. (ECTS also includes a common 
grading scale that can be used universally 
among institutions though that component of 
ECTS has not yet been embraced by European 
higher education institutions. European insti-
tutions, rather, prefer to use the ECTS grading 
system only as a tool to enhance readability and 
transparency of the local grading system.)

The Diploma 
Supplement, in theory, is probably one of 
the most useful tools of transparency for 
Bologna countries, North American higher 
education institutions, and employers. !e 
Diploma Supplement model was developed 
by the European Commission, Council of 
Europe, and UNESCO/CEPES (CEPES is 
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the acronym for UNESCO’s European Cen-
tre of Higher Education or Centre européen 
pour l’enseignement supérieur) to help higher 
education institutions provide the informa-
tion that is essential to make a valid judgment 
about an institution’s degree qualifications. 
It is not meant to, nor should it, supplant a 
diploma. It is designed with a minimalist ap-
proach to information, so that a user is not 
overwhelmed by the Diploma Supplement 
but has enough information at hand without 
having to request additional data. 

Qualifi-
cation frameworks will, by design, provide a 
common language to describe qualifications 
that will help higher education institutions, 
employers, and individuals compare qualifi-
cations across Europe. While still in the initial 
stages in the majority of countries, they provide 
a means to articulate the learning outcomes 



| A Bologna Process Case Study

by describing what a student knows, under-
stands, and is able to do. Such frameworks are 
key instruments in realizing comparability and 
transparency within the EHEA and facilitat-
ing mobility. “!ey should also help higher 
education institutions to develop modules 
and education programs based on learning 
outcomes and credits, and improve the recog-
nition of qualifications as well as all forms of 
prior learning” (London Communiqué). 

Certainly there are limits to the usefulness 
of the Diploma Supplement and ECTS, 
including its grading scale. The Diploma 
Supplement was not designed to be a tool 
for U.S. admissions officers, so it is not 
always useful in the U.S. admissions process. 
For instance, a Diploma Supplement is not 
typically issued until a student graduates—
long after an undergraduate student 

would normally have applied to a graduate 
program. Also, the Diploma Supplement 
is not yet consistently issued in the proper 
format recommended by the European 
Commission, making it di#cult to decipher. 
In extreme cases, it is incomplete and of 
little value. And with ECTS, there will be 
instances of uncertainty about equivalents 
when higher education institutions grade on 
a curve. Still, those tools are greatly beneficial 
in helping clarify the similarities and 

| An Opportunity for International Cooperation



di"erences between European credentials 
and those of the rest of the world. 

While the tools, like Bologna itself, 
are still evolving, it is this further use and 
implementation of the tools that is expected 
to improve them. !e increasing use of ECTS 
and the Diploma Supplement has generated 
improvements in the recognition processes 
among higher education institutions, 
though the education ministers note that 
more progress is needed. Meanwhile, as 

more institutions implement Bologna, the 
best course of action for North American 
higher education institutions is to work 
with their European partners to understand 
the current status of the development 
and the use of the transparency tools. 
European higher education institutions 
have developed very specific skills during 
the past two decades helping them to track 
regional changes and to implement the new 
European transparency tools.
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Bologna Isn’t Coming 
to the United States—It’s Here.

!e first area impacted by Bologna was the credentials 
evaluation world, where there was, and still is at many 
higher education institutions, uncertainty about what 
to do with the degrees. !e next area to feel pressure 
from Bologna was the exchange agreement area as a 
result of the need for credential evaluation for place-
ment of incoming students as well as transfer credit 
issues for outbound U.S. 
students .  Exchange 
agreements with joint or 
dual degree components 
raised larger issues of 
equity. Overall, Bologna 
has many implications 
for higher education in 
the United States, with 
some institutions more prone than others to being 
impacted by the changes in Europe. As a group, the 
so-called “Bologna countries” are the third-most im-
portant origination source of international students 
to the United States after China and India !e impact 
is hidden, though, because the numbers are spread 
out among higher education institutions.

U.S. colleges and universities are increasing their 
acceptance of Bologna degrees, the majority of which 
are the three-year bachelor’s degrees that have raised 
many questions for admissions o#ces. However, a 
survey by the Council of Graduate Studies (CGS) 
shows that between 2005 and 2006 the percentage of 
respondent higher education institutions that reported 

that three-year degrees 
from Bologna countries 
were “not an issue” rose 
from 41 percent to 56 
percent. According to 
the Council of Graduate 
Studies, “About 80 percent 
of the 25 institutions with 
the largest international 

student enrollment, and 70 percent of the largest 50, 
participated in the survey” (2006 CGS International 
Graduate Admissions Survey Phase III: Admissions 
and Enrollment). !is also indicates an improvement in 
the general understanding and acceptance of Bologna; 
higher education institutions have either developed a 
policy regarding Bologna or have learned enough about 

International

as seen in the rearview mirror of the past 
17 years, is now having worldwide ramifications that will bring about a 
paradigm shift in the way U.S. educational institutions evaluate, admit, 
and educate students. North American higher education institutions are, 

in many cases, trying to use current tools to evaluate the Bologna Process, while the 
Bologna Process has put into play a system based on di"erent views of undergraduate 
education, newly defined outcome criteria, and a continuing variety of approaches to 
meet the Bologna goals. It is now incumbent upon U.S. educators to develop a way to 
understand and make sense of a new paradigm. To that end, understanding the goals 
of Bologna, as well as how European and North American colleges and universities 
perceive and relate to those goals, is critical.

| U.S. Perspectives
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it to be comfortable with watching it develop 
and dealing with it as necessary. 

A part of that is debunking the notion that 
there is a universal “Bologna degree.” !ere 
are Bologna-compliant degrees, and they are 
as varied and diverse as the higher education 
systems throughout Europe. !ere are, and 
will be, instances when a U.S. higher educa-
tion institution does not accept a Bologna 
degree, but only because a policy has yet to 
be established for handling those degrees, 
just as it is true that some Bologna countries 
still do not accept other Bologna countries’ 
degrees since not all countries are at the same 
level of implementation or program quality. 

It is, according to Fiona Hunter, interna-
tional director, Universitario Carlo Cattaneo 
LIUC, mostly due to the “newness of these 
degrees and that both the labor market and 
other academic institutions in Europe still 
need to become more familiar with them.” 
However, it is only a matter of time before 
they do; compliance and full implementation 
is on the horizon. What matters, according to 
European higher education institutions, is that 
is that acceptance of a three-year bachelor’s 
degree from a Bologna country should not be 
based on the number of years but rather on the 
content of the degree, the level of performance 
and preparation of the applicant student in-
cluding secondary school coursework.  

The majority of incoming international 
students in Europe are from other European 
countries while the majority of outgoing 
European students to non-European 
countries are going to the United States. 
It is unknown if that pattern will change 
with Bologna, but it is expected that there 
will be an increasing number of European 
students in U.S. master’s degree programs. 
However, despite the goals of improving 
the attractiveness of the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA), it is unknown if 
Europe will attract a larger percentage of 
U.S. students, though it is possible that more 
non-Europeans will enter Europe instead of 
the United States.

But while acceptance has improved, oth-
er issues affecting U.S. higher education 
institutions remain at the policy level, spe-
cifically in regards to fairness, competition, 
and liability. For instance, is it fair to admit 
a three-year undergraduate Bologna student 
to a U.S. program when U.S. undergrads are 
required to fulfill a four-year degree? Is it 
fair to accept a three-year degree from a 
Bologna program and not to accept a three-
year degree from a non-Bologna country 
such as India? Will the best and brightest 
international students be swept up by other 
institutions that have already established 
a policy for e#ciently evaluating Bologna 
program students? Who will be responsible 
for such policy decisions on a campus? 

Ultimately, it will be up to each institu-
tion to create its own policies for dealing with 
these and other issues as they arise. !e deci-
sions should be based on what is in the best 
interest of each college or university, based 
on it’s unique missions and goals. For some, 
making rapid change may be in the best inter-
est of continuing transatlantic exchanges and 
dual- and joint-degree programs. For others, 
such a change may come down to helping 
the higher education institutions maintain 
e"orts to internationalize the campus, or to 
best position a university for “competing” for 
the best and the brightest minds. 

As a component of this reengineering 
process, U.S. institutions will likely find it 
useful to examine more closely what are 
their true criteria for admissions, and what 
do their degrees really require for entry. “In 
the past, all too frequently, the determina-
tions for overseas degree comparability took 
place in the International Admissions O#ce, 
largely in isolation from the rest of the key 
stakeholders,” explains NAFSA Bologna Task 
Force member Robert Watkins, who is also 
assistant director of admissions, graduate 
and international admissions, at the Univer-
sity of Texas-Austin. “!is was a factor more 
of the lack of understanding or interest by 
those other stakeholders in the comparative 
educational review process. 

Two factors, the rapid strides made in 
Bologna Process implementation and the 
precipitous drop in overseas graduate appli-
cations to U.S. higher education institutions 
in light of the events of September 11, 2001, 
have largely contributed to the sudden 
awareness on the part of senior academic 
o#cers on many campuses. !is awareness 
has resulted in much of the impetus to exam-
ine how policy is promulgated on individual 
campuses.” As institutions have made such 
examinations, it is often revealed that three-
year degrees have been accepted in the past. 
With precedent established, institutions have 
found it easier to put the three-year degree 
in perspective and promulgate policies that 
resolve the equity issue specifically.
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Strategies in Dealing 
with the Bologna Process

 are concerned about 
the coming changes as the European Higher Education Area is implement-
ed, but their concerns are coming from di"ering perspectives. Europeans, 
naturally, are caught up in attempting to make the agreement work in their 

individual countries while international educators in the United States frantically ask 
themselves and others around them, “What are we going to do about Bologna?”  

What is really meant by this question, of course, is 
“What is my institution going to do with the changes 
in European education wrought by Bologna?” !e 
question ultimately on the minds of the concerned 
educators over here essentially boils down to one: 
“How are we going to handle the three-year degree 
problem?”  Will U.S. institutions of higher education 
craft their policies to address only the new European 
Bologna degrees, or will this issue lead to a more global 
assessment of three-year degrees around the world?

First, we should examine the basic components 
of the process and how those may e"ect U.S. colleges 
and universities. We will then focus on the aspects 
most likely to present challenges to current practices, 
and finally, investigate ways to address those aspects 
and strategies that might be employed to address the 
challenges emerging from the Bologna Process.

A brief recapitulation of the elements agreed to 
by the original 29 signatory countries (now grown to 
46) is in order. In 1999, in Bologna, Italy, the signa-
tory countries of Europe agreed to four basic items 
designed to enhance student mobility across the Eu-
ropean educational landscape:

1. !e introduction of a new three-cycle degree struc-
ture that would replace the traditional degrees extant 
in the various countries. !ese would consist of a first 
university degree which would then lead to the sec-
ond, higher degree. !e first had to be at least three 

years in length (notice that it was not mandated that 
the first degree actually be three years long) and the 
subsequent degree would not only enhance the skills 
learned in the first degree but also prepare the student 
for the third cycle which would represent the cap-
stone degree of the system and a high level of mastery 
of the subject field.

2. A system of credits would be adopted to dem-
onstrate progress toward the new degrees and add 
definition to the courses in terms of weight and value 
of the individual courses comprising the degrees. !e 
pre-existing ECTS or European Credit Transfer Sys-
tem was the credit system adopted.

3. A uniform and consistent method of rendering 
the degrees and credits was formulated and dubbed 
the Diploma Supplement. In its idealized form, the 
Diploma Supplement was to contain not only the de-
gree and credit information but also a description of 
the country’s educational system, in English and the 
national language.

4. Finally, a system of quality assurance or accredi-
tation was to be introduced that would be at the 
institutional, national, and European level. 

!e new system would be fully implemented by 
2010, though some elements were to be in place at the 
mid-point (in 2005). !e signatory countries would 

| U.S. Perspectives
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then meet every two years after that inaugural meet-
ing in 1999 to assess progress and further articulate 
the elements upon which the group had agreed. 

Because the approach to full implementation varies 
widely among the signatory countries, and the list of 
sending countries among the applicant pools of U.S. 
colleges and universities does not generally include Bo-
logna signatory nations among the top ten, even now 
(mid-year 2006), over half way to full implementation, 
international admissions o#cers have not been inun-
dated with the documentary fall-out from Bologna. 
Indeed, the trickle has been low enough that higher 
education institutions in the United States have been 
able to spend some time attempting to research, assess, 
consult, and discuss at length the challenges to U.S. col-
lege admission resulting from the Bologna process. 

Fortunately, some of the features of the EHEA 
changes do not create di#culties at all. !e introduc-
tion of the Diploma Supplement is widely seen in the 
United States as a welcome development. Given the 
wide disparity of documents associated with Euro-
pean universities (from the German Seminarscheine 
to the French Relevé de Notes) a uniform system of 
rendering courses taken and grades received is of 
inestimable value to U.S. international admissions 
o#cers and credentials evaluators. !e systematic 
use by numerous countries of a single credit system, 
the European Credit Transfer System also promises 
greater ease of evaluation, award of transfer credit at 
the undergraduate level, and calculation of grade point 
averages that reflect the true weight of an individual 
course. Now, the credentials analyst must transpose 
the ECTS credits to U.S semester or quarter credits 
but this exercise is much easier when the annual or 
semester credit amount is a clearly understood figure. 
As for accreditation, this aspect is so far in the very 
early stages and the e"ect has not yet been felt across 
the Atlantic as has been the case with the Diploma 
Supplement, ECTS credits, or the new degrees.

Editor’s Note: !is is a condensed version of an 
article published in the September/October 2006 
issue of IE.
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Impact on U.S. Competitiveness

 of the Bo-
logna Process is to enhance 
the attractiveness of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area 

(EHEA) as a destination, as well as enhance 
the employability of EHEA graduates. Given 
that two-pronged goal, what does that mean 
for U.S. higher education institutions’ ability 
to recruit and attract students and, in turn, 
their graduates’ ability to succeed in the la-
bor market? Fear of this competition began 
in the 1990s and was made all too real in the 
wake of first the East Asian Economic Crisis 
and then September 11, 2001, made certain 
destinations abroad appear more attractive 
for financial, cultural, and political reasons. 

Now, the specter of more students from 
India and China, in particular, choosing Eu-
ropean or Australian systems due to their 
three-year programs looms large. Even larg-
er, of course, is the concern that China will 
adopt a Bologna-like program, leading to 
worldwide higher education mobility based 
on that system. In the immediate term, this 
has implications for changes in student flows 
among countries, but in the longer term it 
also has implications for global workforce 
development.

Student flows are sure to be impacted 
as admissions criteria are changed or 
not changed, and as Bologna-educated 
exchange and degree-track applicants 
look toward which programs best fit their 
needs. As reported by The Chronicle of 
Higher Education, 82 percent of some 900 
European universities had implemented 
Bologna compliant degrees, and even 
though current mobility amongst programs 
lags behind expectations, it seems only a 

matter of time before European students 
begin crossing boarders to enhance their 
education (“Bologna Conference Highlights 
Progress and Limits of Europe’s New Degree 
Cycles,” Volume 53, Issue 39, Page A36).

Currently, most of the incoming mobility 
in European countries is from other Europe-
an countries; most of the outgoing mobility 
from Europe to non-European countries is 
directed to the United States. With Bologna, 
in the long run, there may well be increas-
ing numbers of European students in U.S. 
master’s degree programs but it is unlikely 
that Europe will attract more U.S. students 
at that level. At the same time, Bologna will 
make European higher education more at-
tractive world wide with an expectation that 
there will be more students from other parts 
of the worlds coming to Europe for under-
graduate or graduate studies.

Many U.S. institutions receive thousands of 
graduate applications, and rightly have de-
veloped systems of admissions evaluation to 
handle those applications. To better handle 
and digest such a load of applications, many 
institutions use a quantitative methodology 
for admissions. But it is because of those 
sophisticated systems, built over the years 
while the country enjoyed its leadership po-
sition, that the United States is victim to the 
“theory of the retarding lead.” 

While Europe, India, and China can 
develop new systems, such as Bologna 
outcome-based indicators, U.S. education 
cannot react quickly enough. When the 
world starts to change, it is di#cult for the 
leaders in a specific “technology” to adapt 
and adopt new approaches while others 
forge ahead quickly, unencumbered by exist-

ing approaches—hence the retarding lead. 
To treat admissions more holistically, to 

evaluate student applications less on numer-
ic criteria and more on qualitative criteria, is 
the new “technology,” but the practical real-
ity of the job, of the scope and flow, makes 
it di#cult to find new paradigms. “U.S. ad-
missions o#cers are being challenged,” says 
Patricia Parker, NAFSA Bologna Task Force 
member and assistant director admissions, 
Iowa State University Admissions, “to more 
thoroughly understand their own degree 
programs so that they may more clearly 
discern the comparability of Bologna-com-
pliant degrees.”

If, as suggested, the Bologna format 
becomes the standard throughout much 
of the world, how will non-Bologna and 
Bologna students fare when competing for 
jobs? And, in turn, how does it reflect on 
the non-Bologna and Bologna institutions 
if and when their graduates find it more 
di#cult to compete? 

These questions have implications 
especially for student exchanges at the un-
dergraduate level. It is reasonable to assume 
that, insofar as U.S. students are concerned, 
Bologna should not a"ect their ability to 
study abroad to be better prepared for a glo-
balized twenty-first century workforce. !e 
more likely issue is how it may a"ect under-
graduate European students’ ability to study 
in the United States. Regardless, the laws of 
economics are likely to prevail: in times of 
high employment rates, undergraduate stu-
dents will continue to be lured into the labor 
market rather than pursuing graduate-level 
degrees, as they are more prone to do when 
the employment rates are low.

| U.S. Perspectives
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Implications for the U.S. Curriculum

 has many 
meanings—the actual content 
of a degree, general education 
requirements, and the content 

of specific courses. Bologna is addressing 
curriculum in Europe with the “outcomes” 
emphasis, which imparts accountabil-
ity on the curriculum to allow students 
to achieve specific outcomes, or proof, of 
what they have learned. And while there is 
an increasing emphasis on outcomes in the 
United States, it is a relatively new discus-
sion among higher education institutions. 

“!ere is a growing interest to learn more 
about Bologna among international admin-
istrators, graduate deans, and admissions 
o#cers; however, the primary concerns are 
still technical issues related to degree struc-
tures, acceptance of three-year undergraduate 
degrees for graduate admissions, and impact 
on student exchanges. Curriculum discus-
sions beyond what the Diploma Supplement 
represents are infrequent and certainly few in 
the United States are discussing how Bolo-
gna might impact U.S. curricula,” said Diana 
Bartelli Carlin, is former dean of the gradu-
ate school and international programs at the 
University of Kansas.

Where there is some curriculum discussion on 
the topic of joint/dual degrees and research at 
the graduate level, and to a lesser extent at the 
undergraduate level because of programs such 
as Atlantis*, which can include joint/dual un-
dergraduate degrees. Rather than curriculum 
changes, discussions on campuses are gen-
erally focusing on how to make square pegs 
(Bologna-compliant degrees) fit into round 
holes (U.S. degree structure) and be fair to 

domestic students who, on the surface, have a 
longer perceived commitment to the bachelor 
degree track than their Bologna counterparts. 

!e one exception is the graduate school 
where, at both the university level and in na-
tional discussions convened by the Council 
of Graduate Schools (CGS), academic 
leaders are thinking deeply about the rela-
tionship between the structure of graduate 
programs and the competitiveness of the 
graduate enterprise. 

Debra Stewart, president of CGS notes, 
“Our deans are increasingly concerned with 
developing procedures and standards that 
yield sustainable international joint degree 
programs. Discussions range from how to 
ensure program quality and evaluation to 
strategies for stabilizing funding and sus-
taining the partnerships. I am confident that 
interest in this aspect of graduate program 
development is on the rise.”

While Bologna is not yet impacting U.S. cur-
riculum on a wide scale, many U.S. colleges 
and universities are discussing changes to 
their curriculum as a result of globalization 
and other internal factors. !e discussions 
about reforming curriculum have also been 
ignited by U.S. Secretary of Education Marga-
ret Spellings, who created the Commission on 
the Future of Higher Education in September 
2005. !e commission has raised issues about 
accountability in undergraduate education, 
and has also recommended increased federal 
investment in areas, such as education abroad, 
critical to the nation’s global competitiveness, 
and “a renewed commitment to attract the 
best and brightest minds from across the na-
tion and around the world to lead the next 

wave of American innovation” (Spellings 
Commission Final Report, 2006).

A limiting factor is that, in some ways, the 
U.S. higher education sector is still content 
after many years of being considered “the gold 
standard.” And it is because of that position 
that campuses need to be educated about 
Bologna and its worldwide ramifications. If 
there is an impact on curriculum, it may be 
that once Bologna is more widely known and 
understood, U.S. institutions will be able to 
see what lessons can be learned from curricu-
lum reform in Europe and how that may fit 
with similar e"orts in the United States. 

“The international higher education 
landscape is undergoing substantive transfor-
mation as a host of nations are striving to find 
new and creative ways of meeting the needs 
and demands of today’s globalized knowl-
edge economy,” observes Christopher Viers, 
associate dean for international programs 
and director of the O#ce of International 
Services at Indiana University–Bloomington. 
Viers, a member of the NAFSA Bologna Task 
Force, sees that trend inevitably a"ecting cur-
riculum. “!e Bologna Process represents 
transformation of monumental proportion, 
and may indeed play a key role in influencing 
future directions not only in the United States 
but around the globe in terms of the world-
wide mobility of students and scholars. As 
learning and scholarship becomes increas-
ingly borderless, so too will the curriculum.” 
*!e European Union-United States Atlantis 
Program is a grant competition conducted coopera-
tively by the U.S. Department of Education’s Fund 
for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education 
(FIPSE) and the European Commission’s Director-
ate General for Education and Culture (DG EAC). 
!e purpose of this competition is to promote a 
student-centered, transatlantic dimension to higher 
education and training in a wide range of academic 
and professional disciplines.
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Dealing with the New 
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Opportunities and 
Challenges

 in the U.S. 
and European higher education systems as they relate to international 
cooperation in a global context. It is because of those commonalities 
and di"erences that there will be many opportunities and challenges 

for colleges and universities as Bologna alters academia. Bologna gives institutions 
an opportunity to expand professional organizations across the Atlantic. No longer 
is it just academia and researchers who may need to share ideas, but by bringing 
the educational systems more closely in line with each other, the challenges of 
accomplishments in the fields of student services, enrollment management, and 
institutional research can expand through global partnerships.

Commonalities and Di!erences

One of most significant commonalities is 
that both systems recognize education 
as a global commodity, and both systems 

need to attract increasing number of students, par-
ticularly in the fields of science and engineering. Not 
only are higher education institutions o"ering “prod-
ucts” that are consumed by students, they are, on the 
other hand, consumers themselves competing for the 
best and brightest of students from around the world. 
Colleges and universities compete for these students 
against other higher education institutions in their 
own country, and now they must seek to retain them 
from foreign institutions.

Historically, U.S. higher education institutions 
have operated in a highly competitive environment 
and believe that healthy competition at the institu-
tional level, rather than through central, national 
planning, leads to the best quality for institutions and 
for students. Education, then, at its very basic nature 
is shaped, in part, by the demands of consumers. 
Another force, massification, has also brought about 
significant changes and variation in U.S. higher edu-
cation. “Whereas most other countries have reserved 
higher education for only its most elite students, the 
United States has, since the conclusion of World War 
II, expanded its system of higher education to include 
a larger proportion of its population,” notes Chris 

Foley, director of admissions at Indiana University-
Purdue University Indianapolis. 

In contrast, higher education institutions in most 
of Europe have not faced a competitive marketplace 
for students until the late twentieth century. Central-
ization was more common in  the majority of funding 
for higher education, and privatization did not gener-
ally exist. However, along with Bologna, the EHEA 
has expanded both the number of institutions as well 
as the number of students enrolled in them. !is has 
led to greater competition among institutions, and 
the need to recruit more students from abroad. “!e 
universities in Europe will have to adjust to an ever-
increasing global education market, with tremendous 
changes lying ahead of them—a transformation from 
mass universities into institutions with diverse edu-
cation goals and strategies, competition for the best 
in the sciences and technology, the need to operate 
autonomous and flexible, and the quest for quality 
and attractiveness,” explains Rolf Ho"man, executive 
director for the German-American Fulbright Com-
mission. “!e Bologna Process has been the main 
driver for this change. Without it, Europe’s higher 
education would not be able to position itself suc-
cessfully in the years to come.”

!is has introduced a new facet in the relation-
ship between U.S. and European higher education 
institutions: the need for both collaboration as well 

International | Collaboration & Cooperation
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as competition. While both systems are essentially 
competing for the same students, there is also a wide-
spread desire on the two sides to work cooperatively 
and support mobility schemes and joint and double 
degrees. Education and innovation are best achieved 
in a collaborative environment.

!e roles of U.S. and European governments reveal 
distinct di"erences between the two systems. In the 
United States, governance of higher education is in the 
hands of each college or university, which allows for 
autonomy. !ere is no federal or central government 
overseeing or coordinating the system. Individual 
institutions establish policy and management struc-
tures, although public institutions experience more 
regulation at the state level. U.S. higher education 
institutions act on their own and not under national 
or state banners. However, professional schools’ ac-
creditation processes provide a type of standard that 
ensures program quality. While accreditation is not 
mandatory, most universities participate. !e Higher 
Learning Commission’s regional accreditation pro-
cess produces self-studies guided by broad standards 
for quality assurance that allow for tremendous flex-
ibility among institutions. 

In contrast, in Europe, the governments can 
mandate changes and policies in higher education. 
Bologna, however, has as part of its mission, the es-
tablishment of accreditation or quality control bodies 
similar to those in the United States. For example, 
Germany has already begun a complex means of ac-
crediting its higher education institutions. !is may 
significantly alter the nature of oversight of higher 
education in Europe.

In the United States, access to higher education is 
often seen as a right rather than a privilege for people; 
provision for equal opportunity is pursued and social 
mobility is encouraged. With 70 percent of the adult 
U.S. population [according to the National Center for 
Education Statistics], having some higher education 
experience, access to and support for higher education 
is seen as a public good. While tuition and fees are 
levied at almost all institutions and can be quite steep 
at some, a large number of undergraduates receive 

some assistance from the federal government, based 
on family income. In addition, many students receive 
need or merit-based awards from higher education 
institutions on the basis of their preparedness and 
performance. A developing commonality in the two 
systems is that, with the advent of Bologna, they both 
have tools and structures to promote transparency 
and mobility via a comparable degree structure and 
system of credit accumulation. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, some myths about the 
system on the opposite shore have become prevalent. 
For instance, there is a myth from the U.S. side that 
there is just one undergraduate “Bologna degree” and 
that it is a three-year degree. !e truth is that there 
are numerous degree structures, some of which are 
three-year bachelor’s with two-year master’s, while 
others are, but are not limited to, four-year bachelor’s 
and one-year master’s. !ese vary by country and 
sometimes within countries (Germany). 

On the European side, the same can be said for U.S. 
degrees. While there is a predominant type of degree 
structure, not all U.S. bachelor’s degrees are four-
year degrees. !e U.S. bachelor’s degree is designed 
to be completed over a four-year period. However, 
it is technically possible to do the degree in as little 
as two and a half years, as many students are able to 
accelerate the completion of their degree through the 
use of AP exams in high school or by taking courses at 
two-year higher education institutions either during 
or after secondary school. Moreover, there is also 
a view from Europe that all U.S. institutions pretty 
much operate the same way. !e truth is that U.S. 
institutions may appear to operate in similar fashion 
because transparency tools—common grading 
system for most institutions and a comparable degree 
system—fosters compatibility among institutions. 
In fact, each U.S. institution has unique programs, 
policies, and procedures.

Another major di"erence in the two systems is that 
the Bologna Process has led to the adoption of ECTS 
compatible systems in nearly all participating coun-
tries, but the critical factor is achieving the outcomes
defined by Bologna. ECTS is based on a di"erent 
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concept than U.S. credit hours. In the 
United States, lecture/class contact hours, 
the inputs, are counted as the key item; the 
degree is an accumulation of inputs, enu-
merated in the transcript. (At U.S. higher 
education institutions, a full-time course 
of study isgenerally 30 semester credits per 
year, which amounts to 450–480 classroom 
hours, and 900–960 hours of outside prep-
aration, for a total of 1,350–1,440 student 
work hours per year. !erefore, a semester 
credit stands for 45–48 total work hours 
per credit.) ECTS encompasses student ef-
fort outside the classroom as well. 

According to the European Commis-
sion, “ECTS is based on the principle that 
60 credits measure the workload of a full-
time student during one academic year. 
!e student workload of a full-time study 
program in Europe amounts in most cas-
es to around 1,500–1,800 hours per year 
and in those cases one credit stands for 
around 25 to 30 working hours” (See http://
ec.europa.eu/education/programmes/
socrates/ects/doc/ectskey_en.pdf ). At 
this point, the broadly accepted “exchange 
rate” for ECTS to credits is 2:1. “However, 
that is the picture only at the undergradu-
ate level,” according to Robert Watkins,
assistant director of admissions, grad-
uate and international admissions
 at the University of Texas-Austin and a 
member of the NAFSA Bologna Task Force. 
“A more intriguing comparison,” he says, 
“takes place at the graduate level where sud-
denly the standard U.S. university load drops 
from 15 per semester (30 per year) to 9 per 
semester (18 for the year) and a standard 
U.S. master’s degree, traditionally referred 
to in the United States as a ‘two-year degree,’ 
turns out, in fact, to be a one-year degree (36 
semester hours or so). !e ECTS to U.S. ra-
tio then becomes 4:1. So the real problem is 
in defining what constitutes a ‘year’ in credit 
terms when even the U.S. model fluctuates. 
!erefore, a simple ECTS to semester-hour 
ratio can be problematic given this lack of 
definition of a year of study.”

!e U.S. system is deeply rooted in the lib-
eral arts tradition, which is in contrast to the 
specialist track of many European systems. 
U.S. undergraduate students spend a por-
tion of their first year, and frequently their 
second year, in general education course-
work, consolidating their knowledge in 
humanities and soft skills and advancing 
their critical thinking skills. !ough this is 
not always true (programs in engineering, 
business, and the performing and visual arts 
may leave little room for non-major cours-
es), it has been a historical foundation of 
U.S. higher education. However, it should be 
noted that the current trend in the United 
States is to find ways to strengthen the lib-
eral arts component to better complement 
the content of the major, so that students are 
more focused on solid outputs (e.g., ability to 
get good jobs, gain entrance to professional 
graduate programs) than simply getting the 
traditional “well rounded” education.

On the other hand, it is commonly 
perceived that this is different from the 
European system where undergraduate stu-
dents are fully immersed in specialist studies 
from day one of their undergraduate studies 
and even more so at the master level. Most 
European educational systems believe that 
general education components should be 
completed in secondary schools. While there 
are some programs in the EHEA that are 
incorporating liberal arts, or general educa-
tion, into their curricula, Bologna programs 
largely remain focused on specialization that 
often prepares European students better for 
graduate education in three years than U.S. 
students are prepared in four.

Increasing Student Mobility

Bologna reform of degree struc-
tures and subsequent increases in 
transparency, readability, and ra-

tionalization of study programs is bound to 
bring more mobility within the European 
Union and between the European Union 

and the United States. Roughly 2.5 million 
individuals pursue higher education outside 
of their home countries (UNESCO, Global 
Education Digest 2006) with an anticipated 
8 million projected to do so by 2025. So it 
is not hard to understand why many mem-
bers of the higher education community 
believe Bologna will promote vertical in-
ternational mobility—mobility of students 
with an undergraduate degree obtained in 
a given country enrolling in a master course 
in a di"erent country—as well as horizontal 
mobility—students moving from the same 
level of education between countries—via 
greater study abroad opportunities within a 
degree program. 

!at belief is further fortified by the suc-
cess of the Erasmus program, which, much 
like Bologna, has incorporated tools of 
transparency to facilitate mobility. Erasmus, 
with its more than 1.5 million exchange stu-
dents, has been undeniably the education 
success story of the European Union in the 
last 20 years with implications and benefits 
well beyond higher education. “Erasmus has 
shifted cultures as nothing else,” notes John 
Reilly, former director of the U.K. Socrates-
Erasmus Council. !e European Union has 
set the target of 3 million mobile students by 
2013 and that target is within reach.

While that bodes well for the stated goal of 
enhancing EHEA student mobility through 
Bologna, unfortunately there is not enough 
data to measure any impact Bologna has had 
to date. !is missing baseline component 
could be remedied in the future if Europe 
begins to collect comprehensive mobility 
data comparable to the annual Open Doors 
report published by the Institute for Inter-
national Education (IIE). !ere is need for 
collecting and disseminating statistics on 
higher education mobility at all levels: in-
tra-European Union, Europe to the rest of 
the world, horizontal Erasmus-like mobility, 
and vertical/degree mobility. !e education 
ministers in Europe recommended in May 
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2007 that the European Commission begin 
devising a way to track and measure such 
data within Europe.

Recent statistics indicate that 27,000 degree-
mobile U.S. students are studying in the 
European Union. To facilitate cross-border 
exchange and student mobility, integra-
tion, transparency, and greater regional 
cooperation are seen as key, all of which are 
facilitated by the Bologna Process. 

However, there is some concern that 
Bologna may negatively affect horizontal 
mobility. Before Bologna, the average student 
spent between five and seven years getting a 
university degree. In addition, students were 
often fully funded by the government for all 
years of higher education. Students had plen-
ty of time to participate in education abroad 
even without full recognition of the work. 
In the Bologna system, many degree-track 
students have to attend a packed three-year 
bachelor’s degree immediately followed, in 
most cases, by an equally packed two-year 
master’s, and as fees are instituted for many 
programs, there is a financial incentive to 
complete programs in a timely manner. 

It is that tightening of the degree sched-
ule that may make it more difficult for 
students to go for a semester abroad. !is 
is being addressed by some higher educa-
tion institutions by mindfully planning and 
integrating education abroad so that stu-
dents receive full recognition of work and 
mobility does not delay time to graduation. 
Interestingly enough, the “lack of space” 
in a degree structure is a concern for U.S. 
colleges and universities in trying to send 
students abroad.

!at concern is helping fuel a growing in-
terest in joint/dual degrees providing for 
structured mobility within highly integrat-
ed joint study programs delivered by two or 
more higher education institutions in di"er-
ent countries. !e market for transatlantic 
joint/dual degrees at the bachelor’s level is 
enormous. “Bologna should be viewed as 
an opportunity for cooperation rather than 
competition,” notes Diana Bartelli Carlin, 
former dean of the graduate school and 
international programs at the University of 
Kansas and chair of the NAFSA Bologna 
Task Force. “Atlantis/FIPSE is a good ex-
ample of how both sides can benefit. !e 
same is true with J-1 scholars to work in U.S. 
research labs or research programs for U.S. 
undergraduates in Europe.” 

The Atlantis Program, which is joint-
ly administered and funded by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Fund for the 
Improvement of Postsecondary Education 
(FIPSE) and the European Commission’s 
Directorate General for Education and 
Culture, facilitates the development of 
transatlantic dual degrees and encourages 
U.S. students to go to Europe for one year 
of study. Specifically, Atlantis supports proj-
ects that create organizational frameworks 
for transatlantic student mobility, includ-
ing work placements and internships that 
provide language preparation and full aca-
demic credit. While in most cases, courses 
attended in Europe by U.S. students are con-
ducted in English, a language component is 
often built into the education program for 
U.S. students, which gives U.S. students the 
opportunity to learn a European language 
and earn credits. 

!ere is the tendency in the United States to 
favor short-term mobility opportunities (e.g., 
summer school or short two- to four-week 
experiences). From a European perspective, 
that is the result of insu#cient recognition 
of study abroad periods, as the short time 
period doesn’t fully allow the students to 
reap the benefits of study abroad: interna-
tional skills, adaptability, understanding, 
cross-cultural awareness, self-confidence, 
and language skills. Hence there is a need to 
promote longer education abroad, ideally of 
at least one academic semester.

Another obstacle to study abroad for 
U.S. students is parents who might be 
afraid to send their children to European 
countries other than the traditional loca-
tions, such as the United Kingdom, Italy, 
France, and Spain. In addition, some par-
ents do not like the idea of sending their 
students overseas for periods for which 
they must pay considerable fees to the U.S. 
higher education institutions in addition to 
normal tuition. (However, such a payment 
structure is not universal among U.S. insti-
tutions; many private ones actually charge 
less when a student is studying abroad.) 
!is is further linked to a perceived risk that 
the study period abroad may not be fully 
recognized, with the consequence that the 
students upon their return to the United 
States would need to take extra courses and 
pay extra fees to obtain their U.S. degree.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the Bolo-
gna process is changing higher education. 
While there are some challenges that both 
Europe and the United States will encoun-
ter due to Bologna forcing institutions to 
make accommodations, overall, it is a force 
for positive change. Indeed, the global cen-
tury has arrived. Educators no longer work 
within their country’s borders to educate 
the future—now, working across borders, 
oceans, and cultures is fast becoming the 
gold standard. 
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!e Crystal Ball 
 there will be many changes 

to the postsecondary sector. But when will the process be done? !ere 
is a stated goal to complete implementation by 2010. !e definition of 
“implementation” in the context of Bologna is that, in 2010, there will 

be no new students admitted to the old (pre-Bologna) programs. It does not mean that 
all programs will be Bologna-compliant in 2010. !ere will be, for many years after, stu-
dents that are still fulfilling the requirements of pre-Bologna programs. Implementation 
will occur in di"erent countries at di"erent rates. It may, in fact, be a generation before 
all the currently agreed upon Bologna reforms are fully in place. While total compliance 
will take time, Bologna participants note that the curve of adoption is rising sharply, 
even exponentially, and a critical mass could soon be reached.

International | Looking Ahead
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Europe’s Focus

At the latest biannual meeting of 
the Bologna countries’ education 
ministers, there was much discus-

sion about what has transpired and what 
still needs to be done as the goal of imple-
mentation nears. !e ministers established 
several priorities for the next two years as 
well as stressed the importance of the on-
going priorities of the three-cycle degree 
system, quality assurance, and recognition 
of degrees and study periods. When the 
ministers reconvene in 2009, stocktaking 
reports will shed more light on the prog-
ress of mobility, employability of graduates, 
the Bologna Process in a global context, 
and the social dimension—all of which will 
require improvements in data collection so 
that progress can actually be measured. !e 
ministers, therefore, have requested that the 
European Commission “develop comparable 
and reliable indicators and data to measure 
progress towards the overall objective for 
the social dimension and student and sta" 
mobility in all Bologna countries. Data in 
this field should cover participative equity 
in higher education as well as employability 
for graduates.”

The two main goals of the EHEA—in-
creasing mobility and the employability 
of graduates—cannot be realized until the 
EHEA is fully established. Naturally, it will 
likely be many years after implementation 
that enough data is gathered and evaluated 
to know to what degree mobility and em-
ployability have been improved. 

!e ministers noted during their London 
meeting that progress on increasing mobil-
ity has been made since 1999, but “many 
challenges remain.” With that in mind, Bo-
logna countries will be taking further action 
on promoting the mobility of students and 
sta", including measures for future evalu-
ation. Specifically, they will address issues 
relating to immigration, recognition, insuf-
ficient financial incentives, and inflexible 

pension arrangements. While it is the do-
main of the governments to facilitate the 
delivery of visas and residence and work 
permits, the ministers will undertake to 
work within their governments for prog-
ress in that area. Implementing fully the 
recognition tools and procedures is also on 
the agenda, as are devising further incen-
tives for mobility for both sta" and students, 
such as encouraging a significant increase 
in the number of joint programs and the 
creation of flexible curricula. The minis-
ters also agreed to establish a network of 
national experts to share information, and 
help to identify and overcome obstacles to 
the portability of grants and loans.

!e Bologna ministers will also be seeking 
more detail on how to improve employabil-
ity in relation to each of these three degree 
cycles, as well as in the context of lifelong 
learning. !is will involve the responsibilities 
of all stakeholders, said the ministers: 

“Governments and higher education in-
stitutions will need to communicate more 
with employers and other stakeholders on 
the rationale for their reforms. We will work, 
as appropriate, within our governments to 
ensure that employment and career struc-
tures within the public service are fully 
compatible with the new degree system. We 
urge institutions to further develop partner-
ships and cooperation with employers in 
the ongoing process of curriculum innova-
tion based on learning outcomes” (London 
Communiqué). 

What Can 
U.S. Campuses Expect?

At the most basic and highest levels, 
U.S. institutions will need to devel-
op strategies for dealing with the 

outcomes-based degree structure of Bolo-
gna. Due to the autonomous nature of U.S. 
higher education, there will be no “one-size-
fits-all” policy from the government or any 
of the higher education associations, nor 
will there be individual policies issued by 
those entities. It will come down to each in-

stitution creating its own policy. And those 
policies and decisions should be based on 
what is in the best interest of each institu-
tion, based on individual mission statements 
and goals. Variety, it seems, will still be com-
monplace, and it is likely that there will be 
as many shades of “bachelor’s” degrees in 
Europe as there are in the United States. 

“Bologna is about complexity not con-
formity,” explains Diana Bartelli Carlin, 
former dean of the graduate school and 
international programs at the University 
of Kansas. “European higher education is 
not monolithic among and within signa-
tory countries. !e same is true of the U.S. 
system as a result of decentralized universi-
ties. !us, it is impossible to establish a set 
of guidelines or policies to propose that all 
U.S. universities should use.”

For some higher education institutions, 
making policy changes may be in the best in-
terest of continuing transatlantic exchanges 
and joint/dual-degree programs. For others, 
such change may come down to helping the 
institution maintain e"orts to internationalize 
the campus, or to best position a university 
for “competing” for the best and the brightest 
minds. As a component of this reengineering 
process, colleges and universities will likely 
find it useful to examine more closely what 
are their true criteria for admissions, and what 
do their degrees really require for entry.

At the NAFSA-EAIE symposium on 
Bologna in Amsterdam in March 2007, this 
topic was examined, and what follows are 
the key areas that participants felt were criti-
cal for charting the next 18 months.

For campus policymakers, the competitive 
aspect of Europe in a “Bologna-mode” may 
get the most attention, but the more impor-
tant step is to realize which opportunities 
will most benefit the institution. Joint/dual 
degrees are expected to be where the best 
opportunities will arise. !ose partnerships 
are easier than in the past due to the tools 
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of transparency and should be stimulated 
by Bologna as better information facilitates 
the creation of joint degrees. Further, cam-
puses should showcase their success stories 
of joint/dual degree programs and other 
partnerships, which in turn, will provide 
guidance for how to pursue new partnerships 
and possibly stimulate additional ones.

!ere will be more emphasis on evaluating 
Bologna-compliant programs, and establish-
ing a system or procedure for handling such 
evaluations should be done earlier rather than 
later. While there are uncharted waters ahead, 
higher education institutions can provide 
context for their evaluations by reviewing and 
consulting their own mission statements, as 
well as that of the partner institutions when 
evaluating programs. U.S. colleges and uni-
versities should also look to their comparable 
European partner institutions to assist them 
in the evaluation of other European institu-
tions as well, as the intra-Europe information 
base is being built, albeit slowly. When work-
ing with partner higher education institutions, 
the receiving institution should obtain curric-
ulum outlines (programs of study) with ECTS 
credits from the partner institutions and have 
faculty review them. 

Higher education institutions must be 
creative and seek to understand the new 
paradigms and a#liations. As a component 
of that, policymakers should not look at a 
transcript in only terms of years but rather 
at the student’s overall preparation, including 
secondary education. (European education 
often introduces the general education in the 
final years of secondary education.) 

“!is is something that maybe we should 
have been doing all along,” says Ted McK-
own, director of Kent State’s international 
recruitment and admissions. “When Euro-
pean students reach the postsecondary level, 
they generally do have a better educational 
foundation than their U.S. counterparts. 

Yes, that’s a generalization; there are always 
exceptions. However, it is also true that the 
U.S. secondary system is providing varying 
levels of educational quality. Perhaps the 
Bologna Process standardizes European 
tertiary education to the point that we in 
the United States now have to re-think what 
is most important from student’s viewpoint 
not what we think is best for the student.”

Keeping colleges and universities up to date 
on the Bologna process and what trends 
are emerging will also be critical. Graduate 
administrators and graduate faculty on the 
admissions committees need to be trained. 
Bologna workshops and seminars o"ered 
by professional associations are a source for 
this training.) Once a policy is formulated 
and implemented, postsecondary institu-
tions must also re-examine the policy on a 
regular schedule—similar to what is done for 
mission statements—to make sure the policy 
is e"ective and relevant. As a part of that, 
su#cient data and information from pri-
mary sources must be tracked or otherwise 
obtained so that the institution can measure 
the policy’s e"ectiveness. 

When 2010 comes, it will mark the final step 
in the Bologna Process as the new era of the 
EHEA is ushered in. But the collaboration 
of the European education ministers will 

continue as the EHEA grapples with new 
challenges as a result of globalization. “We 
will take 2010 as an opportunity to reformu-
late the vision that motivated us in setting 
the Bologna Process in motion in 1999 and 
to make the case for an EHEA underpinned 
by values and visions that go beyond issues of 
structures and tools,” so swore the ministers 
following the London meeting. “We under-
take to make 2010 an opportunity to reset 
our higher education systems on a course 
that looks beyond the immediate issues and 
makes them fit to take up the challenges that 
will determine our future.”

Normally, education initiatives are 
launched and finished within one city, 
state, region, or nation. Not this time. !e 
Bologna Process o"ers an unprecedented 
opportunity: it has created a way for edu-
cators in Europe and in other countries to 
think strategically about working together in 
one mission: to prepare future generations 
to better interact with world. How often 
do institutions have the chance to really 
evaluate if they are admitting prospective 
students equitably, preparing graduates for 
the future and if they are, on the whole, ac-
complishing their missions?  

!e status quo tends to sneak up on even 
the most renowned institutions. Bologna 
provides educators a chance to look closely 
into their own institutions to reposition 
them for the first time within a global con-
text and consider the future that graduates 
will face on a global scale. For international 
educators, this unique gift should not be 
wasted—both thought and action are re-
quired. Staying up-to-date on changes and 
adjusting campus procedures is crucial 
to achieving the promise of Bologna. !e 
year 2010, although it is the final step in the 
Bologna process, is surely the beginning 
an ongoing wave improvements in higher 
education in the future as more and more 
students across the world will cross borders 
in pursuit of higher education, which will in 
turn, open even wider doors to greater inter-
cultural collaboration and understanding. 
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