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Foreword

On 30 and 31 May 2017 a consortium of six 
European higher education institutions 
in Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, the Nether-
lands, Spain, and Frontex, the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency together 
with the Lithuanian Centre for Quality As-
sessment in Higher Education (SKVC) organ-
ised a conference titled Single Accreditation of 
Joint Programmes – Turning the Bologna Guideline 
into Reality. The conference was hosted by 
Mykolas Romeris University (Lithuania) in 
Vilnius.

One of the aims of the conference was to 
stimulate discussions on how to facilitate 
single accreditation of the European Joint 
Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management implemented by a consortium 
consisting of the Defence Academy of the 
Netherlands; National Distance Education 
University (Spain); Mykolas Romeris Univer-
sity (Lithuania); University of Salamanca 
(Spain); Rezekne Academy of Technologies 
(Latvia); Estonian Academy of Security Sci-
ences and coordinated by Frontex, and the 
European Union Border and Coast Guard 
Agency. However, the conference was not 
devoted to discussion of one single case, but 
rather on this basis aiming to contribute 
towards a broader goal to clarify in practi-
cal terms the remaining obstacles for sin-
gle accreditation of joint programmes as 
was agreed by all Ministers of European 
Higher Education Area in May 2015, when 
The European Approach for Quality Assur-
ance of Joint Programmes was endorsed. 

There was a need to better understand vari-
ous national contexts and explore ideas on 
“what”, “how” and “when” the regulation 
could be changed on the national levels and 
promoted internationally, as well by joint 
efforts of policymakers and implementers 
on various levels.

The main actors within the European 
Higher Education Area such as EC’s, BFUG’s, 
ENQA’s, EQAR’s, EUA’s, EURASHE’s, ECA’s, 
ESU’s, and ENIC-NARIC’s representatives as 
well as representatives of the quality assur-
ance agencies of Lithuania, Latvia, Esto-
nia, Spain and the Netherlands were invited 
to present their insights and recommenda-
tions on these issues. This publication pre-
sents some of the input and discussions that 
were raised by them and others during the 
conference. All presentations of the partic-
ipants can be found at the conference web-
site http://jpsa2017.mruni.eu/

We would like to thank everyone who has 
contributed to this publication, the confer-
ence and all the valuable discussions on pos-
sible solutions during the conference with 
the hope that certain recommendations 
agreed will be implemented in practice. 
Frontex, the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency, deserves our special grati-
tude for funding this important conference 
for the European Higher Education Area.

Prof. Dr Inga Žalėnienė
Chairperson of Conference Steering Committee
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Welcome address 

Inga Žalėnienė
Vice-Rector for Education and Research, Mykolas Romeris University  
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Distinguished Guests and Dear Colleagues,  
Experts, Observers and Students,

Welcome to the “Single Accreditation of Joint 
Programmes – Turning the Bologna Guide-
line into Reality” conference, which is or-
ganized jointly by the EU FRONTEX agency, 
the Lithuanian Centre for Quality Assess-
ment in Higher Education (SKVC) and Myko-
las Romeris University. It is an honour and a 
great pleasure to address this unique gath-
ering today and to acknowledge all of you. 
Today’s conference symbolizes a broader 
meaning and heralds a new era in higher 
education – and I am glad we are here to wit-
ness it.

Since the last decade, there has been a 
rapid expansion of higher education insti-
tutions offering joint programmes. Nearly 
all higher education institutions worldwide 
are engaged in some international activi-
ties including mobility of students and staff, 
mutual learning, and greater opportunities 
for cooperation. Joint Study Programmes 
have become the hallmark in ensuring in-
ternational quality assurance, and creat-
ing new possibilities for students to develop 
knowledge, skills and experience than tra-
ditional study programmes could by a single 
institution. MRU in cooperation with the EU 
FRONTEX agency and five other European 
higher education institutions from Estonia, 
Latvia, the Netherlands and Spain developed 
the European Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management for Bachelor’s 
Graduates possessing relevant work experi-
ence in the State Border Guard Service for 
3 years and wishing to broaden their knowl-
edge and gain new skills and experience. The 
EU FRONTEX agency has demonstrated its 
support through its active involvement in 
the application process as well as providing 

financing for the joint study programme. 
We are aware that the implementation, 
quality assurance and recognition of joint 
study programmes are not an easy task and 
we are very grateful for the support from the 
Lithuanian Centre for Quality Assessment in 
Higher Education (SKVC) for creating favour-
able conditions that ensure academic recog-
nition of foreign credentials and access to 
information about the role of higher educa-
tion systems and the qualification recogni-
tion process. At regional level, continuous 
efforts are still needed to agree on common 
provisions for external quality assurance 
that are acceptable to everyone in Europe. 
To date, the Bologna Follow-up Group has 
developed principles that should be followed 
in the development, implementation and as-
sessment of joint study programmes with-
out the need to apply additional national 
criteria. Moreover, other quality assurance 
agencies and stakeholders have worked tire-
lessly to develop and test different models for 
making recognition and quality assurance 
of joint study programmes an easier process.

The added value of a joint degree programme 
cannot be overemphasized as it is more than 
contractual – it represents a co-joint rela-
tionship based on mutual understanding on 
the development of a new arena for knowl-
edge, and hence the prime objective should 
be to improve the quality of the education 
and research, study process and to raise ac-
ademic standards even higher.

Let us use the opportunity today to work 
towards ensuring that such procedures be-
come a reality, that we begin the journey to 
agree on the key priorities for assessing joint 
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programmes, to identify the essential core 
areas deemed necessary to foster and facil-
itate the accreditation processes more read-
ily and easily for all stakeholders involved. 
Let us remember that as leaders shaping the 
younger generations’ future, we have a re-
sponsibility to encourage diversity across 
borders, quality education, respect and mu-
tual appreciation of cultures and individual 
experiences in the sphere of internationali-
zation of higher education. Joint study pro-
grammes are now a characteristic feature of 

the globalization process and a tool for cross-
border matching of supply and demand of 
talent and skills through education.

So today, I encourage you to be active and en-
gage in a fruitful exchange of ideas, effec-
tive networking, and discussions that lead 
to more thought-provoking and inspiring so-
lutions. I wish you a memorable conference 
here in Vilnius. Welcome to Mykolas Rom-
eris University and to Lithuania. Thank you.
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Opening speech 

1	 Bucharest Communiqué, p. 2
2	 Bucharest Communiqué, p. 4
3	 Bucharest Communiqué, p. 4
4	 In Work plan 2012-2015 (BFUG structures underpinning the 2012-2015 work plan).
5	 In Background Report on the European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes, July 2014, p. 3

Françoise Profit
Head of Bologna Follow‑Up Group Secretariat  
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Dear Colleagues, Dear Friends,

First of all, I would like to thank the organ-
izers for inviting me today. As Head of the 
Bologna Follow‑Up Group Secretariat I am 
honoured to take part in this international 
conference. The title of the conference con-
tains the words “turning the Bologna guide-
line into reality”; I will, in a few words, 
attempt to follow this guideline and see how 
far it has turned into reality.

In 2005 the topic of Quality Assurance in 
the Bologna process was raised as one of 
the main issues, and ministers adopted 
the first ESG. In the Bucharest Communiqué, in 
2012, Ministers “acknowledge[d] the ENQA, 
ESU, EUA and EURASHE (the E4 group) re-
port on the implementation and application 
of the “European Standards and Guidelines 
for Quality Assurance” (ESG)”. They asked 
for a revision of the ESG “to improve their 
clarity, applicability and usefulness, in-
cluding their scope. The revision [would] 
be based upon an initial proposal to be pre-
pared by the E4 in cooperation with Edu-
cation International, BUSINESSEUROPE 
and the European Quality Assurance Reg-
ister for Higher Education (EQAR), which 
[would] be submitted to the Bologna Follow-
Up Group”. They “welcome[d] the external 
evaluation of EQAR and […] encourage[d] 
quality assurance agencies to apply for reg-
istration. [They] allow[ed] EQAR-registered 
agencies to perform their activities across 
the EHEA, while complying with national 

requirements. In particular, [they] aimed 
to recognise quality assurance decisions of 
EQAR-registered agencies on joint and dou-
ble degree programmes.”1

Finally, they “encourage[d] higher educa-
tion institutions to further develop joint 
programmes and degrees as part of a wider 
EHEA approach.”2 They expressed their will-
ingness to “examine national rules and 
practices relating to joint programmes and 
degrees as a way to dismantle obstacles to 
cooperation and mobility embedded in na-
tional contexts.”3

Following this commitment, the Bologna 
Follow‑Up Group commissioned an ad hoc 
expert group to draft “a policy proposal for a 
specific European accreditation approach for 
joint programmes, which should be applied 
to all those joint programmes that [were] 
subject to compulsory programme accredi-
tation at national level”.4

In its report, the group stated that the main 
problems [were] related to recognition issues 
and quality assurance. It underlined, as a 
general rule, that “joint programmes chal-
lenge the existing national quality assur-
ance systems: institutions from different 
higher education systems, with different 
political and legal systems as well as dif-
ferent quality assurance regimes, jointly 
develop and offer a study programme.”5 It 
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indicated several national quality assurance 
processes as well. The report also recom-
mended that “In a joint quality assurance 
process several agencies [should] work to-
gether and agree on a common assessment 
framework”6, but moreover, it [would] be 
better to propose an integrated process by 
setting up “a single quality assurance proce-
dure [which should propose] only one agency 
and one assessment framework for carrying 
out the procedure. The framework consists 
of two building blocks: the European shared 
component (the “core”) and the relevant na-
tional components (the “plus”).”7

Thus, on the basis of the report of this ad 
hoc group, the European Approach for Qual-
ity Assurance of Joint Programmes has been 
developed to ease the external quality as-
surance of these programmes. In 2015, in 
Yerevan, the Ministers officially took a sec-
ond step with the adoption of the Stand-
ards and Guidelines (ESG) in the EHEA, and 
they also adopted the European Approach 
for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes. 
This new step should have provided a ba-
sis for all stakeholders on how to guaran-
tee quality assurance and its twin purposes 
of responsibility and enhancement. Never-
theless, we can notice that the implementa-
tion of the ESG is not as good as it should be.

In fact, one of the main problems lies in 
cross-border quality assurance. “The EHEA 
countries present very different situations 
with regard to internationalisation and 
mobility.”8 “However, and according to the 
2015 Implementation report, more than half of 
them lacked a national internationalisation 
strategy or guidance to the various stake-
holders involved in the internationalisation 
process.”9

The main difficulty we have to face is im-
plementation and the ability of higher ed-
ucation to be evaluated by non-national 
QAA. In 2015, “Armenia and Austria [were] 

6	 In Background Report on the European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes, July 2014, p. 4
7	 In Background Report on the European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes, July 2014, p. 4
8	 The European Higher Education Area in 2015: Bologna process Implementation report, p. 22
9	 Idem
10	 The European Higher Education Area in 2015: Bologna process Implementation report, p. 95

the only examples of countries that [had] 
opened up the possibility to their higher ed-
ucation institutions to undertake evalua-
tions with a foreign agency. Around 75 % of 
systems failed to follow through on the Bu-
charest Communiqué commitment to allow 
their institutions to be evaluated by EQAR 
registered agencies”.10

During today’s conference, we will have an 
update on the situation and we will see the 
progress made since then. During the pe-
riod 2015–2018, within the framework of the 
work plan of the Bologna Follow‑Up Group, 
the working group on Implementation set 
up a dedicated session last autumn in France 
in Nice concerning “Internationalisation of 
(External) Quality Assurance in the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area trying to iden-
tify the main trends and developments”. 
During that meeting, the debates high-
lighted the lack of reciprocal understand-
ing by both sending and host countries, the 
main problem pointed out in that case being 
the quality assurance framework. The need 
for a proper memorandum of understand-
ing signed by the host country and the in-
stitutions operating in it, was highlighted.

Many other points were brought up during 
the discussions such as:
◆◆ the lack of a common language or the 

very different levels of English of the peo-
ple involved;

◆◆ the legal aspects as well as the cultural 
differences;

◆◆ the connection between cross-border 
quality assurance and high financial 
costs. According to a recent ENQA study, 
most cross-border activities of quality as-
surance agencies are self-funded.

It was underlined that cross-border quality 
assurance creates an opportunity to think 
“outside the box” and share experience, and 
poses new challenges and motivation to mo-
bile agencies. Considering the diversity of 
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the problems and the diversity of specific 
national criteria, we understand why we 
will, today and tomorrow, work to improve 
accreditation practices of joint programmes 
and, more specifically, around the European 
Joint Master’s Programme in Strategic Bor-
der Management.

I truly hope today’s and tomorrow’s discus-
sions on the challenges, problems, obstacles 
and actions needed to implement single ac-
creditation of European joint programmes 
will help to put the EHEA policies into prac-
tice. Thank you for your attention.
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Opening speech 

Giedrius Viliūnas
Vice-Minister for Higher Education, Ministry of Education and Science, Republic of Lithuania  
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Dear Members of the European Joint Master’s in Strategic 
Border Management consortium, Distinguished Guests, 
Dear Colleagues,

It is a pleasure and honour to welcome you 
in Lithuania, at Mykolas Romeris Univer-
sity, on behalf of the Ministry of Education 
and Science of the Republic of Lithuania on 
the occasion of this important event – the 
“Single Accreditation of Joint Programmes – 
Turning the Bologna Guideline into Reality” 
international conference.

If we look at the implementation reports 
of the European Higher Education Area we 
can observe that Lithuania is among the top 
countries in regard to adoption of the Bolo-
gna reforms. We have a fully functional sys-
tem of European degrees and study cycles, a 
well-developed and fully accredited external 
quality assurance system, continuous and 
targeted discussions on empowering stu-
dent-centred learning at institutions, and 
nowadays we are in the process of installing 
short cycle studies in our system of higher 
learning and vocational training.

An important feature that distinguishes our 
higher education system is international 
openness. We are among the few countries 
that fully allow EQAR-registered quality 
agencies of other countries to evaluate our 
study programmes and this evaluation is 
recognized without limitations for our na-
tional accreditation. We have a very good 
progress in widening the offer of interna-
tional study programmes of various types 

at our higher education institutions and are 
keen to welcome more international stu-
dents and teachers in our country.

That is why we are very proud of the initi-
ative of Mykolas Romeris University, Lith-
uanian Centre for Quality Assessment in 
Higher Education (SKVC), EU FRONTEX 
agency and the European Joint Master’s in 
Strategic Border Management consortium 
to foster the implementation of one of the 
very practical and nonetheless slow-moving 
guidelines of the Bologna Process – single 
accreditation of joint programmes. We do 
understand though the amount of obstacles 
this can encounter in the legislation and es-
pecially people’s mindsets in such rich and 
different higher education systems of our 
Europe. At the same time, we are deeply con-
vinced that this is one of the very important 
drivers of the unification of the European 
Higher Education Area which we are enthu-
siastic about.

Let me thank in advance of this event the EU 
FRONTEX agency that has done a ground-
breaking work regarding the subject matter 
of this conference; to ensure that the Minis-
try of Education and Science of the Republic 
of Lithuania is absolutely open and support-
ive to suggestions and recommendations you 
will produce; and to wish you a very fruitful 
conference and a beautiful stay in Vilnius.
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Opening speech 

Henrik Wärnhjelm
Head of Training Unit, Frontex, EU Agency 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Dear Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The core task of the European Border and 
Coast Guard Agency, Frontex is to promote 
operational cooperation among the national 
authorities working in the field of border 
management. Interoperability is a clear 
prerequisite for efficient cooperation, – and 
to achieve a high level of interoperability, 
proper training and education is needed. 
Our training mission is to support the Mem-
ber States to achieve a high, efficient and 
uniform level of border and coast guarding.

We aim to promote a common European Bor-
der and Coast Guard culture with high eth-
ical standards. Efforts to develop common 
European standards for border and coast 
guard training were already made prior to 
the establishment of Frontex by introduc-
ing the Common Core Curriculum for bor-
der guard basic training. The Common Core 
Curriculum was later revised and the fourth 
edition of this document is to be launched 
next month. It took us, however, some time 
to realize that in order to have as strong im-
pact as possible on the European and Coast 
Guard community, we need to target also 
the future leaders. At the same time, a gap 
in the education system for border and coast 
guard officers was identified. While Mas-
ter’s programmes on policing are available 
in every Member State, no programme on 
border management is delivered anywhere. 
To fill this gap and to get the desired im-
pact, the European Joint Master’s in Stra-
tegic Border Management programme was 
developed. This programme is strongly an-
chored in the professional sector for which 
it has been developed. It originates from the 
border and coast guard community and it is 
developed in collaboration. Designed as a 

programme where the learning has a prac-
tical application for the ultimate beneficiar-
ies – the European Border and Coast Guards.

It was obvious from the very beginning that 
the programme should be made accessible to 
potential students from all Member States. 
This was one of the reasons why it was con-
sidered import to achieve a joint award. This 
proved, however, to be quite a challenge due 
to the differences between the national reg-
ulations on higher education. During the 
development of the programme we seemed 
to be close to bumping into the walls. The 
development of the programme was indeed 
an exciting learning experience for all in-
volved in it. We will shortly have the oppor-
tunity to learn more about the programme 
and the sometimes even painful history of 
its development.

The experience gained during the devel-
opment of the European Joint Master’s in 
Strategic Border Management programme 
shows that there is still much to be done in 
order to harmonize national regulations on 
higher education. I do hope that during this 
conference we will be able to identify some 
of the obstacles and eventually also find so-
lutions to overcome them. The core of the 
Bologna principles is after all to harmonize 
and enhance interoperability. These prin-
ciples correlate actually very strongly with 
the strategic goals of the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency, Frontex. What we 
especially want to do is to achieve interop-
erability and enhance a common European 
Border and Coast Guard culture. In this re-
gard, I believe that what will follow now is 
of great importance. Thank you.
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2 
PLENARY  
CONTRIBUTIONS



European Joint Master’s 
in Strategic Border Management 
– a reflective history

11	 www.frontex.europa.eu 
12	 REGULATION (EU) 2016/1624 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 

14 September 2016 on the European Border and Coast Guard and amending Regulation (EU) 
2016/399 of the European Parliament and of the Council and repealing Regulation (EC) No 863/2007 
of the European Parliament and of the Council, Council Regulation (EC) No 2007/2004 and Council 
Decision 2005/267/EC

Anemona Peres
Project Manager of the European Joint Master’s programme  
in Strategic Border Management, Frontex, EU Agency 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Introduction

An important task of Frontex, the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency,11 is to sup-
port training and education of national bor-
der guards through the establishment of 
common training standards at European 
level. Frontex has successfully developed 
“common curricula” for border guard ed-
ucation and training that were adopted by 
the Member States and implemented at na-
tional level, in line with the common train-
ing principles and the training philosophy 
of Frontex (Frontex, 2015c). Frontex activi-
ties in the field of border guard education 
aim to promote a European border guard cul-
ture with high standards on fundamental 
rights, ethics and leadership. The European 
Joint Master’s in Strategic Border Manage-
ment is a result of a Frontex project aiming 
to develop a European common education 
programme for mid / high-level officers of 
agencies responsible for border security in 
the EU, focusing on promoting strategic 
leadership and enhancing European coop-
eration in border management.

Background and rationale

The grounds for developing this European 
Joint  Master’s Programme lay in Art. 8p 

and Art 36. of the Frontex amended regula-
tion12 which stipulates the development of 
common European learning standards for 
border guard officers (“common core cur-
ricula”), and the Stockholm Programme 
(2010) which emphasizes the necessity to 
create frameworks for engaging the law en-
forcement officers in various forms of ex-
change / mobility programmes, to contribute 
to the development of a common culture and 
common approach to European border secu-
rity, in accordance with Frontex mandate 
in the field of border guard training. More-
over, the Internal Security Strategy for the 
European Union (European Council, 2010) 
encourages the European bodies to adopt a 
strategic approach to professional training 
in order to strengthen the national capac-
ity of the Member States (MS), reinforcing 
the European dimension of training and 
European cooperation in the law enforce-
ment field.

One of the main added values of this EU Mas-
ter’s programme, in addition to its key Eu-
ropean dimension resides in the fact that 
it fills the current gap in border guard ed-
ucation across the EU, as in Europe there 
is no higher education programme at Mas-
ter’s level focused on Strategic Border Man-
agement. Therefore, much interest was 
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expressed towards Frontex by the MS to ad-
dress the common needs of this particular 
target group  – mid and high-level border 
guard officers across the EU. Moreover, as no 
MS could afford to establish at national level 
such a Master’s Programme for their lim-
ited number of high-level officers working in 
a border management function at strategic 
level, the development of a Joint Master’s at 
European level is a great opportunity for all 
MS to qualify and provide a professional de-
velopment opportunity for their high-level 
officers, in a European framework. From a fi-
nancial point of view, this Joint Master’s offer 
to the Border Guard community is an impor-
tant mechanism to streamline the high-level 
education initiatives and costs, in a coordi-
nated approach, avoiding overlaps, dupli-
cation or inconsistencies and irrelevance of 
training for the respective target. From a 
European perspective, this programme is a 
highly cost-effective investment in European 
border guard executive education.

The goal of the programme was to bring to-
gether in the same classroom the present 
and future leaders of each border guard 
organisation in Europe13, and to create 
learning opportunities for them to study 
together, to learn from each other, to under-
stand each other’s countries’ challenges and 
issues, to see how the same problems are 
dealt with in a different country, the advan-
tages and limitations of each approach, to 
draw from the current operational context 
in which the entire learning was embedded 
and to develop together solutions that work 
in practice, in the best interests of European 
border security and of the sending border 
guard organisations – which are the ulti-
mate beneficiary. This will also contribute to 
the policymaking process at European level 
in the field of border management.

Based on an open call to the MS border guard 
organisations that was targeting the devel-
opment of a higher education programme 

13	 During the first iteration, 2015–2017, 27 border guard leaders from authorities with border 
management responsibilities within the EU and SAC (Austria Switzerland, Estonia, Spain Guardia 
Civil, Spain National Police, Finland, France, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Sweden and the Partner Organization EU-Lisa) enrolled in the 
programme and 23 successfully graduated on 7 June 2017.

for medium-level officers, the project was 
initiated in early 2012, with a group of en-
thusiastic universities and academies from 
Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Ireland, France, 
Romania, Spain, the Netherlands and Malta 
which had expressed an interest to embark 
on the development of a consortium for the 
purpose of this programme. Along the way, 
some of these institutions faced challenges 
and limitations arising from national edu-
cation regulations that forced them to re-
consider their level of engagement within 
the programme, from potential full con-
sortium partners (co-awarding) to associate 
partners (non-awarding) or supporters and 
simply providers of expertise (in the case of 
Romania). The main issues encountered are 
presented here, as well the solutions iden-
tified or abandoned. Particular efforts were 
made by some prospective consortium part-
ners in lobbying for amendment of the re-
spective national restrictive laws to enable 
the institutions to remain on board with 
the consortium, and with the remarkable 
involvement of the supporting border guard 
organisations important steps were taken in 
this direction (Estonia, Latvia).

Description of the programme

The programme aims to advance and pro-
mote the highest standards in cooperation 
and interoperability at EU borders and the 
harmonisation of professional standards, 
as well as protecting and promoting funda-
mental rights within the border manage-
ment and border control activities. It aims 
to empower European Border Guard man-
agers to rely on and apply professional judg-
ment by equipping them with knowledge 
and skills that are benchmarked and evi-
dence-based, providing a stimulating and 
innovative environment for teaching, learn-
ing and research.

The Joint Master’s had the opportunity to 
draw from the best expertise across the 

17 of 112



EU, valuing academic cooperation and stu-
dent / teacher exchange, but also developing 
expertise in the border guard field through 
the degree programme’s delivery and devel-
opment of teachers.

The structure of a joint degree is well suited 
to achieving important outcomes for the 
learners, teaching institutions and opera-
tional agencies involved in this programme. 
It brings academic credibility to the exper-
tise that exists in border guard (BG) organi-
sations, fosters and enhances collaboration 
and cooperation across the EU and addresses 
challenges faced by BG organisations with 
a European solution, in a flexible learning 
paradigm that aligns with the training sys-
tem of each MS and creates a standard for 
collaborative learning.

The academic standards of the programme 
are commensurate with the highest level of 
international developments in this sphere. 
The bringing together of the knowledge and 
experience of mid-high-level BG manag-
ers across Europe is designed to enrich the 
learning experience for all participants. An 
ethos of critical self-evaluation and peer re-
view is fostered, ensuring the cross-fertilisa-
tion of European and international practice 
and encouraging a comparative approach to 
national practices (Frontex, 2015d).

The underlying rationale for this pro-
gramme includes the strong demand for 
higher standards of education in the bor-
der management sector, in particular for 
education which is focused on skills and 
competences acquired through problem-
solving in an applied professional context, 
as well as evidence-based knowledge de-
veloped in formal academic and discipli-
nary structures. The Master’s Programme 
is completely learner centred, focusing on 
the relevance of the learning requirements 
for operational competences.

Learners are exposed to management prac-
tices in border security across the EU as each 
class has learners from every MS / SAC. The pro-
gramme curriculum was designed and deliv-
ered by international experts from over 20 EU 
countries and international organisations 

 involved in border security. The academic 

institutions that form the consortium 

 for the programme delivery benefit from 
mutual exchange processes that enhance 
theory and practice in the field of border 
management. The organisations and agen-
cies responsible for border security / border 
guarding in each MS / SAC benefit through 
enhanced capacity for operational cooper-
ation and interoperability at EU borders, 
which is also one of the key goals of Fron-
tex. The students are offered an opportunity 
to learn in a context that reflects operational 
reality, to advance best practice in border 
guarding by studying together and to rein-
force the European dimension of the BG job 
while contributing to the creation of a Eu-
ropean BG culture at higher levels.

The programme is made up of 90 ECTS cred-
its. One ECTS credit reflects 28 hours of stu-
dent learning activity directly related to the 
programme outcomes. It is delivered over 
three Stages, each stage representing one se-
mester of full-time study, carrying 30 ECTS 
credits. Stage 1 and 2 contain the taught 
component of the programme and Stage 3 
is comprised solely of dissertation work. The 
programme also incorporates independent 
learning, an experiential learning element 
which is applied in the operational context 
and intensive contact sessions. The taught 
component comprises 8 modules of 5 ECTS 
credits each and 2 capstone modules by the 
end, each of 10 ECTS credits, one of which is 
dedicated to researching integrating man-
agement practices, preparing the students 
for the dissertation stage.

Development process

Principles of programme design

Cooperation and collaboration: the pro-
gramme was developed in a collaborative 
framework, aiming to model and demon-
strate cooperation in all its elements, from 
design, to delivery and to validation, from 
the consortium structure, to the learning 
experience offered to the students. A true 
joint curriculum was developed in collabo-
ration, and not just by the institutions de-
livering the modules. The programme and 
the consortium structure show that we are 
not a “collection of institutions” delivering 
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individual modules, but a coherent joint 
degree, demonstrating “unity, not multi-
plicity”. A consultative process was set at 
all levels of the programme, from techni-
cal work to governance decisions, to reflect 
this principle in practice.

A shared learning experience for the de-
velopers: the challenges to all our systems 
are seen as an opportunity to explore the 
best way of doing joint degrees in a Euro-
pean context, aligning to the principles de-
riving from the Bologna process (Bologna 
Declaration, 1999).

Inclusiveness: the programme must offer 
flexible options and learning pathways to 
meet the needs of the target group. It must 
be accessible and relevant to all national bor-
der guard organisations in the EU.

A “True” Joint degree: Joint development, 
joint delivery, a joint award and joint val-
idation. A programme meeting all legal 
and policy requirements of all consortium 
(awarding) partners, in line with Frontex 
Training values and ethos (Frontex, 2015c). 
Aware of the challenges of an innovative 
approach, the developers aimed to dem-
onstrate that the Bologna process works 
in practice and that internationalisation 
of learning is not just a declarative ideal. 
Creating a true joint experience for the stu-
dents leads to a joint award that – it was be-
lieved – truly reflects the values of the EU 
and the programme ethos, promoting a cul-
ture of jointness, cooperation, equality and 
respect for all the different academic tradi-
tions whilst reaching harmonisation.

“Mini-university” system – a shared gov-
ernance structure with distributed roles 
across the consortium, ensuring an inte-
grated management of the programme and 
shared quality assurance responsibilities 
that aim to demonstrate “unity”, not “mul-
tiplicity”, promoting a “culture of jointness” 
(EUA, 2006).

14	 It was noted by the accreditation panel in the evaluation report that there is a limited research base 
currently in the field of border management, which is reflected in the low number of PhD teachers 
of the programme (approx. 65 %) The commitment of the programme developers to increase this 
rate was demonstrated not only through attracting more universities with well-known research 
traditions, but also through establishing a joint PhD initiative, a new project encouraging research 
in the new field of study created by this Master’s, along with the development of a set of level 8 
learning outcomes of the SQF for Border Guarding, as a basis for the PhD study programme.

Mobility and internationalisation: teach-
er’s and student’s mobility is at the core of 
the programme, with teachers from over 15 
countries and students from over 20 coun-
tries in the delivery. Each module board has 
a mixed composition of teaching staff from 
at least three institutions and usually mem-
bers from outside of the consortium as well, 
as the programme has the opportunity to 
draw from the best expertise available in 
the EU, from both an academic and practi-
tioner perspective.

Peer learning and peer review: not only 
do the teachers and students from a vari-
ety of cultural and professional background 
have the opportunity to work and study to-
gether, but also, the consortium promotes 
the principle of peer review and welcomes 
the involvement of external examiners and 
other peers in the review of any aspect of 
the degree programme and the consortium 
activities.

Authentic learning experience for the stu-
dents: the learning outcomes as well as the 
learning and assessment strategies of the 
programme draw from the operational re-
alities and aim at applying the theoretical 
models to a border security organisational 
context in order to improve practice.

Sustainability: the consortium is estab-
lished for a period of 6 years (extendable) 
and covers three iterations. Given the signif-
icant resources necessary to establish such 
a construction, it is nevertheless open to 
involving further new academies and uni-
versities to enrich the resources available to 
the programme.

Creating a new research field: an opportu-
nity created by this programme is the devel-
opment and encouragement of practitioners’ 
research and the creation of a  research 
community dedicated to border security14 
formed by teachers of this programme and 
students / alumni – the actual practitioners 
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who learnt to apply the research tools and 
methods to the border management or-
ganisational realities, and thus improving 
the practice. In essence, this Master’s pro-
gramme establishes a new field of applied 
research in border management that is ex-
pected to be further explored by our alumni, 
teachers and students.

Curriculum development

The learning outcomes of the programme 
were developed based on level 7 of the Sec-
toral Qualifications Framework for Border 
Guarding (SQF) that was validated across 
the EU, and thus ensuring that the learning 
standards are reflective of the operational 
requirements of all border guard organi-
sations in the EU. The SQF is a European 
voluntary framework of high-level learn-
ing outcomes and occupational standards 
that describes the BG job at all levels and 
in all areas across the EU. It serves as a ref-
erence for the design of all courses and cur-
ricula in the BG field and is aligned to the 
European Qualifications Framework (EQF) 
levels 4, 5, 6 and 7 (Peres, 2017). Learning 
areas relevant for the Master’s prospective 
learners emerged to be: strategic planning 
and evaluation, fundamental rights and 
ethics, cooperation in border security, lead-
ership and organisational development, in-
novation and technology, strategic risk and 
threat management, global context of bor-
der security, EU policies, and ultimately, 
researching border management practices. 
The SQF level 7 learning outcomes are driv-
ing the award structure and the modular 
programme structure. The SQF compe-
tence profiles are an exceptional foundation 
framework to build a curriculum relevant 
to organisational learning requirements 
across the EU (Frontex, 2013).

The curriculum and the programme con-
tent were developed by a working group led 
by Frontex, comprising over 80 academics 
and BG experts from: Austria, Belgium, 
Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Greece, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, 

15	 Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), Geneva, European Asylum Office (EASO), United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA)

Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands, Roma-
nia, Spain, Slovakia, Slovenia, Switzerland, 
the UK, and from the relevant Partner or-
ganisations (DCAF, EASO, UNHCR, IN-
TERPOL and FRA15) to ensure the European 
dimension of the learning and of the prod-
uct. The work continued for over 3 years 
to design the curriculum descriptors and 
handbooks that cover from the programme 
high-level learning outcomes, learning and 
assessment strategies down to session level 
and includes learning resources and work-
shops notes, in order to ensure consistency, 
coherency and self-sustainability of a cur-
riculum that may be delivered by various 
lecturers and professionals over the years.

Legal, awarding and policy framework

A process was set up and agreed with the 
project members operating at two levels: 
technical and governance level. At techni-
cal level, involving the experts, discussions 
were held at project group meetings and the 
experts were requested to check the propos-
als made with the national regulations at 
home and to identify the existing flexibil-
ity in the national regulations. Each work-
ing meeting would start by reports from 
the MS experts regarding the feasibility of 
the solutions designed. In the event of neg-
ative feedback, a new round of consultations 
would follow, seeking to create and verify 
new options, until a proposed parameter of 
the programme would be double checked, 
found feasible according to all national reg-
ulations and finally agreed by all members. 
In many cases the range of flexibility had 
been checked with the national agencies 
for quality assurance and accreditation, or 
at ministerial level; in more fortunate cases 
there were issues under the remit of the uni-
versities regulations that were permeable 
to adjustments in the interest and vision of 
the programme. A second higher level in-
volved the governance actors, the decision 
makers (representatives of the Academic 
Councils) that were presented with the so-
lutions agreed at technical level for their fi-
nal endorsement.
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The representatives of the prospective con-
sortium partners organized in several work-
ing groups dedicated to the development of 
the Consortium Agreement, Policies and 
Procedures, Joint Awarding Agreement, 
Financial agreements and Joint Awarding 
Agreement worked together during 2011 – 
2013 in monthly meetings of 2 – 3 days each, 
with 40 experts in total. Representatives of 
the accreditation agencies of the consortium 
countries and representatives of ministries 
of education (MoEd) joined two significant 
consultative meetings where the developers 
sought advice in an attempt to achieve solu-
tions that would be in line with the national 
regulations and not compromise the pro-
gramme standards and principles. Letters to 
MoEds were sent out by Frontex repeatedly, 
as well as by the national BG organizations, 
seeking to lobby for applying exceptions in 
the well-justified case of this joint degree. 
In some cases, these attempts were success-
ful, as will be shown later.

By end of 2013 the legal framework of the 
programme was finalised, comprising: 
the Consortium Agreement16, Joint Award-
ing Agreement17, Policies and Procedures18: 
Quality Assurance Handbook, Teacher’s 
Handbook, Student’s Handbook, Teaching 
and assessment regulations, Dissertation 
procedure; and Financial Framework Mas-
ter’s Agreement.19

All documentation, including the pro-
gramme curriculum was submitted to 
a mock validation exercise which resulted 
in a significant improvement of the QA sys-
tem of the programme and of the Quality 
Assurance handbook and the related hand-
books, based on the recommendations made 

16	  Consortium Agreement: describes the obligations and responsibilities of the partners, the 
governing structure and the arrangements made for ensuring a smooth implementation of 
a quality programme including mechanisms for quality assurance and student protection; 
it was signed on 22 May 2014 between all partners;

17	  Joint Awarding Agreement: describes the regulations and procedures for the joint parchment: 
diploma and diploma supplement;

18	  Policies and Procedures: cover all rules and regulations that derive from the programme policies 
and curriculum standards that regulate all the processes, steps, roles and functions related to the 
programme delivery and quality assurance; 

19	  Financial Framework Master’s Agreement : Frontex concluded with every Partner Institution 
and / or Complementary Entity the Financial Framework Master Agreement (FFMA), a document 
which defines the roles and responsibilities of Frontex and respective Institution or Entity as 
regards financial issues arising from the implementation of this Master’s programme

by the assessors, experienced independent 
experts in international QA and joint de-
grees trained by ECA.

Accreditation

It is acknowledged that “the accreditation 
and quality assurance of joint programmes 
is a challenge for both the higher education 
institutions and the quality assurance agen-
cies. The main apparent difficulty is the fact 
that the programme is organised by higher 
education institutions from different higher 
education systems and that each of these 
systems have their own systems of exter-
nal quality assurance. This situation creates 
a burden for joint programmes that need 
to meet all the expectations arising from 
these different (and sometimes contradic-
tory) national contexts and legal require-
ments” (ECA, 2013).

Aiming to support the simplification of the 
accreditation of joint programmes through 
a single procedure, the European Consor-
tium for Accreditation (ECA) developed an 
assessment methodology intended to re-
place the regular assessment frameworks 
of (national) accreditation bodies. Devel-
oped based on ECA principles on accredita-
tion of joint programmes (ECA, 2007), this 
methodology aims to lead towards multiple 
accreditation decisions in all relevant coun-
tries based on one initial evaluation proce-
dure (ECA, 2014).

The accreditation procedure of EJMSBM 
was coordinated by the Accreditation Or-
ganisation of the Netherlands and Flanders 
(NVAO) and performed under the ECA As-
sessment Framework for Joint Programmes 
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in Single Accreditation Procedures20 devel-
oped through the JOQAR21 project. Within 
the single accreditation procedure, the joint 
programme was assessed as a whole.

The evaluation report was expected to lead 
to several national accreditation decisions, 
as the national accreditation agencies of the 
consortium would supposedly recognise and 
accredit the programme as well, without 
having to carry out their own national pro-
cedure. This did not work entirely as fore-
seen in practice, as subsequently most of 
the consortium partners had to resubmit 
the documentation in their own language 
for a national validation, although site vis-
its were not considered necessary. However, 
all national agencies used as a reference the 
ECA report and took into consideration the 
initial recommendation for the programme 
to be accredited, issued by ECA and NVAO.

The Assessment report of the European Joint 
Master’s in Strategic Border Management in-
dicates that “(…) this programme adheres to the de-
mand for senior professionals who are strategic thinkers 
and have acquired the skills to address new solutions 
in the rapidly changing context of border manage-
ment. (…) The panel considers this new academically-
oriented joint Master programme thoroughly thought 
through, innovative, promising and welcomed by 
the professional field. (…) Academic aspects are ad-
dressed through real workplace scenarios and experien-
tial learning” (ECA, 2015). “… A bravery” in attempting 
unique and important course development (…) of an 
“undoubtful added value for border security”, a pro-
gramme that has been built on openness, honesty and 
collaboration”. “A trail blazer for future joint degrees”.22

Consortium structure and 
quality assurance system

The institutions currently forming the con-
sortium are: Estonian Academy of Security 
Sciences, Rezekne Academy of Technologies 

20	 http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/Assessment_Framework_for_Joint_Programmes_in_Single_
Accreditation_Procedures

21	 http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/JOQAR_2010-2013
22	 ECA Expert panel briefing on EJMSBM evaluation, Amsterdam, 3 December 2014 
23	 Complementary institutions are police academies and border guard training centres that support 

the connected Academic Partners and Frontex in delivering the programme by carrying out all 
organizational – logistical and administrative arrangements (transportation, accommodation, 
payments etc.).

(Latvia), Mykolas Romeris University (Lith-
uania), University of Salamanca (Spain), 
National University for Distance-Learning 
Education (Spain) and the Netherlands De-
fence Academy. The Academic Partners work 
in close collaboration with the national bor-
der guard academies, the Complementary 
Institutions23 (Academy of Guardia Civil Of-
ficers, Aranjuez, Academy of Spain National 
Police in Avila, State Border Guard College 
in Latvia, and Training and Excellence Cen-
tre of Royal Marechaussee Schiphol (The 
Netherlands).

The Academic Partners affirm and apply the 
European Standards and Guidelines for Quality As-
surance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG 
2015) and are committed to promote a “cul-
ture of jointness” (EUA, 2006).

Programme Quality Assurance 
framework

Designed as a true joint degree (equal part-
nership, network), the ethos and principles 
of the programme are reflected in the Con-
sortium Agreement; therefore it is the con-
sortium as a whole that is responsible for 
this programme. The Consortium has the 
capability to deliver a quality programme, 
it has structures in place to monitor and im-
prove the programme, and to cope with any 
emerging difficulties.

The Consortium values the distributed na-
ture of the degree programme and recog-
nises that a single common set of policies 
and procedures must be developed and ap-
plied by all, to ensure an internally coher-
ent and consistent system in line with each 
university’s regulations, and to offer a har-
monious academic experience to the stu-
dents. It was acknowledged that no single 
institution has the expertise to deliver this 
entire programme and it was intended that 
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the academic partners would share the pro-
gramme delivery. The degree programme 
was intended to demonstrate “unity”, not 
“multiplicity”, so the Consortium in essence 
created a “mini university” structure for the 
programme that involves each partner at 
all governance levels. All partners imple-
ment the quality assurance procedures and 
cooperate and participate, in a manner ap-
propriate to their respective roles, in these 
quality assurance procedures, sharing re-
sponsibilities as defined in the Consortium 
Agreement and subsequent programme reg-
ulations (Frontex, 2015a).

The consortium decides for each iteration 
of the Master’s on the programme delivery 
and the allocation of modules, ensuring a 
balance between academic partners. The 
consortium also aims to ensure that the pro-
gramme is delivered in a fair manner to all 
students and that all partners behave in the 
same way in terms of assessments; that the 
same quality standards are applied across 
the programme by all partners and the stu-
dent’s experience is at minimum the same 
as if they had completed the programme in 
one academic partner.

As a rule, there is one main delivering aca-
demic partner for each module throughout 
the duration of the Consortium Agreement 
(three iterations) as well as a backup part-
ner (for the protection of students, ensuring 
that the consortium as a whole has the ca-
pacity to deliver the programme and mecha-
nisms to cope with unexpected events). The 
composition of the module boards is rela-
tively stable in all iterations of the degree 
programme, as the same core teaching staff 
is expected to be involved in the delivery 
throughout the three iterations, with the 
exception of the Module Convenor who is as-
signed by the delivering academic partner.

The quality-oriented implementation of the 
joint degree programme, as highlighted 
by the European Guidelines for Quality 
Enhancement in EU Joint Master’s Pro-
grammes (EUA, 2006) requires the obser-
vance of a number of key aspects:
◆◆ Cooperation on the principles of trans-

parency, trust, inclusiveness, respect for 
diversity and honesty.

◆◆ Shared responsibility of all Consortium 
partners in analysing strengths and 
weaknesses in order to identify neces-
sary fields for change and improvement.

◆◆ A distributed nature of the degree pro-
gramme that is reflected in the distrib-
uted nature of the delivery, as well as in 
the quality assurance structure of the 
programme that identifies all partners 
in all governing roles and functions. It is 
acknowledged that no single institution 
has the expertise to deliver this entire 
programme and it is intended that the 
Consortium will share the programme 
delivery.

◆◆ Common agreement on a single set of 
regulations, policies and procedures 
that are suitable to this programme and 
serve its uniqueness, whilst being in line 
with each of the different institutions’ 
regulations.

◆◆ Commonly agreed quality principles that 
aim at ensuring that the student’s expe-
rience is at the same standards across the 
entire Consortium.

◆◆ Programme learning and assessment 
strategy that builds on the unique ex-
pertise that exists in the classroom and 
encourages peer learning, group work, 
formative assessments and learning 
opportunities

◆◆ Trustworthy communication between 
all partners.

◆◆ Sense of common ownership of the de-
gree programme.

◆◆ Networked types of cooperation which 
ensure the broad involvement and partici-
pation of all relevant stakeholder groups.

In line with the European Guidelines for 
Quality Enhancement in European Joint 
Master Programmes (EUA 2006), quality 
is monitored at several levels such as pro-
gramme and module, and focuses on four 
main pillars:
◆◆ learning outcomes, cohesion and struc-

ture of the curriculum;
◆◆ studyability of the Degree Programme;
◆◆ learning and assessment strategies of the 

programme, ensuring that they facili-
tate the achievement of the programme 
learning outcomes;

◆◆ the consistency of the programme deliv-
ery across all academic partners.
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Quality Assurance and Governing 
Structure of the Programme

The quality assurance structure and report-
ing lines is outlined in Figure 1.

The quality assurance structure of the Con-
sortium creates a “mini-university” at the 
Consortium level, as said before, replicating 
all the necessary academic functions as per-
formed by the Consortium, but tailored to 
Frontex business processes and regulations. 
The role, functions, composition and deci-
sion-making processes of each Board are de-
scribed in the Consortium Agreement and 
in its annexes (Frontex, 2015a).

The Governance of the Consortium rests 
with an appointed Governing Board which is 
responsible for the implementation and 
quality assurance of the programme. The 
Governing Board acts as an Academic Coun-
cil for the programme and it is representa-
tive of the Academic Councils of each of the 
Consortium members, as well as students’ 
representatives.

The Programme Board is the body responsible 
for monitoring, delivery and the implemen-
tation of the ongoing degree programme 
and is formed of all module convenors from 
all academic partners and students’ repre-
sentatives, and it is chaired by a delegated 
member of the Governing Board.

The Programme Administration ensured by Fron-
tex is a key function providing the central 
administration of the programme, acting 
as a single point of contact for students and 

teaching staff; it manages the whole aca-
demic process, including student records.

A Quality Assurance Committee (QAC), chaired by 
a programme QA officer and comprising 3 
module convenors from 3 different academic 
partners as well as student representatives is 
the body that undertakes periodic and regu-
lar reviews and oversees the overall quality 
assurance process, from modules to overall 
programme. The QAC is responsible for the 
implementation of policies and procedures 
relating to quality assurance, enhancement 
and internal review of quality, reviews the 
results of feedback submitted by the various 
stakeholders (such as students and teach-
ing staff), makes recommendations for ac-
tion where and when necessary and advises 
the Programme Board on matters relating to 
quality of provision, including preparation 
for programme review and enhancement. 
The QAC is responsible to conduct the final 
review and prepare for the re-validation of 
the programme.

Board of Examiners, formed of module conven-
ors and external examiners and chaired by 
a delegated Governing Board member is the 
board that decides whether students have 
satisfactorily completed the Degree Pro-
gramme requirements (Frontex, 2015 a). 
The Consortium recognises the traditions 
relating to peer review that exist amongst 
the academic partners, therefore the exter-
nal examiners are central to the process of 
monitoring the reliability and validity of as-
sessment procedures and academic stand-
ards and the consistency of the academic 
standards across the programme.

Academic
Council/Senate/Rectorate

Governing Board

Programme Board Board Of Examiners

Quality Assurance
Comittee

Programme
Administration

Figure 1
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Students’ involvement was agreed as critical for 
the quality monitoring and enhancement. 
Therefore student representation on the rel-
evant consortium boards: Governing Board, 
Programme Board, including the QAC was 
actively promoted and their involvement 
in reality was substantial and highly ben-
eficial for the programme’s improvement, 
for the ongoing iteration, and for future 
iterations.

Challenges and Issues

Before analysing the challenges encountered 
and discussing the solutions found, it is im-
portant to clarify the peculiar and unique 
nature of this programme that differs sig-
nificantly from the usual joint degrees or Er-
asmus type exchange programmes.

How is this programme different from 
the usual joint degrees?

Not only that numerous difficulties were en-
countered the inconsistent implementation 
of the Bologna principles at national level, 
as well as of the delays in the implementa-
tion of the Bucharest Communique (2012) 
on Joint degrees as it will be shown below, 
but also, the programme as such differs sig-
nificantly from the usual joint degrees in a 
number of ways:
◆◆ In most joint degrees there are signif-

icantly fewer partners co-awarding; 
usually, one partner is leading the con-
sortium and awarding, while the others 
are non-awarding delivering partners; 
in this case, it was aimed to have all de-
livering partners co-awarding, which 
required a significant amount of ne-
gotiations and agreements on the pro-
gramme parameters, so that they fit each 
partner’s national regulations, thus en-
abling the co-awarding. Also, there is 
no leading partner, all partners share 
the responsibilities equally, while Fron-
tex is coordinating the consortium as a 
non-academic, non-delivering and non-
awarding party of the consortium that 
is responsible for the central administra-
tion, coordination and implementation 
of the programmes regulations and pro-
cedures, as well as for the programme’s 
full funding.

◆◆ Universities usually offer the whole pro-
gramme or a significant portion of the 
programmes themselves, so the joint de-
gree can build on the existing curricula. 
That may sometimes bring the risk of a 
fragmented experience for the student. 
In this case, no Master’s in strategic bor-
der management or similar exists in Eu-
rope. The curriculum had to be drawn 
up from scratch, from the level 7 secto-
ral qualifications framework for border 
guarding sets of job competences and 
learning outcomes, as shown before. 
The programme learning outcomes were 
truly shared, as they were developed and 
agreed together by the curriculum work-
ing group; similarly, all modules were 
developed in collaboration and the whole 
curriculum is truly shared by the part-
ners as the best resources of all partners 
and also international expertise exter-
nal to the consortium could be engaged 
in designing the programme. In this way 
were the differences between partners 
academic traditions of teaching and as-
sessment overcome in the framework of 
a collaborative approach and the result 
is an internally coherent programme 
curriculum.

◆◆ Students have a “home” university in 
normal joint degrees where their main 
point of contact lies, and there are ex-
change stages or modules designed as 
part of the programme which can be 
completed in another academic insti-
tution. In Frontex’s case, students may 
come from 28 countries and they study 
by rotation each module in one of the six 
consortium partners in five different EU 
countries. Their central point of contact 
is Frontex for all programme administra-
tion and procedural inquiries. Further-
more, there is one appointed Programme 
Coordinator in each academic partner 
tasked to guide the student experience 
on the spot. All academic partners and 
Frontex apply the single set of procedures 
and regulations developed and agreed for 
the purpose of this programme, apply-
ing them throughout. The Partners do 
not apply their own specific regulations 
to this programme so as to ensure a co-
herent and consistent mobility experi-
ence for the students.
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◆◆ Students usually complete their disser-
tations in their “home” university; the 
dissertation supervisors in this case 
come from all consortium partners, and 
a second supervisor from the work field 
is in most cases assigned. The blend of 
academics and practitioners is reflected 
throughout the programme up to the dis-
sertation stage. The dissertation learn-
ing outcomes and regulations were also 
developed in a collaborative framework, 
so all dissertations were subjected to the 
same standards and guidelines, includ-
ing marking rubrics and assessment 
schemes, unique and specific to this 
programme, as the supervisors would 
not apply their own “home university” 
dissertation standards. For the disser-
tation assessment, chairs of examina-
tion boards were invited from reputable 
academic institutions with research tra-
ditions from outside the consortium net-
work, to ensure transparency, fairness 
and objectivity of assessments.

◆◆ The grading system of the awarding lead-
ing partner is usually used, or each uni-
versity uses their own grading system 
in the parts delivered by them, as the 
students register only with the “home 
university”. In this case, a common 
grading system was created and applied 
by the Consortium partners, and a na-
tional translation of the Consortium 
grades into the national grades of the 
awarding partners is provided through 
a mathematical formula; the diploma 
supplement comprises the Consortium 
grades as well as the national grades of 
the delivering awarding partner for each 
module.

◆◆ The students are usually registered with 
their “home university” or with the 
leading awarding partner. In Frontex’s 
case, the students are registered with 
all awarding partners as they become 
all partners’ “own” students, and also 
with Frontex’s central administration.

◆◆ Consortia tend to include similar provid-
ers; in Frontex’s case, the consortium in-
cludes a wide variety of institutions and 
cultures, from traditionally research ori-
ented universities to police academies 
and defence institutes, as well as the co-
ordinating body, which is an EU agency.

◆◆ Students pay fees to the universities and 
their mobility stage is self-organised; in 
this case Frontex is funding all costs re-
lated to the programme  – teacher and 
student mobility, teachers fee, examin-
ers fees, all costs related to quality as-
surance, governance boards and related 
work, learning resources (books, sub-
scriptions to online journals, etc.), as 
well as a Moodle platform hosted by Fron-
tex and used to deliver and administer 
the programme. Furthermore, the com-
plementary institutions (partner police 
academies that support the consortium 
on the basis of legal agreements with the 
Academic Partners and Frontex) carry 
out all organisational and logistical ar-
rangements; all flights, accommodation, 
local transportation, meals, sport facili-
ties etc. are provided to the students in 
all locations, so that their only concern 
should be their study and maintaining 
a work – study – life balance during the 
18 months of this full time programme. 
The same facilities were offered to all 84 
international teachers, lecturers and ex-
aminers involved in the first programme 
iteration, coming from over 15 countries, 
20 universities, 8 BG / police academies 
and 5 international organisations, in ad-
dition to the six consortium academic 
institutions.

◆◆ The intellectual property rights (IPR) to 
the materials belong usually to the uni-
versities or to the individual teachers. In 
this case, no material, from the highest-
level learning outcomes down to a session 
descriptor was the result of an individual 
work or pre-existing as such in a formal 
university curriculum. All materials pro-
duced were developed in collaboration by 
international groups of experts, equally 
academics and practitioners, hence there 
is no individual ownership. The IPR of 
the programme and of the materials be-
long to Frontex, including the disserta-
tions; however, all teachers and students 
are facilitated and encouraged to publish 
the work done in the context of the pro-
gramme, upon prior approval.

Given all these peculiar features of this pro-
gramme, the question remained: “how to 
ensure the quality of the programme”, what 
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is the best and most suitable structure of 
the programme and of the consortium that 
would allow a true joint programme where 
the mobility and internationalisation are 
achieved in a manner most suitable to stu-
dents and their learning, and the interests 
of the stakeholder’s border guard organisa-
tions, the ultimate beneficiary.

Challenges encountered by the 
consortium, solutions identified

The first important decision to be taken that 
had a major impact on the whole programme 
design was the type of consortium: one with 
a single leader that would have solved many 
issues regarding the multiple national ac-
creditations or a truly joint network type 
consortium. The first case presented the ad-
vantage of having a less administrative bur-
den, one single accreditation process and a 
programme that would run according to one 
country’s national regulations – those of the 
awarding partner, while all the other asso-
ciate partners would have only a delivery 
role. The governance and ownership of the 
programme would rest with the awarding 
partner that would be also solely responsible 
for the quality assurance of the programme. 
Although this was obviously the simplest 
and quickest solution, the project group led 
by Frontex did not choose this option, as it 
would have not been in line with the Fron-
tex training strategy and values (Frontex, 
2015c). The “true joint degree” – a joint pro-
gramme with a joint award (JDAZ, 2015) re-
quired a significant amount of negotiations, 
agreements and creative ways of finding so-
lutions to the incompatibilities of the na-
tional legislative frameworks, as well as 
financial resources to support the lengthy 
process; however, it was decided that, in 
the spirit of Bologna and of the European 
values promoted by all, that this option was 
worth pursuing. Accordingly, all partners 
accredit to all national requirements, and it 

24	 The flexible provisions enabled the consortium to open the doors to new partners earlier than the 
expiry of the consortium agreement. This was particularly important as one of the recommendations 
issued by the validation report was to increase the research base of the programme, i.a. by engaging 
more universities with a strong research background. Currently, there are pre-negotiations held at 
technical level with the University of Bologna and the University of Applied Sciences Vienna, given 
their expressed interest and their suitability to the programme goals.

was hoped for a single accreditation proce-
dure. The degree award identifies all consor-
tium partners, as they are all co-awarding. 
The governance and quality assurance re-
sponsibility are shared as earlier described.

The prospective consortium members 
agreed to define as a consortium partner an 
institution that is entitled to co-award the 
degree. Therefore, the consortium identifies 
Academic Partners (awarding institutions), 
Associate Partners (academic partners, de-
livering, but non-awarding) and Comple-
mentary Partners (police academies and 
training centres in charge of organisa-
tional-administrative support for student 
and teacher mobility; they are also provid-
ers of professional expertise through their 
teaching staff, senior officers involved in 
teaching the more applied, practical sub-
jects of the programme).

The prospective partners agreed to draw up 
a governance structure that would under-
pin the shared quality assurance system, 
reflecting the shared distribution of the pro-
gramme and joint responsibilities, as ear-
lier described. The shared responsibilities 
of the partners were agreed in respect to en-
try and admission, enrolment, progression, 
programme academic standards, quality as-
surance, policies and procedures regarding 
teaching staff, students, awarding, mobil-
ity, etc. The partners agreed the duration 
of the consortium agreement to cover three 
iterations of the programme, given the sig-
nificant resources necessary to draw up the 
consortium agreement, and the terms of the 
renewal, exclusions, suspension, amend-
ment, etc., that would enable the consor-
tium to extend and include new academic 
partners24.

A peculiar issue regarding the consortium 
structure was raised by Estonia: a mini-
mum share of 20 % of the programme must 
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be delivered by each partner, which would 
limit the consortium members to 525. It was 
suggested that dissertation supervision 
could stand as 30 ECTS credits each, to com-
plement the number of ECTS credits deliv-
ered through the modules; regretfully, this 
solution was not accepted by the Estonian 
Ministry of Education. Latvia had a simi-
lar requirement, however, less strict, for a 
minimum of 10 % of programme delivery by 
each partner26. The dissertation option was 
accepted by the Latvian authorities though.

A number of issues emerged in relation to 
the academic standards of the programme 
in light of the joint awarding goal. One of 
the first issues encountered was related to 
the number of programme ECTS and num-
ber of learning hours per ECTS (ECTS Users 
Guide, 2015). As the target group consists 
of senior officers with strategic positions in 
their organisations who had to be temporar-
ily released from their job, it is hard to ex-
pect that the BG stakeholders would commit 
their high-level staff for too long. The devel-
opers aimed to set a maximum number of 
90 ECTS credits for the programme (that in-
cluded 30 ECTS Dissertation stage), delivered 
full time, so that the organisational com-
mitment will not exceed 1½ years. However, 
the wide range of differences in the number 
of learning hours per credit from each pro-
spective Consortium partner at that time, 
ranging from 20 learning hours in Ireland 
to 28 learning hours in the Netherlands, im-
posed on the consortium the highest num-
ber as the consortium minimum. A total of 
2520 learning hours in 18 months resulted 
in 8–10 hours of learning per day for the stu-
dents employed during peak periods, which 
was quite a challenge27 for even experienced 
practitioners advancing their studies in 
their own daily work field. The minimum 
contact time was decided and agreed to a 
minimum of approximately one fifth of the 
overall module contact time learning hours 

25	 Universities Act, Passed by the Estonian Parliament 12, 119, Entry into force 18.02.1995 (12.01.1995, 
RT I 1995). Retrieved from https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/528122016005/consolide

26	 Law on Institutions of Higher Education, Passed by the Latvian Parliament, Entry into force 
24.01.1997. Retrieved from https://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=37967

27	 After the first iteration, the developers decided based on students and other stakeholders feedback 
to introduce gaps between the modules and to consider offering the programme on a part time 
basis in the future.

per module given the specific requirements 
of several partners.

The 10 modules of the programme make 60 
ECTS credits, out of which 8 modules con-
tain 5 ECTS credits each and 2 capstone 
modules towards the end of the taught com-
ponent of 10 ECTS credits each. Each mod-
ule has a contact time of 40 learning hours 
out of a total of 140 learning hours dedicated 
to independent and experiential learning.

The entry requirements turned out to be a 
major obstacle in achieving the joint award 
and it was a very difficult issue for Estonia, 
Latvia, Romania, which have specified in 
their national legislation an acceptable “for-
mula” of 3 + 2, or 4 + 1 (years) for a Bachelor’s 
and Master’s; the total number of Bachelor’s 
+ Master’s credits being a minimum 300 
ECTS, means in practice 240 + 60 or 180 + 
240. The entry requirement of 240 ECTS cred-
its would have excluded many learners from 
the EU countries where such Bachelor’s pro-
grammes do not exist anymore, whilst the 
180 + 120 condition would have forced the 
programme designers to artificially add one 
semester to the programme, which was not 
at all in the interest of the learning or in the 
spirit of Bologna; moreover, it would have 
been against the interests of the sending 
organisations and ultimately detrimental 
to the whole idea of this programme being 
tailored to the needs of a very special tar-
get group.

The intention to be inclusive to all MS / SAC 
BG organisations’ potential students re-
mained an uncompromising guiding prin-
ciple and the developers made enormous 
efforts to find a way around this restric-
tion. Options explored: Recognition of Prior 
Learning (RPL) for entry of the extra 30 ECTS 
taught component – it turned out most coun-
tries do not have RPL instruments developed 
or stipulated by the law.
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Several letters to Ministries of Education 
and meetings were initiated by Frontex 
and the prospective consortium partners, 
to lobby for flexibility in relation to this spe-
cific joint degree, given the interests of bor-
der security in the context of the EU and 
Schengen agreements. The BG organisations 
of the three countries made substantial ef-
forts to argue the importance of this pro-
gramme for the national commitments to 
Frontex and the EU agenda on migration 
and borders; pressure was generated at po-
litical level by the respective governmen-
tal institutions. Ultimately, Latvia issued a 
specific government decree for the purpose 
of this programme to allow the exception28, 
while Estonia became a non-awarding Asso-
ciate Partner and Romania withdrew.

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) – the 
intention was to grant as much RPL as pos-
sible, given that the target group is formed 
of experienced practitioners in line with the 
Bologna recommendations (Bergen Commu-
niqué, 2005). Limitations arose under the 
Spanish legislation  – a maximum of 15 % 
of a programme can be subject to RPL29 re-
quired reconsiderations of this matter. A 
maximum of 5 ECTS per stage was agreed 
to be subject to RPL on the most suitable 
modules; quick market research on existing 
programmes in the related fields led to the 
selection of the Global Context of Border Se-
curity, and Leadership and Organisational 
Development as being subject areas where 
our students most likely would be able to 
demonstrate prior formal, non-formal and 
informal learning at level 7. The auditing 
option was also included to maintain class 
interaction and engagement, peer learning 
throughout the programme, even though 
the RPL students are not required to take 
assessments.

Pass mark and the common grading sys-
tem. After lengthy discussions and several 

28	 Law on Implementation of the Joint Master Study Programme “Strategic Border Management” 
passed by the Parliament of Latvia on 29 January 2015, published in “Latvijas Vēstnesis” no 29 
(5347) on 11.02.2015. Retrieved from https://m.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=272123

29	 Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte (2015). Salamanca Outcome. Retrieved from  
http://media.ehea.info/file/HEREES/73/1/OutcomePLA_QA_JP.final_632731.pdf

simulations, the partners agreed on a com-
mon grading system and grade descriptors. 
Extensive debates preceded a decision on the 
pass mark (eventually set at letter E, 50 %). 
The possibility for a pass by compensation 
was suggested by Malta as an example of 
good practice, as well as the option of a 10 % 
penalty for re-sit which was perceived as un-
fair by the other partners and rejected. The 
ratification of the grades by external exam-
iners and a board of examiners was another 
controversial issue which posed problems 
for achieving a sensible programme sched-
ule and was linked to the role of the external 
examiners. Communication of the grades 
to the students upon assessment or by the 
end of stage when the boards convene (im-
pacting the resit schedule and policy for pro-
gression to the next stage), would depend on 
the grades’ ratification or their provisional 
character. The issue was reviewed again 
after Malta left the consortium (due to or-
ganisational reasons) and a more flexible so-
lution was found. It must be acknowledged 
that Malta was one of the most flexible 
countries with reasonable higher educa-
tion legislation having enough provisions 
promoting the spirit and the essence of the 
QA principles of Bologna, and less caught up 
in formalities and bureaucracy; however, 
this particular issue seemed to be quite re-
strictive in their case.

A number of issues related to the award 
and the structure of the qualification also 
emerged. Firstly, the type of Master’s: aca-
demic or professional. Initial discussions 
on a professional versus academic Master’s 
were held, given that a professional Mas-
ter’s might have been more appropriate for 
the target group and more in line with the 
learning requirements. The irreconcilable 
differences between countries in relation 
to defining what a professional Master’s is 
led to the abandoning of this option and the 
inclusion of more research–related learning 
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to the programme to meet the standards for 
an academic degree (highest standards set 
by the Netherlands).

The structure of the award was another 
tough decision to make. It was intended 
to opt for exit qualifications as interim 
awards: 2 postgraduate certificates of 30 
ECTS and one postgraduate diploma of 60 
ECTS, again, in an attempt to design a pro-
gramme that truly responds to the needs 
and specifics of this busy target group, cre-
ating options for flexible learning pathways. 
The concept of exit interim qualifications is 
not foreseen by the Spanish legislation. Cu-
riously enough, the developers had already 
designed the curriculum based on auton-
omous learning outcomes for each stage, 
and a set of learning outcomes for the over-
all taught component, dedicated to the exit 
qualifications which ultimately served only 
to improving our course design skills.

Further on, the MA or MSc title was sur-
prisingly an issue. Whilst such programme 
would be classified as an MSc in almost all 
countries, it turned out to be an MA in Es-
tonia for the security field. The multiple 
degrees option was not in line with the con-
sortium’s intention for a joint award. The 
option to title it simply “Master’s” was ex-
plored and eventually agreed, as it turned 
out feasible for all. However, the diploma 
supplement identifies the various titles in 
the national languages. Regulations regard-
ing the length of the title had to be further 
considered.

Classification of the award became an is-
sue as some universities strongly support 
academic competition. The developers, how-
ever, aimed and agreed to not classify the 
students’ award in order to encourage co-
operation, and not competition, according 
to the ethos of the programme. Spain still 
required introduction of a translation into 
the national classifications system on the 
diploma supplement only for the modules 
delivered in Spain.

Specifications on the parchment and sup-
plement. There are very detailed require-
ments in each country specified in the law, 
making the joint award almost impossible. 

This applies particularly in Romania where 
the requirements for the diploma are speci-
fied in the law. After a laborious process in-
volving repeated checks and verifications 
with all involved institutions, the consor-
tium partners finally achieved an agree-
ment and all the national requirements 
stipulated in the national laws known at 
the time were reflected in the Joint Award-
ing Agreement before the submission to ac-
creditation in June 2014. Six months before 
awarding the degree planned for June 2017, 
it turned out that the Dutch ENIC-NARIC 
requires on the award the title of the quali-
fications in the Dutch language, as well as 
an indication of the regulatory article (also 
on the parchment). Spain requires a spe-
cial stick, countersignature and stamp on 
the back of the diploma – which suggests 
a move towards their own award as it was 
another institution’s award that the Span-
ish university recognises. Repeated verifi-
cations and consultations with the relevant 
Spanish education and quality assurance 
authorities could not bring more clarity to 
this requirement, as it seems the concept 
of a joint award is not clearly specified in 
the Spanish higher education law, or differ-
entiated from the multiple / double awards 
that are more of a common experience. Sub-
sequently, two months before the gradua-
tion ceremony of the first cohort, the Joint 
Awarding Agreement and the Consortium 
Agreement were amended again to reflect 
these requirements and ensure that the 
award is legally valid.

Lessons learnt, conclusions 
and recommendations

It must be said that for Frontex and the con-
sortium partners all efforts paid off. From 
the 27 students enrolled in the first cohort 
of the programme, 23 graduated in June 2017 
in Salamanca. The dissertations defended in 
March 2017 in Vilnius showed beyond doubt 
that the programme had reached its goals. 
The operational BG managers who started 
the programme 1½ years ago defended the-
ses of an unquestionable value, from both 
an academic and professional point of view. 
The topics chosen were highly relevant for 
border security, ranging from comparing 
national technological systems, to assessing 
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the effectiveness of existing management 
practices; from reviewing the national inte-
grated border management strategies in the 
context of the European concept, to assess-
ing the feasibility of the new concept of the 
European border and coast guard agency; 
from analysing and comparing the vari-
ous international missions and joint oper-
ations, to evaluating the psychosocial stress 
factors and recommending strategies for im-
proving the well-being of the BG officers; 
from the influence of sharing criminal in-
telligence and risk analysis on the effec-
tiveness of border control; to privacy and 
security concerns in modern border control 
systems; from coast guard cooperation be-
tween EU agencies, to the importance of 
international cooperation for efficient stra-
tegic border management.

Student feedback was also highly rewarding 
for the developers. Whilst the more critical 
feedback collected along the way was used 
to improve the programme on an ongoing 
basis, as well for the next iterations, the 
feedback provided by the end of the studies 
showed that the programme had reached 
the goal of creating a network of BG leaders 
who value European cooperation and can 
rely on each other to solve difficult situa-
tions at the borders. Therefore, an invalu-
able resource for the EU has been created, 
with strategic thinkers able to improve their 
national border management practices and 
make informed decisions that will reflect 
EU values and priorities.

These are just few statements of the alumni 
regarding the impact of the programme on 
their professional development, added to 
their appreciation for the quality of the 
teaching, the innovative approaches to 
learning, the field trips and practical ses-
sions, and overall the quality of the student 
experience and support provided in the con-
text of such a complex multi-national and 
multi-institutional setting: “This Master’s 
changed my understanding from a national 
perspective to the wider European dimen-
sion”; “We understand each other better 
now”; “We learnt to transfer the academic 
knowledge into practice in the field”; “Do-
ing academic research increased my capac-
ity to critically assess the situation at work”; 

“It raised my cultural awareness, I learnt 
how the same problems are solved in dif-
ferent countries”; “We are a strong com-
munity – a living organism that is ready to 
create new strategies to address the EU bor-
der challenges”.

All the issues and challenges presented ear-
lier are intended to serve as an illustration of 
the immense struggle that lies ahead for the 
HEIs who aim to stay true to the principles 
of Bologna and develop a joint programme 
that reflects its spirit and its pure essence. 
For the Frontex Master’s, it was possible 
ultimately to achieve this result thanks to 
the enthusiasm, idealism and persistence 
of those involved in the project, who pushed 
for choosing the hard way in the name of 
EU values and of the laudable goals of Bo-
logna, but so scarcely underpinned by ef-
fective instruments and methodologies 
accepted nationally. It was thanks to the au-
thentic spirit of cooperation and the shared 
values of the project members that “good” 
compromises were achieved and solutions 
found. It was also thanks to the trust and 
the sense of a European “family” built in 
years of working together that gave people 
the patience, the motivation and the energy 
to continue, despite all the seemingly insur-
mountable difficulties. It was the uncom-
promised ethics of the programme leaders 
from all partner institutions and sometimes 
a dose of constructive stubbornness and re-
fusal to give up. It could not have happened 
without the political support and remarka-
ble motivation of the BG organisations, the 
ultimate stakeholder and beneficiary, who 
joined efforts in lobbying for amendments of 
the national legislations. Last but not least, 
it must be mentioned that the substantial fi-
nancial investment provided by Frontex that 
was willing to enable, facilitate and lead 
all these endless negotiations, hard work, 
meetings and consultations, and unwilling 
to compromise the values and ethos of this 
programme of a true European spirit, for the 
sake of a quick and cheap win.

Not all HEIs would be in the fortunate posi-
tion of having a financing EU institution be-
hind them and unconditional support from 
a key national stakeholder – as the border 
guard organisations in this case.
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The obstacles arising from the differences 
in the university regulations were easier 
to overcome, given that the project mem-
bers had the ability to understand the qual-
ity assurance principle behind the rule or 
procedure and opted for finding a different 
way to ensure the same principle is met, a 
common way applicable to all, a way that 
would be most suitable to the ethos of this 
programme and the particularities of the 
target group. There were many instances 
when we had to stop and go back to funda-
mental questions: “Who are our students?! 
How would they behave in the classroom, 
or in a given circumstance? What kinds 
of needs are they expected to have? What 
would suit their professional profile? What 
kinds of procedures would be most suitable 
for various particular cases, for this target 
group? What is not appropriate for this tar-
get group and how can we avoid an unnec-
essary burden for the students?”

It was noted by the evaluation panel upon 
accreditation that the programme seems to 
be overregulated and that the 5 kilograms of 
documentation might be too much for the 
students, programme staff and fluidity of 
the implementation. It was, however, nec-
essary to foresee how each and every possi-
ble situation will be dealt with, who is in 
charge, what board or committee, who is ap-
pointing them, who are the members, what 
is their role, how they would make decisions 
and who will oversee and re-evaluate their 
decisions, if necessary. From extensions to 
absences, from plagiarism to appealing a 
grade, from grievance to changing disser-
tation topic etc., all these and many more 
had to be regulated by the consortium in 
a way that would suit the programme and 
the target and that would also be in line 
with all partners’ regulations. It was nec-
essary also to leave enough flexibility for 
enabling the consortium to deal with un-
foreseen cases. It turned out that all these 
were absolutely necessary, in absence of a 
“default” set of university regulations that 
would be the case for the regular degree pro-
grammes. It was also acknowledged that 
some procedures were too complicated or not 
sufficiently specified; therefore, based on 
the stakeholder’s feedback, amendments 

were made in view of the second iteration, 
for a smoother process.

In the case of the differences specified in 
the national law, obviously there was lit-
tle room for manoeuvre and extreme cases 
where the law is changed for the purpose of 
one higher education programme are not ex-
pected to be a common or frequent experi-
ence, but a significant exception. It would 
be of unquestionable support to the HEIs 
attempting to develop joint degrees if only 
the general key requirements would be set 
in the law, while the more specific and de-
tailed regulations would remain under the 
remit of the degree awarding institutions, 
the HEIs. Of course, it is acknowledged that 
there are various educational traditions and 
cultures in different countries and that 
these differences have in many cases rea-
sonable justifications stemming from the 
national specifics, risk assessments, his-
torical reasons, socio-economic factors, etc. 
These requirements are perfectly applicable 
to the national programmes and this should 
not be challenged – in our opinion. How-
ever, the transnational joint degrees are a 
different issue and in the name of interna-
tional cooperation, mobility and transpar-
ency, treating joint degrees as exceptional 
cases and allowing for flexibility in well-
justified cases would be an optimum solu-
tion to be envisaged. The example of the 
countries already doing so is commenda-
ble, treating their national programmes ac-
cording to the national regulations, while 
treating the joint degrees in a more flexible, 
open manner, thus enabling transnational 
partnerships. European guidelines in this 
regard would be most welcome and neces-
sary, to ensure that QA standards are prop-
erly maintained and that this most desired 
flexibility would not bring any risk of com-
promising the QA principles in the case of 
joint degrees.

The organisers of the Frontex Master’s can 
only hope that progress in this regard will 
be made in the near future and that all 
stakeholders, from the national QA agen-
cies to policymakers at EU and national 
level, from the Ministries of Education to 
HEIs will join efforts in creating appropriate 
frameworks and means for their effective 
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implementation in practice. Looking ahead, 
unless something changes in the current 
landscape, it is expected that this Master’s 
will be reaccredited 5 times during the next 
3 years – which is quite an unreasonable sit-
uation that will require the organisers to 
direct massive focus, efforts and resources 
towards the procedural aspects of the re-
accreditation exercises in five countries 
each and every year until 2021, to the det-
riment of the actual quality assurance and 
enhancement of the programme, and stu-
dents’ and stakeholders’ interests.
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Introduction

The development and initial accreditation 
of European Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management was a really 
challenging activity, which required a lot 
of international effort and lasted almost 5 
years. Even so, a joint programme while be-
ing a challenging form of provision, can also 
be extremely rewarding for all parties con-
cerned – students, teachers, higher educa-
tion institutions and employers.

Looking at the history of the Bologna Pro-
cess it has really done a lot in respect of joint 
programmes’ development and implemen-
tation within and outside the European 
Higher Education Area. Many European 
countries have by now included joint pro-
grammes in their national legislation. The 
question, however, is whether the introduc-
tion of joint programmes in national legis-
lation is quite enough to meet the needs of 
single accreditation of joint programmes in 
practice. Unfortunately, quantitative and 
qualitative research data that would be use-
ful is especially limited in relation to the 
particular challenges within the evaluation 
and accreditation procedures that are faced 
by quality assurance agencies and consor-
tiums of joint programmes. However, it is 
still obvious that the most common prac-
tice regarding accreditation of joint pro-
grammes is that one joint programme has 
to undergo separate accreditation proce-
dures in all the countries concerned. And 

now the challenge is not to agree upon the 
need of a single accreditation procedure – 
it was already done by endorsement of the 
European Approach in 2015. Now the chal-
lenge is rather to find ways within the na-
tional legal frameworks to carry out single 
accreditation procedures. Two years after 
Yerevan, accreditation of joint programmes 
still continues to face challenges due to dif-
ferent regulatory frameworks and legisla-
tion of European countries.

Differences of national 
legislation: the case of 
European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic 
Border Management

The statement that “… problems are mainly 
rooted in the different national legisla-
tions in Europe and the still existing het-
erogeneity of QA regimes in the countries 
concerned“ (Heusser, Dittrich, 2010:5), pub-
lished by ECA and the statement that “The 
different emphases and national require-
ments created problems as regards the joint 
programmes in the different countries as 
well as in finding common denominators 
for joint evaluation” (Hiltunen, 2012:11) pub-
lished in the ENQA workshop report are still 
relevant and if we would change the date 
of these statements to “2017”, in some Eu-
ropean countries it would be in line with 
reality. It could be grounded on the case of 
the European Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management consortium 
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countries’ existing legislation and other 
regulations in respect of the programmes’ 
evaluation and accreditation procedures.

Our observations30 on the national legal dif-
ferences in the evaluation and accreditation 
procedure of the programmes proves that 
quality assurance agencies across Europe 
operate within different legal as well as cul-
tural frameworks and that, in the view of 
the consortium, that they complicate and 
burden single accreditation of joint pro-
grammes in our consortium countries.

Ability to choose a foreign 
quality assurance agency 
for the accreditation of 
a programme

Not all European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management consor-
tium countries allow the possibility to 
choose a foreign quality assurance agency 
for the accreditation of any programme, in-
cluding joint (see table 1).

30	 Special thanks goes to the representatives of the consortium for contributing to the comparative 
study of legislation of consortium countries: Prof. Iveta Mietule, Maiko Martsik, Prof. Myriame 
Bollen, Assoc. Prof. Claribel de Castro Sanchez

In Latvia, there is not accreditation proce-
dure of study programmes and only study 
fields are subject to accreditation proce-
dures. Under Latvian legislation it is not 
allowed to choose a foreign agency for ini-
tial accreditation or subsequent re-accred-
itation of a programme. Accreditation of 
study fields is done only by Latvian Quality 
Agency for Higher Education.

In Spain only national agencies are allowed 
to evaluate and accredit a programme. For 
the re-accreditation of the European Joint 
Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management, the consortium choice jointly 
selects a suitable EQAR-registered quality 
assurance agency, as it is stated in the Eu-
ropean Approach “If some of the cooperating 
higher education institutions require exter-
nal quality assurance at programme level 
(e.g. programme accreditation or evaluation 
is mandatory), then the cooperating institu-
tions should select a suitable quality assur-
ance agency from the list of EQAR-registered 
agencies” (EA, 2015:2), is limited. The con-
sortium is obliged to select Spanish agencies 
in order to comply with Spanish legislation.

It is obvious that for the real implementa-
tion of the European Approach it is neces-
sary to make changes in national legislation 
in all Bologna Process involved countries, 
allowing higher education institutions to 
request evaluation and / or accreditation 
from suitable EQAR-registered agencies 
other than national, if not for all study pro-
grammes, at least for joint programmes it 
should be permitted.

Recognition of accreditation 
in the event the programme 
is evaluated by a foreign 
agency

In the European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management consortium 
countries only in the Netherlands is accredi-
tation of the programme directly accepted if 
the agency is EQAR-registered. In Lithuania, 

Lithuania YES for evaluation,  
EQAR-registered QAA

Latvia NO

Estonia YES but has to be agreed  
by national QAA

Netherlands YES EQAR-registered QAA
Spain NO

Sources:  
Law on Research and Higher Education, passed by the 
Parliament of the Republic of Lithuania, entry into force 
30.04.2009.

Law on Institutions of Higher Education, passed by the 
Parliament of the Republic of Latvia, entry into force 
24.01.1997.

Conditions and Procedure for Institutional Accreditation, 
approved by EKKA Higher Education Quality Assessment 
Council on 01.04.2011, amended on 13.06.2012.

Dutch Higher Education and Research Act of 08.10.1992, 
passed by the Parliament of the Netherlands, entry into 
force 05.04.1993, last amended 01.09.2017.

Royal Decree 1393/2007 establishing the organisation 
of the official university courses, passed by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Spain, entry into force 
30.10.2007, amended on 03. 06. 2016.

Table 1.  Ability to choose a foreign 
quality assurance agency (QAA)
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Estonia and Spain approval by the national 
agency is mandatory, while in Latvia there 
are no regulations as yet (see table 2).

This is accompanied by the requirement, for 
instance, in Spain and Latvia, to submit a 
description of the curricula and additional 
documents of the programme only in the 
national language (!); in other words, the 
documents will need to be translated. The 
Spanish and Latvian partners of our con-
sortium for the initial accreditation of the 
European Joint Master’s programme in Stra-
tegic Border Management had to translate 
the description of programme curriculum 
and other documents, including the con-
sortium agreement (!). It is quite an unjus-
tified, disproportionate requirement in the 
framework of a joint programme developed 
by an international consortium, imposing 
an additional workload on the programme 
administration and academic staff. There-
fore, we would like to see the necessary 
amendments in the operational procedures 
in respect of language, for accreditation of 
the joint programme, implemented by an 
international consortium.

Also, recognition of initial accreditation is 
accompanied by the requirement, for ex-
ample in Lithuania and Latvia, to submit a 
description of the programme in the coun-
try approved programme description form, 
in other words the documents will need to 
be overwritten, copy-pasted and supple-
mented by additional information. It leads 
to unproductive duplication of efforts re-
quired from higher education institutions 
and quality assurance agencies as well. It 
creates hundreds of hours of additional un-
justified work.

Taking into account the statement of the 
European Approach “Dependent on the na-
tional legal framework, the external quality 
assurance decision should come into force 
or be recognised in all countries where the 
programme is offered, as agreed in the Bu-
charest Communiqué“ (EA, 2015:2), we, as 
stakeholders of the European Higher Edu-
cation Area call for an increase in the mu-
tual trust amongst ENQA-accredited and 
EQAR-registered agencies and their deci-
sions on the quality of joint programmes 

and revision of national requirements that 
hinder direct recognition of results and de-
cisions of initial accreditation of ENQA-
accredited and EQAR-registered agencies 
without raising any additional require-
ments to translate documents into the na-
tional language or submit them in different 
forms in each consortium country.

Differences in duration 
of the evaluation and 
accreditation procedure until 
the final decision in respect of 
programme accreditation

In the European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management consor-
tium countries the duration of the evalua-
tion and accreditation procedure in the case 
of the initial programme accreditation var-
ies from 3 months to 1 year (see table 3), and 
in the case of the subsequent re-accredita-
tion of the programme the duration of the 
evaluation and accreditation procedure var-
ies from 5 months to 1 year (see table 4).

So, we have discussions on the “two-speed” 
EU policy, as described by some politicians; 
and I would say we have a “multi-speed” 
European Higher Education Area: in some 
countries procedures of programmes’ eval-
uation and accreditation are faster, and in 
some countries slower. The consequence 
of such variation is that the same joint 

Lithuania Needs to be approved by national QAA
Latvia There are no regulations
Estonia Needs to be approved by national QAA

Netherlands Direct NVAO decision, in case of  
EQAR-registered QAA

Spain Needs to be approved by national QAA

Sources:  
Law on Research and Higher Education, passed by the 
Parliament of the Republic of Lithuania, entry into force 
30.04.2009.

Conditions and Procedure for Institutional Accreditation, 
approved by EKKA Higher Education Quality Assessment 
Council on 01.04.2011, amended on 13.06.2012.

Dutch Higher Education and Research Act of 08.10.1992, 
passed by the Parliament of the Netherlands, entry into 
force 05.04.1993, last amended 01.09.2017.

Royal Decree 1393/2007 establishing the organisation 
of the official university courses, passed by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Spain, entry into force 
30.10.2007, amended on 03. 06. 2016.

Table 2.  Recognition of accreditation 
of foreign QAA: direct or needs to be 
approved by national QAA
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programme in different consortium coun-
tries is legalised at different times. It leads 
to a situation where some consortium part-
ners can’t start the admission of students 
and implementation of joint programme 
right after the national accreditation, and 
are forced to wait for the legalisation of the 
programme in other consortium member 
countries. It is especially a stressful situ-
ation for consortiums in cases where de-
velopment and implementation of joint 
programmes are funded by some public pro-
grammes as projects, which are strictly lim-
ited in time.

Thus, for the implementation of the Euro-
pean Approach on the ground it is vitally 
important to avoid different speeds of joint 
programme evaluation and accreditation in 
different European consortium countries.

Fee for evaluation and 
accreditation procedure of 
joint programme

In the case of the European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Manage-
ment, in Spain and in Lithuania evaluation 
and accreditation of any programme are 

paid by the state. Except for cases where the 
programme is evaluated by a foreign quality 
assurance agency, Lithuanian higher educa-
tion institutions have to pay from their own 
funds. In Latvia, Estonia and the Nether-
lands higher education institutions always 
pay from they own budgets. The prices vary 
from 2 761 EUR to 18 800 EUR (see tables 5 
and 6).

In the case of the European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Manage-
ment, for initial evaluation and accred-
itation to the European Consortium for 
Accreditation (ECA) for the evaluation pro-
cedure was paid – 2 000 EUR, to Latvia for 
licensing the programme 2  200 EUR and 
to the Netherlands for accreditation of the 
programme – 15 600 EUR. In total, 19 800 
EUR was paid for initial accreditation of the 

Lithuania Up to 3 months
Latvia Up to 4 months
Estonia Up to 5 months
Netherlands Up to 6 months
Spain Up to 1 year

Table 3.  Possible duration of the 
evaluation and accreditation procedure 
until the final decision (not including 
appeals procedure) in case of launching 
the new programme

Lithuania Up to 8 months
Latvia Up to 6 months
Estonia Up to 5 months

Netherlands
NVAO decides on accreditation within 
3 months; evaluation starts in the 
previous year

Spain Up to 1 year

Table 4.  Possible duration of the 
evaluation and accreditation procedure 
until the final decision (not including 
appeals procedure) in case of programme 
re-accreditation

Lithuania State paid

Latvia

Study field:  
1 programme – 11 502 EUR; 
2 programmes – 12 479 EUR; 
3 programmes – 13 245 EUR; etc.

Estonia 6 870 EUR

Netherlands
NVAO fee: 820 euro;  
HEI hires agency for evaluation  
(approx. 18 000 euro)

Spain State paid

Sources:  
Price list for paid services of Academic information centre, 
Cabinet Regulation No.409, Republic of Latvia, adopted 
14 July 2015

Initial assessment of study programme groups. Estonian 
Quality Agency for Higher and Vocational Education 
homepage.

NVAO Guidelines for initial accreditation applications, the 
Netherlands, 16.12. 2015.

Table 6.  The price for programme 
re-accreditation

Lithuania State paid
Latvia 2 761 EUR
Estonia 6 870 EUR
Netherlands 18 000 EUR
Spain State paid

Sources:  
Price list for paid services of Academic information centre, 
Cabinet Regulation No.409, Republic of Latvia, adopted 
14 July 2015

Initial assessment of study programme groups. Estonian 
Quality Agency for Higher and Vocational Education 
homepage.

NVAO Guidelines for initial accreditation applications, the 
Netherlands, 16.12. 2015.

Table 5.  The price for initial 
accreditation of programme
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European Joint Master’s programme in Stra-
tegic Border Management.

Undoubtedly, this issue is relevant to all 
consortiums of joint programmes. We be-
lieve that the payment for a single accredita-
tion of a joint programme should be single; 
the consortiums should not be obliged to 
pay twice, three or four times for the ac-
creditation of the same joint programme 
for each country. The single accreditation 
procedure means reducing the workload 
of several quality assurance agencies in 
respect of evaluation and accreditation of 
the programme and means cost savings (!). 
Therefore, it is vital to discuss and search 
for a general mechanism in the European 
Higher Education Area in respect of the sin-
gle fee which could be shared by all consor-
tium partners for the single accreditation of 
a joint programme. It should be addressed 
at political level within the Bologna Pro-
cess and governments must reach a politi-
cal agreement, and not wait several years.

Differences in possible 
accreditation term(-s) for each 
consortium country

All the challenges presented above may be 
more or less managed by an international 

consortium. In spite of the challenges men-
tioned, the European Joint Master’s pro-
gramme in Strategic Border Management 
is now a reality, and is demonstrably suc-
cessful for students and other stakeholders 
of the programme. However, the main pit-
fall that hinders single accreditation (to be 
precise the words subsequent re-accredita-
tion should be used) of the joint programme 
is differences in the possible accreditation 
term(-s) for each consortium country.

In our consortium countries the possible ac-
creditation term(-s) for initial accreditation 
of the programme is as follows: in Lithuania 
the possible accreditation term if the eval-
uation is positive is the length of the pro-
gramme plus 1 year, e. g. if the programme 
total length is 3 years, the programme will be 
accredited for 4 years; in Latvia a new study 
direction initial accreditation has an indefi-
nite term (but does not permit the granting 
of state recognised diplomas) and licensing 
of the new programme is limited by the ac-
tual accreditation of a particular study di-
rection, in other words: the accreditation 
of the programme is valid until the end of 
accreditation of the study direction. In Es-
tonia accreditation is up to 7 years, because 

Lithuania Length of the programme + 1 year
Latvia Initial accreditation has an indefinite term
Estonia 3 or 6 or 7 years (HEI)
Netherlands 2 or 6 years
Spain 4 years + interim validation after 2 years

Sources:  
Procedure for the External Assessment and Accreditation 
of Study Programmes, approved by the order of the 
Minister of Education and Science, Republic of Lithuania, 
entry into force 29.07.2011.

Conditions and Procedure for Institutional Accreditation, 
approved by EKKA Higher Education Quality Assessment 
Council on 01.04.2011, amended on 13.06.2012.

Universities Act, passed by the Parliament of the Republic 
of Estonia, entry into force 18.02.1995.

Standard of Higher Education, passed by the Government 
of the Republic of Estonia, entry into force 01.01.2009

Dutch Higher Education and Research Act of 08.10.1992, 
passed by the Parliament of the Netherlands, entry into 
force 05.04.1993, last amended 01.09.2017.

Royal Decree 1393/2007 establishing the organisation 
of the official university courses, passed by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Spain, entry into force 
30.10.2007, amended on 03. 06. 2016.

Table 7.  Possible initial accreditation 
term(-s) Lithuania 3 or 6 years

Latvia 2 or 6 years (study field)
Estonia 3 or 6 or 7 years (HEI)
Netherlands 2 or 6 years
Spain 4 years + interim validation after 2 years

Sources:  
Procedure for the External Assessment and Accreditation 
of Study Programmes, approved by the order of the 
Minister of Education and Science, Republic of Lithuania, 
entry into force 29.07.2011.

Law on Institutions of Higher Education, passed by the 
Parliament of the Republic of Latvia, entry into force 
24.01.1997.

Conditions and Procedure for Institutional Accreditation, 
approved by EKKA Higher Education Quality Assessment 
Council on 01.04.2011, amended on 13.06.2012.

Universities Act, passed by the Parliament of the Republic 
of Estonia, entry into force 18.02.1995.

Standard of Higher Education, passed by the Government 
of the Republic of Estonia, entry into force 01.01.2009

Dutch Higher Education and Research Act of 08.10.1992, 
passed by the Parliament of the Netherlands, entry into 
force 05.04.1993, last amended 01.09.2017.

Royal Decree 1393/2007 establishing the organisation 
of the official university courses, passed by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Spain, entry into force 
30.10.2007, amended on 03. 06. 2016.

Table 8.  Possible re-accreditation  
term(-s)
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the accreditation of a new programme is 
linked to the accreditation of an institution, 
in other words, the accreditation of the pro-
gramme is valid until the end of accredita-
tion of the institution. In the Netherlands, 
a new study programme might be accredited 
for 2 years as conditional accreditation or 6 
years if the evaluation is positive, while in 
Spain a new Master’s programme might be 
accredited for a maximum of 4 years with an 
obligatory interim review after 2 years, done 
by a national agency (see table 7).

And in the case of programme re-accredita-
tion, the possible term(-s) are the same as 
in the case of initial accreditation, except 
for Lithuania and Latvia. In Lithuania, the 
programme might be accredited for 3 years 
as conditional accreditation or 6 years if the 
evaluation is positive. In Latvia, the study 
direction might be accredited for 2 years as 
conditional accreditation or 6 years if the 
evaluation is positive (see table 8).

What are the consequences 
of such variations across the 
European countries in possible 
accreditation term(-s) for the 
joint programme implemented 
by an international 
consortium?

The situation in the case of our consortium is 
as follows: The European Joint Master’s pro-
gramme in Strategic Border Management’s 
initial accreditation was done by ECA in 
2015 in coordination with the Accreditation 
Organisation of the Netherlands and Flan-
ders (NVAO) and an accreditation for 6 years 
was issued. The programme description fol-
lowed by the necessary documents together 
with the Assessment report done by an ECA 

composed assessment panel were submitted 
to other national quality assurance agencies 
of consortium countries.

Although the programme was evaluated 
positively by all national quality assurance 
agencies, the agencies issued several na-
tional accreditations for different periods 
(see table 9) and therefore relinquished the 
ability to have the next single re-accredi-
tation of the European Joint Master’s pro-
gramme in Strategic Border Management 
due to different national legal contexts, in 
other words, due to differences in the pos-
sible accreditation term(-s).

In Lithuania, the European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Manage-
ment as a new programme was accredited 
for 3 years, in Latvia it was accredited for 4 
years until the expiry of accreditation of the 
study field to which the programme belongs. 
In the Netherlands, the programme was ac-
credited for 6 years.

The situation in Spain is still unclear. The 
programme is officially registered; however, 
no official document with the term of the 
programme accreditation validity has been 
issued. The National Agency of Spain (AN-
ECA) has not yet officially stated by e-mail 
that accreditation done by NVAO is recog-
nised, including the term of accreditation 
of 6 years. Also, the answer to our enquiry 
was that the programme is not subject to in-
terim review after 2 years under the Span-
ish legislation; everything that concerns the 
process of re-accreditation will have to fol-
low the Dutch procedure.

However, since the accreditation decision is 
a statutory act and, thus bound to national 

Consortium partner and country Agency
Decision on 

accreditation
Term of 

accreditation

Mykolas Romeris University, Lithuania Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education 
(SKVC) 3 years 01.06.2018

Rezekne Academy of Technologies, Latvia Higher Education Quality Agency (AIC) 4 years 04.06.2019
University of Salamanca, Spain Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation 

(ANECA) / Quality Assurance Agency for the 
University System in Castilla y León (ACSUCYL)

4 years or 6 years? ?National University for Distance-Learning 
Education, Spain

Defence Academy of the Netherlands Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands and 
Flanders (NVAO) 6 years 28.05.2021

Table 9.  National accreditations of European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border Management 
for different periods
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legal requirements, we are waiting for offi-
cial confirmation from the Spanish Minis-
try of Education that in Spain the European 
Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Bor-
der Management does not have to be bound 
to the national legal requirements in respect 
of its accreditation period. Until we receive 
confirmation, we will experience uncer-
tainty in respect to the programme accredi-
tation term in Spain.

Consequently, in our case until 2021 in ac-
cordance with the national criteria of each 
country we will have to do several joint self-
evaluation reports as the programme is joint 
(see 1 picture). The first joint self-evaluation 
report will have to be done by the middle of 
2018 for re-accreditation of the Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Management 
in Lithuania, the second joint self-evalua-
tion report will have to be done by the middle 
of 2019 for re-accreditation of the Joint Mas-
ter’s programme in Strategic Border Man-
agement in Latvia; perhaps the third joint 
self-evaluation report will have to be done by 
the middle of 2019 for re-accreditation of the 
Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Bor-
der Management in Spain, in the event it is 
accredited for 4 years, and the fourth joint 
self-evaluation report will have to be done by 
2021 for re-accreditation of the Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Management 
in the Netherlands and perhaps in Spain, if 
it is accredited in Spain for 6 years? And we 
will have several visits in different consor-
tium countries, we will receive several re-
ports of different assessment panels, and we 

will have to follow up recommendations of 
several different expert panels which might 
be even contradictory to one another (!).

Furthermore, the following re-accreditation 
terms in each country will be different due to 
the differences already presented in the pos-
sible accreditation term(-s) and re-entering 
of the cycle from which there is no way out. 
The starting date of the re-accreditation dif-
fers per country and therefore the need for 
the next accreditation differs as well.

Hence, the main pitfall of the next single re-
accreditation is the differences in accredita-
tion deadlines per country. In order to be able 
to implement the programme, the consor-
tium is burdened with separate countries’ 
accreditation procedures, and self-evalua-
tion reports need to be written almost every 
year.

Also, there is a hypothetical risk that mul-
tiple accreditation decisions do not point in 
the same direction. In Spain the accredita-
tion decisions are of a binary nature (posi-
tive or negative) whilst in other consortium 
countries there is also another possibility – 
conditional accreditation (see table 10). This 
means that in one country a decision could 
be conditional, whilst in another country 
it could be either positive or negative, de-
pending on how serious the shortcomings 
are perceived by that national quality assur-
ance agency. Conflicting different decisions 
and / or recommendations can place the joint 
programme at risk.

2018 Re-accreditation of EJMSBM in LT

2019 Re-accreditation of EJMSBM in LV

2019? Re-accreditation of EJMSBM in ES

2021 Re-accreditation of EJMSBM in NL and ES?

Figure 1.  Re-accreditation deadlines of Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management in different consortium countries
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Undoubtedly, many more examples from 
other consortiums can be given. The Joint 
Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management is just one example which can 
easily be complemented by other examples. 
Since the conference is attended by repre-
sentatives from other consortiums, I’m sure 
that tomorrow during the group discussion 
sessions we will hear of other examples in 
differences of accreditation periods.

A comparative study of consortium coun-
tries’ legal requirements for programme 
accreditation shows that the differences in 
the possible accreditation term(-s), differ-
ences in nature of decisions (positive / con-
ditional / negative), and diversity in higher 
education systems (with a focus on pro-
gramme or study field or institutional ac-
creditation) set by the national legislation 
of each country are the main obstacles for 
implementation of the European Approach. 
Although the European Approach provides 
a solution by stating that “The joint pro-
gramme should be reviewed periodically 
every 6 years, which should be specified 
in the published decision. If there is an ac-
creditation decision it should be granted – 
if the decision is positive – for a period of 
6 years” (EA, 2015:6). However, the reality 

shows that 2 years after Yerevan there are 
no changes on the ground in the national 
legislation of European countries in respect 
of single accreditation of joint programmes. 
Implementation of the European Approach 
is impossible without revision of national 
legislation, regulations and policies that 
inhibit the single accreditation of joint 
programmes. The solution requires some ex-
ceptions in the national legislation of each 
country in respect of joint programmes’ sin-
gle accreditation.

Conclusions

A number of projects have been initiated to 
investigate and tackle problems with the 
setting up, quality assurance and recogni-
tion of joint programmes. Much has been 
done through the initiatives of European as-
sociations in higher education: EUA, ENQA, 
ECA, EQAR, etc. Those projects (EUA, 2006; 
ECA, 2010; 2013; ENQA, 2012; EC, 2012; JOI-
MAN Network, 2012; EQAR, 2014; etc.) have 
shown that progress has been made and 
that there are many regulations and tools 
in place which can be used to facilitate the 
process of single accreditation of joint pro-
grammes. However, even though the Euro-
pean Approach was endorsed by Education 
ministers on paper, in most countries, in 
practice (!) quite a few obstacles still exist.

It is necessary, considering the experiences 
of EHEA stakeholders from different na-
tional contexts and fields of activities, to 
continue discussion of these issues:
◆◆ What challenges are faced by stakehold-

ers of European Higher Education Area 
in evaluation and accreditation of joint 
programmes from their point of view?

◆◆ What particular steps are necessary by 
quality assurance agencies and Euro-
pean associations in higher education 
promoting the debate on single accredi-
tation together with other key national 
and international stakeholders in the Bo-
logna Process?

◆◆ What kind of amendments on the ground 
have to be made in a national legal and 
operational / procedural framework for 
the implementation of the European Ap-
proach in the time remaining until the 
first re-accreditation of European Joint 

Lithuania Positive / conditional / negative
Latvia Positive / conditional / negative
Estonia Positive / conditional / negative
Netherlands Positive / conditional / negative
Spain Positive / negative

Sources:  
Procedure for the External Assessment and Accreditation 
of Study Programmes, approved by the order of the 
Minister of Education and Science, Republic of Lithuania, 
entry into force 29.07.2011.

Law on Institutions of Higher Education, passed by the 
Parliament of the Republic of Latvia, entry into force 
24.01.1997.

Universities Act, passed by the Parliament of the Republic 
of Estonia, entry into force 18.02.1995.

Standard of Higher Education, passed by the Government 
of the Republic of Estonia, entry into force 01.01.2009.

Dutch Higher Education and Research Act of 08.10.1992, 
passed by the Parliament of the Netherlands, entry into 
force 05.04.1993, last amended 01.09.2017.

Royal Decree 1393/2007 establishing the organisation 
of the official university courses, passed by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Spain, entry into force 
30.10.2007, amended on 03. 06. 2016.

These represent a significant burden on higher education 
institutions and the consortium, and hamper the effective 
and efficient implementation of the joint programme.

Table 10.  Possible accreditation decisions
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Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management and the next Bologna Pro-
cess Ministerial Conference in Paris in 
May 2018?

◆◆ What issues need to be addressed to Ed-
ucation Ministries and / or Parliaments 
of the European Higher Education Area?

Therefore, the work on implementation of 
the European Approach needs to be contin-
ued and problems can be overcome only by 
a joint effort of all stakeholders involved 
(higher education institutions, students, 
quality assurance agencies, associations, 
governments) and by adequate political and 
legislative actions. Implementation of the 
European Approach, however, requires co-
ordinated actions by ministries, quality 
assurance agencies and international con-
sortiums of joint programmes.
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Accreditation Practices of Joint 
Programmes in Lithuania

Nora Skaburskienė
Director of the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education (SKVC), Lithuania 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

The topic of the development and quality 
assurance of joint programmes is very im-
portant. The issue has been discussed for 
several years now. And it is not only about 
the development of such programmes, but 
about the difficulties that emerge during 
their implementation.

Currently Lithuanian higher education in-
stitutions running more than 1 500 study 
programmes. Only 38 of these are joint 
study programmes (Table 1).

Most of joint programmes are of Master 
level, and one fourth is developed in Col-
leges of Higher Education. The majority of 
the joint programmes are developed in So-
cial Sciences (Figure 1).

There are certain national legal require-
ments applied to these type of studies:
◆◆ All participating higher education in-

stitutions must have a right to conduct 
studies of a respective type (Bachelor, 
Master) / field;

◆◆ A joint programme may be implemented 
after its legal registration / accreditation 
in all participating countries;

◆◆ Entering level of foreign language should 
be stipulated;

◆◆ The content of a joint programme has to 
be developed by all partners;

◆◆ The mobility of students and lecturers is 
a compulsory part of the studies;

◆◆ A significant part of a joint programme 
should be mobile.

In the course of last year mobility issues 
were discussed. Suggestions on applying 
virtual mobility instead of physical mobil-
ity were presented. But finally, a decision 
was taken that the physical mobility model 
should be a compulsory part of this kind 
of study program, as this would give more 
benefits to students – an international en-
vironment, multicultural interaction, etc.

Legal acts also stipulate certain require-
ments for agreement between partners. 
Every agreement regarding joint pro-
grammes should stipulate at least the:
◆◆ Responsibly of the partners in implemen-

tation process;
◆◆ Conditions for implementation of 

studies;
◆◆ Financing conditions;

 3.1 � Accreditation practices of joint 
programmes around European 
Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management
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◆◆ Means of student support;
◆◆ Award of qualifications.

The development of joint programmes had 
its peak in 2014 in Lithuania, as support 
from EU Structural Funds was provided for 
the development and implementation of 
such programmes (Table 2).

Partners from neighbouring countries are 
most common in the development of joint 
programmes (Latvia, Estonia, Poland); how-
ever, there are also partnerships with more 
distant countries, such as Portugal and 
South Korea (Figure 2).

Until now the Centre for Quality Assessment 
in Higher Education (SKVC) has evaluated 
eight joint programmes (evaluation of the 
first programme took place in 2012).

Each programme must be evaluated accord-
ing to the following evaluation areas:
1.	 Programme aims and learning outcomes
2.	 Curriculum design
3.	 Teaching staff
4.	 Facilities and learning resources
5.	 Study process and students’ performance 

assessment
6.	 Programme management

A programme can be accredited for 6 or 3 
years. An accreditation decision can also 
be made on the basis of an evaluation re-
port of another EQAR-registered agency, but 
the report:
◆◆ Needs to have a table with an evaluation 

score for each evaluation area;
◆◆ Each area should be graded according to 

a 4 point scale.

Last year SKVC did an analysis of evaluation 
reports of joint programmes. The following 
issues were highlighted by the experts:
◆◆ Failure to ensure compliance with legal 

requirements;
◆◆ Insufficient information about the as-

sessment methods and systems for as-
sessing learning achievements used in 
other countries;

◆◆ Problems in the administration of study 
programmes of this type;

◆◆ Vague relationships with partners;
◆◆ Insufficient student mobility;

◆◆ Lack of housing and support for students;
◆◆ High dropout rates;
◆◆ Unequal professional development op-

portunities for teachers;
◆◆ Inconsistent coordination of study pro-

gramme goals, expected learning out-
comes and programme curriculum.

SKVC made efforts to perform a joint evalu-
ation (accreditation) procedure with other 
quality assurance agencies. We expected to 
have one common procedure together with 
the quality assurance agencies of the coun-
tries involved, including common agreed 
criteria, one expert team, one site visit, one 
report, and one decision on accreditation 
recognized by all agencies. These were our 
expectations at the beginning of the pro-
cess. But what transpired in reality? In all 
the cases, the evolution was implemented 
only by SKVC. Cooperation with foreign 

Number of joint 
programmes

Total number of 
programmes

Professional bachelor 8 431
Bachelor 2 577
Master 28 648

TOTAL 38 1 656

Table 1.

2014 2015 2016
Professional bachelor 6 - -
Bachelor 2 2 -
Master 11 5 2

TOTAL 19 7 2

Table 2.

Professional bachelor
Bachelor
Master

8

2
28

Social sciences
Biomedical sciences
Physical sciences

Technological sciences
Humanities
Arts

67

2
3

14
7
7

Figure 1.
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quality assurance agencies usually was 
limited to the nomination of the peers. In 
all cases in which we sent our final reports 
to other quality assurance agencies, we re-
ceived no responses.

To sum up, there are a number of un-
answered questions regarding the com-
mon procedure of evaluation of joint 
programmes:
◆◆ Initiation, coordination of the evalua-

tion procedure: Which agency should be 
responsible? Who covers the evaluation 
costs? The period of accreditation?

◆◆ Liaison with the authorities in other 
countries regarding the legality of higher 
education institutions and the joint pro-
gramme, accreditation requirements, 
etc. Whose responsibility is this?

◆◆ Agreement on evaluation criteria, re-
quirements for (joint) programmes in all 
countries, requirements for the self-eval-
uation report, peer team composition, 
training, place for site-visit, require-
ments for reporting, etc. Who should 
lead the process?

Joint programmes are not only part of the 
national higher education framework – they 
belong to the European level of higher educa-
tion as they run between countries and must 
meet the requirements of several countries.

In 2015 the Ministers of Education agreed 
on the European Approach for Quality As-
surance of Joint Programmes, but it is not 
working, because until now there has been 
no common agreement on the procedures on 
how a European approach should be imple-
mented. Countries, including my own, are 
still attached to national requirements. If 
European countries value joint efforts to pro-
mote commonly offered studies, they have 
to look beyond their own interests and allow 
more freedom in the requirements for joint 
programmes.

Next year Lithuania is moving to evaluation 
and accreditation of a study field instead of a 
single programme. This means that if joint 
programmes are not taken out of the na-
tional context, they will disappear among 
other programmes during evaluation of the 
whole study field.

Figure 2.
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Accreditation Practices  
of Joint Programmes in Latvia

Andrejs Rauhvargers
Head of the Higher Education Quality Agency (AIC), Latvia 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Development of Quality 
Assurance of Higher Education 
in Latvia

Latvia was one of the first countries to estab-
lish a quality assurance system and higher 
education quality assurance agency (AI-
KNC) performed programme and institu-
tional accreditation from as early as 1994. 
In 2012, when the second round of the ac-
creditations started, the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science in relation to the reforms 
of higher education transferred the quality 
assurance activities from the AIKNC to the 
ministry itself.

In November 2014 the Latvian Government 
decided to set up a new independent qual-
ity assurance agency for higher education 
(AIKA). This agency is to operate in accord-
ance with the European Standards and 
Guidelines. AIKA must also become a full 
member of European Association for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) and 
be registered in the European Quality Assur-
ance Register for Higher Education (EQAR).

The government chose the independent, 
non-profit foundation Academic Informa-
tion Centre (further AIC) to take up the 
task to establish the new quality assurance 
agency as an autonomous department of 
AIC. All the departments of AIC are linked 
to higher education. Besides the function 
of the Latvian Quality Assurance Agency 
(AIKA), other parts of AIC are the Latvian 
ENIC/NARIC centre, the Information point 
for recognition in, the Latvian National Eu-
ropass Centre, as well as the “Study in Lat-
via” office.

AIKA was established in March 2015 and be-
came fully operational in July of 2015. AIKA 
is a new agency, and has developed rapidly 
due to several important growth factors. 
Firstly, it was important that the estab-
lishment of AIKA took place at the time of 
finalisation and approval of the ESG-2015. 
Thus, the new agency implemented di-
rectly the new ESG version. Secondly, the 
new agency (AIKA) was able to build on the 
experience and knowledge taken from the 
expert pool and database of the previous 
agency (AIKNC).

AIKA is autonomous and is recognized as a 
higher education quality assurance agency, 
set up to improve the Latvian higher edu-
cation external quality assurance system, 
which should operate in accordance with 
the ESG and promote the quality, visibil-
ity and international recognition of Latvian 
higher education. The scope of the quality 
assurance agency covers the entire Latvian 
higher education system: both state and pri-
vate HEIs, and from short cycle programmes 
to doctoral studies.

Before AIKA started working, the Law on In-
stitutions of Higher Education was amended 
and new Government Regulations were 
adopted on July 14, 2015, which introduces 
into the national legislation the principles 
of the new version of ESG adopted by the 
ministers of the European Higher Education 
Area in May 2015 in Yerevan. Minor addi-
tional amendments were also made in 2017.

With a view to becoming a full member of 
ENQA and an EQAR agency, the Latvian Gov-
ernment granted both Latvian state funds 
and European Social Funds to the “The 

49 of 112



Support for Meeting the Requirements Set 
for EQAR Agency” project (further “project”) 
to support the new agency to train staff, 
experts, higher education institutions and 
stakeholders, develop methodology and 
strengthen the tools of the agency.

As to internationalisation, the agency has 
enjoyed affiliate membership of ENQA since 
April 2015 and full membership of the Cen-
tral and Eastern European Network of Qual-
ity Assurance Agencies (CEENQA) since 2015, 
the Network for Quality Assurance Agencies 
in Higher Education (INQAAHE) since 2016 
and European Consortium for Accreditation 
in higher education (ECA) since 2017. In ad-
dition, the informal network of the Baltic 
countries is a good platform to exchange 
experience.

AIKA also cooperates with other agencies of 
EHEA countries and beyond. For instance, 
AIKA has invited the Lithuanian agency 
(SKVC) as a partner in the implementa-
tion of the AIKA strengthening EU Social 
fund project; AIKA employees participate 
as panel members in agency reviews; sub-
mits Latvian experts upon requests of agen-
cies of other countries; requests suitable 
experts for reviews in Latvia; AIKA invites 
experts in expert exchanges; AIKA carried 
out a joint review with another agency; and 
AIKA exchanges information and training 
experience.

Legal requirements for joint 
programmes in Latvia

Developing the joint programme. Latvian 
higher education institutions are entitled 
to establish joint programmes and to issue 
joint degrees together with other accredited 
Latvian higher education institutions, as 
well as with foreign partner institution(s) 
that should be recognised in their own 
country. To be sure about the status of a 
potential partner institution, the relevant 
information can be received through ENIC/
NARIC centres.

In order to secure the quality of the joint 
programmes, the requirements of the Law 
on Institutions of Higher Education (fur-
ther Law) should be met. The requirements 

on establishing, implementing and qual-
ity assurance of the joint programmes are 
stipulated in the Law Section 551 and the 
Cabinet Regulations No 407 and No 408 re-
garding the licencing and accreditation ac-
cordingly. The partner institutions should 
develop the joint programme together. 
While developing the joint programme, 
partner institutions should ensure that all 
parts of the programmes are of the appro-
priate level, i.e. if the joint programme is 
a Bachelor programme, it should not in-
clude a subject course from the partners 
should not include offer the from the sub-
ject course from a short cycle programme. 
Similarly, if the joint programme is a Mas-
ter’s level programme, all the parts of the 
programme should be of Master level. The 
sharing of the joint programmes can be dif-
ferent. However, the share of each partner 
institution should be as a minimum 10 % of 
the entire volume of the joint programme. 
All the partner institutions should together 
develop the internal quality assurance sys-
tem of the joint programme.

Regarding the final examinations, granting 
of degrees or qualification requirements, 
these should be applied in all partner in-
stitutions with a view for the joint pro-
gramme to together form unified content 
and consecutive.

Requirements on mobility in joint pro-
grammes. According to Latvian Law on 
HEIs, mobility should be ensured for stu-
dents who study in joint programmes, 
which also allows the acquisition of a com-
mensurate and essential part of the joint 
programme in one or several partner insti-
tutions. As regards the mobility of teach-
ing staff, it should be ensured that they 
are able to teach also at least at one part-
ner institution.

Licencing of the joint programme. As in a 
number of other EHEA countries, in Latvia 
the licencing of the programmes is needed 
before implementation of the programme 
is started. Licencing is an ex-ante assess-
ment. The next step of quality assurance 
is the accreditation of the groups of related 
programmes (“accreditation of study direc-
tions” in Latvian legal jargon). Licensing 
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of a new programme is an external qual-
ity assurance activity carried out to deter-
mine the potential quality of a new study 
programme in order for permission to be 
granted to start programme implementa-
tion and enrolment of students.

In the case of licencing of a joint pro-
gramme, the parts of the programme for 
which the Latvian partner institution(s) is 
in charge have to undergo the Latvian li-
cencing procedure. As regards the parts of 
the joint programme for which the foreign 
partner institution(s) is in charge, the Lat-
vian quality assurance agency should re-
ceive evidence that the foreign partner 
institution(s) and / or their programmes are 
recognised in their country(-ies).

Accreditation of the joint programme. 
When accreditation of the group of pro-
grammes to which the joint programme 
belongs, the foreign partner HEIs should 
submit documents from their quality as-
surance agencies to evidence that the joint 
programme is recognised in their relevant 
countries.

The parts of the joint programme deliv-
ered in the foreign HEI(s) should be recog-
nised under the legislation of the relevant 
country(-ies).

Opening doors for EQAR-
registered agencies as 
solution for joint programmes 
in Latvia

It is visible that the current Latvian legisla-
tion on joint programmes is too detailed and 
too focused on the Latvian angle only. If all 
or some of the partner countries are as de-
tailed, the joint programmes will simply not 
be possible. So, it is clear that the clauses on 
joint degrees in the Law should be amended.

A new positive development has occurred 
this year. The Latvian Government has ap-
proved and submitted to the Parliament 
for adoption an amendment to the Law of 
Higher Education which allows higher ed-
ucation institutions to choose EQAR-reg-
istered agencies to operate in Latvia from 
January 1, 2018. This is a step forward and, 
among other changes, an opportunity to 
agree on one single EQAR registered agency 
to evaluate a joint programme.
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Accreditation Practices of Joint 
Programmes in The Netherlands

31	 https://www.nvao.com/recent/publications/protocol-joint-degree

Mark Frederiks
Coordinator of International Policy at Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands 
and Flanders (NVAO), The Netherlands 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

In the Netherlands accreditation of higher 
education programmes (Bachelor’s, Mas-
ter’s, and Associate Degrees) is the sole 
responsibility of the Accreditation Organ-
isation of the Netherlands and Flanders 
(NVAO). NVAO has been set up by the gov-
ernments of the Netherlands and Flanders 
and is responsible for accreditation and in-
stitutional reviews in both the Netherlands 
and Flanders. This paper is focused only on 
the accreditation of joint programmes in 
the Netherlands.

In 2016 NVAO completed some 500 reviews 
of which 335 took place in the Netherlands. 
These 335 Dutch reviews included 3 insti-
tutional audits, 72 accreditations of new 
programmes and 260 accreditations of ex-
isting programmes. It is unknown how 
many of these accreditations refer to joint 
programmes as double and multiple degrees 
are not counted separately. Only if the ac-
credited programme leads to a joint degree 
is this included as a joint degree in the da-
tabase. There are only a few dozen joint de-
grees. The number of joint programmes is 
estimated to be less than 200 or 5 % of the 
total number of Bachelor’s and Master’s pro-
grammes in higher education.

The accreditation of joint programmes has 
been an important international issue for 
NVAO ever since its existence. Dutch higher 
education institutions have been involved 
in many joint programmes, and also have 
a high success rate in obtaining EU fund-
ing for Erasmus Mundus/Erasmus+ joint 

programmes. These joint programmes were 
in the past only double or multiple degree 
programmes. As the European Commission 
emphasised the awarding of joint degrees 
in the selection for EU funded projects, this 
was one of the arguments used for intro-
ducing joint degrees in Dutch legislation 
in 2010. This legislation made it also pos-
sible that a joint degree may be awarded to 
a graduation track within an accredited pro-
gramme, thereby enabling the programme 
to offer both a single degree (for regular stu-
dents) and a joint degree (for students en-
rolled in the graduation track participating 
in the joint programme).31 For joint degrees 
NVAO uses a protocol that is based on the 
Dutch regulations regarding joint degrees. 
There are NVAO joint degree protocols for 
new and existing programmes (including 
the possibility of awarding joint degrees 
for graduation tracks within these pro-
grammes). A requirement in these protocols 
is that the consortium has signed a cooper-
ation agreement that makes the distribu-
tion of responsibilities between the partner 
institutions clear. Another requirement is 
that the Dutch institution contribute “sub-
stantially” to the consortium. Although 
there is no quantitative indicator for what 
“substantial” means, it does enable the re-
fusal of a joint degree if the Dutch insti-
tution contributes only a few ECTS to the 
joint programme. For awarding a joint de-
gree it is also required that the joint pro-
gramme be offered at at least two locations, 
although this requirement is not upheld for 
national joint degrees (e.g. involving two 

frontex  ·  single accreditation of joint programmes – turning the bologna 
guideline into reality / conference report

52 of 112



Dutch institutions in the same city or re-
gion). Furthermore, joint degrees can only 
be awarded by recognised HEIs, cooperation 
between a public and a private Dutch HEI 
is not possible, and the joint programme 
needs to be designated as either academic or 
professional (in accordance with the Dutch 
binary system). Dutch HEIs often see the 
protocols as an impediment to establishing 
joint degrees; hence efforts are made to sim-
plify these regulations which are set by the 
Ministry.

The joint degree protocols do take into ac-
count the efforts made with regard to the 
mutual recognition of accreditation deci-
sions for joint programmes. NVAO has put 
a lot of effort into working on mutual rec-
ognition, most notably by coordinating 
projects of the European Consortium for 
Accreditation in Higher Education (ECA).32 
An important ECA project regarding joint 
programmes was JOQAR, the acronym for 
“Joint programmes: Quality Assurance and 
Recognition of degrees awarded”.33 This EU 
funded project included the development 
of a common European framework for the 
assessment of joint programmes, which 
was tested in four pilot accreditation pro-
cedures. The cornerstone of this approach 
was one single accreditation procedure (in-
stead of multiple ones in each of the coun-
tries of the joint programme consortium) 
and acceptance of the outcomes of the sin-
gle procedures in all countries of the con-
sortium, resulting in national accreditation 
decisions without an additional assess-
ment. This acceptance across countries was 
exemplified by the development in 2010 of 
a multilateral mutual recognition agree-
ment regarding the accreditation results of 
joint programmes (MULTRA). The essence 
of MULTRA is that each of the signatory 
agencies accepts the accreditation results 
regarding joint programmes of other signa-
tory agencies. As a consequence, only one ac-
creditation procedure for a joint programme 

32	  http://ecahe.eu/
33	  http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/JOQAR_2010-2013
34	  https://www.nvao.com/opleidingen/nederland/european-joint-master%E2%80%99s-strategic- 

border-management
35	 https://www.nvao.com/opleidingen/nederland/international-teacher-education-primary-schools- 

iteps-joint-programme

is needed and other agencies can base their 
own national decisions on the results of this 
procedure without setting up their own na-
tional procedures. Because of MULTRA, the 
NVAO could accredit a handful of joint pro-
grammes without an additional assessment 
as these joint programmes were already ac-
credited in Austria, Germany, and Spain.

The European framework developed by ECA 
in the JOQAR project was used by NVAO in 
2014 for the assessment of the European Joint 
Master’s in Strategic Border Management. 
In line with the framework the QA agen-
cies of the countries involved were invited 
to send an observer for a site visit (which 
one of the agencies did) and to specify any 
additional criteria that had to be taken into 
account. The applicant was the Netherlands 
Defence Academy (NLDA) which, in cooper-
ation with Frontex and five academic part-
ners, applied for NVAO accreditation of this 
new programme. In May 2015 NVAO made a 
positive accreditation decision for this joint 
programme leading to the award of a joint 
degree.34 The NVAO accreditation is valid un-
til 28 May 2021.

The ECA / JOQAR framework was also used 
as input for the development of the Euro-
pean Approach for Quality Assurance of 
Joint Programmes which was adopted by 
the EHEA Ministers in Yerevan, likewise in 
May 2015. In June 2016 NVAO accredited the 
first joint programme using the framework 
of the European Approach, i.e. the profes-
sional Bachelor’s joint programme “Inter-
national Teacher Education for Primary 
Schools (ITEps), provided by Stenden Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences (the Netherlands) 
in cooperation with University College of 
South East Norway (Norway) and University 
College Zealand (Denmark).35

As said before, NVAO has for a considera-
ble period of time been investing in mu-
tual recognition of accreditation of joint 
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programmes as a way to facilitate the ac-
creditation of joint programmes, and 
thereby contribute to the internationalisa-
tion of Dutch higher education. Currently 
NVAO can accredit a joint programme that 
is co-offered by a Dutch institution without 
any additional assessment when the joint 
programme has been accredited by a  QA 
agency:
◆◆ that is registered in the European Qual-

ity Assurance Register for Higher Educa-
tion (EQAR) and if for the assessment the 
European Approach for Quality Assur-
ance of Joint Programmes was followed;

◆◆ that has signed the “Multilateral Agree-
ments on the Mutual Recognition of Ac-
creditation Results” (MULTRA)

◆◆ or that falls under the responsibility of 
the German Accreditation Council, with 
which NVAO has signed a mutual recog-
nition agreement.

NVAO has accredited joint programmes on 
the basis of each of the three agreements. 
However, the expectation is that the Euro-
pean Approach will develop further into a 
successful attempt to simplify accreditation 
of joint programmes.
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Programmes in Spain
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for the University System in Castilla y León (ACSUCYL), Spain 
May 30, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Spanish context

In order to understand the Spanish system 
and the possible difficulties encountered 
when applying the European Approach, 
it is necessary to know how the former 
works. The Spanish higher education sys-
tem is regulated by Royal Decree 1393/2007, 
governing the planning of official educa-
tion. This regulation is very clear as to how 
Bachelor ś, Master’s and PhD programmes 
must be applied in order to be granted of-
ficial recognition and to maintain it. All 
programmes must apply for initial accred-
itation (verification) in order to be awarded 
official recognition and, once this has of-
ficially been conferred, universities must 
apply for renewal of accreditation of their 
programmes after 8 years in the case of 360 
ECTS Bachelor’s degrees; 7 years in the case 
of 300 ECTS Bachelor’s degree and 6 years in 
the case of 240 ECTS Bachelor’s degrees and 
PhDs. For Master’s, renewal must be sought 
within 4 years of initial accreditation. In 
the intervening period, programmes may 
propose modifications to the accredited 
programmes, which are then monitored 
by a quality assurance agency in higher 
education.

There are several stages of programme eval-
uation and accreditation (see picture 1), 
which consist of sub-stages:

Stages for achieving official recognition (in-
itial accreditation):
1.	 Universities must apply to the Spanish 

University Council for recognition of a 
programme as official.

2.	 The programme is evaluated by an accred-
ited quality assurance agency in higher 
education (EQAR- registered agency).

3.	 The programme must be authorized by 
the autonomous region where the uni-
versity is located.

4.	 The Spanish government establishes the 
official status of the programme and its 
inscription in the Register of Universi-
ties, Centres and Programmes (RUCT).

5.	 The study programmes are published in 
the official bulletin.

Stages for modifications:
1.	 Universities must apply to the Spanish 

University Council for any modifica-
tions that are to be made to an official 
programme.

2.	 The programme is evaluated by an accred-
ited quality assurance agency in higher 
education (EQAR- registered agency).

3.	 Authorization is granted by the autono-
mous region (e.g. Castilla y León regional 
legislation).

4.	 The national government is informed of 
the assessment result.

5.	 Modifications are registered with the 
RUCT.

Stages for renewal of accreditation:
1.	 Application to the regional authorities.
2.	 Evaluation of the programme by a quality 

assurance agency in higher education.
3.	 The agency gives notification of the as-

sessment result.
4.	 The Spanish University Council takes 

a decision.
5.	 Renewal of accreditation is registered 

with the RUCT.
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As can be seen in all the processes to which 
degrees in Spain wishing to obtain and 
maintain their official status are subject, 
the Spanish higher education system is 
extremely guarantee-based and exercises 
substantial control with regard to official 
degrees. Nevertheless, what is quite surpris-
ing is that current legislation fails to pro-
vide the same control for joint programmes. 
The same Royal Decree governing the plan-
ning of official education establishes that a 
joint programme be understood as “A study 
programme designed by two or more HEIs, Spanish or 
foreign, that have signed a collaboration agreement 
and that have submitted a single application for veri-
fication (initial accreditation).”

The same decree establishes the require-
ments that joint programmes must fulfil in 
order to achieve official recognition. These 
requirements are:
◆◆ There must be an agreement between in-

stitutions that wish to propose the joint 
programme. The agreement should in-
clude the procedure for modification of 
extinction of the study programme as 
well as which institution will be respon-
sible for:

◆◆ The safekeeping of student records
◆◆ Awarding and registering the degree
◆◆ Institutions must include the following 

in the study programme proposal:
◆◆ If a foreign higher education institution 

is involved, accreditation of recognition 
by the competent authorities must be 
provided.

◆◆ Application for initial accreditation 
(verification).

An application for initial accreditation can 
only be submitted by a Spanish university 

and must follow the same procedure as any 
other programme and fulfil the criteria set 
out in the Royal Decree.

In addition to national legislation, all pro-
grammes involving a university located in 
Castilla y León, the autonomous region in 
which ACSUCYL operates, must comply 
with regional legislation in the case of joint 
programmes. Thus, Decree 64/2013, regulating 
official university degrees in Castilla y León (Bach-
elor and Master) establishes that the region 
should authorize each programme involv-
ing any university in the region as well as 
any modification of an official programme 
that affects the agreement between the in-
stitutions. In addition, a financial report 
must be sent which gauges the impact of 
any changes.

In Castilla y León there are 553 official pro-
grammes of which 64 are joint programmes; 
37 coordinated by universities in Castilla y 
León; 27 in which universities of Castilla y 
León are involved and nine in which foreign 
HEIs are involved: eight coordinated by uni-
versities in Castilla y León and one in the 
FRONTEX programme. Therefore, there is 
little experience in Castilla y León as regards 
joint programmes. All joint programmes in 
Castilla y León obtained official recognition 
before 2013 and therefore there is no experi-
ence of using the European Approach.

European Approach – Spanish 
regulation

Spanish regulations establish the criteria 
against which programmes must be eval-
uated in order to achieve official recogni-
tion. All accredited agencies must apply the 

Picture 1.  Stages of programme evaluation and accreditation

Verification
(initial accreditation) Modifications

Renewal of 
accreditation

(ex-post)
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same criteria for evaluation. These criteria 
are in line with the European Standards and 
Guidelines (ESG). The European Approach 
follows the same criteria and therefore there 
is no problem in this sense when applying it 
to evaluating joint programmes.

Even though the criteria for evaluation are 
quite similar to those used in the Span-
ish evaluation system, at the present time 
there is no possibility of automatic recog-
nition  (!) of a programme evaluated by a 
foreign agency since the programme must 
inevitably be approved by the Spanish Uni-
versity Council and authorized by the corre-
sponding regional government. Therefore, 
any Spanish university involved in the joint 
programme must apply for evaluation in a 
similar manner as it would have to were it 
a single programme, in addition to which 
it must follow the same procedure as set out 
for any other programme. The first prob-
lem arises with the manner in which the 
study programme is presented in Spain, 
as there is a database with a specific format that 
all programmes must fulfil in order to be regis-
tered for evaluation and be granted official 
recognition. The second problem can arise 
with the specific rules established for ECTS recog-
nition. Regulations set out certain specific 
rules that all programmes must meet. The 
third problem may be the ECTS per programme; 

Bachelor’s degrees in Spain are 240 ECTS and 
in most of the EHEA are 180 ECTS. Not many 
180 ECTS programmes have been author-
ized in Spain due to an internal rule. In the 
case of Castilla y León, there cannot be any 
180 ECTS programme if there is no agree-
ment between all the universities offering 
the same programme, and in all of them 
it will be with the same ECTS. One more 
problem is the periodicity for re-accreditation, as 
the European Approach is every 6 years and 
in Spain in the case of a Master’s it should 
be every 4 years. Another stumbling block 
might involve modifications of a joint programme. 
The European Approach envisages the possi-
bility of modifications and, if so, the agency 
must be informed. In Spain, modifying a 
programme means a new evaluation follow-
ing the evaluation procedure, which is the 
same as for initial accreditation.

Conclusion

In Spain, there is still no consensus as to 
how to implement the European Approach; 
to some extent the criteria are the same, 
but Spanish regulations involve a great deal 
of red tape. There is a need to change at a 
national level and achieve a common un-
derstanding at European level (EHEA). Nev-
ertheless, the European Approach is a good 
framework to work with.
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Lagle Zobel
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Current situation regarding the 
joint programmes in Estonia

Currently, there are 23 joint study pro-
grammes in six higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) in Estonia. Fourteen of these 
programmes have been launched in collab-
oration with local partner HEIs and 9 with 
foreign partner HEIs. The majority of the 
joint programmes have been opened in the 
field of arts, performing arts, teacher train-
ing and social / political sciences.

The legal framework for opening a new joint 
programme was established in clause 221 

of the Universities Act which lists the nec-
essary formal and quality requirements 
the joint curriculum has to fulfil. Clause 
222 of the Universities Act sets out the re-
quirements for joint curriculum coopera-
tion contract.

In order to open a new joint programme, 
the HEI has to submit to the Ministry of 
Education and Research (MER) a written 
application to register a joint programme. 
Then, conformity of the application to legal 
requirements is assessed by the Ministry. 
The MER may involve the Estonian Quality 
Agency for Higher and Vocational Education 
(EKKA) to conduct an expert assessment of 
the programme if the written application 
is not sufficient to determine the quality 
of the programme. After the expertise has 
been conducted by the MER and / or EKKA, 
the joint programme shall either be entered 
or not entered in the Estonian Education In-
formation System.

After a joint programme has been opened, 
its quality is assessed in a similar manner to 

other study programmes. As there is no sep-
arate programme accreditation in Estonia, 
all joint programmes (in which the leading 
partner is an Estonian HEI) undergo a qual-
ity assessment of study programme groups, 
an enhancement-based evaluation, during 
which interviews are conducted with repre-
sentatives of all the partners of the joint pro-
gramme. International collaboration with 
other quality assurance agencies during the 
evaluation process of international joint 
programmes is a definite area for improve-
ment in Estonia – more efforts should be 
made by EKKA to organize joint assessments 
with other quality assurance agencies in the 
event joint programmes are implemented 
with foreign partners.

Legal challenges of opening 
new joint programmes in 
Estonia

In 2014 – 2015 accreditation of the European 
Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Bor-
der Management took place. In the course 
of the accreditation process, serious chal-
lenges preventing smooth international co-
operation were found in the Estonian legal 
framework. As a result, the Estonian Acad-
emy of Security Sciences could not attain 
the status of an Awarding Partner in the 
consortium.

The following legal complications were 
highlighted in the accreditation report:
1.	 There is a requirement in clause 221 (6) of 

the Estonian Universities Act that the 
combined duration of the Bachelor’s and 
Master’s study programmes should be no 
less than 5 years /300 ECTS. This rule was 
not compatible with the duration of the 

frontex  ·  single accreditation of joint programmes – turning the bologna 
guideline into reality / conference report

58 of 112



programme (1½ years and 90 ECTS), and 
admission requirement (an EQF level 6 
qualification of at least 180 ECTS).

2.	 Another requirement of the Universities 
Act is that at least 20 % of the curricu-
lum should be provided by a partner in-
stitution, which meant that there could 
not be more than five academic partners 
awarding the joint degree whilst the con-
sortium had six academic partners.

The unexpected outcome of the accredita-
tion process prompted a discussion between 
EKKA and the MER regarding the interpreta-
tion of the Universities Act. EKKA proposed 
to the MER a more flexible interpretation of 
the 20 % requirement. According to EKKA’s 
suggestion, the requirement, established 
by the Universities Act that a substantial 
part of the joint curriculum shall be im-
plemented at another educational institu-
tion collaborating in the joint programme, 
could be met through § 3 of the Standard of 
Higher Education, and consequently this re-
quirement would be deemed as met by com-
bining the study load of actual instruction 
at an educational institution (i.e. the pro-
vision of courses) with the full study load 
of a thesis which a student has completed 
under that programme. This interpretation 
was based on the presumption that the full 
study load of the thesis would be considered 
as part of the study load of instruction pro-
vided by each participating HEI, because all 
HEIs involved in the joint programme would 
be participating in the defence of the thesis. 
However, the MER was of the opinion that it 
is impossible to separate the study load com-
pleted in the course of producing the thesis 
from the study load of the rest of the study 
programme, and therefore found that each 
HEIs substantial part should be calculated 
based on the total study load of that curric-
ulum. The MER found it impossible to jus-
tify the argument that all HEIs contribute 
30 ECTS-credits to the completion of the the-
sis merely by conducting a defence of the 
thesis, because a thesis is largely the result 
of a student’s independent work.

New developments regarding 
the joint programmes in 
Estonia

Following the accreditation of the Euro-
pean Joint Master’s programme in Strate-
gic Border Management and subsequent 
discussions with EKKA, the MER asked for 
EKKA’s input regarding possible changes 
in legislation.

In December 2016 EKKA forwarded to the 
Ministry the following suggestions for mak-
ing the legal regulation of joint programmes 
more flexible and compatible with the Eu-
ropean Approach for Quality Assurance of 
Joint Programmes:
1.	 Abandoning the 5 years requirement 

for the combined duration of Bachelor’s 
and Master’s programmes, as this is not 
a common practice in other European 
countries.

2.	 Abandoning the requirement that at 
least 20 % of the curriculum be provided 
by a partner institution, as it has proven 
to be too restrictive.

3.	 Reducing the level of detail in require-
ments for joint curriculum cooperation 
contract, leaving these matters up to the 
partners to decide.

4.	 Allowing for specificities on legislative 
level regarding the volume of ECTS for 
Master’s thesis etc., for joint curricula – 
these matters could instead be regu-
lated in the joint curriculum cooperation 
contract.

Currently, these suggestions are being pro-
cessed in the MER and will hopefully be at 
least partially included in the new Code of 
Higher Education. In March 2017 a discus-
sion round took place in the MER, where it 
was agreed to reduce the level of detail in 
requirements for joint programmes, leav-
ing these matters for the partners to decide 
in the cooperation contract.

The discussion shall continue…
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The European University Association (EUA) 
has in the past worked on the joint pro-
gramme in the context of different projects. 
These include:
◆◆ EUA Joint Masters Project (2002 – 2004)
◆◆ EMNEM – European Masters New Eval-

uation Methodology 2006, the result of 
which we published in the Guidelines for 
Quality Enhancement in European Joint Mas-
ter’s Programmes, which are still quite of-
ten being referred to when discussing 
the internal quality assurance of joint 
programmes

◆◆ At least two EUA surveys have covered 
questions on joint programmes

	 –	� Master Programme in Europe 
2008–2009

	 –	� Trends studies (most recently in 2010 
and 2015, next in 2018)

In addition, EUA as the representative body 
of universities in Europe is active in various 
policy debates that are linked to joint pro-
grammes; for example, in external quality 
assurance (QA) arrangements and recogni-
tion of qualifications. You may be asking 
yourself, why am I including here projects 

that date back a number of years, but I trust 
the answer will become clear to you later 
during this short lecture.

The topic of this conference is the European 
Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Pro-
grammes (hereinafter the Approach) and 
therefore the primary focus is on how the 
external QA of these programmes is organ-
ised. However, I was asked to speak from 
the university perspective in my presenta-
tion and therefore I will cover both internal 
and external QA of these programmes, be-
cause it is our belief at EUA that these are 
interlinked and should be two sides of the 
same coin.

But let us first take a step back to 2015 when 
the Approach was adopted. In that same 
year EUA’s Trends report found that of the 
higher education institutions (HEIs) that of-
fer joint programmes with institutions in 
other countries, 37 % offer them at Bachelor 
level, 70 % at Master level, and 44 % at Doc-
toral level. Eighteen per cent of the Trends 
respondents did not offer joint programmes 
at all. These figures were very similar to the 

3.2	� Two years after Yerevan: 
progress so far
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results of the Master programme survey 
from 7 years earlier.

Trends 2015 further noted that joint pro-
grammes have been the focus of attention 
of the Bologna Follow-Up Group that had 
been working on the Approach and that this 
was “welcome, but the survey results in-
dicated that the universities are more con-
cerned about anchoring these programmes 
institutionally and making them sustain-
able, than about the external QA require-
ments”. Only in two countries (Greece and 
Slovakia) did more than half of the re-
spondents answer that they found QA to 
be very challenging for the development of 
joint programmes. The integration of pro-
grammes into the institution was reported 
as the main challenge overall, reflecting a 
finding that EUA had already made in its 
2004 study.

It was against this background that EUA 
was supportive of the Approach and actively 
contributed to various consultations in or-
der to provide comments to the ad-hoc group 
in charge of developing the document. We 
were supportive of making the external QA 
procedures lighter; today’s example of the 
European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Bor-
der Management demonstrates better than I 
ever could what the combination of different 
national programme accreditation regula-
tions can lead to at their worst, and clearly 
illustrates the challenges that HEIs face in 
this regard.

However, I would like to point out that in 
systems where HEIs are “self-accrediting” or 
the external QA is focused at institutional 
level, these kinds of challenges do not ap-
pear. Therefore, if I want to be provocative, 
I could claim that these challenges could 
also have been dealt with by all European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) countries 
moving to external QA systems at insti-
tutional level, rather than at programme 
level. But we all know that for various polit-
ical reasons this is not likely. Nevertheless, 
it is important to note that there are higher 
education systems in the EHEA where there 
is no programme accreditation and there-
fore the Approach does not in practice ap-
ply to HEIs operating in these systems. The 

importance of the Approach not leading to 
additional work for these HEIs was one of 
the key points for which EUA advocated.

From the university perspective, the bene-
fits of the Approach are pretty obvious: there 
would be only one external QA procedure for 
the whole programme and only one set of 
criteria (outlined in the Approach) against 
which the programme would be judged. The 
Approach would also allow the consortium 
in charge of the programme to choose a QA 
agency that best fits the needs of the pro-
gramme, as long as the agency is listed in 
EQAR. Also, we find the emphasis on the 
“jointness” in the programme valuable: this 
would encourage the consortium to consider 
what the added value of a joint programme 
is in comparison to a regular programme.

But then again, the question to be asked 
is whether using this procedure would put 
at risk the recognition of the qualifications 
awarded by the programme? We know from 
experience that the credibility and the ac-
ademic quality of joint programmes are 
at times already questioned and there is 
a potential risk that if a programme is no 
longer expected to fulfil all national crite-
ria, this may make the qualification even 
more suspicious. This question is relevant 
because the Master’s study survey concluded 
that the course coordination in joint pro-
grammes is often challenging, not least 
due to incongruent national legislation on 
variable entry points, credit weighting, 
workloads and learning outcomes. The pres-
entation of challenges faced by the consor-
tium of the European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management shows us that 
this is still very much the case. But in this 
context, it is good to remember that not all 
these regulations are linked solely to pro-
gramme accreditation.

While our focus here is very much on the 
impact that external QA requirements have 
on the development of joint programmes, I 
would like to remind us all that, as it reads 
in the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assur-
ance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG), 
the main responsibility for the quality as-
surance of provision lies with HEIs. This ap-
plies to joint programmes as well: regardless 
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of the external QA arrangements, the con-
sortium in charge of implementing a joint 
programme needs to take this responsibil-
ity seriously and invest in internal QA pro-
cedures that ensure and enhance the quality 
of the programme in a robust manner and 
in line with the ESG Part 1. This should al-
ways be the basis of any external QA. The 
other challenges faced by HEIs beyond ex-
ternal QA, which I have mentioned earlier 
in this presentation, just underline the im-
portance of establishing internal QA that 
accommodates the expectations of each of 
the joint programme consortium members. 
Any external QA should be based on check-
ing that the consortium is doing what it 
promises and is accountable to its various 
stakeholders.

The Approach was adopted 2 years ago. 
When preparing this input I asked myself, 
what new could I say here because, as we 
have heard from the previous speakers, the 
take up of the Approach has been very slow. 
Systems that allow the use of the Approach 
in the external QA of joint programmes are 
rare, and we have very few examples of QA 

procedures having been carried out using 
the Approach. But perhaps this is indeed a 
good reason for us to be talking about this 
here and now: to remind all parties of the 
commitment made in Yerevan 2 years ago 
and to try to see how the Approach can be 
made a reality.

To put it bluntly, from the university per-
spective, the first step to really make use 
of the Approach is for systems where pro-
gramme accreditation is a compulsory form 
of external QA to decide that the Approach 
can replace their usual national require-
ments. Before that happens, the Approach 
will not have a major impact and will make 
no difference to HEIs.

Finally, if there really is a willingness to pro-
mote joint programmes in Europe, we defi-
nitely need to resolve the issues around the 
multiple external QA processes that such a 
programme may be subject to, but we also 
need to engage the recognition community 
in this process in order to ensure that a stu-
dent who enrols in a joint programme can be 
certain that the qualification is recognised.
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In 2015 European ministers of higher ed-
ucation agreed on a coherent, European 
approach for quality-assuring joint pro-
grammes. Will it save academics and man-
agers from headaches when thinking how 
to have their joint programme accred-
ited? And to what extent has it been imple-
mented 2 years after the Yerevan Ministerial 
Conference?

How has external quality 
assurance of joint programmes 
worked so far?

Joint programmes have been regarded as a 
hallmark of the European Higher Education 
Area (EHEA) ever since the Bologna Process 
was conceived. They enshrine “the neces-
sary European dimensions in higher edu-
cation” at all levels the Bologna Declaration 
(1999) called for: “curricular development, 
inter-institutional co-operation, mobility 
schemes and integrated programmes”.

External quality assurance has, however, 
for long been infamous as a major obstacle: 
too often joint programmes had to undergo 
multiple accreditations, by the different 
national quality assurance agencies of the 
countries involved, each looking at the bits 
and pieces happening in their country. The 
burden on institutions was heavy and such 
fragmented reviews did not capture the 
“jointness” of these programmes, neglect-
ing their essence, as the European Univer-
sity Association (EUA) described in its 2015 
Trends Report.

Why was the European 
Approach developed?

Already in 2012, European ministers of 
higher education recognised that external 

quality assurance of joint programmes 
needed to be simplified. To that end, they 
agreed to “recognise quality assurance de-
cisions of EQAR-registered agencies on joint 
and double degree programmes” (Bucharest 
Communiqué).

There was never doubt that the Standards 
and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in 
the EHEA (ESG) apply to joint programmes 
as much as to all higher education provi-
sion in the EHEA, and this would thus seem 
to be a logical step. However, governments 
felt a need to get more specific and spell out 
what the ESG means in the specific case of 
joint programmes. The Bologna Follow-Up 
Group (BFUG) gave that task to a small ad-
hoc expert group, which then drafted the 
European Approach for Quality Assurance 
of Joint Programmes, adopted by ministers 
in 2015.

What is the European 
Approach about?

Quality assurance agencies and higher ed-
ucation institutions had already earlier de-
veloped and tested numerous approaches 
for single, integrated external quality as-
surance procedures. Yet, national regula-
tions from all different countries had to be 
incorporated; otherwise an accreditation 
decision or evaluation report would not be 
recognised everywhere. Differences in those 
national requirements made matters com-
plicated: for instance, contradictory require-
ments in different European countries as to 
the number of ECTS credits assigned to a fi-
nal Master thesis.

The European Approach includes a set of 
agreed standards for joint programmes, 
based only on the ESG and the Qualifications 
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Framework of the European Higher Educa-
tion Area (QF-EHEA). Adopting the European 
Approach, ministers made crystal clear that 
the standards are “based on the agreed tools 
of the EHEA” and they should be used “with-
out applying additional national criteria”.

The European Approach further includes 
an agreed external quality assurance pro-
cedure. Where programmes require external 
evaluation or accreditation at programme 
level, this should be carried out by a suita-
ble EQAR-registered agency identified by the 
cooperating institutions. As a consequence, 
quality assurance should get less burden-
some and do justice to a joint programme’s 
nature: integrated, truly European curric-
ula – reviewed in an integrated, truly Euro-
pean quality assurance process.

Where is the European 
Approach available?

Like all agreements made in the Bologna 
Process, the adoption of the European Ap-
proach is a political declaration, but not a 
legally binding agreement. Thus, it requires 
further action at the national level to turn 
it into reality.

For the implementation of the European Ap-
proach, the most important distinction is 
between:
a.	 countries where external quality assur-

ance at the programme level (e.g. pro-
gramme accreditation) is mandatory, 
and

b.	 countries where mandatory external 
quality assurance is at the institutional 
level only (e.g. institutional audit, sys-
tem accreditation).

In the latter case, higher education insti-
tutions are typically autonomous in ap-
proving their own study programmes and 
organising internal quality assurance of 

36	 In theory it would be conceivable that national regulations or external quality assurance criteria 
(applied in institutional accreditation /evaluation / audit) effectively prevent the use of the 
European Approach by institutions. To date, however, no such case is known to the author.

37	 AD, AL, AM, AZ, BG, BY, CY, CZ, EE, ES, FR, GE, GR, HR, HU, IS, IT, KZ, LI, LT, LU, LV, MD, ME, 
MK, PL, PT, RO, RS, RU, SE, SI, SK, UA

38	 BA, CH, FI, MT, TR, VA, UK
39	 AT, BE, DE, DK, IE, NL, NO

their programmes. In doing so, they may 
use the European Approach if they so wish, 
and there is thus usually36 no need for legis-
lative changes at national level. In case A, 
however, legislative changes are usually re-
quired, so that a single accreditation or eval-
uation based on the European Approach is 
recognised within the obligatory external 
quality assurance system, that is, instead of 
the obligatory accreditation / evaluation ac-
cording to the national process and criteria 
that would otherwise be required.

The majority of EHEA countries, namely 34,37 
fall within category A. Only 738 countries 
are purely case B, while the remaining 739 
countries are “mixed”. That is, programme 
accreditation / evaluation is mandatory for 
some higher education institutions only 
(e.g. for university colleges, but not for uni-
versities) or higher education institutions 
can choose between accreditation of single 
programmes and the institutional quality 
assurance system.

Two years after being adopted, the Euro-
pean Approach is in principle available to 
all institutions 12 higher education sys-
tems, and to some institutions in another 
13 systems (see Illustration 1). From amongst 
case A above, Armenia, Belgium (Flemish 
Community), Cyprus, Denmark, Liech-
tenstein and the Netherlands allow the 
European Approach to be used for manda-
tory programme accreditation. In Albania, 
Bulgaria, Estonia, France, Germany, Ka-
zakhstan, Lithuania, Moldova, Portugal, 
Poland, Romania and Slovenia programme 
accreditation based on the European Ap-
proach is possible for some institutions or 
under specific conditions. However, in most 
of these countries this possibility is based 
on general regulations for the recognition 
of external quality assurance by EQAR-reg-
istered agencies, which often predate the 
European Approach. In Austria, Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina, Finland, Ireland, Malta, Nor-
way, Switzerland, Turkey and the UK, all 
or some higher education institutions are 
subject to external quality assurance at in-
stitutional level only (case B), the European 
Approach is thus available to them by vir-
tue of the higher education institutions’ au-
tonomy in their internal quality assurance.

Why is the European Approach 
not available in other 
countries?

In those countries where programme ac-
creditation / evaluation is required, making 
the European Approach available to higher 
education institutions typically requires 
legislative changes. From the discussions 
at various meetings, seminars and confer-
ences on the topic since Yerevan, it can be 
observed that national governments are hes-
itant to change laws or regulations, and to 
create an exception for joint programmes.

Joint programmes, however, remain a rel-
atively small phenomenon: only 1 % of the 
EQAR-registered agencies’ programme 
evaluations / accreditations are of joint pro-
grammes. This might explain why there is 
no huge sense of urgency to address this 
rather specific topic.

It also appears that there is uneasiness 
with the possibility that a joint programme 
might not comply with all specific national 
criteria that are imposed on “regular” pro-
grammes. However, where national criteria 
are narrower than the European framework, 
they are often structural rather than qual-
ity-related, e.g. imposing strict numbers of 
credits for certain modules or components.

Last but not least, the European Approach 
is not yet widely known amongst higher ed-
ucation institutions in Europe. However, 
only where higher education institutions 
are aware and actively demand the right to 

European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes 
available to all higher education institutions (as explained in text)
European Approach available to some higher education 
institutions or only under specific conditions
European Approach not available to higher education 
institutions in the country

Figure 1.  Availability of the European Approach
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use the European Approach is it likely that 
the necessary changes will be launched.

Is implementation unusually 
slow?

While joint programmes are often presented 
as a hallmark of the Bologna Process, the 
European Approach is only available to all 
higher education institutions in about a 
quarter of the European Higher Education 
Area countries. This might look like a disap-
pointing picture 2 years after Yerevan.

But when comparing the European Ap-
proach with other agreements made in 
the Bologna Process, it has to be borne in 
mind that no action line, commitment or 
instrument was ever implemented across 
the EHEA within 2 years.

The ESG were agreed in 2005. Now, 12 years 
later, still only 23 countries fulfil the EHEA 
key commitment that external quality as-
surance be undertaken by agencies that 
demonstrably comply with the ESG. The QF-
EHEA was adopted in 2005. According to the 
Bologna Stocktaking Reports, in 2007 only 
seven countries had adopted the national 
qualifications framework (NQF). Another 
six countries had prepared a draft and dis-
cussed it with stakeholders.

What could and should be 
done?

Thus, there is no reason to be pessimistic. 
However, it should be expected that the Eu-
ropean Approach will only turn into reality 
if national implementation is closely mon-
itored by the BFUG working structure and 
the topic stays high on the agenda.

Given that many national criteria beyond 
the ESG and the QF-EHEA are structural, 
rather than quality-related, it is hard to 
imagine that an exception for joint pro-
grammes would lead to any serious quality 
deficit. The European Approach encompasses 
the full core Bologna framework – learning 
outcomes (LO) linked to the QF-EHEA, cred-
its (ECTS), quality assurance in line with the 
ESG. Presumably, any “regular” programme 
from another EHEA country, complying 
with the European Approach standards, 
would be recognised at the same level.

After all, it will hardly be realistic to boost 
joint programmes if there is no readiness 
to be more flexible and to create a sort of 
“free zone” for joint programmes, recog-
nising they are genuinely European rather 
than national programmes. This can, how-
ever, not be driven in a top-down process 
alone, by European actors. There is a need to 
also stimulate demand for the European Ap-
proach by higher education institutions. To 
this end, it will be crucial that governments 
commit to improving the conditions and in-
creasing flexibility for joint programmes, 
and that stakeholders and governments 
together make efforts to disseminate and 
provide information about the European Ap-
proach, and showcase those good examples 
that do exist.
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Introduction

The adoption of the European Approach for 
Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes (hence-
forth – European Approach) at the Bologna 
ministerial conference in Yerevan 2015 rep-
resents a remarkable milestone in the de-
velopment of external quality assurance in 
the EHEA. With its aims the European Ap-
proach addresses problems of higher edu-
cation institutions in introducing joint 
programmes which have been well-known 
for many years40:

“The present European Approach for Qual-
ity Assurance of Joint Programmes has been 
developed to ease external quality assur-
ance of these programmes. In particular, 
it will: – dismantle an important obstacle to 
the development of joint programmes by set-
ting standards for these programmes that 
are based on the agreed tools of the EHEA, 
without applying additional national crite-
ria, and – facilitate integrated approaches 
to quality assurance of joint programmes 
that genuinely reflect and mirror their joint 
character” (European Approach, 2015:1).

The significance of the European Approach 
derives not only from its potential to solve 
long-standing problems in the implementa-
tion of a core feature of the Bologna Process. 
Moreover, it introduces “a policy measure 
which is unique in so far as it shall not only 
be applicable and be applied directly in all 
EHEA countries without the necessity to 
adapt it to national regulations, but in es-
sence it also replaces national regulations” 
(Hopbach, 2017:2).

This paper focuses on the state of implemen-
tation of the European Approach and derives 
from the analysis recommendations for fur-
ther actions.

Implementation 
of the European Approach

In terms of implementing the European Ap-
proach, not much progress can be reported 
in early summer 2017, exactly 2 years after 
the ministerial conference in Yerevan. The 
number of joint programmes that have been 
accredited using this new approach might 
not even amount to five41. At first sight, this 
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might be surprising since the application of 
the European Approach can be deemed a case 
of win-win: the higher education institu-
tions can implement joint programmes and 
in particular joint degree programmes much 
easier, and the quality assurance also has an 
easier life because they don’t have to design 
particular sets of standards by way of com-
bining existing national regulations in or-
der to comply with all of them. At least the 
quality assurance agencies quickly under-
stood this and consequently, already in 2016 
agencies replied in a survey that they were 
ready and planning to use the European Ap-
proach, while two out of three agencies re-
ported that they would have to amend their 
own regulations and / or procedures (Hop-
bach, 2017:15). A closer look shows that it was 
unrealistic to expect a significant number of 
cases in 2016. Taking into account the var-
ious steps of developing and implementing 
a joint programme (forming a consortium, 
developing a curriculum, conducting the ac-
creditation procedure) the expectation of a 
significant higher number of cases would be 
unrealistic anyway. However, from current 
discussions among European stakeholders 
one gets the impression that the likelihood 
of quickly growing numbers is not high.

Obviously, methodological problems are 
not the reason. The analysis of the prac-
tice in quality assuring joint programmes 
shows that all the procedures applied by 
the quality assurance agencies are based 
on the ESG and the variations don’t create 
hurdles (Background Report, 2014:3–5). One 
reason might be that the knowledge about 
the European Approach hasn’t spread widely 
enough yet. Another reason might be the 
“European implementation dilemma” of 
new policies or tools adopted in the frame 
of the Bologna Process. Based on the Bolo-
gna Process as an example of the “open method 
of coordination” (Drachenberg, 2011) the im-
plementation at national level also depends 
on whether or not the policies and tools fit 
into the national political priorities (Ser-
rano-Velarde, Hopbach, 2007). Regarding 
the European Approach this well-known 
problem is even more significant because 
of its already mentioned specific feature 
of replacing national regulations. A closer 
look shows that the relevance of this should 

not be underestimated. The background re-
port states: “What remains the major im-
pediment for both cooperating institutions 
and agencies are rather the national reg-
ulations for approval of the different joint 
programmes and, thus, the additional na-
tional criteria that need to be applied. (…). 
With regard to the additional national cri-
teria it was concluded that these should be 
removed when assessing joint programmes 
in single quality assurance processes” (Back-
ground Report, 2014:5).

Asking a national authority to refrain from 
applying national regulations might be 
challenging as such. In this case the chal-
lenge is even more significant because of 
the nature of the “additional national cri-
teria”. The standards normally applied in 
any kind of evaluation of study programmes 
can be derived from the ESG and grouped 
as follows:
◆◆ The learning objectives are clearly 

defined.
◆◆ The concept of the programme sup-

ports the achievement of the learning 
objectives.

◆◆ Sufficient qualified staff is available.
◆◆ The necessary resources are secured.
◆◆ Quality assurance measures are in place.
◆◆ The HEI gives transparent and accessi-

ble information about the programme.

It is noteworthy that a clear distinction 
has to be made between the various types 
of quality assurance of joint programmes 
as far as the number of degrees conferred 
and the purpose of the procedures are con-
cerned: first of all, if joint programmes lead 
to a joint degree it might be much more dif-
ficult to comply with contradicting national 
criteria whereas joint programmes that lead 
to two or multiple degrees are more flexible 
in practice. Secondly, if legal consequences 
are linked to the quality assurance proce-
dure, mostly state approval through ac-
creditation, it’s more likely that additional 
criteria are applied. Regarding accredita-
tion of study programmes with legal conse-
quences by way of state approval, typically 
these standards for a “good” study pro-
gramme is transformed into criteria which 
are both more specific and which cover as-
pects that are not directly linked to “the” 
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quality of the programme. Particular the 
latter causes problems when a national au-
thority has deliberately decided to add cer-
tain criteria to those directly or traditionally 
applied to evaluate the quality. Hence, ap-
plying the European Approach means giving 
away criteria which were deemed relevant 
in addition to the “regular” ones.

How to foster the application 
of the European Approach?

What can European stakeholders do in or-
der to foster the application of the European 
Approach? Activities in four fields shall be 
suggested: Promotion, Education, Analysis, 
and Exchange.

Promotion

One should not underestimate the relevance 
of promoting new policies or tools which 
were agreed upon at ministerial confer-
ences of the EHEA. The fact that applying 
the European Approach can make it much 
easier to implement joint programmes and 
in particular joint degree programmes does 
not mean that this good news spreads auto-
matically. Taking into account that initia-
tives for setting up a partnership for a joint 
programme traditionally originate from the 
bottom up, it’s fair to say that teachers and 
researchers at higher education institutions 
are maybe not the ones checking news about 
the Bologna Process day by day. Hence, it is 
challenging to bring the news to these most 
relevant actors as regards joint programmes. 
From participatory observation, it is pretty 
clear that although stakeholders at Euro-
pean level can help, this should primarily be 
done by EUA and EURASHE and not by the 
quality assurance agencies in order to avoid 
unintended reactions such as “Just another 
bureaucratic quality assurance process im-
posed on the institutions.” It is important to 
emphasize that applying the European Ap-
proach is not an end in itself, and it is not 
about easing the life of quality assurance 
agencies. The main message is that joint 
programmes, and in particular joint degree 
programmes, can be implemented easier. 
Maybe even more important than the new 
approach to quality assurance is the defini-
tion of joint programmes ministers agreed 

upon: “Joint programmes are understood as 
an integrated curriculum coordinated and 
offered jointly by different higher educa-
tion institutions from EHEA countries, and 
leading to double / multiple degrees or a joint 
degree” (European Approach, 2015:1). This 
definition with its emphasis on jointness in 
all aspects of the design and delivery has the 
potential to create joint degree programmes 
as a particular “brand” of the EHEA.

Education

Promotion helps, but it is not enough. To 
put it pointedly, one challenge seems to 
be to make the relevant actors, in particu-
lar ministries or responsible authorities 
but also quality assurance agencies under-
stand the core principle of the European 
Approach: Direct application without ad-
aptation to national regulations or tradi-
tions. Although, it is fair to say that as far 
as compulsory programme accreditation is 
concerned there might be one necessary le-
gal step to take which is to allow for the ap-
plication of the European Approach instead 
of applying the regular procedures. But still it 
is to be emphasized that application is dif-
ferent from adaptation. Interestingly, after 
the ministerial conference in Yerevan one 
could hear comments such as “Sure, applica-
tion of the European Approach in our system 
is fine as long as the national criteria are 
applied as well”. Obviously, this is exactly 
the opposite of what ministers signed up 
for in Yerevan. It is fair to say that adapting 
the results of the ministerial conferences 
to the national legal frameworks, political 
priorities, and cultural traditions has been 
standing practice since 1999. And it is to em-
phasize that the operational flexibility en-
shrined in this might be the most important 
reason for the success of the Bologna Pro-
cess. However, a particular feature of the 
European Approach, and its novelty is the 
deviation from this common way of trans-
lating Bologna policies and tools into na-
tional practice.

Analysis

The Bologna ministerial conference in 
Paris 2018 will provide the first opportu-
nity to take stock of the implementation of 
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the European Approach at national level. 
Stakeholders at European level should col-
lect information on where the European Ap-
proach is in use, and in particular analyse 
how its application has been allowed for at 
national level. Due to different legal frame-
works, it will be important to learn which 
legal steps national authorities take in order 
to integrate the European Approach into the 
legally possible procedures of quality assur-
ance and in particular accreditation proce-
dures. One of the most interesting questions 
will be how this approach is handled in 
those countries where national adminis-
trative law has to be applied in accreditation 
procedures. A second pillar of such a project 
should be to analyse the experience of ex-
isting cases as regards the applicability of 
the standards and procedural regulations. 
Since with this approach quality assurance 
agencies break new ground, it is important 
to know whether there might be particular 
issues which were not taken into account 
when developing the new approach. Such 
analysis should be available for further con-
sideration in early 2018 in order to be able to 
feed the results into the final preparations 
of the ministerial conference in Paris.

Exchange

Obviously, the next step would be to pro-
vide the relevant actors with an opportunity 
to exchange their experience gained with 
the application of the European Approach. 
Again, it would be important to organize 
such an exchange before the ministerial 
conference.

Conclusion

The European Approach has huge potential 
for higher education institutions to imple-
ment joint programmes and in particular 
joint degrees because it overcomes the ma-
jor impediment which is the application of 
various national criteria in the approval of 
study programmes which might contradict 
each other and might not even be directly 
related to aspects of the quality of the pro-
gramme. The biggest challenge of imple-
menting the European Approach results 

from its unique nature as a tool that can 
be – and that has to be in order to use its po-
tential – applied without further adaptions 
to national settings. This principle has to be 
discussed with the national authorities in 
order to make the European Approach a re-
ality and a hallmark of fostering the Euro-
pean dimension of teaching and learning, 
and thus develop the European Higher Edu-
cation Area further. European stakeholders 
should take the lead in promoting the appli-
cation of the European Approach by analys-
ing possible hurdles and by advising on how 
to overcome these hurdles.
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Joint Programmes are one of the main suc-
cess stories of the European Higher Educa-
tion Area. Yet, their quality assurance can 
be described as one of its more intricate chal-
lenges. While the European Standards and 
Guidelines (ESG) have set an overarching 
framework of criteria to assure the quality 
of a single or joint study programme, na-
tional, and in some cases like Germany even 
federal, circumstances remain serious ob-
stacles to implementing a multi-national 
study programme.

One of the central objectives in founding 
the European Consortium for Accreditation 
(ECA) in 2003 was – and still is – to support 
and ease the mutual recognition of quality 
assurance decisions for all types of higher 
education programmes. Different initiatives 
and projects by ECA have encouraged and 
promoted the development of the common 
European Approach for Quality Assurance of 
Joint Programmes (European Approach) as 
approved by the Bologna ministers in 2015. 
Yet, obstacles for quality assurance of joint 
programmes still remain. They have to be 
tackled by common efforts of higher edu-
cation institutions, external quality assur-
ance actors, politics and society. The case 
of the European Joint Master’s in Strategic 
Border Management has provided a prime 
example to understand better this overall 
process, its pitfalls, but also possible future 
solutions for a straightforward quality as-
surance of joint programmes in general.

These aspects will be addressed from ECA’s 
perspective addressing current challenges 
and presenting ECA’s approach, initiatives 

and future projects in order to support a man-
ageable implementation of the European Ap-
proach in the course of the Bologna process.

Challenges

Starting on a pessimistic note, one could as-
semble a quite long list of challenges to full 
implementation of the European Approach 
for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes 
(European Approach). Hence, it might be 
helpful to sort these challenges in order to 
better address the different actors and stake-
holders who are able to tackle and resolve 
these challenges.

Political

The implementation of the European Ap-
proach is under way in a majority of the 
Bologna countries. However, the specific 

Figure 1.  Challenges in Quality Assurance of Joint 
Programmes

European Approach

Political Challenges

Informational Challenges

Procedural Challenges

Criterial Challenges
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status of the approach remains unclear – 
and might often be hampered or delayed by 
reservations of different political stakehold-
ers. It is often assumed that this approach 
too easily bypasses established norms and 
regulations in the national (or regional) 
quality assurance systems. In the case of 
Germany, for example, the European Ap-
proach can only be applied to programmes 
awarding joint degrees, but not for those 
with double or multiple degrees, even if the 
latter comprise a much higher share of joint 
programmes with German higher education 
institutions involved.

Another challenge to be politically tackled 
is the inclusion of higher education insti-
tutions from outside the European Higher 
Education Area that are or plan to become 
consortium partners in a joint programme.

Procedural

While the European Approach defines a set 
of plausible procedural steps firmly based 
on the ESG, implementing a common proce-
dure might prove difficult due to a number 
of methodological or just purely organiza-
tional challenges. These might be, among 
other things, the selection of the agency, ac-
quisition of knowledgeable experts, choice 
of site for the visit of the experts panel, fi-
nancial aspects, language of self-report and 
documents and any other procedural deci-
sions and (national) rules. However, as HEIs 
and agencies have by now considerable ex-
pertise in national or international accred-
itation / evaluation, these points might be 
more of a nuisance than insurmountable 
obstacles.

Criterial

A lot has already been said about the temp-
tation of national regulatory bodies to add 
specific national criteria or requirements to 
the European Approach. It can surely work 
even with some additional stipulations, 
arising, for instance, out of national or fed-
eral higher education legislation. However, 
every add-on will reduce its value. In the 
end, there might only be a few small-scale 
joint programmes left where the European 
Approach is of any real added value.

Yet, as first experiences have shown, when 
the European Approach is adopted by the ap-
propriate national bodies, it rather sticks to 
the core criteria. Thus, the ESG-based stand-
ards could rather be applied easily by agen-
cies, higher education institutions and 
experts.

Informational

Taking these different types of challenges 
into account, their common feature is a 
lack of precise information about them. 
All stakeholders involved in initiating, con-
ceptualizing, organizing, running and ac-
crediting a joint programme are particularly 
reliant on information about the state of 
implementation of the European Approach, 
about specific national regulations and 
about procedural chores. Providing detailed 
and trustworthy information about current 
standards, identifying the relevant authori-
ties and sharing best practices could be fun-
damentally important to ease and support 
the quality assurance of joint programmes.

ECA Perspective & Initiatives

From its founding in 2003 and its incorpora-
tion in 2014 onwards, the European Consor-
tium for Accreditation (ECA) has organized 
and understood itself as a bottom-up net-
work of agencies with a strong focus on 
projects and services. Detecting new needs 
and developments in quality assurance in 
the European Higher Education Area, the 
working groups of ECA have developed sev-
eral projects addressing different stakehold-
ers besides the ECA-agencies (currently 18) 
themselves: higher education institutions, 
ENIC-NARICS, students in general but also 
their representative bodies, employers and 
political stakeholders.

ECA Initiatives

From the outset, the mission of ECA has 
been decidedly less politically motivated than 
with other European associations (e.g. 
ENQA), rather focusing on the everyday ex-
periences and relationships of its member 
agencies. Tackling political challenges di-
rectly has therefore not been ECA’s approach 
in previous years – but it is now gradually 
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changing, especially due to intensified co-
operation with non-Bologna accreditation 
networks.

ECA was started to meet much more proac-
tively procedural and criterial challenges in trans-
national accreditation, with a special focus 
on joint programmes. The TEAM II project 
(2008–2010), for instance, aimed at develop-
ing a common methodology for quality as-
surance of joint programmes. Some of the 
project outcomes have been publications 
clarifying basic terms and problems in this 
area42. In TEAM II, ECA also developed the 
initial idea of a single accreditation proce-
dure for joint programmes, based on a core 
common methodology and tested with five 
pilot procedures43.

The JOQAR project (2010 – 2013) further ex-
plored how to ease the accreditation and 
recognition of joint programmes. With 14 
project partners, including four recogni-
tion bodies, a comparison of the accred-
itation of four Erasmus Mundus Master’s 
programmes gave new insights into single 
accreditation procedures. It led to a refine-
ment of the methodology for single review 
procedures and the dissemination of good 
practices for recognizing joint programme 
degrees44. It is worth highlighting that the 
proposed and applied assessment frame-
work included common criteria as well as 
variable national components. The latter 
had to be adapted to the countries partici-
pating in the pilot joint programmes, which 
hampered the implementation process quite 
significantly45.

ECA has also turned its attention to informa-
tional challenges. The TEAM II project already 
initiated the implementation of a common 

42	 http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/Joint_programmes:_Too_many_cooks_in_the_kitchen
43	 http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/How_to_assess_and_accredit_joint_programmes_in_Europe_(2010)
44	 http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/Framework_for_Fair_Recognition_of_Joint_Degrees; http://ecahe.

eu/w/index.php/Assessment_Framework_for_Joint_Programmes_in_Single_Accreditation_
Procedures

45	 http://ecahe.eu/w/images/5/55/ECA-publication-Single-Accreditation-of-Joint-Programmes-Pilots-
Evaluation-Report.pdf

46	 http://ecahe.eu/home/qrossroads/
47	 http://ecahe.eu/home/eeep/
48	 http://bologna-yerevan2015.ehea.info/files/European%20Approach%20QA%20of%20Joint%20

Programmes_Background%20Report.pdf

database of accredited study programmes 
in the EHEA, named Crossroads. Thanks to 
JOQAR, Erasmus Mundus programmes are 
now also included in the database46. Fur-
thermore, study results have shown that a 
common platform supporting the organiza-
tion and accreditation of joint programmes 
would be highly appreciated. Accordingly, 
the European Coordination Point was in-
itially established for the duration of JO-
QAR. It proved to be very helpful for the 
programmes themselves as well as for the 
participating agencies. Finally, it could be 
linked to another project initiated by ECA: 
E-Train (2010–2012) established a training 
scheme for experts in international single 
accreditation procedures and a database for 
facilitating an easy, cross-border exchange 
of these experts between agencies47.

FRONTEX’s “Joint Master’s in Strategic Bor-
der Management” has then provided one of 
the first cases in which the Single Accredi-
tation Procedure as developed by the JOQAR 
project was applied. In 2014/15, NVAO coor-
dinated a review procedure, encompassing 
six partner institutions and six different ac-
crediting or recognizing institutions and 
agencies.

In sum, these projects initiated by ECA had 
a gradual, but steady influence on the prep-
aration of the European Approach for the 
Yerevan ministers’ conference in 2015, es-
pecially by providing a tested and applicable 
methodology for single accreditation pro-
cedures48. A crucial success was to prevent 
the European Approach from taking addi-
tional national criteria into account – such 
a “backdoor” already implemented into the 
core common standards would have ren-
dered it much less useful.
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Way Forward

The adoption of the European Approach has 
indeed been a significant step to ease the 
quality assurance of joint programmes. 
ECA is proud to have facilitated its estab-
lishment, but shares some of the concerns of 
different stakeholders that political, crite-
rial and procedural challenges still exist and 
may limit these achievements in the future.

In accordance with its general mission and 
aims, ECA sees a responsibility to further 
promote and support the wide implemen-
tation of the European Approach. Assisting 
different stakeholders in developing, imple-
menting and accrediting joint programmes 
is and will be an important commitment 
of the association. However, as has been 
discussed above, the political sphere has not 
been seen as a primary playing field and ad-
dressing political stakeholders is not the pri-
mary approach of ECA with its bottom-up 
and project-oriented structure. In addition, 
the criterial challenges may not be the most 
pressing ones, as long as Bologna countries 
and institutions refrain from adding addi-
tional national regulations and standards 
to the European Approach.

ECA can and should focus on procedural and 
informational challenges by providing opera-
tional and informational support to agen-
cies, higher education institutions and 
other relevant stakeholders. One main pillar 
could be the ImpEA project (“Facilitating Im-
plementation of the European Approach for 
Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes”), 
which has evolved from the JOQAR project 
and has now been selected in the Erasmus 
plus scheme in summer 2017.

Its main objectives are:
◆◆ Identifying key obstacles in the imple-

mentation of the European Approach in 

the European Higher Education Area in 
general and in project partner countries 
in particular.

◆◆ Supporting partner quality assurance 
agencies in running European Approach-
based program accreditation procedures 
(ex ante and ex post).

◆◆ Supporting partner HEI in pursuing the 
external accreditation based on the Eu-
ropean Approach.

◆◆ Developing a European Approach imple-
mentation toolkit with a set of recom-
mendations and proposed solutions for 
the policymakers and QA agencies.

The main outcomes of this project will be:
◆◆ A background report on the status and 

current challenges of implementation of 
the European Approach.

◆◆ The development of a training methodol-
ogy for partner quality assurance agen-
cies as well as representatives of higher 
education institutions.

◆◆ Experiences based on four pilot proce-
dures, feeding into an analytical report.

◆◆ Setting up an online toolkit which pro-
vides a sustainable service offer, includ-
ing manuals, provision of guidelines 
regarding best practices, FAQs, report 
templates and more.

In the short term, the experiences and ser-
vices of ImpEA will be especially useful for 
quality assurance agencies and higher edu-
cation institutions awaiting accreditation of 
their joint programmes. In the longer run, it 
will (hopefully) encourage the development 
of new joint programmes with partners in – 
and outside the EHEA. In addition, it will 
(hopefully) raise the awareness of political 
actors that joint programmes are one of the 
success stories of the internationalization 
in higher education – and that their qual-
ity assurance has to be made as easy as pos-
sible without sacrificing the quality itself.
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One of the most tightly knit relationships in 
European higher education is the relation-
ship between quality assurance and recog-
nition. Competent recognition authorities 
rely heavily on the decisions of quality as-
surances agencies regarding programme 
and institutional quality assurance. In 
short, if a programme or institution is not 
accredited, there is no recognition of the 
programmes.

The legal setting of recognition within the 
European Higher Education Area is the 
Lisbon Recognition Convention (LRC) and 
of course national legislation on recogni-
tion and of the establishment of joint pro-
grammes. A basic principle of the LRC is 
that a competent recognition authority 
should recognise fully a foreign programme 
as being comparable to a similar programme 
within its own educational system, unless 
the recognition authority can prove that 
there are substantial differences between 
the foreign and the similar national pro-
gramme. Substantial differences should be 
related to assessment of the level, quality, 
workload, learning outcomes and profile of 
the foreign programme.

In terms of recognition there should be no 
differences in the procedures and principles 
of recognition of a joint programme or a pro-
gramme offered by a single higher educa-
tion institution from one country. However, 
when it comes to assessing substantial dif-
ferences in relation to the quality of joint 
programmes, there have traditionally been 
more complicated procedures. The subsid-
iary text to the LRC on the recommenda-
tion on the recognition of joint programmes 

from 2004 outlined that “competent recog-
nition authorities may make the recogni-
tion of joint degrees conditional on all parts 
of the study programme leading to the de-
gree and / or institutions providing the pro-
gramme being subject to quality assurance”. 
This actually means that if a consortium of 
five institutions offers a joint programme, 
recognition authorities may make the rec-
ognition of the programme contingent on 
the programme being quality assured in all 
five participating countries. Obviously, this 
gives nourishment to the constant accredi-
tation circle which joint programmes have 
been subject to for many years.

The adoption by the ministerial conference 
in Yerevan of the European Approach for 
Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes in 
2015 has triggered a revision of the subsidi-
ary text to the LRC on “The recommendation 
on the recognition of joint programmes”. 
Now the text states explicitly that “recog-
nition authorities should recognise joint 
degrees, which are quality assured in a sin-
gle cross-border process by one quality as-
surance agency (which applies the ESG’s), 
provided that the outcomes of the quality 
assurance are officially recognised in the 
countries to which the providing institu-
tions belong”.

This shows of course a token of trust be-
tween the countries of the European Higher 
Education Area and an important step to-
wards much smoother recognition proce-
dures and recognition decisions. This seems 
as a logical consequence of the Bologna Pro-
cess and one could rhetorically ask whether 
we can claim a European Higher Education 
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Area if we do not trust the qualifications 
and the agreed standards of quality assur-
ance within the EHEA which have been con-
firmed in several ministerial communiques.

Now, is the recognition of joint programmes 
pure idyll and smooth sailing? The monitor-
ing of the implementation of the Bologna 
Process carried out before the ministerial 
conferences and the monitoring of the im-
plementation of the LRC carried out by the 
LRC Bureau in 2015 have exposed the rather 
uneven implementation of the Bologna Pro-
cess and of the Lisbon Recognition Conven-
tion. There are still countries which have 
not provided a legal basis for establishing 
and offering programmes, or which in their 
legislation outlines national provisions such 
as that a certain number of credits must be 
studied in the home country or specific de-
mands of the amount of credits of a thesis 
and more, making the accreditation and 
thus the recognition of joint programmes 
problematic.

Furthermore, there may still appear prob-
lems of recognition of joint programmes 
even though all principles and procedures 
of the LRC and Bologna Process have been 
implemented. To use a couple of examples, 
a consortium offering a legally established 
joint programme with three fully accred-
ited institutions and one legitimate but 
non-accredited provider like a professional 
organisation cannot be guaranteed full rec-
ognition, since the basis of recognition is 
always that all programmes must be accred-
ited or be offered by an accredited institu-
tion, before full recognition can be granted. 

Another example could be a Master level pro-
gramme offered jointly by an HEI offering 
research based Master programmes and a 
professionally oriented HEI offering profes-
sionally oriented Master programmes not 
giving access to PhD programmes. Here we 
have problems in relation to access to PhD 
programmes, since it may be difficult to rec-
ognise the programme and maybe give the 
holders of the degree better formal rights 
than the professional Master degree would 
give them in their home country.

In both examples substantial differences 
could be rightfully claimed, as well as rea-
sons for not giving full recognition. Good 
recognition practice would be to at least 
grant partial recognition for credits stud-
ied in accredited institutions in the former 
example and as a minimum accept the cred-
its studied in the research based HEI and 
consider credits studied in the profession-
ally oriented HEI in the latter example. For 
these reasons, it is also vital for HEIs issuing 
Diploma Supplements for joint programmes 
to carefully describe in which institution 
the student has taken the various credits 
and parts of the programme.

However, not to finish on a problematic 
note, the adoption of the European Ap-
proach for Quality Assurance of Joint Pro-
grammes has paved the way for better and 
smoother recognition of joint degrees and 
we should expect that the implementation 
of the process of the quality assurance of 
joint programmes and the recognition of 
joint degrees will be carefully monitored in 
the years to come.
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Overview of the first day’s 
discussion 

Aurelija Valeikienė,
Deputy Director, Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education (SKVC) 
31 May 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

The aim of this overview is to stir up think-
ing and to continue exploration in order to 
establish to what extent single accredita-
tion of joint programmes as a proposed so-
lution could work to resolve the challenges 
we currently face.

It remains to be seen to what extent single 
accreditation of joint programmes is the 
solution for the higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) undergoing external quality 
assurance procedures at the national level 
to meet their accreditation obligations and 
addressing the [possible] substantial dif-
ferences preventing them from obtaining 
full recognition abroad. We know some of 
the problems associated with multiple pro-
cedures that higher education institutions 
still face; it is also true that until now we 
have had very few cases of single accredita-
tion implemented successively. The impact 
of the European Approach is still uncertain.

What are the challenges associated with 
quality assurance, and in particular external 
quality assurance? We have seen that there 
is a difficulty in accepting decisions of other 
quality assurance agencies. This was demon-
strated at country and procedure level (being 
programme or institutional procedures) and 
how they are recognised throughout Mem-
ber States. We have noticed some unease 
about abandoning additional national cri-
teria, and a movement away from ideas on 
how to evaluate these programs in terms of 
the methodologies applied. Implementing 
one procedure might just be another type of 
cooperation among the agencies. Yet some 
other challenges may exist, as demonstrated 
by the quality agencies. Sometimes we have 
difficulty simply reaching out to each other 

and then agreeing on ways to collaborate 
despite all the avenues established for co-
operation and the many forms of dialogue.

Yesterday some solutions and quick fixes 
(or maybe not so quick) were proposed. 
One bold idea was to entirely abandon pro-
gramme evaluations and accreditations, 
and to have institutional reviews only. Per-
haps in this way we could get rid of some of 
the headaches associated with programme 
evaluations. Maybe, on a very small scale – 
modestly said – we could choose to go with 
agreeing – or actually not agreeing, as it is 
already agreed – but implementing on the 
national levels the principle that we all ob-
serve the six-year accreditation term. Such 
agreement alone would alleviate much of 
the pain of higher education institutions.

A more radical idea is to actually elevate 
joint degree programmes from the national 
arena in order to completely remove them 
from the national regulatory area and have 
a truly European approach not only regard-
ing evaluation, but implementation, and 
to shape them according to the basics of the 
Bologna Process. This would mean having 
such features as:
◆◆ workload counted in the ECTS;
◆◆ Diploma Supplements issued automati-

cally, free of charge and in a widely spo-
ken European language;

◆◆ learning outcomes formulated according 
to the general guidelines of the qualifica-
tion framework for the European Higher 
Education Area;

◆◆ allowing the range of credits per cycle 
as agreed in the Dublin Descriptors (180- 
240 for the first cycle, and 60 – 120 for the 
second cycle).
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Yet, I would like to question and provoke you 
a bit more. Let’s put ourselves in research 
mode and think like researchers. In scien-
tific enquiry, in order to find a solution, one 
should be very careful when formulating 
the issue we are dealing with, i.e. what the 
“real” problem in front of us is. I would like 
to attempt to formulate these problems.

Maybe we are having slow progress with 
the European Approach because of techni-
cal reasons? Yesterday we discussed how sig-
nificant joint programmes are for students, 
for higher education institutions, for the en-
tire European Higher Education Area, how 
this promotes our jointness. Still, there 
are too few joint programmes, so despite 
all the rhetoric, possibly this is just a mi-
nor technical aspect that our busy govern-
ments and other agencies have not had time 
to address. Maybe this is related to the high 
level of specificity of the issue? We know 
that quality assurance is technical knowl-
edge, it requires some specific preparation 
on the part of agencies, it also needs spe-
cial training and preparation on the part 
of experts, being able to evaluate those pro-
grammes and implement the procedure as 
expected in the European Approach.

Yesterday we also discussed some finan-
cial matters, so maybe this is the crux of 
the matter. Economics could hinder us, 
as there are real funding challenges for 
higher education institutions that must 
incur the evaluation costs. Similarly, there 
is another issue for quality assurance agen-
cies – if several countries and agencies are 
involved, who gets the bill? And what about 
translation? We saw that one programme’s 
self-evaluation may involve several kilos of 
paperwork. How do we go about translating 
these documents? What about translation 
of interviews during a site visit? How do we 
enter the data into various national data-
bases (in the national and other languages), 
which is required for reporting on study pro-
grammes (this is the case for at least some 
of the European countries)?

Maybe the economic reasoning goes even 
further to merge with the political reason-
ing? When quality assurance results are 
linked with the ability to receive public 

funding (conditional on positive findings), 
the public authorities might be very uneasy 
to accept decisions made by someone else 
outside their jurisdictions, since in this case 
someone else is issuing rulings on where the 
common [national] money [should] go. The 
true reason for the state not being willing to 
recognise decisions is its fear of losing deci-
sive power over spending of a portion of na-
tional public funds. Passing these decisions 
on funding and spending of public finances 
to some other constituencies (other than na-
tional) may weaken and limit the national 
authorities, and even jeopardise their ac-
countability to local tax payers.

Possibly the problem is educational. Yester-
day we discussed that we are not very sure 
whether the ministers agreeing on the Eu-
ropean Approach had a very clear under-
standing what this entails. Simply, when 
the commitment for single accreditation of 
joint degrees was made, the implications for 
the national authorities were not clear; the 
approach was endorsed, but no subsequent 
actions were taken to steer the policy in 
practice. Again, this might be related to the 
technical nature of quality assurance and to 
the fact that politicians lack time to get ac-
quainted with the subject. Could we address 
this absence of knowledge and understand-
ing and then be happy that we have resolved 
the issue? Yesterday we also discussed the 
fact that there are many stakeholders in-
terested in the joint programmes (primarily 
HEIs and students), there are various asso-
ciations and promoters of the idea, such as 
EUA, EURASHE, quality assurance agencies 
and their association ENQA, ESU, EQAR, 
EAIE to name a few. Maybe the challenge 
is that we still have some educational task 
to carry out, and if we do so with joint and 
concerted effort, we will solve the puzzle.

Or could this be a truly political question? 
Political in that for political decisions to be 
taken, proper timing is needed. We know 
that many national reforms are taking place 
in various European Higher Education Area 
countries. So, possibly this is just a bad mo-
ment for another proposal to change the leg-
islation; parliaments might not be willing 
to debate the issue, and the governments 
and ministers are not ready because there 
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are more pertinent issues on the table. As 
we know from research on the achievement 
of educational reforms, their success might 
be influenced negatively by major undertak-
ings in other spheres of life occurring simul-
taneously. In this respect, timing is crucial, 
and it might be that the best moment is not 
now, but later.

There is yet another subtle issue: very many 
accreditations of joint programmes take 
place in English, so it is related to the usage 
of other languages than the given language 
in the particular state in Europe. Maybe the 
national authorities are uneasy about the 
wider usage and influence of English? This 
is a very delicate question, but maybe we 
should keep it in mind.

What if this is a very real power play? And 
here I am being the most provocative. What 
does it mean to have a European Approach to 
quality assurance? We might be faced with 
a situation where we have to give up some 
local powers. For the politicians – the gov-
ernments and the ministers – who take the 
decisions, this is a potential threat to their 
influence. Decisions over priorities, crite-
ria, instruments might be taken elsewhere 
in Europe with no counter-balancing on the 
domestic level. Unfortunately, we do see sit-
uations when quality assurance becomes a 
[national] political instrument, rather than 
a tool for helping higher education institu-
tions to promote quality culture, enhanced 
quality provision and increase the transpar-
ency of offers. It is a valid question.

And the last thing, if we go deep down to 
the core reasons for single accreditation to-
wards quality assurance of joint degrees: 
isn’t this about trust – or lack of it? Yesterday 
we acknowledged that we have very diverse 
higher education institutions, some more 
capable of taking care of their own quality, 
while others are less experienced and, for a 
variety of reasons, devote fewer resources. 
Likewise, we have different stages of ma-
turity of external quality assurance within 
higher education systems. So, the essence 

may lie in higher education institutions 
and quality assurance agencies, namely, 
the lack of trust in how they can and will 
handle single accreditation. The origin of 
the problem could be in the mismatch be-
tween what we say about joint programmes 
and what we see in them. Joint programmes 
are not abundant; to be implemented they 
require a lot of administrative attention and 
effort on the part of academics. We would 
like to think that joint programmes equal 
excellence. However, in reality we see that 
there are multiple challenges related to 
their implementation, and that their qual-
ity is not always the highest. There is a mis-
match between our intentions and reality.

Students yesterday talked about commer-
cialisation and marketisation of higher 
education. This is very uncomfortable to ac-
knowledge, but we do have an issue here: 
some institutions are genuinely concerned 
about quality, while others are just doing 
business in higher education.

Perhaps we also lack trust in quality assur-
ance agencies. We see that there are ques-
tions around professional integrity, and 
the revised Standards and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance in the European Higher 
Education Area are meant to give greater 
attention to it. Quality assurance needs be 
more clearly separated from consultancy 
services. Especially tricky is upholding the 
same high standards when agencies, reg-
istered on EQAR, run procedures outside 
their home jurisdictions. There are exam-
ples showing that this is not always the 
case. Unfortunately, there are grey areas 
undermining trust. Last but not least, are 
we not afraid of losing the local contextual 
knowledge of a given existing higher ed-
ucation system and other specificity if we 
trust procedures to a foreign, EQAR-regis-
tered agency? We know that quality is mul-
tidimensional and context dependent.

These are some provocative questions to con-
sider; let’s have a discussion.
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Summary of the 1st round discussion 
regarding the challenges, 
problems and obstacles for single 
accreditation of joint programmes 
in European Higher Education Area

May 31, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

The first round of group discussion sessions 
was devoted to the current challenges, prob-
lems, and obstacles for single accreditation 
of joint programmes and to the risks for sin-
gle initial accreditation and following re-ac-
creditation of joint programmes expected to 
be encountered in the future in the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area from the point 
of view of different stakeholders of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area: quality assur-
ance agencies; higher education institutions; 
international associations; ministries; etc.

The following challenges, problems, and ob-
stacles for single accreditation of joint pro-
grammes were formulated by the participants 
of the conference group discussion sessions:

Problems we are facing now:
◆◆ Different national legislation (including 

different national criteria) and different 
bureaucracies of accreditation procedures 
within EHEA countries.

◆◆ Lack of knowledge on the European Ap-
proach for Quality Assurance of Joint pro-
grammes (2015).

◆◆ Lack of trust in higher education systems 
and distrust in foreign quality assurance 
agencies cause issues on an international 
level.

◆◆ Lack of flexibility and leadership of the 
quality assurance agencies to be open and 
to gain new experience in quality assur-
ance of joint programmes.

◆◆ Lack of experts regarding joint pro-
grammes and the inferior quality of the 
joint programmes reviewers and the 
mindset of the reviewers.

◆◆ The definitions of “joint degree”, “double 
degree”, “just partners”, etc. are used in 
different countries in different ways and 
create misunderstandings on an inter-
national level.

◆◆ High costs in terms of time and fees for 
preparation, evaluation and accredita-
tion of joint programmes.

◆◆ Vicious cycle – joint programmes are not 
a priority for the national authorities and 
higher education institutions and this cre-
ates a lack of incentives for policy mak-
ers and a lack of critical mass regarding 
joint programmes.

Future problems:
◆◆ Political trends – the governments within 

the EU are not always pro-European;
◆◆ Pressure on quality assurance agen-

cies – when the government changes, the 
outlook on the management of higher 
education can also change, which in 
turn might impact the quality assur-
ance agency;

◆◆ Overall quality management – the end-
less challenge of how to improve quality 
management; inconsistences between 
the higher education institutions might 
be preserved;

◆◆ Check on trust in advance (higher sen-
sitivity to issues)  – there is a need for 
proper quality management, as prob-
lems with managing joint programmes 
might appear;

◆◆ Future problems – non-European part-
ners – what kind of issues will this cause?
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Summary of the 2nd round discussion 
on actions needed to implement 
one single accreditation of the 
European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management
May 31, 2017, Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius, Lithuania

The second round of the group discussion 
sessions was based on the findings from the 
first round of the group discussions and de-
voted to discussing the actions needed to 
implement single re-accreditation of the 
European Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management (as one pio-
neering example) and the steps that the key 
stakeholders in the Bologna Process need 
to implement until the next Ministerial 
Conference in Paris in May, 2018 from the 
point of view of different stakeholders of the 
European Higher Education Area: quality 
assurance agencies; higher education in-
stitutions; international associations; min-
istries; etc.

The following proposals regarding to whom 
and how the challenges, obstacles and 
risks of implementation of the European 
Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint 
programmes can be addressed, were formu-
lated by the participants of the conference 
group discussion sessions:

Proposals to national authorities:
◆◆ Streamline legislation and remove obsta-

cles to act for EQAR-registered agencies.
◆◆ Create a framework for joint programmes 

as an exception in national legislation.
◆◆ Provide financial support for joint pro-

grammes and their quality assurance.
◆◆ Introduce feedback procedures to report 

to ministries on the experience with 
joint programmes at the quality assur-
ance agency and higher education insti-
tution level.

◆◆ Make joint programmes part of the na-
tional internalisation strategy in higher 
education.

Proposals to quality assurance agencies:
◆◆ Train experts on the European Ap-

proach for Quality Assurance of Joint 
programmes.

◆◆ Start using the European Approach for 
Quality Assurance of Joint programmes – 
practical experience is still lacking.

◆◆ Create a handbook for using the Euro-
pean Approach for Quality Assurance 
of Joint programmes in the European 
Higher Education Area.

◆◆ Collaborate with each other.

Proposals to European organisations / networks:
◆◆ Lobby national authorities to amend the 

legislation, do benchmarking, present it 
in the Bologna stocktaking report.

◆◆ Analyse existing cases, share good prac-
tice, develop guidelines for programme 
designers and accreditors of good prac-
tice on the European Approach for Qual-
ity Assurance of Joint programmes in the 
European Higher Education Area.

◆◆ Use the European Approach for Quality 
Assurance of Joint programmes as part 
of the European brand / quality label, and 
not as a burden.

◆◆ Initiate projects on joint programmes, 
such as training of experts, higher edu-
cation institutions, etc.
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Proposals to European Commission:
◆◆ The European Approach for Quality As-

surance of Joint programmes should 
become a criterion for EU funded devel-
opment and implementation of joint 
programmes (e.g. funds available in 
Erasmus +).

◆◆ Provide financial support for projects in-
itiated on joint programmes and fund 
single accreditation procedures of joint 
programmes.

◆◆ Establish a European awarding entity for 
joint programmes to stimulate joint pro-
grammes as a European treasure, and to 
show best practices.

Proposals to higher education institutions:
◆◆ Make the national authorities aware of 

the need to change legislative frame-
works (lobby).

◆◆ Create demand for the European Ap-
proach for Quality Assurance of Joint 
programmes.
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5 
CONCLUSIONS 



Single Accreditation of Joint 
Programmes: Turning the Bologna 
Guideline into Reality  
– Concluding Remarks

Aurelija Valeikienė, Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė, Achim Hopbach

The Vilnius conference brought together 
more than one hundred stakeholders from 
18 countries of the European Higher Educa-
tion Area to discuss the implementation of 
the common European policy regarding the 
single accreditation of joint programmes. 
Specific institutional experiences and leg-
islation of particular countries based on the 
case of the consortium of the European Joint 
Masters’ Programme in Strategic Border Manage-
ment, implemented by six European higher 
education institutions in Lithuania, Lat-
via, Estonia, the Netherlands, Spain, and 
coordinated by Frontex, the European Un-
ion Border and Coast Guard Agency, were 
examined. The Vilnius conference clearly 
demonstrated the high degree of com-
plexity of single accreditation of joint pro-
grammes and highlighted the many issues 
still to be tackled. Two years after the adop-
tion of the European Approach for Quality Assur-
ance of Joint Programmes (2015), its application 
seems to be very slow and far below expec-
tations. It was said that, to overcome hur-
dles, it is necessary to coordinate attempts 
in the domain of accreditation of joint pro-
grammes by thinking outside the “national 
boxes” and to bring this work together with 
the demands, needs and experiences of in-
ternational consortiums of higher educa-
tion institutions and quality assurance 
agencies across the European Higher Ed-
ucation Area.

The conference had two missions: to iden-
tify obstacles still existing for single ac-
creditation of joint programmes, and to 
propose possible solutions. The objectives 
of the event were reached by presenting and 

discussing various viewpoints and experi-
ences, and suggesting ways forward in the 
existing and accepted diversity of European 
higher education systems to reinforce im-
plementation of the European Approach on 
the ground. Conference participants iden-
tified issues for organizations and institu-
tions responsible for the quality assurance 
in higher education to address both nation-
ally and internationally. These issues are 
presented below.

Work already done

In building and sustaining the European 
Higher Education Area, joint programmes 
are considered to be a hallmark of togeth-
erness, and are thus received as such. They 
continue to attract considerable political at-
tention and investment, and were accepted 
by higher education institutions as a large 
educational, scientific, cultural, and so-
cial project, supported by other stakeholder 
organizations. Yet despite this, there are 
many challenges with transforming the 
idea into academic reality and delivering 
the added value of cooperation.

As recorded in the Bucharest Communiqué, 
the encouragement for higher education 
institutions to further develop joint pro-
grammes and degrees was backed by the 
resolve of the Ministers of Education to re-
move obstacles to cooperation and mobility 
that stem from the national contexts. This 
led to the Bologna Follow-Up Group commis-
sioning an ad-hoc expert group to develop 
policy for a specific European accreditation 
approach for joint programmes. The ad-hoc 
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working group came to the same conclu-
sions as the ENQA members49, namely that 
the problems hindering both joint pro-
grammes and joint degrees lie mainly in 
national regulations for approval of pro-
grammes to be applied in quality assurance 
and recognition.

More specifically, the working group ob-
served that:
◆◆ Several national quality assurance processes are 

costly, time consuming, occur at dif-
ferent times at institutions, parts of 
programmes are subject to different cri-
teria and procedures, different panels 
visit different institutions and as a re-
sult programmes in their entirety are not 
evaluated, and programmes retain mul-
tiple accreditations;

◆◆ A joint quality assurance process can expe-
rience time and cost savings, but the 
quality assurance agencies still need 
to coordinate and compare evaluation 
frameworks, an international panel may 
or may not produce one review report, 
and there is no guarantee that the re-
sults will be accepted in higher educa-
tion systems of institutions involved in 
the various mandatory procedures they 
are subject to;

◆◆ The Single quality assurance procedure repre-
sents a step forward with one process 
coordinated by one agency, the commis-
sioning of one expert panel visiting just 
one location and producing one report; 
and the evaluation framework consist-
ing of two parts: the European shared 
component (the “core”) and the rele-
vant national components (the “plus”). 
The backbone of the European element 

49	 ENQA (2012), Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes (ENQA workshop report 19)
50	 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area
51	 Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area
52	 European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System
53	 http://ear.enic-naric.net/emanual/
54	 http://eurorecognition.eu/Manual/EAR%20HEI.pdf
55	 http://www.enic-naric.net/fileusers/Revised_Recommendation_on_the_Recognition_of_Joint_

Degrees_2016.pdf
56	 European Network of Information Centres in the European Region, the latter being defined by 

joining the Council of Europe Cultural Convention
57	 National Academic Recognition Information Centres in the European Union
58	 System of Quality Assurance for the Recognition Networks
59	 http://www.enic-naric.net/fileusers/SQUARE%20Protocol%20FIN.pdf

is reliance on ESG50, QF-EHEA51 and 
ECTS52. The national component would 
consist of additional nationally applied 
criteria in order to meet nation state re-
quirements for accreditation.

The ECA consortium, in its own right, 
has identified the challenges for joint pro-
grammes as being political ones, related 
to information, of a procedural nature, 
or grounded in criteria. Based on the les-
sons learnt, especially of the JOQAR project 
that is considered as the most profound on 
quality assurance of joint programmes, the 
European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Pro-
grammes was proposed by the ad-hoc group 
formed by the Bologna-Follow-up Group. The 
draft was discussed with stakeholders and 
subsequently adopted by the Ministers of 
Education at the Yerevan meeting in 2015.

In the meantime, to advance fair recogni-
tion of joint degrees, new tools were de-
veloped, such as the European Area of 
Recognition (EAR) Manual53 (endorsed by 
Ministers of Education with the Bucharest 
Communique in 2012), its spin-off being the 
European Recognition Manual for HEIs54 
(2nd edition produced in 2016), and the Re-
vised Recommendation on the Recognition 
of Joint Degrees and the Explanatory Mem-
orandum55 (approved by the Lisbon Recog-
nition Convention Committee in February 
2016). To help further develop practices of 
members of ENIC56 and NARIC57 networks 
and to bring recognition into line with the 
best international approaches, SQUARE58 
standards and guidelines59 were created 
and have already been voluntarily tested 
by a third of members.
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The European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint 
Programmes fills the gap with new quality as-
surance instruments. Its essential charac-
teristics are:
◆◆ Joint programmes should be based on the 

agreed tools of the EHEA, namely ESG 
and QF-EHEA, as well as ECTS,

◆◆ Quality assurance should be imple-
mented in an integrated manner, both 
in relation to internal quality assurance 
within HEIs, consortium members, and 
in relation to their external quality as-
surance procedures.

More specifically, two methods of applica-
tion were proposed:
◆◆ In the event cooperating higher educa-

tion institutions require external qual-
ity assurance at programme level, they 
should select a suitable quality assurance 
agency from the list of EQAR-registered 
agencies and in case follow the notifica-
tion procedures as required for regulated 
professions falling under the EU directive 
2005/36/EC and its successor 2013/55/EU;

◆◆ In the event all cooperating higher edu-
cation institutions are subject to exter-
nal quality assurance at institutional 
level only and have “self-accrediting” 
status, they may use the European Ap-
proach in setting up joint internal ap-
proval and monitoring processes for their 
joint programmes.

Current status

As noted by EUA, in several systems where 
HEIs have self-accrediting powers or exter-
nal QA is carried out at institutional level, 
programme accreditation regulations do 
not pose a challenge. Yet the reality on the 
ground is that, to cite EQAR, while only 
seven EHEA states implement institutional 
level procedures and another seven states 
run both approaches (both programme and 
institutional level reviews), the vast major-
ity of countries – 34 to be precise – still ex-
ercise programme-level evaluations. Thus, 

60	 Some information on Erasmus Mundus joint programmes is available via ECA consortium, but 
there is not an exhaustive list of all joint programmes in EHEA. See http://ecahe.eu/w/index.php/
Erasmus_Mundus_Master_programmes

regulatory obstacles persist – and are likely 
to remain.

Among the countries where all or some HEIs 
are subject to external quality assurance at 
institutional level, the European Approach 
is available to institutions by virtue of them 
being autonomous. This is the case of Aus-
tria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Finland, Ire-
land, Malta, Norway, Switzerland, Turkey 
and the UK. So, in theory, if HEIs from these 
countries embark on the creation of the joint 
programme, they might not be facing any 
challenges of external quality assurance. It 
would be interesting to find out if among the 
approximately 2 500 joint programmes cur-
rently running there is any external qual-
ity assurance. Unfortunately, currently no 
such universal register60 exists that would 
enable us to search for this information. We 
are talking here about challenges to fulfil 
external quality assurance obligations that 
higher education institutions in 40 coun-
tries of EHEA might face, and this means a 
challenge of a massive scale.

As demonstrated in the case of the European 
Joint Masters’ programme in Strategic Border Man-
agement, sometimes HEIs are having difficul-
ties just to learn for how long their external 
review results are valid within some juris-
dictions, not to mention other essential 
questions, such as:
◆◆ programme entry requirements,
◆◆ programme volume in ECTS and number 

of learning hours per ECTS,
◆◆ structure of the qualification and the 

profile,
◆◆ provisions for recognition / validation of 

prior learning,
◆◆ pass mark and the common grading 

system,
◆◆ title to be awarded,
◆◆ specifications on the parchment and Di-

ploma Supplement.

Lastly, higher education institutions and 
external quality assurance agencies face 
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financial challenges both in the imple-
mentation of the programme and its qual-
ity assurance; therefore, both national and 
European Union support is regarded as vi-
tal. Quality and cooperation do have costs 
attached.

Another aspect to add and be noted by con-
ference participants is that at the moment 
there still are countries where other ENQA-
reviewed and EQAR-registered agencies are 
not allowed to operate at all, or where certain 
additional conditions should be met. There 
was speculation that this may be happen-
ing due to such underlying reasons as lack 
of mutual trust or control over public funds’ 
spending (where programme evaluation re-
sults are linked with funding allocations).

As acknowledged by external quality assur-
ance agencies that tried to apply the Euro-
pean Approach and subsequently often had 
to settle on only the single quality assurance 
procedure, flexibility is needed – otherwise 
we are all stuck in local regulations and old 
cultural habits.

Testimonies received from recognition cen-
tres as well as members of ENIC and NARIC 
networks also support the view that flex-
ibility is desired and indeed possible fol-
lowing the principle that equivalence is 
not sought, but full recognition should be 
granted unless substantial differences are 
demonstrated. The concept of substantial 
difference is meant to accommodate minor 
differences between the countries and qual-
ifications awarded.

Proposed solutions

As was demonstrated during the conference, 
there is still a need to imbed into national 
legislation an agreed European definition 
of a joint programme and a joint degree. 
In 2015, it was estimated that 11 countries 
had not developed explicit notions of joint 
programmes and joint degrees61. This is to be 

61	 European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015. The European Higher Education Area in 2015: 
Bologna Process Implementation Report. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. 
Page 218. Full text at https://media.ehea.info/file/2015_Yerevan/73/3/2015_Implementation_
report_20.05.2015_613733.pdf

done with the aim to clearly identify cases 
where the European Approach is or will be 
applicable as to not interfere with other 
programmes offered. While there is pro-
motional work to be done by international 
organizations, these efforts should be sup-
plement with proposals from QA agencies, 
which as a rule are well versed in reading 
and interpreting legislation and therefore 
could take up an intermediary role in the 
dialogue with local decision makers.

Further, awarding of joint degrees should 
be clearly allowed by national legislation. 
Currently only a subset of joint programmes 
result in the award of joint qualifications, 
more often HEIs combined with issuing 
double or multiple degrees. These awards 
should come with a Diploma Supplement 
in an agreed format, following the Coun-
cil of Europe/UNESCO/European Commis-
sion template.

Participants of the conference agreed that 
there is still a need to promote the Euro-
pean Approach in political and academic 
circles, as well as a need to promote the 
Ministerial commitment made on behalf 
of Bologna Process states two years ago, so 
that it is widely accepted by both the local 
authorities and HEIs. Higher education in-
stitutions themselves and their associa-
tions – EUA, EURASHE and EAIE – are seen 
as the primary agents for this task of in-
creasing awareness, followed by the qual-
ity assurance agencies and their ENQA and 
ECA associations, and the EQAR register, 
as secondary.

It is worth reminding the relevant deci-
sion makers that the issue is not about 
translating the European Approach into 
the national legislation, but abandoning 
the latter in favour of the European Ap-
proach – as this was the commitment of 
the Ministers in Yerevan. Security and 
trust in the European Approach is backed by 
the requirement that only such procedures 
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are unconditionally accepted that are im-
plemented by external quality assurance 
agencies, which themselves are subject to 
ENQA reviews and registration in EQAR. On 
the part of the quality assurance agencies, 
some work might be needed to learn how to 
directly apply the European Approach, in-
stead of applying their regular procedures, 
and correspondingly train their own staff 
and brief experts.

Ministers should be further encouraged to 
fulfil the obligation they took upon them-
selves in Bucharest to allow EQAR-listed 
agencies to operate in their jurisdictions. 
Without this promise being translated into 
national legislation, due to the voluntary 
nature of Bologna Process, not all HEIs will 
be able to freely choose the agency through 
which they would satisfy external account-
ability requirements.

While the European Approach for Quality Assur-
ance of Joint Programmes, as its title says, is fo-
cused on quality assurance, to some extent 
it also defines the standards for the qual-
ity of the programme – these are described 
in Part B of the document. Thus, the Ap-
proach is able to tackle part of the problems 
that joint programmes face, but only par-
tially. Under the Approach “the institutions 
awarding the degree(s) should ensure that 
the degree(s) belong to the higher educa-
tion systems of the countries in which they 
are based”. The latter requirement sends the 
HEIs back to the confusing scenario of try-
ing to please all nationally embedded reg-
ulatory authorities – a task that has been 
proven as unrealistic to fully accomplish. 
Therefore, there is a need to fill the gap – 
continue discussions and come up with 
more precise definitions for the quality 
of the joint programmes. As demonstrated 
by the example of the European Joint Master’s 
Programme in Strategic Border Management, na-
tional regulations regarding both quality 
assurance and the quality of the joint pro-
gramme are different and hard to reconcile; 
the consortium had to lobby for some locally 
embedded restrictions to be lifted, or lost 
some partners on the way. Luckily, some 
European projects concerned with the expe-
riences of external quality assurance agen-
cies and HEIs, including ImpEA coordinated 

by the ECA consortium, are already in the 
pipeline and are expected to provide further 
input on the subject.

There is still work to be done to establish 
joint programmes as a brand of particular 
European importance. This task has several 
dimensions, including universal registra-
tion and visibility via some designated gate-
way, but more importantly, assuring that 
joint programmes are really associated with 
excellent teaching and learning. Unfortu-
nately, evaluation results to date do not sup-
port the view that all joint programmes are 
of exceptional quality. This is the challenge 
to be taken up by HEIs themselves, which 
are primarily responsible for quality of their 
provision. ENQA and ECA as associations of 
quality assurance agencies, are well posi-
tioned to support mutual learning of HEIs 
through presentation of evaluation results 
and analysis of the conditions that led to 
these. Peer learning from developments in 
various EHEA countries in the form of sem-
inars or projects is very important.

If the advice of the conference participants 
and European stakeholders represented 
herein is taken up to completely elevate 
the joint programmes from the national 
contexts and to exempt them from the na-
tional requirements, agreement is also 
needed that this new type of European 
joint degree is explicitly recognised by lo-
cal authorities as comparable to the qual-
ifications assigned to the first-, second- or 
third-cycle and corresponding national de-
grees. These European qualifications may or 
may not be included in the national qual-
ification frameworks, but proper wording 
in national legislation or any other kind of 
recognition guidelines needs to be explic-
itly included, thereby securing students’ 
rights to full recognition of such degrees 
at home, throughout the EHEA, and in re-
gions beyond.

Stocktaking on national implementation 
and close monitoring by the BFUG working 
structure and by the Lisbon Recognition 
Convention Committee must continue. 
Approaching BFUG and providing input to-
wards relevant reporting is a task for all con-
sultative partners of the Bologna Process, 
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and the moment for this is approaching 
with the Ministerial meeting in Paris less 
than a year away.

The conference participants are also con-
scious that there are still questions as-
sociated with implementation of joint 
programmes with non-EHEA countries, but 
left these for exploration on other occasions.

Concluding remarks

Stakeholders present at the Vilnius confer-
ence, including higher education institu-
tions, external quality assurance agencies, 
ENQA, EUA, EURASHE, ESU, EQAR, ECA, 
and ENIC/NARIC networks universally ac-
knowledged that solutions to aid imple-
mentation of joint programmes and the 
application of the European Approach for 
Quality Assurance should be actively sought 
by both following top-down and bottom-up 
approaches.

The organisers of the Vilnius conference 
hope that the event gave a boost to finding 
solutions for single accreditation of joint 
programmes by inducing, triggering and 

reinforcing national discussions for making 
the legal regulations of joint programmes 
more flexible and compatible with the al-
ready adopted European Approach for Quality 
Assurance of Joint Programmes. Revision of na-
tional legislation on higher education and 
resolution of issues stemming from other 
legislation, when national administrative 
law has to be applied in accreditation proce-
dures, is inevitably required. Legal actions 
are needed to guarantee that commonly 
agreed quality assurance decisions concern-
ing joint programmes are fully and formally 
accepted in all countries concerned, which 
removes the burdensome obligation for joint 
programmes to undergo accreditation ac-
cording to the various legislation of all the 
countries involved.

We believe it is possible to overcome the ex-
isting barriers in the accreditation of joint 
programmes in Europe by demonstrating 
political will, by promoting and raising 
awareness of the issue (communicating) 
and by researching the status quo and ways 
forward – this approach would address the 
issue of trust. Trust comes with working 
together.
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Annex: Contributors

INTRODUCTION

Dr Inga Žalėnienė

Inga Žalėnienė graduated from Mykolas 
Romeris University, Lithuania in 2001. Af-
ter graduation she joined the Department 
of Law at the “Lithuanian Savings Bank” 
listed company and worked as a legal adviser 
while lecturing in the field of Family Law at 
Mykolas Romeris University.

Dr Žalėnienė completed PhD studies in Law 
in 2006. She was then appointed as Vice-
Dean of the Law Faculty of Mykolas Rom-
eris University in 2009 and responsible for 
the development of education policy, forma-
tion and coordination of research groups, 
organization of scientific project activities, 
and planning and accounting of scientific 

results. Dr Žalėnienė was appointed Vice-
Rector for Research and International Rela-
tions in 2012, then Vice-Rector for Education 
and Research in 2017, and currently holds 
this position.

In 2016, Dr Žalėnienė was elected Adminis-
trative Board Member of the International 
Association of Universities, a UNESCO-
based international association of higher 
education institutions. As administrative 
board members, the Vice-Rector and other 
board members of the IAU ensure that the 
decisions of the General Conference are im-
plemented and guide the work of the Inter-
national Universities Bureau.

Françoise Profit
Contact: francoise.profit@enseignementsup.gouv.fr

Françoise Profit is Head of the Bologna Fol-
low-up Group (BFUG) Secretariat.

She was Head of the Office of Medical and 
Paramedical Studies in the French Minis-
try of Education, Higher Education and Re-
search in charge of structural reforms in 
that field, and in particular the changes 
generated by the application of the Bolo-
gna Process to medical/paramedical studies.

Françoise was Deputy Head of the Office in 
charge of Masters and Doctoral Studies in 
the French Ministry of Education, Higher 
Education and Research. In 2012–2013, she 
was a national delegate in the ad-hoc work-
ing group on the third cycle member of the 
Bologna Process in charge of promoting 
quality, transparency, employability and 
mobility in the third cycle. From 2011 to 
2013, she was project manager in charge of 
the national pedagogical call for tender in 
the framework of the French programmes 
of excellence.

From 2004 to 2010, she was Head of the 
French ENIC NARIC centre for recognition 
of foreign qualifications. She was involved 
during that time in the network as a par-
ticipant in projects and as President of the 
ENIC network from 2007 to 2009 and Presi-
dent of the MERIC network in 2010.

As an expert, she contributed to many stud-
ies, especially the Study on the Diploma 
Supplement as seen by its users in coopera-
tion with ENQA and on professional recog-
nition in the framework of the publications 
of the Council of Europe. She acted as inde-
pendent consultant for the PAP ESR project 
in 2015 aiming to implement the Bologna 
tools in Algeria.

Françoise Profit holds a Licence in French 
Literature and Language (Paris III Sorbonne 
Nouvelle, France), a Maîtrise in French Lin-
guistic (Paris III Sorbonne Nouvelle, France) 
and a Master’s in Information-Communi-
cation/Documentation (Conservatoire na-
tional des arts et métiers, Paris, France).
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Dr Giedrius Viliūnas

Currently Vice-Minister at the Ministry of 
Education and Science of the Republic of 
Lithuania.

2010–2016 Vice-Rector for Education at 
Mykolas Romeris University, Assistant Pro-
fessor of the Institute for Political Sciences 
of MRU. 2009–2010 Head of the Department 
of Research Policy at the Research Council 
of Lithuania, 2007–2009 Secretary of the 
Ministry of Education and Science of the 
Republic of Lithuania, 2002–2007 Public and 
Professional Adviser to the Minister of Edu-
cation and Science.

From 1989 until 2007 he held the positions 
of lecturer, researcher and associate profes-
sor at Vilnius University, 1996–2006 headed 
the Department of Lithuanian Literature.

Dr Viliūnas was serving as a board member 
and expert in various strategic and advisory 
bodies, including, among others, the Coun-
cil for Evaluation of Lithuanian Higher Ed-
ucation Institutions, State Commission of 
Lithuanian Language, Lithuanian Research 
Council, Lithuanian State Science and Stud-
ies Foundation, CREST committee of the 
European Commission and Council of the 
European Union, Higher Education Coun-
cil of Lithuania. He is currently the coun-
try representative in the Bologna Follow-up 
Group (BFUG) of the European Higher Edu-
cation Area, member of the Board of Gov-
ernors of the Joint Research Centre of the 
European Commission.

Dr Viliūnas has authored and edited more 
than 10 books, a number of research and 
policy papers on science, higher education, 
and Lithuanian literature.

Henrik Wärnhjelm

Henrik Wärnhjelm is the Head of Frontex 
Training Unit and hence responsible for 
Frontex’s training activities, i.e. the devel-
opment and implementation of common 
educational standards, pre-deployment 
training, training support for border and 
coast guard functions, and the development 
and maintenance of networks and infra-
structures for education and training.

Before joining Frontex in 2012 Henrik was 
the District Commander of West Finland 
Coast Guard district for almost 10 years. In 
this position he was responsible for all op-
erational activities of the border guard in 
Western Finland. His work experience in 
the field of border management extends 
from 1980. He has been responsible for a 

wide range of duties, from the performance 
of daily border and coast guard tasks to the 
planning and management of border and 
coast guard training as well as the manage-
ment of the operational and administrative 
processes. He has also gained experience in 
the activities of other security-related or-
ganisations and in the development of in-
teroperability and cooperation.

As a former member of the management 
team of the Finnish Border Guard, he has 
actively contributed to the development and 
implementation of strategies in the field of 
border management. He is a general staff 
officer and holds in addition a Master’s in 
political science with a focus on interna-
tional maritime law.
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PLENARY CONTRIBUTIONS

Anemona Peres

Anemona Peres is programme manager in 
the Frontex Training Unit, leading the Edu-
cational Standards Area. She is responsible 
for the development and implementation of 
common core learning standards for border 
guard education and training at all levels 
across the EU, promoting good practice in 
training design and quality assurance. Most 
recently she was project manager of the Eu-
ropean Sectoral Qualifications Framework 
for Border Guarding (SQF), and of the Eu-
ropean Joint Master’s in Strategic Border 
Management.

She has worked for over 14 years as a psy-
chologist and training officer within the 
Romanian Border Police, providing psy-
chological assistance to the operational 
missions, and advising on organisational 
development, work psychology and train-
ing matters. She has designed and delivered 

courses for further training of border police 
senior officers and police trainers in Man-
agement and Organisational Development, 
Judicial Psychology and Training Methodol-
ogy. Starting in 2005, at the Headquarters 
of the Romanian Border Police, she was in 
charge of the EU pre- and post- accession 
assistance programmes as Head of the Ca-
pacity Building component and programme 
manager for the Schengen Facility.

Ms Peres holds several degrees in psychology 
and education from West University of Tim-
isoara, Babes Bolyai University Cluj Napoca 
and the University of Nottingham. She is 
currently working on a doctorate in quality 
assurance and validation of European bor-
der guard qualifications and its impact on 
harmonisation of border guard education 
and training across the EU.

Dr Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė
Contact: ingajp@mruni.eu

Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė has worked for 
over 17 years in higher education with re-
sponsibility for the development and im-
plementation of the HEI quality assurance 
system, including overall coordination of 
internal and external quality evaluation 
and improvement of study programmes in 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. She has ex-
tensive project writing and administration 
experience. She managed national and in-
ternational projects designed for the devel-
opment of the internal quality assurance 
systems, the development of quality cul-
ture, the integration of international / inter-
cultural dimensions into higher education, 
the preparation and implementation of joint 
programmes, development of teachers’ in-
tercultural competence, the improvement of 
quality of higher education and the creation 
of the internationalization assumptions in 
Lithuanian higher education institutions. 

She is an expert on assessment of quality 
and internationalisation of HEIs and study 
programmes.

For almost ten years Inga has had an aca-
demic interest in the quality assurance and 
internationalization of higher education. 
She has been appointed for the term 2015 
to 2021 as Chair of the Quality Assurance 
Committee by the Governing Board of the 
European Joint Master’s programme in Stra-
tegic Border Management implemented by 
a consortium of six European HEIs and the 
EU Frontex agency.

Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė holds a Bachelor’s 
and Master’s in Political Sciences (Klaipėda 
University, Lithuania), a Master’s in Man-
agement (Vilnius University, Lithuania), as 
well as a PhD in Educational science (Vytau-
tas Magnus University, Lithuania).
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CONFERENCE SESSIONS

Accreditation practices of joint programmes around European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Management

Nora Skaburskienė

Nora Skaburskienė has worked in the field 
of quality assurance since 2001. She became 
the Head of Institutional Review Division in 
2009 and served as the Acting Director of the 
Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Ed-
ucation in Lithuania from 2013. In 2017 she 
was elected as SKVC Director.

Currently, Nora is a board member of the 
European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (ENQA) and the Net-
work of Central and Eastern European Qual-
ity Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 
(CEENQA). She is also involved in the work-
ing group of the ENQA on the quality assur-
ance of e-learning and is an acting member 
of the National Bologna Follow-Up Group.

Nora has extensive experience in coordinat-
ing study programme assessments while 
also managing the work of the Division. She 
has contributed to the drafting of various le-
gal acts and methodologies. She has wide-
ranging experience of participating in local 
and international projects, with the tasks 
varying from research activities, training, 
to leading project teams. For two years she 
acted as the national representative of Lith-
uania in the EC 7FP “People” Committee.

Nora graduated in Communication and In-
formation Sciences from Vilnius University 
(Lithuania).

Dr Andrejs Rauhvargers
Contact: Andrejs.rauhvargers@aic.lv

Andrejs Rauhvargers was born 1952 in Riga, 
Latvia and has a PhD in Chemistry from the 
University of Latvia and held a post-doctoral 
fellowship at Jyväskylä University, Finland.

He has been the Head of the Quality Assur-
ance Agency of Latvia since 2015.

Before moving to the Quality Agency he was 
Secretary General of the Latvian Rectors’ 
Conference and professor at the University of 
Latvia. Andrejs has also served as the Dep-
uty State Secretary at the Ministry of Edu-
cation, participating in the development of 
the legislation for higher education. He was 
closely involved in the establishment of a 
system for higher education quality assur-
ance in Latvia and coordination of this work 
with the neighbouring countries of Estonia 
and Lithuania as well as in establishing sys-
tems for recognition of the foreign creden-
tials of Latvia.

For six years Andrejs was Senior Advisor at 
the European University Association. He is 
a member of the Bologna Follow-Up Group 

and since 2005 has chaired the working 
group studying the progress in the ’Bolo-
gna’ countries and preparing the Bologna 
Stocktaking reports published between 2005 
and 2015.

He also has international experience in the 
field of recognition of foreign qualifications: 
from 1997 he has served as president of the 
European Network of Academic Recogni-
tion Centres (ENIC) and from 2001– of the 
Intergovernmental Committee of the Lisbon 
Recognition Convention and has written a 
number of publications in the field of recog-
nition and various Bologna Process aspects.

Andrejs has also been co-editor of several 
volumes of the Council of Europe Higher Ed-
ucation series.

Since the very beginning of the Bologna Pro-
cess in 1999, he has worked to help ensure 
that the European Higher Education Area 
will be a reality, particularly in the fields 
of joint degrees, qualification frameworks 
and recognition of qualifications.
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Dr Mark Frederiks

Dr Mark Frederiks is coordinator of interna-
tional policy and a member of Team Flanders 
of NVAO, the Accreditation Organisation of 
the Netherlands and Flanders. Since 2004 he 
is also Coordinator of the European Consor-
tium for Accreditation in Higher Education 
(ECA). For five years he was Administrator 
of the International Network of QA Agencies 
INQAAHE. He was a member of the Bologna 
Expert Group that prepared the European 
Approach for QA of Joint Programmes which 
was adopted by the EHEA Ministers in Yere-
van. Mark coordinated four EU funded pro-
jects and was an expert in QA reviews in 
Austria, Germany, Ireland, Slovenia and 

Sweden. He coordinated the verification 
of the alignment of the Dutch and Flem-
ish NQFs with the EHEA QF, participated 
as an expert in the NQF verification com-
mittee in Portugal, and advised on the NQF 
in Georgia.

Before joining NVAO, Mark worked with the 
Netherlands Association of Universities of 
Applied Sciences, and was a researcher at 
CHEPS/University of Twente and Open Uni-
versity UK. He has (co-) authored some 40 
publications in the field of quality assur-
ance in higher education.

Sandra Marcos Ortega
Contact: marortsa@jcyl.es

Sandra Marcos Ortega is Head of Interna-
tional Affairs and Institutional Quality at 
ACSUCYL (Quality Assurance Agency for the 
University System in Castilla y León) Spain. 
She has a Master’s in Information Systems 
Management and Bachelor’s degree in In-
formation Management. She has 12 years 
of experience in management and design 
of internal and external quality assurance 
processes in higher education in both the 
national and international spheres, as well 
as in the management and development of 
international projects in cooperation with 
quality assurance agencies in the European 
area and beyond.

Since 2015 Sandra has been Chair of the 
IQA-ENQA Group (Standing Committee of 

ENQA). For three years she has also been a 
member of the IQA Group of ENQA and of 
the KP3 (Knowledge on part 3 of the ESG). 
She was a member in ACSUCYĹ s Advisory 
Board 2007–2015. She is responsible for the 
management of the design, development 
and follow-up of strategic plans; design, 
implementation and development of the 
Management Quality System in ACSUCYL 
according to the ISO Standard 9001; carry-
ing out of audits of the Management Quality 
Systems in Quality Assurance Agencies for 
Higher Education; assessment and accredi-
tation of university degree programmes. She 
has managed more than 400 assessments in 
the last two years and developed audits at 
Universities as well as guides and procedure 
manuals for higher education institutions.
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Lagle Zobel
Contact: lagle.zobel@archimedes.ee

Lagle Zobel has been a lawyer of the Esto-
nian Quality Agency for Higher and Voca-
tional Education (EKKA) since 2010.

Lagle is responsible for drawing up draft de-
cisions for the EKKA Quality Assessment 
Council and ensuring the compliance of EK-
KA’s assessment regulations with national 
legislation and regulations on the assess-
ment of higher education. She cooperates 
with lawyers of the Estonian Ministry of 
Education and Research in amending leg-
islation and provides legal advice to educa-
tional institutions and experts in external 
evaluation issues.

In 2015 Lagle accompanied an assessment 
panel as an observer on a study visit at the 
Netherlands Defence Academy during the 

accreditation process of the European Joint 
Master’s in Strategic Border Management, 
opened in cooperation with Frontex. Sub-
sequently, she made proposals to the Esto-
nian Ministry of Education and Research for 
amending the legislation concerning joint 
study programmes.

Since 2014 she has been actively involved as 
a part-time expert in the legal component 
of several EU Twinning projects in Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan. In 2015 she participated 
in the development and implementation of 
accreditation of Master’s of law study pro-
grammes in the Republic of Moldova.

Lagle Zobel holds a Master’s in law from the 
University of Tartu, Estonia.

Two years after Yerevan: progress so far

Tia Loukkola
Contact: tia.loukkola@eua.be

Tia Loukkola is the director of Institu-
tional Development at the European Uni-
versity Association (EUA). In this capacity 
she has overall responsibility for the Asso-
ciation’s activities that aim to support EUA’s 
member universities in developing their in-
stitutional capacity in quality assurance, 
doctoral education and learning & teach-
ing. In the field of quality assurance this 
includes the management of EUA’s Insti-
tutional Evaluation Programme, the Euro-
pean Quality Assurance Forum and various 
projects run by the association as well as 
representing EUA in European level policy 
discussions, and recently in the revision of 

the European Standards and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance in the European Higher 
Education Area (ESG).

Tia is a regular speaker at higher education 
conferences in Europe and beyond and has 
authored several publications and articles 
in her field of expertise.

Before joining EUA in April 2008 she worked 
at the University of Turku in Finland for 
10 years in various capacities both in fac-
ulty and central administration. She holds 
a Master’s in French and culture from the 
same university.
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Colin Tück

Colin Tück is the Director of the European 
Quality Assurance Register for Higher Ed-
ucation (EQAR). He has been working for 
EQAR since October 2007, initially as Project 
Manager on behalf of its founding members 
(ENQA, ESU, EUA and EURASHE).

He was a member of the Steering Group for 
the revision of the Standards and Guide-
lines for Quality Assurance in the European 

Higher Education Area (ESG), and is a co-au-
thor of the European Approach for Quality 
Assurance of Joint programmes.

Prior to joining EQAR Colin was involved in 
quality assurance-related topics as a mem-
ber of the European Students Union’s (ESU, 
formerly ESIB) Bologna Process Committee 
and of the Executive Board of the National 
Union of Students in Germany (fzs).

Dr Achim Hopbach

Achim Hopbach has been working in higher 
education since 1997. Before taking up his 
current post as Managing Director of the 
Austrian Quality Assurance Agency (AQ 
Austria) in 2012, he was the Managing Di-
rector of the German Accreditation Coun-
cil for 7 years.

Achim held and holds various positions in 
quality assurance agencies and associations, 
such as President of the European Associa-
tion for Quality Assurance in Higher Edu-
cation (ENQA) from 2009 to 2013; member 
of the Hong Kong Council for Accreditation 
of Academic and Vocational Qualifications 
(HKCAAVQ) from 2005 to 2013; member of 

the University Quality International Board 
(UQAIB), Dubai, since 2015; member of the 
Board of the Agency for the Evaluation and 
Promotion of Quality in Ecclesiastical Fac-
ulties (AVEPRO), Holy See, since 2016.

He works on international consultancy pro-
jects, including in Southeast Asia and Af-
rica and has published numerous articles 
on the Bologna Process, quality assurance 
and qualification frameworks.

Achim holds a Master’s in History, Political 
Science and Law (University of Heidelberg, 
Germany) and a PhD in History (University 
of Heidelberg, Germany).

Dr Jürgen Petersen
Contact: petersen@zeva.org

Jürgen Petersen joined ZEvA (Central Eval-
uation and Accreditation Agency Hanover) 
in 2011 and currently heads ZEvA’s division 
of institutional accreditation. In addition 
to national and international accreditation 
and QA-procedures he is responsible for stra-
tegic development and the capacity building 
of peers/experts. Since 2012 he has been a 
member of ECA’s (European Consortium for 
Accreditation) Board which he has chaired 
since 2016.

Before joining ZEvA, Jürgen worked in sev-
eral positions in higher education institu-
tions (University of Göttingen, University 
of Zürich, Goethe-University Frankfurt/M.) 

and was involved in the development, im-
plementation and teaching of study pro-
grammes in the Social Sciences.

He has been a researcher in several projects, 
including “Polling and Political Representa-
tion in a Comparative Perspective” (Swiss 
National Science Foundation) and “The 
Political Class in Advanced Democracies” 
(VolkswagenStiftung) and took part in the 
strategic development of further individual 
and cooperative projects. His research inter-
ests now include higher education reforms 
as policy processes, including their socio-
political basis.
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Allan Bruun Pedersen
Contact: abp@ufm.dk

Allan Bruun Pedersen is a senior adviser at 
the Danish Ministry of Higher Education 
and Science, the Danish ENIC-NARIC Office.

He is an experienced recognition expert and 
elected Vice President of the Lisbon Recogni-
tion Convention Bureau. He was previously 
President and Vice President of the ENIC net-
work, the recognition network of the Coun-
cil of Europe and UNESCO.

Allan is currently a member of two BFUG 
working groups, one on implementation 
of structural reforms dealing with recog-
nition, qualifications frameworks, qual-
ity assurance and transparency tools, and 
the other on the revision of the Diploma 
Supplement.

He was also previously a member of several 
BFUG working groups and of the pathfinder 
group on automatic recognition.

He has appeared as an expert on recogni-
tion at numerous conferences in Europe 
and beyond and as a consultant on recogni-
tion projects in Georgia, Germany and other 
countries. He is also in charge of the Na-
tional Contact Point for the Danish Quali-
fication Framework for Lifelong Learning.

Allan holds a Master’s in History and East-
ern and Central European Studies from Co-
penhagen and Roskilde University.

GROUP DISCUSSIONS SESSIONS

Aurelija Valeikienė
Contact: aurelija.valeikiene@skvc.lt

Aurelija Valeikienė has been Deputy Direc-
tor of the Center for Quality Assurance in 
Higher Education since 2004, and also Head 
of the Lithuanian ENIC/NARIC.

She was a member of various working 
groups drafting national legislation in cre-
dentials evaluation and quality assurance of 
higher education in Lithuania. In 2012–2015 
she was a national delegate in the working 
group on structural reforms in the Bologna 
Process, encompassing topics of national 
qualifications frameworks, quality assur-
ance, recognition of qualifications, and 
transparency. From 2015 to 2018 she is serv-
ing on the BFUG Advisory Group to Support 
Belarus on the Roadmap to EHEA.

Aurelija served as treasurer and board mem-
ber, then as President of the Central and 
Eastern European Network of Quality As-
surance Agencies in Higher Education 

(CEENQA). She was a member of the ENQA 
Board as well as several working groups on 
staff development, quality assurance and 
recognition of qualifications, and inter-
nal quality assurance for quality assurance 
agencies. She contributed towards devel-
oping a revised model of quality agency re-
views against ESG-2015.

She acts as an independent consultant and 
expert for the Council of Europe, the World 
Bank, ENQA, the European Training Foun-
dation, and other organisations. She has ex-
tensive project writing, administration and 
management experience and has served as 
an expert in 13 international projects.

Aurelija holds a Bachelor’s in Philosophy 
(Vilnius University, Lithuania) and a Mas-
ter’s of Science in Management (New York 
University, USA).
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Annex: Steering Committee 
of the Conference

Steering committee for the International conference

“Single Accreditation of Joint programmes  
– Turning the Bologna Guideline into Reality”
May 30–31, 2017, Vilnius

Chair

Inga Žalėnienė Vice-Rector for Education and Research, Mykolas Romeris University, Lithuania

Members

Mette Moerk Andersen Policy Officer, Unit B1 – Higher Education, Directorate-General for Education and Culture, 
European Commission

Myriame Bollen Chair of Programme Board of the European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border 
Management, Netherlands Defence Academy Breda, The Netherlands

Nuria Carriedo Lopez Vice-Rector for Academic Coordination, National Distance Education University, Spain
Achim Hopbach Director of the Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation (Austria)
Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė Chair of the Quality Assurance Committee of the European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic 

Border Management, Mykolas Romeris University, Lithuania
Rosario Martín Ruano Vice-Chancellor for Academic Affairs, University of Salamanca, Spain
Anemona Peres Project manager of the European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border Management, 

Frontex, EU Agency
Françoise Profit Head of the Bologna Follow-Up Group Secretariat
Andres Pung Vice-Rector of Academic Affairs, Estonian Academy of Security Sciences, Estonia
Norma Ryan Professor, University College Cork, Ireland
Gunārs Strods Vice-Rector for Cooperation and Development, Rezekne Academy of Technologies, Latvia
Aurelija Valeikienė Deputy Director, Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education (SKVC), Lithuania
Giedrius Viliūnas Vice-Minister, Ministry of Education and Science, Lithuania
Nora Skaburskienė Director, Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education (SKVC), Lithuania
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Annex: Agenda of the Conference

International conference

“Single Accreditation of Joint programmes  
– Turning the Bologna Guideline into Reality”
May 30–31, 2017, Vilnius

Programme

1st Conference Day: 30 May 2017
Venue: Mykolas Romeris University, Ateities Street 20, Vilnius, I-414 Room

9.00–9:30 Welcome coffee, registration

9:30–11:00 Opening session

Welcome by the opening session’s Chair – Dr Inga Žalėnienė, Vice-Rector for Education and 
Research, Mykolas Romeris University

Opening speeches by

Ms Françoise Profit – Head of the Bologna Follow-Up Group Secretariat

Ms Mette Moerk Andersen – Policy Officer, Directorate-General for Education and Culture, European 
Commission

Mr Marius Ablačinskas – Adviser to the Minister, Ministry of Education and Science, Republic of 
Lithuania

Mr Henrik Warnhjelm, Head of the Training Unit, Frontex, EU Agency

Introductions

Presentation by Ms Anemona Peres – Project Manager of the European Joint Master’s programme 
in Strategic Border Management, Frontex, EU Agency: A brief history of the European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Management

Presentation by Major Pascal Wolf – Commanding Officer Border Guard Brigade, The Netherlands, 
student of the European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border Management

Presentation by Dr Inga Juknytė-Petreikienė – Chair of the Quality Assurance Committee of the 
European Joint Master’s programme in Strategic Border Management, Mykolas Romeris University: 
Challenges for single accreditation of joint programmes: the case of the European Joint Master’s programme in 
Strategic Border Management

11:00–11:30 Coffee break

11:30–13:00 Plenary session: Accreditation practices of joint programmes around the European Joint Master’s 
programme in Strategic Border Management

Chairperson: Prof. Dr Norma Ryan, University College Cork, Ireland

Presentation by Ms Nora Skaburskienė, Director of the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher 
Education (SKVC), Lithuania

Presentation by Dr Andrejs Rauhvargers, Head of the Higher Education Quality Agency (AIC), Latvia

Presentation by Dr Mark Frederiks, Coordinator of International Policy at Accreditation Organisation 
of the Netherlands and Flanders (NVAO), The Netherlands

Presentation by Ms Sandra Marcos Ortega, Head of International Relations and the Institutional 
Quality Department of the Quality Assurance Agency for the University System in Castilla y León 
(ACSUCYL), Spain

Presentation by Ms Lagle Zobel, Lawyer of the Estonian Quality Agency for Higher and Vocational 
Education (EKKA), Estonia

Questions up to 15 min.

13:00–14:30 Lunch
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1st Conference Day: 30 May 2017
Venue: Mykolas Romeris University, Ateities Street 20, Vilnius, I-414 Room

14:30–15:45 Plenary session I: Two years after Yerevan: progress so far

Chairperson: Dr Luis Delgado Martínez, Advisor, Internationalization of Higher Education, Spanish 
Service for the Internationalization of Education (Spain)

Presentation by Ms Tia Loukkola, Director, Institutional Development of the European University 
Association (EUA)

Presentation by Mr Johan Cloet, former Secretary General of the European Association of Institutions 
in Higher Education (EURASHE)

Presentation by Dr Achim Hopbach, former President of the European Association for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA)

Presentation by Mr Colin Tück, Director of the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher 
Education (EQAR) Secretariat

Questions up to 15 min.

15:45–16:15 Coffee break

16:15–17:15 Plenary session II: Two years after Yerevan: progress so far (continued)

Chairperson: Mr Luis Delgado Martínez, Advisor, Internationalization of Higher Education, Spanish 
Service for the Internationalization of Education (Spain)

Presentation by Mr Adam Gajek, Executive Committee Member of the European Student Union (ESU)

Presentation by Dr Jürgen Petersen, Chair of the European Consortium for Accreditation (ECA) in 
higher education secretariat

Presentation by Mr Allan Bruun Pedersen, Vice-President of the Lisbon Recognition Convention 
Committee Bureau, Senior Adviser of ENIC/NARIC, The Danish Agency for Science and Education

Questions up to 15 min.

18:30 Official dinner with musical intermezzo
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2nd Conference Day: 31 May 2017
Venue: Mykolas Romeris University, Ateities Street 20, Vilnius

9.00–9:30 Welcome coffee

9:30–9.45 Room I-414

Review of the 1st day of the conference by Ms Aurelija Valeikienė, Deputy Director, Centre for Quality 
Assessment in Higher Education (SKVC), Lithuania

09:45–10:45 1st round discussion

Three parallel break-up sessions of group discussions on the challenges, problems and obstacles 
for single accreditation of joint programmes in the European Higher Education Area

Room I-407
Group 1

Moderated by: Mr Andrius 
Zalitis, Vice President of 
Lithuanian Students Union

Room I-416
Group 2

Moderated by: Dr Øystein 
Lund, Deputy Director General, 
Norwegian Agency for Quality 
Assurance in Education (NOKUT)

Room I-417
Group 3

Moderated by: Dr Frank 
Petrikowski, Federal Ministry 
of Education and Research, 
Germany

10:45 – 11:15 Coffee break

11:15 – 11.45 Room I-414

Chairperson: Prof. Dr Myriame Bollen, Netherlands Defence Academy, The Netherlands

Reporting from the group discussions: the outcomes of the group discussions based on the 
experience, expertise and insights of the particular group of HE stakeholders

Mr Andrius Zalytis, Dr Øystein Lund, Dr Frank Petrikowski

11:45–12:45 2nd round discussion

Three parallel break-up sessions of group discussions on actions needed to implement single 
accreditation of the European Joint Master’s in Strategic Border Management.

Room I-407
Group 1

Moderated by: Ms Maria Kelo, 
Director of ENQA Secretariat

Room I-416
Group 2

Moderated by: Ms Christina 
Rozsnyai, Member of ENQA 
Board, Programme Officer for 
Foreign Affairs at the Hungarian 
Accreditation Committee

Room I-417
Group 3

Moderated by: Dr Julie Norris, 
Former Head of Training at the 
Garda College – Irish police, 
Training manager in Interpol, 
independent expert

12:45–14:00 Lunch

14:00–15:00 Room I-414

Chairperson: Dr Achim Hopbach, Director, Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation, Austria

Reporting from the group discussions: findings of the group discussions on the steps to be taken by 
different groups of HE stakeholders in national countries for single accreditation of joint programmes 
in the European Higher Education Area.

Ms Maria Kelo, Ms Christina Rozsnyai, Dr Julie Norris

Closing session (discussion): Further actions promoting single accreditation of joint programmes 
in the European Higher Education Area.

Discussion on the issues to be addressed internationally and nationally to the responsible 
organizations and institutions for quality assurance in the European Higher Education Area.

Wrap-up of the conference.

15:00–15:30 Farewell coffee, departure of the participants
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Annex:  
About Conference Organisers

EUROPEAN JOINT MASTER’S  
IN STRATEGIC BORDER MANAGEMENT

“The common European border guard culture needs 
leadership”

The activities of Frontex in the field of bor-
der guard education aim to promote a Eu-
ropean border guard culture with high 
standards on fundamental rights, ethics 
and leadership. The rationale for develop-
ing a European joint Master’s programme 
is to be found in the aim of Frontex to de-
velop common European learning standards 
for border guard officers (common core cur-
ricula), and the necessity to create frame-
works for engaging law enforcement officers 
in various forms of exchange and mobility 
programmes and to contribute to the devel-
opment of a common culture and common 
approach to European border security, in 
accordance with Frontex’s mandate in the 
field of border guard training.

The rationale for developing European Joint 
Master’s in Strategic Border Management 
has its roots in Frontex regulation which 
stipulates the development of common Eu-
ropean learning standards for Border Guard 
Officers (common core curricula). It is also 
informed by the Stockholm Programme 
that emphasizes the necessity to create 
frameworks for engaging law enforcement 
officers in various forms of exchange and 
mobility programmes, to contribute to the 
development of a common culture and com-
mon approach to European border security, 
in accordance with Frontex mandate in the 
field of Border Guard training.

The European Joint Master’s in Strategic 
Border Management is a unique opportu-
nity to study in a joint programme where 
the leading expertise is drawn from across 
the European Union (EU), valuing coopera-
tion between operational and academic ap-
proaches and encouraging peer-learning.

The ethos of the programme has at its core 
the enhancement of interoperability at EU 
borders and harmonisation of learning and 
professional standards whilst respecting di-
versity, in line with the Bologna Process. 
The Master’s is inclusive of international 
expertise for delivery of the programme and 
is accessible to all EU organisations with 
a border guard function. The programme 
is designed in accordance with the high-
est standards of higher education in the 
European Higher Education Area as a pro-
gramme where the learning has practical 
application for the Member States (MS) and 
Schengen Associated Countries (SAC) Border 
Guard organisations, who are the ultimate 
beneficiaries.

The need to achieve a European border guard 
(BG) common culture resides in the BG or-
ganisations’ role as drivers of organisational 
culture and organisational change, to pro-
mote a culture within the organisations 
that integrates shared EU values and facil-
itates that border guards at all levels (from 
front-line operational officers to special-
ists and managers) work together and that 
they understand and apply common prac-
tices and EU procedures, therefore increas-
ing the deployability of BG experts in joint 
operations. The programme’s focus on stra-
tegic leadership and European cooperation 
contributes to BG organisations’ develop-
ment in this respect.

This European Joint Master's in Strategic 
Border Management constitutes 90 Euro-
pean Credit Transfer and Accumulation 
System (ECTS) credits. The duration of the 
programme is 18 months, during which the 
students study in a different institution to-
gether with their peers in the classroom. 
It is delivered over three stages. Each stage 
represents one semester of full-time study, 
carrying 30 ECTS credits.
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Upon graduation, the students are awarded 
a joint diploma of a European Joint Mas-
ter’s in Strategic Border Management that 
is signed by all the academic partners and 
recognised internationally as a Master’s 
degree.

Common culture and best expertise 
from across the EU

The programme supports an integrated 
strategic and intelligence-driven approach 
to border management. It aims to apply 
management principles to organisational 
development. It promotes European harmo-
nisation and the interoperability of border 
guard activities by training the future lead-
ers in line with common European learning 
standards, philosophy and values.

The teachers are academics and experienced 
operational officers from across the EU that 
have an outstanding ability to transfer 
their knowledge, skills and competences to 
the students in an interactive and applied 
manner.

Academic and professional excellence

The European Joint Master’s in Strategic Bor-
der Management has been developed under 
the lead of the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency (Frontex). Over 20 Member 
States (MS), Schengen associated countries 
(SACs) and partner organisations joined 
their efforts, knowledge and experience 
to create European border guard higher 
education.

The programme is delivered by a consor-
tium of Frontex and Europe’s leading uni-
versities in collaboration with border guard 
academies and training institutions that 
contribute operational expertise: Estonian 
Academy of Security Sciences (Estonia), 
University of Salamanca (Spain), National 
University for Distance-Learning Educa-
tion (Spain), Mykolas Romeris University 
(Lithuania), Rezekne Academy of Technol-
ogies (Latvia), and Netherlands Defence 
Academy Faculty of Military Science (the 
Netherlands).

Distinct student experience

Academic Partners of the Consortium pro-
vide inspiring locations for studies and of-
fer first class academic facilities. The flexible 
learning paradigm uses a blended learning 
approach including e-learning solutions. 
This facilitates access to the programme 
for busy officers and allows them to remain 
connected to the operational environment 
and their job needs as well as to their study 
group.

The students benefit from the extensive re-
sources available in the different institu-
tions as well as from the European reach 
of the alumni of the programme. The pro-
gramme offers its students unparalleled 
opportunities — the chance to exploit the 
resources of the top institutions while si-
multaneously meeting students from all 
over Europe, and to earn a truly European 
degree.

The joint programme creates exciting net-
working opportunities.
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FRONTEX – THE EUROPEAN BORDER  
AND COAST GUARD AGENCY

The European Border and Coast Guard 
Agency (EBCG), commonly called Frontex 
(from French: Frontières extérieures for “exter-
nal borders”), is an agency of the European 
Union headquartered in Warsaw, Poland, 
tasked with border control of the European 
Schengen Area, in coordination with the 
border and coast guards of Schengen Area 
Member States.

Mission and Tasks of the Agency

The mission of Frontex – the European Bor-
der and Coast Guard Agency – is to promote, 
coordinate and develop European border 
management in line with the EU funda-
mental rights charter and the concept of 
Integrated Border Management.

Apart from Frontex’s specific mandate tasks 
such as:
◆◆ monitoring migratory flows and carry-

ing out risk analysis regarding all aspects 
of integrated border management;

◆◆ carrying out a vulnerability assessment;
◆◆ monitoring the management of the ex-

ternal borders;
◆◆ coordinating and organising joint op-

erations and rapid border interventions 
to assist Member States at the external 
borders;

◆◆ supporting search and rescue operations;
◆◆ deploying European Border and Coast 

Guard teams, including a rapid reaction 
pool for joint operations and rapid border 
interventions;

◆◆ creating a technical equipment pool;
◆◆ providing support at hotspot areas with 

screening, debriefing, identification 
and fingerprinting;

◆◆ supporting the development of techni-
cal standards for equipment;

◆◆ deploying equipment, border guards 
and other staff from the rapid reaction 
pool; assisting Member States in fulfill-
ing their return obligations;

◆◆ fighting organised cross-border crime 
and terrorism at the external borders by 
supporting Member States in cooperation 
with Europol and Eurojust;

◆◆ setting up pools of forced-return mon-
itors, forced-return escorts and return 
specialists;

◆◆ setting up and deploying return in-
tervention teams during return 
interventions;

◆◆ developing and operating information 
systems;

◆◆ assisting in the development and op-
eration of EUROSUR and the develop-
ment of a common information-sharing 
environment;

◆◆ supporting Member States’ coast guard 
authorities through cooperation with 
the European Fisheries Control Agency 
and the European Maritime Safety 
Agency; providing services, information, 
equipment and training, and coordinat-
ing multipurpose operations, and

◆◆ assisting technical and operational co-
operation between Member States and 
third countries.

Frontex also promotes training as one of its 
core tasks by way of supporting the train-
ing of Member States’ border guards, 
other relevant staff and experts, includ-
ing through establishing common train-
ing standards as well as participating in 
research and innovation activities.

Principles

Every country has its own border security 
needs. While sea borders are the focus of 
islands like Cyprus and Malta, other coun-
tries, such as Austria, have no sea border but 
are surrounded by land borders. Similarly, 
the systems and structures each country 
uses vary enormously — some have special-
ist border guards, while others use police 
units or other authorities for border control. 
Hence, each EU Member State has its own 
training solutions. In order for the border 
authorities of all these countries to work 
together to the same standards, common 
principles need to be established, and this 
is where Frontex comes in.

Frontex’s vision is to represent excellence 
in border guard education and training, 
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promoting the development of a common 
European border guard culture with high 
professional and ethical standards. This is 
achieved by supporting capacity building 
in Member States and Partner Countries, 
and by developing and implementing har-
monised, learner-centred and cost-effective 
training products, based on the implemen-
tation of an integrated border management 
approach.

Frontex training activities are carried out on 
the basis of regular activities and training 
projects that are designed through the joint 
efforts of Frontex and experts from Mem-
ber States, supported by other EU Agencies 
and international organisations. Courses 
are mainly targeted towards trainers who 
can train other border guards in their coun-
try, in their own language. Standardised re-
sults are ensured through the use of Frontex 
training tools and through guidelines given 
to multiplier trainers. With this approach, 
all border guard officers can be trained to 
the same training standards in their mother 
tongue.

Frontex target learners are European law 
enforcement officers with a Border Guard 
function at all levels. Frontex has developed 
and supported the national implementation 

of the common standards for border guard 
basic education (CCC). The organisation de-
livers standardized courses for mid-level bor-
der guards (MLC), and provides a wide range 
of specialized further training courses (sto-
len vehicles, false documents, training for 
Schengen evaluators, interviewing officers, 
etc.). It also delivers “operational” training 
programmes designed to ensure harmo-
nized performance and a high level of inter-
operability in joint operations and common 
missions at EU borders.

The training activities aim at building ca-
pacities in four main areas:
◆◆ Educational Standards
◆◆ European Border Guard Team (EBGT) 

Training
◆◆ Thematic Training Support
◆◆ Training infrastructures and networks

Frontex uses different training approaches: 
training sessions, e.g. face-to-face; blended 
or online and self-directed learning, e.g. e-
learning tools and mobility/exchange pro-
grammes. Education and training for border 
guards in the Member States are aligned to 
the Bologna and Copenhagen principles and 
the European Qualifications Framework for 
Lifelong Learning (EQF).
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CENTRE FOR QUALITY ASSESSMENT  
IN HIGHER EDUCATION (SKVC)

The main objectives of SKVC (Centre for Qual-
ity Assessment in Higher Education) are to 
promote the quality of activities of higher 
education institutions and contribute to the 
creation of favourable conditions for the free 
movement of people.

Established in 1995, SKVC is the only exter-
nal quality assurance agency responsible for 
evaluation of all types of higher education 
institutions in Lithuania (state and private, 
universities and colleges). SKVC also acts as 
a local ENIC/NARIC office carrying out aca-
demic recognition of foreign credentials and 
providing information on higher education 
systems and qualifications recognition.

SKVC not only evaluates and monitors the 
quality of higher education institutions 
and study programmes, but also contrib-
utes towards drafting legal acts, offers ad-
vice including relevant examples of the best 
international practices, and develops var-
ious guidelines. We provide training for 
academics and administrative staff, in-
cluding top-level managers of universities 

and colleges, and also for high school gradu-
ates, students, and labour market represent-
atives on issues of quality and recognition 
of qualifications.

Internationalisation is a key aspect of our ac-
tivities, and cooperation with many stake-
holders both locally and at European level 
are among our cherished values. The inde-
pendence, professionalism and quality of 
SKVC are attested by the fact that after a 
positive external review regarding compli-
ance with the Standards and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance in the European Higher 
Education Area (ESG), SKVC became a full 
member of ENQA (European Network of 
Quality Assurance Agencies) and listed in 
the European Quality Assurance Register 
for Higher Education (EQAR). SKVC is also 
a full member of INQAAHE (International 
Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in 
Higher Education) and a founding member 
of CEENQA (Central and Eastern European 
Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in 
Higher Education).
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MYKOLAS ROMERIS UNIVERSITY

Mykolas Romeris University (MRU) is an in-
ternational university located in Vilnius and 
Kaunas, Lithuania. Its modern, creative and 
entrepreneurial academic community has 
elevated MRU to the status of the leading 
university in social sciences and interdis-
ciplinary research in Lithuania. MRU co-
operates closely with over 300 universities, 
public and private institutions, and partic-
ipates in academic, professional and inter-
sectorial networks. MRU is a full member 
of the following international higher edu-
cation organizations: International Associ-
ation of Universities, European University 
Association, European Association for Inter-
national Education, European-Asian Knowl-
edge Consortium Social Technologies for 
Smart and Inclusive Society, etc.

Approximately 8 000 students are currently 
enrolled at MRU, while the university em-
ploys over 600 academic staff. The university 
offers more than 100 doctoral, master and 
bachelor study programmes, of which over 
80 % enjoy international accreditation. The 
most popular study programmes are law, 
management, public administration, psy-
chology, social work, public security, etc. 
About 200 doctoral students study in the 
fields of law, management, psychology, phi-
lology, economics, and educational science.

MRU is structured within the Faculty of 
Economics and Finance Management, Fac-
ulty of Politics and Management, Faculty 
of Social Welfare, Faculty of Law, Faculty 
of Public Security and Business and Media 
School. Research and innovation is imple-
mented at the Social Innovations Laboratory 
Network MRU LAB that includes 19 labora-
tories and the Research and Innovation Sup-
port Centre.

MRU fosters a culture of research and in-
novation: carries out fundamental and ap-
plied research; takes part in national and 
international research programmes and 
projects; engages in contracted research; 
implements Ph.D. studies; organizes aca-
demic and mobility events; and widely dis-
seminates research results. MRU’s research 
and innovation is carried out in the frame-
work of the interdisciplinary priority re-
search area of Social Innovations for Global 
Growth and five research programmes:
◆◆ Justice, Security and Human Rights;
◆◆ Social Technologies;
◆◆ Sustainable Growth in the Context of 

Globalization;
◆◆ Improving the Quality of Life and Ad-

vancing Employment Opportunities, and
◆◆ Continuity and Change of Values in 

Global Society.
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Plac Europejski 6 
00-844 Warsaw, Poland

T +48 22 205 95 00 
F +48 22 205 95 01 
frontex@frontex.europa.eu 
www.frontex.europa.eu
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