Joint Masters Project

Inter-Network Thematic Meeting: Bilbao, 14-15 April 2003

Meeting Report
1. Introduction

The EUA has run a pilot project as a contribution to the Bologna process and the emerging European Higher Education Area (EHEA), largely financed by the European Commission DG Education and Culture, on the current status of European joint masters degrees.

The project involves 11 networks who all currently offer a European joint masters programme. One of the main objectives of the project has been to map out existing models and to establish a set of best practice rules for the creation and running of a joint masters at European level. Another objective has been to identify obstacles which need to be identified and overcome both for the creation and recognition of competitive European joint degrees.

In preparation for the Inter-Network Thematic meeting of the representatives from all 11 networks and the EUA Steering Committee for the project held at the University of Deusto on  14 – 15 April 2003, each network was asked to prepare a network report based on a preparatory meeting held within the individual networks. The networks were asked to discuss three key issues:

1. Curriculum integration and sustainability

2. Student experiences and mobility 

3. Quality assurance and recognition

Furthermore, the EUA commissioned a report for each network by a former graduate student. This report, which focused on the same three keys issues, provides a description of the programmes’ achievements and the obstalces it has encountered from the perspective of multiple actors. 

The twenty-two reports prepared prior to the meeting in Bilbao indicated both the innovative but diverse nature of all the joint masters programmes, and also clearly underlined the numerous obstacles which the networks have to deal with on a daily basis. The rich material produced before the meeting shows the unique pioneering spirit which permeates the networks that provide degree programmes with a true European flavour, while also pointing to the fact that it is not at present practically possible to award a European joint degree. 

2. Working Group Discussions

The main objective of the meeting in Bilbao was to discuss the three themes identified as the core issues when creating and maintaining a European joint masters degree. The two-day meeting was structured around discussions of the three themes in working groups with representatives of each network (network coordinators and recent graduates), the project Steering Committee, and EUA Secretariat participating. 

3. European Joint Masters Programmes: Structural Models

From the network reports, it was already evident that no common model exists for European joint masters programmes. (See Annex 1.) In each case, the model chosen by the network reflects the timing of curriculum progression throughout the degree rather than the need to fulfil structural requirements. The underlying concept of each model is to develop satisfying academic and cultural experiences for students throughout Europe. The challenge for such programmes, however, is to overcome the diversity between academic systems and traditions to create a coherent study programme, while managing the additional administrative responsibilities such programmes generate. 

Despite the variance in structural models, meeting participants agreed that the following parameters must be adhered to in order to qualify as a European joint masters degree:

· Network partners must collaboratively develop well-defined goals and student-learning outcomes, as well as coherent study programme 

· Students must study in at least two different countries (in several existing programmes, student have the “option” to go abroad or not, a practice generally not encouraged for “joint” degrees)

· A critical mass of faculty must support the programme in all the partner universities

· The transnational and transcultural experience must be recognized. While it was felt that no formal recommendation could be made on language policy, all participants recognized the need to encourage the learning of local languages in all joint masters programmes. 

4. A European Quality Label

All networks acknowledged they have particular difficulty in dealing with external quality assurance issues in joint masters programmes because the current national systems of their multiple partner institutions are not equipped to deal with joint degrees that transcend national systems of quality assurance or accreditation. Despite this lack of an appropriate body, many participants felt that external recognition of quality was necessary for joint degrees to be able to attract students and ensure adequate funding. Many participants concluded that there is need for further thinking of a European quality system, and that EUA should explore how it may play a role. In addition, many participants wished to explore how the “Europeanness” of joint degrees can be recognized. 

On the other hand, some participants expressed feeling already overburdened with accreditation review procedures, and do not wish to pursue an additional “European” level of assessment.

Regarding internal quality, the working groups identified a preliminary set of best practices:

· Yearly meetings with all partners to discuss curricula

· Regular meetings held through the year to adjust and discuss problems in any given academic year. 

· Yearly internal assessments made by faculty and students

· Inclusion of external peer review

5. Legal Recognition of Joint Master Degrees

The discussion on quality assurance and the introduction of a European quality label was closely linked to the need for legal recognition at the European level of joint degrees. In the majority of EU countries, it is currently no legally possible to aware joint degrees. 10 of the 11 networks have therefore been offering a national degree complimented by a certificate that declares that the student in question’s programme of study was designed as a European joint degree. 

All participants agreed that the lack of formal recognition for joint degrees is one of the main obstacles to the continued success of joint masters programmes. Pressure must be put on national governments to loosen the restrictive national legislation that currently prohibits the awarding of joint degrees. As one coordinator stated, students have the “right” to receive recognition for the work that they have performed. In the meantime, it was recommended that all networks immediately implement the Diploma Supplement if it is not already used. 

6. Funding
Joint masters programmes tend to fall between the cracks of both national university funding structures and support available through European educational programmes. As a result, stable and secure funding of joint masters degrees is a major challenge. Furthermore, joint masters degrees are more costly that regular stream masters courses due to the following reasons:

· large networks = support structures and internal meetings with distant partners

· distanced staff = coordination and support for mobility, contact for curriculum development

· student = increased costs due to mobility, accommodation and varying tuition fees

· various university overhead costs. 

It was recommended that networks need to engage in dialogue with their institution to ask for institutional support and financial assistance. In addition, networks were encouraged to look for innovative and alternative funding sources, possibly with external stakeholders.

7. Tuition Fees:

Most networks adopt local rules concerning tuitions fees. This means that students receiving the same education may pay enormously different amounts. Participants recommend that in an idealized word, tuition fees would be waived. A more realistic recommendation was to encourage further discussion on harmonizing fee structure for students taking the same course. 

7.1 Student Funding:

A common frustration voiced among coordinators was the lack of funding schemes available for student mobility periods. In particular, the ineligibility of students who had previously benefited from SOCRATES funding for undergraduate studies to apply for further SOCRATES support for masters courses was viewed as unnecessarily punitive. The coordinators proposed to the European Commission that this rule be abandoned as there is a clear trend that students involved in joint masters programmes are typically students who have already taken part mobility schemes prior to their graduate studies.

In addition, the variation in the size of student grants between different parts of Europe and the cost of living differences makes it very difficult for some students to finance their joint masters studies. Resultantly, joint masters courses are limited to relatively wealthy students, mainly from western Europe. Measures are needed to encourage the participation of low-income students and students from Central and Eastern Europe. 

7.2 Institutional Support:

Nearly all participating joint masters programmes felt that they are not well-integrated into their institution. This may result from the higher costs of the programmes, institutions not wanting to take shared responsibility of programmes, or the extra demands such programmes place on regular staff duties. Rather than being attractive, flagship programmes which demonstrate an institution’s dedication to European cooperation and academic innovation, the majority of the programmes live a peripheral life at their institution, on the border of departments and faculties. 

Specific support is needed from institutions:

· at the level of university governance

· infrastructural/financial support for mobility and administration

· integration at the faculty level with dedicated teaching

7.3 Support for Mobility:

A number of issues were identified as issues that should be addressed regarding the central issue of mobility. A minimum set of standards includes:

· clear application procedures and transparent information about programme costs (varying tuition fees, extra costs relating to mobility), the legal status of the degree in several countries, and curriculum/thesis supervision options for prospective students;

· once accepted, all students should be given an additional information package that contains detailed information on course requirements, grading schemes, accommodation assistance, legal procedures (visa, insurance, etc.), and language  preparation. Assistance is needed throughout this period. 

· Consistent use of ECTS credits and grading by all network members

· Sufficient funding for mobility

· Alumni support

8. “Network of Networks”:

The coordinators of the 11 networks identified a need to discuss procedures and common problems among themselves and with other European joint masters programmes that have not participated in the project. The desire was expressed to develop a network of networks, which would initiate discussions and actions on relevant issues facing joint degrees such as a common set of rules concerning quality assurance, recognition and the legal recognition of a joint degree. The lessons learned can be identified and made available for other networks. The network of networks was also envisaged as a lobbying tool towards national or European authorities. Furthermore, the idea was launched to establish a common database on European Joint Masters programmes.

The idea was welcomed and encouraged by EUA who will organize to hold the first meeting in Brussels on 29 – 30 June 2003. The main points on the agenda will be setting up of the network of networks and to discuss funding possibilites with the European Commission.

9. Conclusions

The Inter-Network Thematic meeting on European joint master degrees called for further work on the current obstacles at the national level for the legal recognition of the European joint masters degrees. The participants identified the need for the EUA Convention of European Higher Education Institutions in Graz on 29 – 31 May, 2003 to draw up a roadmap showing how to amend national legislation to enable higher education institutions across Europe to award joint degrees to present to the follow-up meeting on Bologna of the Education Ministers in Berlin on (?). 

Future work should also make recommendations on how to secure long term funding for this ”new product” which has existed for about ten years. The map should also reflect the need to address issues which have a more internal character, such as quality assurance, and the need to secure the status of the joint masters programmes at the institutional level. Legal and financial obstacles for CEEC and non-European applicants were identified and the participants called for the EU to facilitate the legal procedures for the applicants from these countries and secure funding.

The EUA project on European joint masters programmes was designed to recognise best practices on the creation and running of world-market competitive European joint masters programmes and at the same time identify possible obstacles towards the successful implementation  of the same degrees. The majority of the networks in the project have been offering European joint masters degrees for approx. 10 years and have had substantial experience in running a network and in offering a European joint degree. An important discussion was held on what signifies a European joint masters degree? Core issues raised were: obligatory mobility, a multicultural student body, European perspective within the curricula and the use of more than one European language. A need for a recognition of joint degrees at the European level rather than the national level was identified and the participants would like to see the European joint masters degree recognised as a new European product which calls for new measures as regards legal status and funding.

The project has not only succeded in identifying the problematic legal status of the European joint masters programme, but also initiated a process of self-examination within the networks and thus started on the road towards further introduction of quality assurance. The implementation of ECTS is on-going, but further adjusting of the process needs to be made and the Diploma Supplement should be introduced. Another positive outcome of the project has been the first steps towards establishing a network of European joint masters networks (not limited to members of the current project), which would be able to support discussions of best practice, inspire further development of tools to improve the competitiveness of the programmes and form a lobby at the national and European level. The creation of a database of European joint degrees was discussed, it was suggested that it should be run by the EUA.

Measures need to be taken to improve the quality assurance within the European joint masters programme, to obtain legal recognition of the programmes and to secure sufficient funding both at the national level and the European level for the programmes
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