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Introduction

Considerable time and effort from many individuals went into writing the reports on each of the eleven networks participating in EUA's Joint Masters Project. After reading all twenty-two reports made available to EUA, we are pleased to conclude that despite the significant and numerous obstacles that exist, all networks have succeeded to create innovative programmes to the benefit of students and professors involved. 
The necessity of networks to overcome obstacles with inventive and pioneering solutions stems from the fact that they are responding to a vision of European integration while being a step ahead of current Bologna reforms in their multiple national contexts. It has been a difficult process for certain networks; however, their success shows the potential for cooperation at the European level. The growing level of public and political interest in Joint Masters programmes, combined with our collective action, may act as an impetus for a speedy implementation of Bologna goals to achieve a European Higher Education Area. 
Rather than focusing on the noteworthy successes of each network, the intention of this meeting is to continue working on the difficulties that persist to improve the participating programmes and make recommendations for future programmes. The document that follows has been produced to help identify a number of issues which merit further discussion at our meeting in Bilbao on April 14-15, 2003. It is intended to stimulate thinking by focusing on common patterns and issues among the diversity of the eleven networks. While we do not expect every participant to consider all of the issues raised in this text to be important, hopefully everyone will find here some issues which they agree merit reflection and discussion. 

While the document draws exclusively upon the material in the twenty-two reports produced by the graduate researchers and network coordinators, it is not a “short-cut” summary of these rich reports. Indeed, our approach is open to the charge that we have over-simplified complex reality and ignored considerable evidence of specific good practice which has been developed in particular networks. On the contrary, this text is intended to simply be a complementary document, and not a substitute for reading the wealth of information on the real experiences that now exists in network reports. 
We look forward to hearing your thoughts in Bilbao. 
David Crosier

Kate Geddie

EUA Secretariat

Curriculum Integration and Sustainability

What's Clear: 

Structural models:

· Several structural models exist for Joint Masters programmes: a) larger networks: students spend time at home institution studying similar "modules" or "core courses", and then travel abroad for a semester and often a short "Intensive Programme" with all members of network; b) small-medium sized networks: students tend to rotate together around participating institutions throughout the entire programme

· it is the practice for large networks to have several core universities offering basic courses, with partner institutions involved for recruiting and providing expertise

· most programmes in this project are 12-13 months in length (60 – 75 ECTS)

Related funding issues:

Financial constraints affecting programme: 

· lack of legal recognition of programme in certain participating countries means that funding may not always be available from national governments; 

· Budgets between institutions vary greatly, as do the amount of resources dedicated to the programme (human and physical);

· lack of output-based incentive financing - institutions may receive money when students enrol but not when they graduate;

· difficult to find extra departmental money to pay teaching staff or fund programme costs;

· in a disturbing number of cases, coordinators, professors and other staff members are working on a voluntary basis, and are perceived to treat such courses as a “hobby”; 

· many institutions are very supportive of the concept of Joint Masters, but are currently providing very little financial support or the needed flexibility.

Financial constraints affecting academic decisions of students: 


- 
differing tuition fees affect the decision of many students to apply for these courses, and in which country/institution to apply. 

-
variations in cost of living in countries, and in the cost of mobility impact upon the choice of whether to go abroad or not (including within the programme).

Recruitment and admission procedures:

· Recruitment and admission are commonly decentralised to the participating institutions, and practice is often confusing for prospective students: information across the network is usually not available/provided on matters such as tuition fees, procedures for visa and scholarship/grant applications, availability to travel to certain institutions for second term (affects thesis topics);

· different interpretations of BA/MA structures across countries makes comparable admission criteria difficult to establish;

· a centralised admission process or at least similar procedures across institutions is commonly desired and recommended.

Inter-cultural learning

· the most often-advocated advantage offered by joint programmes (from the point of view of all involved) is the additional benefit to the  learning and teaching process brought through inter-action of students and professors from a variety of backgrounds;

· However, students coming from different national educational systems have different knowledge bases and expectations coming into the programmes, and provide additional challenges for teaching staff;

· support for language learning is desired by students – irrespective of the language of instruction;

· networks strive hard  to offer students comparable information for core modules, but when these modules are offered in different institutions the material taught, the level of difficulty, and even the length of the course may vary considerably;

· the greater the size of the network, the greater becomes the risk of course repetition and redundancy of teaching material. 

· Facilitating involvement of, and communication between teaching staff in different institutions is a big challenge -particularly to the larger networks.

Administration and communication issues

· Most joint programmes seem to follow a common two-step development pattern: 

a) begin small with relatively informal administration and communication procedures for jointly developing the curriculum, and assuring quality. 

b) As the programme evolves and grows, the need for more formal structures is perceived to ensure that high standards are maintained and that the administration of the programme is professionally managed. 

-
The move to formal structures may, however, cause the network to lose some resemblance to the original, innovative, and flexible programme that it was, changing both the methods of communication, the underlying “ethos” / attitude of the programme, and the ability for the individuals who were once so influential to bring about change;

· small, informal networks enable close relationships between coordinators, teachers, and students – providing a major feature of attraction. In such networks, however, there is a particular risk of suffering continuity problems when key players leave the programme; 

· formal administration structures and organized network meetings (for coordination, board meetings, academic/marking discussions) have transparent procedures and are better able to ensure student welfare, particularly in large networks. 

· generally, all networks agree upon the importance of frequent and continuous communication for curriculum-related issues, establishing a feeling of involvement and cooperation, and monitoring student progression. Most networks also acknowledge the need to increase effective communication, but note cost and time as limiting factors.

· each institution operates in different national and institutional contexts, resulting in different abilities for network partners to institute change and participate as desired.

Credit system usage:

· coordinators aim to have comparable workloads among the institutions, and ECTS is commonly used to help curriculum development/planning (at least in theory). However opinions vary on how successful are the outcomes. In practice, different requirements and workloads continue to exist for many modules/courses seemingly of equal value;

· interpretation of ECTS varies among institutions, and often former practices are kept with merely a "translation" to ECTS language.

Marking systems:

· Common and good practice to include external markers for final exams and for final theses

· Concern persists among students regarding subjective systems of marking

· The role of external markers could extend beyond the current normal model of supervision/observation 

· The ECTS grading system seems to be “differently understood” and interpreted by each institution. ECTS grading seems to be equally unclear to both professors and students

What’s unclear/needs to be thought about:

Structural models
· in the larger networks, some students with financial constraints opt to not spend second semester abroad because of additional costs of mobility

· How many students are making such a choice? Do such students still receive "joint" degrees? Ought they?

Related funding issues:

· where can extra money be found for rising administrative costs?

· How can institutions be encouraged to assume more responsibility for these programmes?

· if external sources of money are obtained, what additional burdens or pressures does this place on the networks?

· Joint Master degrees seem to be more popular amongst the social sciences, humanities, and a few professions where there is a clear European labour market or policy need for expertise. Is the seeming lack of interest from natural sciences due to their ability to obtain research funds and contacts easily, without establishing formal teaching network?

Recruitment and admission procedures:

· Many institutions emphasize that they strive for a diverse student body, but it is unclear how this is achieved. What concrete measures might help towards this laudable goal?

· how do 3rd country students decide at which institution to apply in an environment with differentiated tuition fees?

Administration and communication issues

· as small networks grow and adopt more formal structures, do they lose their attractiveness for students and professors?

· how can communication be improved when funding for these programmes is so limited?

General sustainability issues

· Many programmes seem to grow out of established research contacts. How are these research contacts affected by the operation of these joint programmes?

Student Experience and Mobility

What’s clear:
General Satisfaction:

· Students are generally very pleased with the level of academic support provided and appreciate the international aspect of joint programmes. Joint Masters broaden students' intellectual perspectives, expose them to different educational and urban environments, encourage intercultural understanding and respect, and offer valued experience abroad. 

· The intrinsic value of different learning environments is particularly strong for networks focusing on "European" issues or with interdisciplinary themes where this variety and flexibility is particularly beneficial. 

· Some students suggest that the "soft skills" gained through Joint Masters outweigh the added educational benefits of the course. 

Student Recruitment and Selection Procedures:

· Different tuition fee contexts exist across participating network institutions due to unequal European higher education national funding structures. This variety causes funding inequalities amongst networks, and affects the number of applicants (and hence level of competition) to enter the programme through certain institutions

· Admission procedures tend to be decentralized, resulting in considerable variation in entry conditions across different institutions

· Due to decentralized administrative procedures, prospective and new students experience difficulties in obtaining clear information on the available programmes, particularly when partial information on the same programme is found on several university websites. 

Tuition Fees / Student Financing

· Due to the variance in fees and costs, students studying at the same two institutions (in a different order) may experience very different educational costs.

· Because recognized "joint" degrees do not exist, where possible students "play" the system to obtain the national degree with the greatest labour market value, causing mobility imbalances and national funding difficulties for certain networks

· Students are sensitive to the unfairness of current funding system, finding it neither comparative nor coordinated.

· Erasmus funding is insufficient and unreliable for students as the only source of available funding

Demographics:

· Programmes tend to accept rather than challenge demographic/enrolment biases (e.g. little evidence of support measures for students from less-developed geographical regions, child-care support, mature students, etc.). There is an assumption that students will be single, mobile, middle-class. 

· Gender split is relatively even

Student Mobility:

· Accommodation for short stay periods is the main logistical challenge. Not an insurmountable problem at the moment

· Higher costs of living and tuition fee levels in partner countries affect student choices of mobility. Some students do not participate in mobility period largely for financial reasons. 

· The high tuition costs for 3rd country applicants (non-EU students) combined with the cost of mobility is often prohibitive to their involvement.

What’s unclear/needs to be thought about:
Demographics

· Lack of information on relative student numbers from within/outside Europe, and from different regions in Europe, (even though it’s often mentioned that students come from “all over the world” etc). Problems of visa requirements sometimes mentioned, but their impact difficult to assess… 

· What are the social consequences of bias in this student population? Are these programmes creating a “European elite”? 

· Are Joint masters a good way to build sense of European identity? Are there alternatives?

General Academic Issues

· Language policy: opinions vary within and between networks on whether teaching in more than one language (English) should be encouraged. 

· In certain networks, finding an appropriate supervisor for the issue a student wishes to examine at the institution in the country desired seems to be difficult due to administrative barriers (limits to bilateral exchanges within networks)

Student Support

· The level of career counselling and assistance provided to graduating students is unknown. Many networks mention the intention to begin alumni activities and offer formal support for graduates, but it seems that this does not currently exist in most networks. 

Tuition
· If the different tuition fees become clearer to prospective students, their obvious preference to enrol at the least expensive university may cause difficulties to the future financing of the programme.

· UK White Paper has announced major increases in tuition fees. How is this going to affect the Joint Masters landscape? 

Quality Assurance and Recognition
What’s clear?

Recognition: Legal Constraints

· The issue is far from solved. Currently, “joint European degrees” do not legally exist.  

· Lack of recognition is a threat to some networks for funding reasons and for future student interest.

· The problem exists at two levels: 

· National:  legislation inadequate and restrictive. 

· Institutional: Institutions are uncomfortable with “common responsibility” for education given across partner institutions with different study structures. (= Weak  institutional responsibility for programmes) 

· The variations in levels of qualifications in national systems pose problems for network administration. There is a need for a common understanding of the level of Masters degree (not even clear within some programmes – perceived differently in different countries)…

· Problem: students often not clearly informed about the recognition situation before they enrol for the course. 

Recognition: Network Responses

· Issue of recognition not a high priority within most programmes - justifiably, as probably less ability to change situation in this field than in others.

· At the national level, formal recognition/accreditation procedures are often complicated, and quite a headache. Tendency to find strategies to avoid formal procedures in these programmes

· Strong tendency for UK Masters to be the defining qualification of networks – presumably because the notion of Masters in UK is more clear, and recognised easily elsewhere in Europe

· Programmes tend to rely upon the good reputation of the institutions and individual staff members involved, as well as their uncommon thematic approach. 

· Generally, attitude of students is not to worry about formal situation. What counts for them is that the qualification is recognised in at least one national system, and that employers are convinced of course quality. Some students experience difficulties pursuing PhD studies due to the lack of national recognition. 

· Trend is for courses to find niche labour market or academic need, irrespective of formal recognition restrictions.

Quality Assurance: Existing Internal Dimensions 

· There is a positive trend for networks to focus upon internal improvement/enhancement 

· Plenty of evidence of genuine student involvement, with programmes capturing student views and adapting according to student input.

· There is, however, a lack of systematic procedures for internal quality assurance

· Little monitoring over time, and few “records” of quality enhancement measures

· Overload of responsibility on key individuals. 

· Lack of definition about what aspects of “quality” to be concerned about. 

· Note: There is often difficulty of dealing with academic quality in close-knit peer groups with strong research ties. Tendency for self-definition of “good quality” (we’re good because we say we are)

Quality Assurance: Existing External Dimensions

· External procedures are in conformity with national systems, so formally no problem. 

· But these procedures are largely inadequate to cope with the challenges of assuring quality of transnational programmes (different set of issues at stake), and the tendency is therefore for external QA to be tokenistic.

What’s unclear/needs to be thought about:
Recognition

· Would stakeholders / employers be in favour of “European degree”? 

· Should there be “European label/accreditation”? The jury is out, although the trend is leaning towards

· If we go this way, who should do it? “difficult to foresee a joint evaluation of the programme being initiated by a group of national evaluation/accreditation bodies” 

· Some programmes feel the need for national accreditation of “parts” of their joint programmes (for reasons of sustainability) - although this may not be a very satisfactory development in terms of quality enhancement. How to deal with this dilemma?

· Would procedures required for “formal recognition” limit space for creativity within these programmes?

· Risk of developing bureaucracy for more formal recognition procedures: “No-one wants to be co-ordinated”
· Do networks use the "Diploma Supplement"?
Quality Assurance

· Is it acceptable in terms of quality assurance and maintenance of standards to use modules/components from Bachelors degrees in Masters programmes? (Practice in some networks)
Reputation and Competition

· Is “good reputation” sufficient without external objective validity?

· At the moment, there is little competition from other “joint” programmes. What would be the impact of more joint programmes in Europe? (Note the existing tendency for students to aim for institutions “granting the most popular degree at the lowest price.”) 

PAGE  
EUA Joint Masters Project
Inter-Network Thematic Meeting
9

_1111502319.bin

