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1. Context and Background

Several sustained tendencies are discernible in the development of higher education around the world:

1.1.  Expansion / a Move towards Mass Higher Education 

In the course of the last three decades, the number of students in higher education has grown two and a half times. The move towards mass higher education is a global phenomenon. More than 60% – indeed, in some countries as much as 70-80%  – of all students who finish secondary education enroll in higher education programs, and the tendency is for that number to increase substantially in the near future. Governments encourage these developments. In the USA, 81% of the students who finish secondary education enroll in institutions of higher education. This ratio reaches 90% in Canada. In EU member states, the average percentage of secondary education graduates who enroll in higher education programs is 57%. Yet in Bulgaria, according to data from the National Statistical Institute, the net coefficient of enrollment of the population in universities, specialized schools of higher education or colleges was only 35% for the 2008/2009 academic year. Such a trend towards a decrease in the number of people who wish to study for a higher education degree is in stark contrast to the tendency towards a stable gradual increase in the number of students enrolled in higher education programs in the EU member states. In the EU member states, there are currently more than 19 million students studying at more than 4 000 institutions of higher education. In Bulgaria, the amended Law on Higher Education foresees that the number of places offered to students at higher education institutions would be gradually increasing in the period between 2007/2008 and 2010/2011 until the rate of utilization of the capacities of these institutions has reached 100%.  

1.2.  Diversification

The diversification of higher education has several dimensions:

· a great variety of higher education institutions and of programs offered at such institutions; 

· new structures and education degrees offering varying levels of training and different qualifications;

· different forms of study: full-time studies, external studies, evening studies, studies by correspondence, distant studies, online studies, etc. 

The number of post-secondary education institutions offering 3-year or 4-year study programs, i.e. the so-called non-university higher education institutions (specialized in the applied sciences, in professional education, in vocational education, etc.), is rapidly increasing. Out of the total number of around 4 200 higher education institutions in the USA, more than 2 200 are of this type. In the Netherlands, professional universities outnumber classical universities. In Germany there are more than 130 institutions of this kind (Universities of Applied Sciences - Fachhochschulen). In Austria such institutions are known as Universities of Applied Sciences, too. In France, there are more than 450 Institutes of Technology.

The great variety of higher education institutions in Europe and in the world is a response to the market demand for different types of professionals. Short-cycle higher education programs focus on professional skills necessary for entry into the labor market. In most of the EU member states, the two strands of higher education – university education and non-university higher education (e.g. in higher education institutions specializing in the applied sciences) serve different purposes and, although they allow students to move from one strand to the other, they are developed and operate parallel to each other rather than in a hierarchical fashion. The two types of higher education institutions are equal as elements of the higher education system. Each of them offers Bachelor’s, Master’s and Doctoral Degree programs. In Bulgaria, there are 53 higher education institutions – universities, specialized schools of higher education and independent colleges. Professional higher education is provided mainly by the independent colleges and the specialized schools of higher education. 

The variety of higher education institutions in Europe and around the world provides the population with greater opportunities for inclusion into the education system at various lifetime stages and with a wider choice among types and levels of education. In Bulgaria, however, the structure of higher education institutions is outdated and sub-optimal. These institutions are increasingly losing their identity as each of them offers programs in a wide range of fields of study in too many professional areas, while at the same time offering a very limited choice among forms of study and degrees of qualification. What is more, universities offer both purely academic programs and programs that are entirely professionally oriented. For example, to “consumers” of higher education it remains unclear what difference there is between colleges and specialized schools of higher education, given that the conditions for founding of the institution, for study and for accreditation, as well as the education degrees offered, are identical for both types of institutions. 

1.3.  Development of Continuing Education 

Due to phenomena such as globalization, transformation in various spheres (in society, industrial development, nature of labor, equipment and technology, organization and management), new products, new markets, strong competition and changes in value systems, individuals are compelled to learn continuously if they are to remain competent and capable. Education becomes easily “outdated”. It therefore becomes necessary to pursue lifelong education. The emergent phenomenon of “continuing education” is a response to such diverse practical demands. Continuing education expands and diversifies, too, and is increasingly transformed from a complement to basic higher education into an equally important form of education in its own right. The EU considers the practical realization of lifelong learning to be a major priority that provides opportunities for improving competitiveness and for increasing labor force adaptability. 

One of the basic trends observed after the signing of the Bologna declaration has been the integration of the concept of lifelong learning into the framework of higher education. In the old EU member states, the percentage of adults who participate in some form of lifelong learning is currently 10.1. By 2010 the average EU level of adult participation in lifelong learning should reach a benchmark of 12.5%. In Bulgaria this percentage is 1.6. 

The Bulgarian government has committed itself to the development and provision of lifelong learning opportunities. In the context of these commitments, it should be noted that higher education in Bulgaria is still based on a traditional closed system that provides education to young people in the framework of standard Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programs and gives preference to fulltime studies. The transition to a system of mass higher education and to a system of flexible study models aimed at the encouragement of lifelong learning would likely cause the age distribution of students in the higher education system to become broader and to approximate the level characteristic of the 15 older EU member states such as Germany and, in some respects, the UK. One of the reasons why a lifelong learning system is lacking in Bulgarian universities is that the universities themselves are not interested in offering such studies or are not motivated to offer them. As long as universities concentrate on traditional Bachelor’s and Master’s programs, the situation will not change. If, however, the attitudes and approaches of the schools of higher education become more entrepreneurial, change would be possible. 

The main reason why universities do not provide flexible short-cycle study programs is that Bulgarian business does not trust the abilities of Bulgarian universities to educate and train its employees. It would not task the universities with refreshing the knowledge of its workforce or with providing its employees with new skills because it deems university programs too theoretical, not useful, and completely out of line with the modern business environment. 

1.4.  Changing Nature of Knowledge and Skills

Today, knowledge and information are accessible but are overabundant and impossible to manage. Universities should not define their tasks in teaching and knowledge reproduction on the basis of the classical understanding of knowledge as knowledge about facts. Instead, they should develop the student’s abilities to use knowledge even when it is not his/her knowledge (i.e. the emphasis should be on knowledge use rather than on knowledge availability). They should teach the student to think and to gather, use and analyze information with a view of finding solutions to problems posed by science or by his/her profession. Universities should develop personal qualities. The real output of university education is not so much knowledge itself, but rather the thinking and reasoning applied to knowledge.   

The task of universities is to teach students to learn on their own. In the process of modernizing higher education, it is necessary to study, apply and adopt the systemic approach as a way of thinking. A characteristic feature of modern-day higher education is the conception of learning as a process of acquiring and applying knowledge, skills, routines, attitudes and values, both via the classical ways of learning and via discussions and team work, in which the relationship between teachers and students is equal and based on dialogue, and in which students do not absorb knowledge passively but rather generate knowledge themselves. 

Global trends in the development of higher education and the requirements of the Bologna Process necessitate substantial academic reform in universities and a comprehensive reform of higher education in Bulgaria.

2. Harmonization of Bulgarian Higher Education with the European Education Area 

Harmonizing Bulgarian higher education with the European Education Area is a strategic goal, considering that the goals set by the Lisbon Strategy recognize education as one of the crucial preconditions for the development of a knowledge-based economy. As a country included in the Bologna Process from its very inception, Bulgaria currently supports and implements the decisions that have already been taken and is actively engaged in the development of the common European Higher Education Area. 

Bulgarian higher education has been undergoing harmonization with the European system for several years already. The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System has been introduced. University systems for quality assurance and control are being developed. The Bachelor’s and Master’s education degrees have been introduced and are functional. Yet, the introduction of short-cycle higher education programs is far from being a priority for higher education institutions. 

The Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education held at Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve on 28-29 April 2009 focuses on several key priorities for higher education for the next decade. One of these priorities is to have the national qualifications frameworks implemented and prepared for self-certification against the overarching Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area by 2012. The Communiqué notes that “within national contexts, intermediate qualifications within the first cycle can be a means of widening access to higher education”.

2.1. The Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area
The 2005 Bergen conference of the Ministers responsible for higher education in the countries of the Bologna Process has adopted the Framework for Qualifications for the European Higher Education Area, on the basis of which national frameworks for qualifications focused on the output of education are to be elaborated. The Framework for Qualifications for the European Higher Education Area is not linked to any particular area of scholarly or professional activity and reviews the general requirements for students completing a particular education degree (see Table 1). In the following order of levels/cycles, the Framework for Qualifications demarcates the level of knowledge and skills acquired by graduates, as well as their ability to solve tasks of varying difficulty levels:

Table 1: The framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area

	Qualification
	Outcomes
	ECTS Credits

	Short cycle qualification (within or linked to the first cycle) 


	Qualifications that signify completion of the higher education short cycle (within or linked to the first cycle) are awarded to students who:

· have demonstrated knowledge and understanding in a field of study that builds upon general secondary education and is typically at a level supported by advanced textbooks; such knowledge provides an underpinning for a field of work or vocation, personal development, and further studies to complete the first cycle;

· can apply their knowledge and understanding in occupational contexts;

· have the ability to identify and use data to formulate responses to well-defined concrete and abstract problems;

· can communicate about their understanding, skills and activities, with peers, supervisors and clients;

· have the learning skills to undertake further studies with some autonomy.
	Approximately 120 ECTS credits



	First cycle qualification
	Qualifications that signify completion of the first cycle are awarded to students who: 

· have demonstrated knowledge and understanding in a field of study that builds upon their general secondary education, and is typically at a level that, whilst supported by advanced textbooks, includes some aspects that will be informed by knowledge of the forefront of their field of study; 

· can apply their knowledge and understanding in a manner that indicates a professional approach to their work or vocation, and have competences typically demonstrated through devising and sustaining arguments and solving problems within their field of study; 

· have the ability to gather and interpret relevant data (usually within their field of study) to inform judgments that include reflection on relevant social, scientific or ethical issues; 

· can communicate information, ideas, problems and solutions to both specialist and non-specialist audiences; 

· have developed those learning skills that are necessary for them to continue to undertake further study with a high degree of autonomy.
	Typically include 180-240 ECTS credits

	Second cycle qualification
	Qualifications that signify completion of the second cycle are awarded to students who:

· have demonstrated knowledge and understanding that is founded upon and extends and/or enhances that typically associated with the first cycle, and that provides a basis or opportunity for originality in developing and/or applying ideas, often within a research context; 

· can apply their knowledge and understanding, and problem solving abilities in new or unfamiliar environments within broader (or multidisciplinary) contexts related to their field of study; 

· have the ability to integrate knowledge and handle complexity, and formulate judgments with incomplete or limited information, but that include reflecting on social and ethical responsibilities linked to the application of their knowledge and judgments; 

· can communicate their conclusions, and the knowledge and rationale underpinning these, to specialist and non-specialist audiences clearly and unambiguously; 

· have the learning skills to allow them to continue to study in a manner that may be largely self-directed or autonomous.
	Typically include 90-120 ECTS credits, with a minimum of 60 credits 

	Third cycle qualification
	Qualifications that signify completion of the third cycle are awarded to students (doctoral students) who:

· have demonstrated a systematic understanding of a field of study and mastery of the skills and methods of research associated with that field; 

· have demonstrated the ability to conceive, design, implement and adapt a substantial process of research with scholarly integrity; 

· have made a contribution through original research that extends the frontier of knowledge by developing a substantial body of work, some of which merits national or international refereed publication; 

· are capable of critical analysis, evaluation and synthesis of new and complex ideas; 

· can communicate with their peers, the larger scholarly community and with society in general about their areas of expertise; 

· can be expected to be able to promote, within academic and professional contexts, technological, social or cultural advancement in a knowledge based society. 
	Not specified


The review of national qualifications frameworks for higher education in a number of European countries indicates a great variety of levels, forms of study, institutions, and certification of education. The qualifications framework of Ireland is particularly interesting, with its 10 levels making every form of study possible, while also allowing for a smooth transition from one level to the other. Yet, mechanical transposition of any external framework into the national context would be unwise. 

The advantages of the short-cycle higher education programs (i.e. the higher education short cycle) are beyond doubt. The prospects for their introduction in different European countries depend mainly on gathering sufficient political will and on heeding to the demands of the labor market and to the requirements of the “consumers” of higher education.

2.2. Higher Education in Bulgaria

Until 1989, Bulgarian higher education was state-run, centralized, shielded from public scrutiny, and free from academic competition. Currently, many universities continue to be administratively dependent on the state as it is the state that determines the number of students that could enroll, the budgets of state universities, the scale of investments, etc. The system of higher education in Bulgaria remains disconnected from the demands of the labor market and of the individual “consumers” of education.

2.2.1 Structure of Education Levels in Bulgaria

The term “Qualifications Framework” in principle stands for a commonly accepted description of levels of professional qualification in ascending order. Officially, in Bulgaria such a framework exists only within the system of secondary professional education – qualification ranges from first to forth qualification level, with increasing requirements regarding the specialist’s knowledge, skills and competencies. In the system of higher education, education levels are specified in the Law on Higher Education and in the Regulation on the State Requirements for Obtaining Higher Education for the Bachelor’s, Master’s and “Specialist” Education Degrees (adopted by Ordinance of the Council of Ministers No. 162 from 23.07.2003 and still not amended in accordance with the amendments made to the Law on Higher Education in 2007). The existing framework of secondary professional education attaches clear requirements regarding the output of education to each qualification level. 

In the system of higher education, such commonly accepted requirements delineating the different qualification levels are completely missing. The ascending order of education levels is identified, but employers and the public are not given any clue as to what more could be expected from each successive level of education.

With the exception of countries such as Denmark, the UK and Ireland, in most European countries there is no transparent notion of the “height” of each successive education level. In the process of transforming the single-level system into a multi-level one, it turned out that employers and the public could not understand the higher education degrees introduced in line with the Bologna Process. No one understood the difference between a Bachelor’s and a Master’s degree in terms of the skills acquired by graduates obtaining such degrees. The same happened with the introduction of the “Professional Bachelor” degree. 

In certain respects Bulgaria differs from most of the countries applying the Bologna structure. Until the Law on Higher Education was amended in 2007, the system required a 4-year course of study for a Bachelor’s degree and a one-year course of study for a Master’s degree. The 2007 amendments introduced two possible structures (models) of higher education: 3+2(+3) or 4+1(+3). The Bologna declaration sets three possible models: 3+1, 3+2, and 4+1. Most European countries have chosen the 3+2 model. Bulgaria joined in, albeit much later. 

2.2.2.  Reactions to the amendments introducing a 3-year course of study for a Bachelor’s degree

The academic community in Bulgaria has split on this issue. The private higher education institutions – both colleges and universities – have fully supported the amendments. This is understandable because these institutions are not financed by the state and the effectiveness of the education they provide is evaluated by their “customers” – that is, their students – who prefer to finish their studies and enter the labor market as soon as possible, as well as and to have more time for completing a further degree. 

In contrast, the great majority of state universities, represented by the Council of Rectors, have resolutely rejected this structure of education:

“The Management Board of the Council of Rectors is fully opposed to the introduction of the Professional Bachelor’s degree. The reasons for this stance are that the introduction of the education and qualification degree “Professional Bachelor” has destroyed the possibility that universities could opt out of the “4+1+3” system and adopt the “3+2+3” system instead. No university would agree to base it Bachelor’s degree on a 3-year course of study as long as a Professional Bachelor’s degree is, too, obtained on the basis of a 3-year course of study. In practice, in a  very strange way the Professional Bachelor’s degrees have become much more appreciated than university Bachelor’s degrees. Diplomas indicating a “Professional Bachelor” probably make employers prone to believe that this is the employee they need – the “professional” (quoted from http://www.azbuki.EU)

The stance taken by state universities is understandable. They resist the changes because shortening of the study periods would inevitably lead to decrease in state subsidies, while maintaining a 4-year course of study for a Bachelor’s degree would secure subsidies for a longer period of time. It can be assumed that these universities would also oppose the introduction of the higher education short cycle within first cycle Bachelor’s degree. 

If the Bachelor degree guarantees easy and acceptable access to the labor market –  which is its purpose after all – then the 3-year Bachelor’s study would free substantial resources that could be put to use elsewhere in the education system. Bulgaria is only now starting to comprehend the benefits of short study periods. There are no sound reasons for our country to reject the models chosen in the rest of Europe by maintaining a 4-year course of study for a Bachelor’s degree and by opposing a 3-year course of study or a prospective introduction of a higher education short cycle within the first higher education degree. 

 Potential Benefits from the Introduction of the Higher Education Short Cycle in Bulgaria:

The introduction of the higher education short cycle within the first higher education degree (Bachelor degree) in Bulgaria is necessary for the following reasons: 

1. The higher education short cycle would improve access to higher education. In a period of global financial crisis, fewer and fewer young people could afford to remain within the education system for 5 or 6 years. They seek ways to enter the labor market as soon as possible, planning to complete further degrees only at a later stage. If the higher education short cycle were nationally recognized by an official diploma, young people who are “in a hurry” to enter the labor market would have better opportunities to re-enter the higher education system at a later stage in their life and career.

2. Bulgarian business would welcome the introduction of the short cycle within the first degree of higher education (Bachelor degree), because it would shorten the time lag between graduation and entry into the labor market and would alleviate problems related to the loss of connection between business and education.

3. While pursuing their career, many employees would realize that they need to increase their level of education. If they have been awarded a short cycle higher education qualification, it would be easier for them to pursue further education by enrolling in other higher education programs or by opting for other forms of study. 

4. The introduction of the higher education short cycle would improve student mobility because if the short cycle qualification is validated by 120 ECTS, it would be recognized in the European and global education area.  

5. The higher education short cycle would provide opportunities for universities to reform their traditional education policy, to develop flexible study programs that are better tuned to the requirements of the business community, and to reestablish or improve the connection between education and the labor market. 

Annexes:

Table 2: Education Institutions according to Type and Ownership 

	Education Institutions
	2004/5
	2005/6
	2006/7
	2007/8
	2008/9

	Institutions of Higher Education
	53
	53
	53
	53
	53

	Universities and Specialized Schools of Higher Education
	43
	43
	43
	43
	43

	Of these, private
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7

	Colleges
	50
	50
	46
	41
	38

	Of these, private
	7
	9
	9
	9
	9

	Of these, independent colleges
	10
	10
	10
	10
	10

	Of these, private
	7
	9
	9
	9
	9

	Of these, colleges within the structure of universities or specialized schools of higher education
	40
	40
	36
	31
	28

	Of these, private
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Institutions of Professional Education
	500
	495
	506
	503
	487

	Of these, Professional Post-secondary Education Colleges 
	17
	17
	23
	28
	28

	Of these, private
	16
	17
	23
	28
	26

	Of these, Centers for Professional Training 
	
	114
	155
	207
	218

	Of these, private
	
	102
	143
	188
	195


Table 3: Students Enrolled in Higher Education Institutions, according to the Levels of the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-97)

	Levels
	2004/5
	2005/6
	2006/7
	2007/8
	2008/9

	Professional Post-secondary Education /ISCED-4C/
	3 036
	2 810
	3 984
	4 020
	4 368

	Of these, private 
	1 456
	2 328
	3 620
	3 682
	3 931

	Professional Adult Education, III –IV level professional qualification  /ISCED-4С2/
	-
	1 897
	2 435
	3 423
	3 608

	Of these, private
	-
	1 112
	1 427
	2 154
	2 279

	Higher Education  /ISCED-5B, 5A, 6/
	237 909
	243 464
	258 692
	264 463
	274 247

	Of these, private 
	39 099
	45 144
	50 685
	54 966
	58 380

	Of these, colleges /ISCED-5B/ 
	18 432
	23 608
	26 953
	26 169
	27 724

	Of these, private 
	6 254 
	11 250
	16 478
	17 565
	19 273

	Of these, universities and specialized schools of higher education /ISCED-5A/
	214 398
	214 693
	226 923
	233 941
	242 574

	Of these, private 
	32 791
	33 839
	34 146
	37 334
	39 052

	Doctorate /ISCED-6/
	5 079
	5 163
	4 816
	4 353
	3 949

	Of these, private 
	  54
	  55
	  61
	  67 
	  55


Table 4: Net Coefficient of Enrollment of the Population in the Education System

	Group Net Coefficients, according to the Levels of the International Standard Classification of Education 
	2004/5
	2005/6
	2006/7
	2007/8
	2008/9

	Professional Post-secondary Education /ISCED-4C/
	0.3
	0.5
	0.8
	0.7
	0.7

	Colleges /ISCED-5B/
	3.1
	4.1
	4.4
	4.0
	4.1

	Universities and Specialized Schools of Higher Education 
	25.8
	26.4
	27.7
	29.0
	30.9


