


The European Commission has
announced it will explore the
feasibility of introducing a ‘European
Innovation Act’ in an effort to develop
sustainably the European Union’s
innovation efforts. 

The European Commission
communication released early in
September, ‘Reviewing Community
innovation policy in a changing world’,
identifies a number of barriers to
enhancing Europe’s innovation
capacity that it hopes an Act of
Parliament will assist in removing.

The responsibility and support for
innovation is currrently spread across
seven different Commission services,
20 Committees and involves various
EU agencies, whilst financial support
for innovation “has remained modest”
and represents a smaller share of the
budget than that of the Research
Framework Programme.

The Commission argues that better
coordination at the regional, national
and EU level, and greater partnership
between the EU and its member

states is needed. It has identified a
number of specific barriers, such as
the lack of a legal framework for the
protection of intellectual property, the
lack of critical infrastructure, and the
need for the link between business,
education and research to be
stronger, as further impediments to
the innovation effort. 

The Communication highlights the
fact that “innovation cannot be
organised by decree” and is driven by
those at the coal face - researchers,
scientists, entrepreneurs, investors
and consumers. It acknowledges that
any new regulations must be carefully
monitored to ensure that they “do not
unnecessarily increase burdens on
industry or discourage innovation”.

A ‘European Innovation Act’ – to stifle or stimulate
innovation?

The OECD has published its 2009
edition of ‘Education at a Glance:
OECD indicators’. The publication
provides a range of indicators on
the performance of European
education systems, looking at
such factors as participation,
spending and results. 

The University of Pisa has been
awarded the contract to carry
out a feasibility study on
European university data
collection. The European
Commission has funded this
study to create the basis for the
infrastructure needed to provide
comparable indicators on
European universities at regular
intervals. The University of Pisa
will build up a complete census
of European universities and
launch a pilot data collection with
particular emphasis on those
universities that are research-
active. The total value of the
contract is � 1,165,550. 

The 2009 edition of the report
"Science, technology and
innovation in Europe" has been
published by the Statistical
Office of the European
Communities, Eurostat. The
publication covers a wide range
of indicators in line with the
strategic goals set out by the
European Council in the Lisbon
strategy, including R&D
expenditure and indicators
related to high-tech and
knowledge intensive sectors of
the economy.

The European Commission has
submitted to the Council a
proposal for an agreement with
Switzerland to participate in the
EU's programmes 'Youth in
Action' and 'Lifelong Learning
Programme'. The signature of
this agreement will mean that
Switzerland will take part in
these programmes alongside the
Member States of the EU, the
European Economic Area and
candidate countries. 

News in brief

Promoting student mobility 
Alex Bols, UK Bologna Expert and Head of Education and Quality, NUS

Students studying and working
abroad have always been at the core
of the Bologna Process, and following
the 2009 Leuven Summit where
Ministers called for “at least 20% of
those graduating in the European
Higher Education Area” to have had a
study or training period abroad by
2020, there has been an increased
focus on the UK’s work in this area.

The Erasmus Programme
emphasises just how far the UK has
to go in order to achieve the ambitious
target set by the Ministers. In 2006/07
just 7,235 UK students studied
abroad, compared to 16,321 students
coming to the UK. Within Erasmus the
largest group is those studying
languages, with 2,947 students
studying abroad, compared to the 987

of the next largest group, business
and management sciences. Whilst
this may not be surprising I think that
it is partly indicative of the structured
way in which languages courses have
embedded study abroad in to their
programmes.

The recent NUS Student Experience
Report looked at students studying
abroad. In response to the question
“Have you, or are you planning on
studying abroad as part of your
course?” 16% answered that yes they
had considered it or were planning it.
There is clearly a latent interest that
could be tapped into to improve the
UK’s position. It was also interesting
looking at responses by type of
university, with 23% of those at
Russell Group universities responding
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As part of its recent work in
enhancing the relationship between
quality assurance processes and
creativity and innovative practices,
the European University Association
(EUA) has launched a report
arguing that quality assurance (QA)
processes used in universities must
allow more space for ‘risk taking
and failure’. Rather than prohibit
risk-taking altogether, internal
quality assurance processes should
be able to identify failures and define
the processes through which the
institution should react, argues the
report. The role of external QA
should be to check whether HEIs are
capable of reacting to abnormal
circumstances, rather than
sanctioning occasional failures.

The report “Improving quality,
enhancing creativity: change
processes in European higher
education institutions” makes six
further recommendations: QA
should be context sensitive, taking
account, for example, of different
disciplines, cultures and national

contexts; QA should be inclusive –
engaging the whole university
community, both academics and
students; it should be based on
partnership between agencies and
institutions, which should leave
space for ‘trust and self-reflection’;
sharing QA experiences is essential,
and the authors recommend the
creation of platforms for dialogue
both between departments,
institutions and even at European
level; QA processes should support
institutions’ capacity to change and
to reach strategic goals; agencies
and institutions need to ensure the
engagement of all key actors in QA
processes.

The report is part of a wider EUA
project, Quality Assurance for the
Higher Education Change Agenda
which was undertaken in conjunction
with a consortium of partners
including the UK’s Higher Education
Academy. More information and a
full copy of the report are available
from the EUA website at
www.eua.be.

that they were considering it,
compared to 11% at Post-1992
universities. The reasons for this
could be further investigated, and the
results used across the sector to
increase interest in studying abroad.

The Student Experience Report went
on to look at “What did, or do you,
hope to gain as a result of studying
abroad?” Greater confidence came
out as the most cited answer with
76% overall but this masked a
significant gender split with 68% of
males responding to this compared to
81% of female students. Other highly
cited reasons included better
employment prospects (72%),
becoming more self-reliant (66%) and
better language skills (61%).

The Report went on to look at why
students hadn’t or weren’t planning to
study abroad, with the highest

response being that it was not
relevant/applicable to their course
(55%), and this links back to the way
in which study abroad is integrated
into their course. The second highest
reason was the concern about
financial implications (33%), part of
this will be that students are not
aware of the Erasmus Grants but
there are also very real concerns
about losing part-time jobs and
accommodation in the UK. Other
concerns included lack of/uncertainty
about language ability (19%), worried
about having to study for another year
(10%) and not being aware of the
opportunity (9%).

Over the coming year NUS will be
publicising the issue to students’
unions and we would encourage
institutions to work with their
students’ union to promote student
mobility.

New report advocates more space for failure in
European quality assurance

Swiss students broadly happy
with Bologna

The Union of Swiss Student
Unions (VSS) and the Swiss
Rectors’ Conference (CRUS)
have published a report
detailing the views of students
in Swiss HEIs studying in the
new ‘Bologna’ system in
Switzerland. 

The report is based on a survey
of students in 2008/09 and
concentrates on the following
themes: student finance;
organisation of courses;
student mobility; ECTS;
workload and performance
measurement; learning
outcomes and competences;
information for students; and
student participation in quality
assurance. 

The CRUS declared itself
satisfied with the report’s
conclusions. The Masters
degree appears to be the
desired level of qualification
with many students planning
not to take a break between
Bachelors and Masters
degrees. However, almost 25
per cent of students intend to
change institutions between
studying for a Bachelors and
Masters. A key concern for
students was clarity in terms of
admissions criteria and
procedures, particularly for
Masters degrees.

As regards ECTS, roughly half
of the students found the 25-30
hours workload per ECTS
credit to be appropriate.
However, VSS points out that a
large proportion of students
found the allocation of credits
to be inconsistent. 

The use of learning outcomes
remains a big challenge for
Swiss HEIs. HEIs must do more
to develop a greater coherence
between course descriptors,
the allocation of ECTS credits
and student assessment. 

To view the report (in French
and German):
http://www.crus.ch/index.php?
id=12&viewKTDocument=8716 

Around Europe
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Nicola Dandridge joined Universities
UK (UUK) as Chief Executive in
September 2009. She previously
worked as Chief Executive of the
Equality Challenge Unit, the higher
education agency that promotes
equality and diversity for all staff and
students in the sector. Nicola is a
lawyer by background, with extensive
experience of European law and
industrial relations, having worked in
Europe on a number of European
Commission projects relating to the
implementation of European Equality
Directives. She was also a regular
contributor to the European Law
Academy in Trier, Germany. We asked
Nicola to share her initial thoughts on
higher education and its interaction
with Europe.

“As we approach the creation of the
European Higher Education Area next
year, I am looking forward to continuing
UUK’s support for a high level of

The Europe Unit has launched its
2009 survey of UK HEIs and the
implementation of Bologna Process
reforms. The  new survey follows
earlier surveys in 2005 and 2007. It
covers the following issues:  

• Diploma Supplement;
• European Credit Transfer and

Accumulation system (ECTS);
• Masters and Integrated Masters

degrees;
• recognition of UK degrees;
• staff and student mobility; and
• institutional strategies.

The Europe Unit is grateful to those
who responded to previous surveys in
2005 and 2007. All institutions are
again requested to respond to the

2009 survey. The results will inform
the Unit’s future work in raising
awareness in the UK of the Bologna
Process, particularly as it approaches
its 2010 target date for creating a
European Higher Education Area. The
results will also inform the Unit’s
lobbying activities in Brussels and
elsewhere. 

Institutions can complete the survey
either by filling out an online
questionnaire, or by downloading a
hard copy of the survey. The deadline
for survey responses is 30 October.
The Europe Unit will report on the
outcomes of the survey in January
2010. Please view the Europe Unit
website to complete the survey:
www.europeunit.ac.uk/survey2009/

engagement by UK universities in the
Bologna Process.

On a personal note, I am very supportive
of the Bologna Process goal of promoting
staff and student mobility. I was fortunate
during the early stages of my career to
work on secondment for a law firm in
Paris, from which I benefitted massively
both personally and professionally. 

Europe faces huge demographic and
financial pressures over the coming
years. UUK, like other European level
organisations such as EUA and
EURASHE, is responding to these
pressures by unequivocally making the
case for universities being central to
Europe’s economic recovery, positioning
Europe as a leading region for knowledge
and research. 

In the coming years mainland European
higher education institutions will of
course be a source of competition for the

UK, but crucially will at the same time
offer critically important opportunities for
collaboration.  I look forward to working
with the Europe Unit to keep Europe at
the top of agenda for the UK higher
education.”

Ms Nicola Dandridge

October
5-6: Swedish Presidency of the EU
conference on ‘Erasmus – The way
forward and the Green Paper on
mobility of young people’, Lund,
Sweden  

7:  British Council regional seminar
‘Mobility Via the Curriculum’,
Belfast, Northern Ireland.

8-10: EUA Autumn conference,
‘Internationalisation beyond
Europe’s frontiers: enhancing
attractiveness through global
partnership and cooperation’

15: Academic Cooperation
Association (ACA) Seminar “Making
ends meet - Innovative ways of
funding international students”,
Stockholm

15-16: 5th EURASHE seminar on
Lifelong Learning, Bled, Slovenia

November 2009
19-21: Quality Assurance Forum
‘Creativity and Diversity Challenges
for quality assurance beyond 2010’,
Copenhagen, Denmark
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