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Executive Summary 
This report reflects the outcomes of the Peer Learning Activity (PLA) "Achieving a common 
understanding of automatic recognition in the EHEA". The PLA was held 2-3 March 2020 in Kyiv, 
Ukraine.  

During the PLA, a group of about 30 experts identified strategies and models of good practice to 
achieve a common understanding of automatic recognition, as well as its implementation in the 
EHEA. The PLA was structured around two central questions: 

Q1. How to reach a common understanding of the concept ‘automatic recognition’?  

Q2. What strategies can we design to implement automatic recognition in the countries of the 
EHEA? 

These two questions were addressed in plenary and subgroups where different perspectives, 
experiences and good practice were shared. This report includes many detailed 
recommendations. 

The three plenary presentations each contributed a different angle to the PLA: 

§ The first used the findings of the Bologna implementation report as a start to discuss automatic 
recognition. The presentation focused on the concept of automatic recognition in the EHEA, its 
history, the state of play of implementations and questions and challenges taking automatic 
recognition forward;  

§ The second expert presented the view from the European Commission in the context of the 
Council Recommendation, and the main outcomes of a PLA light on automatic recognition 
organized in December 2019; 

§ The third expert used the good practice developed over the last years to present the body of 
good practice developed over the last years to focus on the difference between access and 
admission, which is key to understand automatic recognition in practice.  

After the plenary presentations set the stage, two rounds of parallel break-out sessions were held. In 
the first round all participants discussed the same question in subgroups “What types of good 
practice do you have in your country to implement automatic recognition?”. In the second round, 
participants split into three groups, each discussing a different question:  

§ "What information could ENIC-NARICs include on their website to promote automatic 
recognition?" (Group 1) 

§ “What information should ENIC-NARICs pro-actively communicate to (Group 2) accreditation 
organizations and students (Group 3). 

The break-out sessions resulted in a series of concrete recommendations to support communication 
through the ENIC-NARIC Networks and individual website(s) and to support to students and quality 
assurance agencies. These are included in this publication. 
 
General take aways from the PLA are:  
§ Implementation of the LRC and mutual trust is key to achieve automatic recognition;   
§ Automatic recognition is out of the black box. There is a common practice and common 

understanding of automatic recognition on the level of ENIC-NARICs;  
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§ There is a need for more dialogue with stakeholders in the national context to create a common 
understanding and promote automatic recognition;  

§ Automatic recognition is a natural development. The key is the implementation and to 
strengthen communication.  

 

  



 

5/15 

 

1. Introduction 
 

About the PLA 
This publication reflects the outcomes of the Peer Learning Activity (PLA) "Achieving a common 
understanding of automatic recognition in the EHEA". The PLA is part of the Erasmus+ Key Action 3 
EHEA Reform project "I-Comply", which aim is to move towards legal and practical implementation 
of the Lisbon Recognition Convention in the European Higher Education Area.  

The objective of the PLA was to identify and design models of good practice to achieve a 
common understanding of automatic recognition, as well as its implementation in the EHEA. 
Therefore, different examples were presented and next discussed by the participants, including 
ENIC-NARICs, ministries of education and other relevant stakeholders such as quality assurance and 
other European agencies and organisations for education. The PLA was structured around two 
main questions: 

Q1. How to reach a common understanding of the concept ‘automatic recognition’?  

Q2. What strategies can we design to implement automatic recognition in the countries of the 
EHEA? 

Chapter two of this publication includes the outcomes of the plenary, while chapter 3 describes the 
discussion of the three breakout sessions. Chapter 3 summarizes the main takeaways of the event. 
The annex provides information about the agenda. 

 

2. Plenary presentations 
The plenary of the PLA served to set the stage, first by introducing the concept of automatic 
recognition and its implementation in the EHEA. The PLA was opened by Ms. Hanna Novosad, the 
Ukrainian Minister of Education, Ms Viktoriya Sergiyenko the head of centre of ENIC Ukraine, and Ms 
Tessa Bijvank from the Dutch Ministry of Education. 

2.1 Presentation 1  
"Setting the stage": The concept of Automatic Recognition in the EHEA", by David Crosier, Eurydice.  

The presentation focused on the concept of automatic recognition in the EHEA, its history, the state 
of play of implementations and questions and challenges taking automatic recognition forward. 

First the policy background was provided. It was highlighted recognition was on the Bologna 
agenda from the outset. The ratification and implementation of the Lisbon Recognition Convention 
provided “fair” recognition as main concept. Understanding “substantial difference” and the 
development of ENIC/NARIC cooperation were key points on the agenda. However, significant 
recognition problems persisted. Therefore the 2012 Pathfinder Group was established to explore 
automatic recognition. 

The Pathfinder Group published its report in 2015, providing a definition: “Automatic recognition of 
a degree leads to the automatic right of an applicant holding a qualification of a certain level to 
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be considered for entry to a programme of further study in the next level in any other EHEA-country 
(access).“ The main message of the group was that automatic recognition is feasible and should 
be a long term aim.  

Next, automatic recognition was further developed in the European Council Recommendation 
from 2018, which highlighted that "a higher education qualification acquired in one Member State 
is automatically recognised at the same level, for the purpose of accessing further studies, in the 
others, without prejudicing a higher education institution's or the competent authorities' right to set 
specific admission criteria for specific programmes or to check the authenticity of documents; 
without having to go through a separate recognition procedure". 

Some key points regarding automatic recognition: 

§ Automatic recognition ≠ admission; 
§ No separate recognition procedure (same process/treatment for national/EHEA candidates); 
§ Automatic recognition ≠ instant outcome/decision. 
 
The pathfinder group also highlighted:  
§ Key conditions towards automatic recognition (from LRC); 
§ National legislation reviewed in line with LRC; 
§ Clear guidance to higher education institutions on LRC implementation; 
§ Decisions within 4 months; 
§ Appeals procedure; 
§ Monitoring of recognition by external QA; 

The following bilateral and regional agreements for facilitation automatic recognition are known: 

§ BeNeLux 2015;  
§ Nordic (Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway) 2016;  
§ Baltic 2018 (EE, LV, LT);  
§ Hungary – Russia 2018. 

Overall there are clearly positive developments (10 countries with AR). But indicator only captures 
theoretical reality: Except in Denmark, higher education institutions have competence for 
recognition decisions. The question is how in this situation, implementation of automatic recognition 
be guaranteed? Only in 9 EHEA systems, external quality assurance is required to consider higher 
education recognition. 

Challenges in recognition evolve around the following partially "political" questions: 

§ Are countries/stakeholders happy with theoretical automatic recognition?   
§ If automatic recognition is in place through law, why do higher education institutions maintain 

competence for recognition decisions? Whether or not to respect national legislation is not a 
question of autonomy. 

Lastly, the following questions were put forward in the discussion: 

§ EHEA (pathfinder group work) and Council Recommendation are driving change in legislation; 
§ But reality for students difficult to assess; 
§ Legislation alone cannot solve recognition challenges; 
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§ Who should have competence for system level recognition decisions? (ENIC/NARIC or ?) 
§ If higher education institutions retain competence for recognition, how can the role of external 

quality assurance be strengthened? 

2.2 Presentation 2  
"Council Recommendation & PLA Light," by Klara Engels Perenyi, European Commission 

The presentation focused on automatic recognition in the context of the Council 
Recommendation, and the main outcomes of a PLA light on automatic recognition organized in 
December 2019. 

Definition 

Automatic mutual recognition of qualifications and study periods abroad: 

§ A qualification in one Member State is automatically recognised in the other – by making the 
learner eligible for further learning; 

§ The outcomes from a learning period abroad are automatically and fully recognised, as agreed 
in the learning agreement and confirmed by the transcript of records. 

Other Member States' authorities remain free to verify the authenticity and the level of the 
qualification and if it indeed gives access to higher education in the Member State of issuance. This 
verification does not involve any separate recognition procedure. However, education and 
training institutions remain free to make independent decisions on admission to their programmes. 

Different models 

During the ET2020 PLA working group in Brussels, December 2019 the following observations were 
made: 

§ Different regional approaches to automatic recognition (Baltic, Nordic, Benelux), as well as 
different national approaches (Finland, Portugal and Norway); 

§ Automatic recognition requires trust, political will, preparation, additional resourcing (Erasmus+). 

Challenges 

The main challenges identified for implementation are: 

§ Lack of political will; 
§ Lack of transparent procedures; 
§ Complex procedures; 
§ Misinterpretation of legislation; 
§ Lack of knowledge on recognition, ECTS, quality assurance (in the wider context); 
§ Pre-Bologna qualifications; 
§ High number of applications from third countries; 
§ For-profit cross-border higher education; 
§ Biggest gaps: recognition of prior learning, including recognition of short cycle higher education. 
 
Towards implementation 
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§ Some progress can be noted in national legislation, but there is a need to improve 
communication within the national context – gather relevant stakeholders, work together, 
identify concrete actions; 

§ It is essential that the basic concepts in recognition and the requirements of the international 
commitments are understood and implemented in institutions; 

§ Qualifications on each level of the three-tier system should be recognised, irrespective of the 
nature of provision, ‘status’ of the provider, and type or profile of the learner. 

Other suggestions:  

§ Further development of national guidance; 
§ Capacity building of NARICs and higher education institutions; 
§ Communication and dissemination; 
§ Digital tools and developments (databases, DEQAR, EUROPASS, micro-credentials); 
§ Monitoring of automatic recognition of learning periods abroad and of qualifications. 

2.3 Presentation 3 

"Automatic recognition versus access and admission", by Allan Bruun Pedersen – Danish Agency for 
Higher Education and Vice - President of the Lisbon Recognition Convention Committee. 

This presentation focused on the difference between access and admission, which is an important 
distinction when discussing automatic recognition. 

Definition 

Definition of automatic recognition: "Automatic recognition of a degree leads to the automatic 
right of an applicant holding a qualification at a certain level to be considered for entry to a 
programme of further study in the next level in any other EHEA-country (access)".  

In other words "A bachelor is a bachelor is a bachelor……".  

The 5 elements of a qualification 

Automatic recognition is easy to understand when approaching it from the 5 elements that make 
up a qualification. Level – quality – workload (three elements) are related to general access 
requirements (= automatic recognition and no further procedures required). However, profile and 
learning outcomes (the other two elements) are related to admission and specific admission 
requirements: not encompassed by automatic recognition - assessment procedures required for 
determining fulfilment of specific admission requirements 

Access 

Does the applicants’ qualification meet general requirements for access? Check level, quality and 
workload/academic rights of qualification in the country of origin. Qualifications giving general 
access encompassed by automatic recognition - a Bachelor is a Bachelor is a Bachelor for access 
to master programmes. Once the recognition of a specific qualification type is determined a 
general standard is set for automatic recognition and no further assessments needed in future. 

Access vs admission 
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Partial access to bachelor programmes. Example, if a qualification gives general access to certain 
types of higher education programmes: Dutch HAVO – Danish General Preparatory Examination 
(HF) give general access to professionally oriented programmes. It is recommended to apply 
automatic recognition/general access to same type of programmes. 

Admission procedures 

Admission is: general access requirements + specific admission requirements. 

Here it is important to distinguish between open versus selective admission systems". 

§ Open systems: all applicants meeting the general requirements for access are admitted. In this 
case there is overlap between access and admission: if there are no specific requirements 
added to the general access requirements automatic recognition can be applied; 

§ Selective systems: a limited number of student places available – for example in case of 
numerus clausus. Requirements can include a specific GPA, subjects taken at a certain level, 
admission tests, interviews and more. Selective systems are not encompassed by automatic 
recognition – further assessments are needed. 

ENIC-NARIC Offices  

There are roughly two types of results from evaluations by ENIC-NARICs that make evaluations:  

§ Legally binding national decisions (ENIC-NARIC decisions) – institutions must follow the decisions 
in term of access; 

§ Consultative model: ENIC-NARICs giving recommendations on recognition. Higher education 
institutions decisions may differ from recommendation if reasonable grounds can be given. 

 
ENIC-NARICs have a vital role in explaining the concept of automatic recognition to higher 
education institutions. The following actions can be undertaken to support (automating) 
recognition: 
§ Assisting higher education institutions with recognition methodology – LRC compliant recognition 

based on the convention, subsidiary texts + EAR manual; 
§ Hotlines, seminars, Skyping and more; 
§ Clarify distinction between access and admissions. Automatic recognition is recognition at 

degree level giving general access and the right to apply for admission. Admission is the 
assessment of applicants' qualifications to determine whether they meet the specific admission 
requirements – not encompassed by automatic recognition; 

§ Recommendations on institutional recognition procedures and organization; 
§ Building database for consistent decisions; 
§ Central institutional recognition authority for automatic recognition for access - departmental 

assessments and decisions for admission; 
§ Transparency of recognition procedures; 
§ Provide overview of application process; 
§ Documentation requirements for applicants; 
§ Time limit for application process; 
§ Transparent recognition criteria; 
§ List of recognized qualifications for access if automatic recognition is applied; 
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§ Information on legislation – national and international; 
§ Promote appeal procedures. 

 

3. Breakout sessions 
After the plenary, two rounds of parallel break out sessions were held. In the first round the 
participants were divided into two groups to discuss “What types of good practice do you have in 
your country to implement automatic recognition?”. In the second round, participants split into 
three groups, to discuss: 

§ "What information could ENIC-NARICs include on their website to promote automatic 
recognition?" 

§ “What information should ENIC-NARICs (from their role as national information centres on 
recognition) pro-actively communicate to: 
a. accreditation organizations, and; 
b. students in order to 1) promote a common understanding of automatic recognition and 2) 
promote its implementation. 

From an exchange of good practices, the discussions quickly moved to suggestions how automatic 
recognition could be further implemented. The models and elements of good practice are listed 
below.  

3.1 Information provision by ENIC-NARICs via website 
The following general suggestions were made to support implementation of automatic recognition 
via the ENIC-NARIC website (enic-naric.net) and the website of individual centres:  

a. General information about automatic recognition should be first and foremost on the enic-
naric.net website; 

b. Individual ENIC-NARIC websites could reference to this enic-naric.net information but also to the 
LRC and other subsidiary texts as to automatic recognition, and outline the recognition procedure 
in the country (in general and with regards to automatic recognition for the sake of transparency 
and trust-building), obviously in a widely spoken language; 

c. The website has to make the difference clear between access and admission, and to list and 
explain implementation measures, namely regional agreements/automatic recognition areas; 

d. If applicable, outcome of projects (e.g. I-comply) and lists of countries/institutions for automatic 
recognition could be referenced, and instruments to support the further implementation (e.g. 
communications to higher education institutions, seminars and other pertinent websites), taking into 
account that the primary addresses for the implementation of automatic recognition are the 
higher education institutions. 

3.2 Proactive communication to stakeholders  
3.2.1 Quality assurance agencies 
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Recognition is a small part of the quality assurance work, however it is definitely an important one. 
Quality assurance agencies need to be informed about recognition and LRC to take into account 
these issues, as ESG 1.4 requires. 

While quality assurance agencies might only be able to look formally into recognition processes to 
some extent in their accreditations/evaluations/audits, it is also important to encourage 
communication otherwise and enable quality assurance agencies to inform about recognition 
issues in their trainings and events. 

Only very few centres reported that the quality assurance agencies in their country look into 
recognition and that they have contacts, most ENIC-NARICs have no contact with the quality 
assurance agency/-ies in their country. 

National authorities are not always aware of the problems in this area, but also ministries need to 
understand that this communication is important and needed. 

It should be highlighted to quality assurance agencies that looking at recognition is not some new 
formality or just an additional burden for the quality assurance process, but that it is an important 
aspect for quality assurance. The question how a higher education institution recognises the 
students' qualifications is an important quality dimension. 

Quality assurance agencies' trust each other based on the common framework of ESG, being 
validated by registration on EQAR. ENIC-NARICs should follow that example and be ready to trust 
quality assurance agencies/accreditation organizations from other European countries as well, on 
the basis of the agreed standards. 

 

3.2.2 Students 
In general, it is a problem that many students don't know about their rights (not necessarily only in 
recognition). ENIC-NARICs thus have an important role in informing students so that they will know 
their rights, in recognition and especially in automatic recognition. 

At the same time, some might also have unrealistic expectations with regard to access and 
admission to higher education. Also here, ENIC-NARICs are an important communicator, including 
to explain the difference between access and admission. 

Some higher education institutions in some countries can be more protectionist and unwilling to 
promote recognition, while others are pretty welcoming and have a transparent recognition. This 
will be reflected in their information probably, while ENIC-NARICs could be neutral players here. 

The roles of ENIC-NARICs are different. Where centres work directly with students (applicants for 
recognition) it is relatively straight-forward to reach them. In some countries, however, centres 
generally have no direct contact with students (as students interact with the higher education 
institutions). In those cases, ENIC-NARIC centres can nevertheless provide info, e.g. through leaflets 
or when representing the country on a study fair. In those cases, it is important to coordinate and 
align messages with higher education institutions if it's them who make decisions. 
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In general, ENIC-NARICs should ensure a welcoming and open attitude in their communication, 
and equally in their dealing with students/applicants (where they do – or otherwise encourage 
higher education institutions to adopt such an attitude). 

Immigration laws are also important when talking about admission, so ENIC-NARICs should provide 
references to information on that and other topics – recognition is not the only relevant topic. 

ENIC-NARICs could facilitate peer-to-peer learning between students, sharing their examples. 

ENIC-NARICs should cooperate and coordinate their efforts with the national unions of students 
(NUS). NUSes often have more ways of reaching students. 

It can be useful to maintain contact also with outgoing students to hear when they encounter 
problems with access/admission, even if these cases are not directly in the ENIC-NARIC's 
responsibility. But at times they might give a helping hand to students that have issues abroad, e.g. 
by providing them a special letter to confirm the status of an institution or programme. 

The EU Solvit platform could be used by students in addition.  

The leaflet developed by the Thematic Peer Group – in English or translated if needed – can be 
used by ENIC-NARICs to promote some common understanding on the basic terms. 

 

4. Take aways 
Towards the end of the meeting the experts voiced their main take aways. These are summarized 
as follows: 

§ Mutual trust is key to achieve automatic recognition;  
§ Automatic recognition is out of the black box. There is a common practice and common 

understanding of automatic recognition on the level of ENIC-NARICs; 
§ There is a need for more dialogue with stakeholders in the national context to create a common 

understanding and promote automatic recognition. Automatic recognition is at degree level 
encompassed by the LRC. There is no "dangerous animal" in the room; 

§ The impressive progress made by the different countries reminds the EHEA is a creative process 
where everyone has strengths to contribute; 

§ Automatic recognition is a natural development. The key is the implementation and to 
strengthen communication. 
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Annex 1: Agenda PLA 
 

Agenda 
2 March 

14:00 – 17:00  Inaugural ceremony Ukrainian Recognition Network (UaReNet) 

18:30 Gather at entrance hotel to walk to dinner  

19:00 Dinner upon invitation by the host at BARVY (Kyiv, 3 Mechnikova Str, 
https://barvy.rest/en/) 

 

3 March 

08.30 - 09.00 Registration - 

09.00 - 09.15 Welcome hosts Ms Hanna Novosad, Minister of 
Education and Science 
Ukraine 

Viktoriya Sergiyenko, ENIC 
Ukraine  

09.15 - 09.20 Welcome on behalf project Tessa Bijvank, Ministry of 
Education The Netherlands  

09.20 - 09.25 Introduction Day Jenneke Lokhoff, Nuffic 

 Plenary on common understanding of AR  

09.25 - 09.55 "Setting the stage": The concept of Automatic 
Recognition in the EHEA 

David Crosier, Eurydice  

 

09.55 - 10.15 Council Recommendation & PLA Light Klara Engels Perenyi, European 
Commission  

10.15 - 10.45 Coffee break  

10.45 - 11.15 AR in s: access versus admission Allan Bruun Pedersen, Ministry 
of Higher Education and 
Science Denmark  

11.15 - 12.15 Parallel breakout sessions (round 1) on 
implementation of AR in the national situation 

Share good practice  

Identify models of good practice 
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12.15 - 13.15 Lunch break 

 

 

13.15 - 14.15 Parallel breakout sessions (round 2) 

 

 

14.15 - 14.45 Coffee break 

 

 

14.45 - 15.30 Reports & Reflections. Finding agreement on 
main outcomes 

 

15.30 - 15.45 Wrap Up / Closing of the meeting  Tessa Bijvank, Ministry of 
Education The Netherlands 
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