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Background: path towards defining competences 
of a doctoral programme (I) 

Setting up the qualification framework of the European Higher 
Education Area 

Berlin 2003 

 
ÁMinisters of Education of the Bologna Process encouraged member states of the 

European Higher Education Area, to elaborate a framework of comparable and 

compatible qualifications for higher education systems, which should seek to 

describe qualifications in terms of workload, level, learning outcomes, 

competences and profile.  

 

ÁWithin such framework, degrees should have defined outcomes. First cycle degrees 

should give access to second cycle programs, whereas second cycle degrees should 

give access to doctoral studies. 

http://www.ehea.info/article-details.aspx?ArticleId=67 2 



Background: path towards defining competences 
of a doctoral programme (II) 

Bergen 2005  
 

ÁFramework for qualifications in the EHEA (QF-EHEA):  it comprises three cycles, a 

generic descriptors for each cycle based on learning outcomes and competences, 

and credit ranges in the first and second cycles.  

ÁQF-EHEA facilitates movement between degrees, national and international 

recognition, and provides the broad structure within which national qualifications 

frameworks will be developed. 

ÁFrom QF-EHEA, national frameworks should be elaborated by 2010 (closest to the 

operational reality to describe the qualifications within a given education system). 
 

Qualification framework focuses on learning outcomes  
more than on the specific procedures 

Setting up the qualification framework of the European Higher 
Education Area 
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Framework for Qualifications of the European 
Higher Education Area 

 

ÁThe European Qualifications Framework (EQF) (valid for the entire education 

system) sets up 8 levels defined by a set of descriptors indicating the learning 

outcomes relevant to qualifications at an specific level.  

 

ÁThe QF-EHEA and the EQF are fully compatible (London, 2007): 

 

Å 1st cycle QF-EHEA (Bachelor degrees; 180-240 ECTS) = EQF level 6 

Å 2nd cycle QF-EHEA (Master degrees; > 60-120 ECTS) = EQF level 7 

Å 3rd cycle QF-EHEA (Doctorate programmes) = EQF level 8 

QF-EHEA vs. EQF 
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Learning outcomes and competences of the third 
cycle of QF-EHEA: what is a doctorate able to do? 

Qualifications that signify completion of the third cycle are 

awarded to students who: 
Á Demonstrate a systematic understanding of a field of study and mastery of the 

skills and methods of research associated with that field. 
Á Demonstrate the ability to conceive, design, implement and adapt a substantial 

process of research with scholarly integrity. 
Á Make a contribution through original research that extends the frontier of 

knowledge by developing a substantial body of work, which merits national or 
international refereed publication (international recognition). 

Á Are capable of critical analysis, evaluation and synthesis of new and complex 
ideas (critical review, autonomy and leadership of research projects). 

Á Can communicate with their peers, with the scholar community and with society in 
general about their areas of expertise. 

Á Can promote, within academic and professional contexts, technological, social or 
cultural advancement in a knowledge based society (leadership of research teams, 
with national and international activities). 
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Third cycle of QF-EHEA: implications from 
Salzburg principles (I) 

ÁThe core component of doctoral training is the advancement of knowledge through 

original research. Doctoral training must also increasingly meet the needs of an 

employment market (Doctorate is based on research: it is its leading principle). 

ÁUniversities need to assume responsibility for ensuring that the doctoral 

programmes and research training they offer are designed to meet new challenges 

and include appropriate professional career development opportunities (Revision 

of university strategies and policies). 

ÁThe diversity of doctoral programmes is a strength which has to be underpinned by 

quality and solid practice. 

ÁProfessional recognition of doctoral candidates as early stage researchers. 

ÁCrucial role of supervision and assessment: transparent framework of shared 

responsibilities between doctoral candidates, supervisors and the institution. 

Commitments and challenges of the institution to propose a doctorate 
programme 
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Third cycle of QF-EHEA: implications from 
Salzburg principles (II) 

ÁAchieving critical mass (Enhancement in the number of doctoral candidates: public 

information; doctoral schools; international-national-regional clusters of 

universities).  

ÁDoctoral programmes should operate within appropriate time duration (3 to 4 

years full-time). 

Á Interdisciplinary training and development of transferable skills (Ensure wider 

employability). 

ÁDoctoral programmes should seek to offer (geographical, interdisciplinary, 

intersectoral) mobility and international collaboration within an integrated 

framework of cooperation between universities and other partners (Mobility at 

doctoral level is part of institutions’ overall internationalisation strategy). 

ÁEnsuring appropriate funding to ensure the development and successful ompletion 

of quality doctoral programmes.  

Commitments and challenges of the institution to propose a doctorate 
programme 
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Third cycle of QF-EHEA: implications from 
Salzburg principles (III) 

Á Implementation of a doctoral program may require changes in the institution:  

Å Creation of doctoral schools (at programme, or better, at institution levels). 

They should be strategic units responsible for: 

Å Guidelines and normative; monitoring; quality management; problem 

solving. 

Å Strategic planning (capacity and talent development; community 

involvement; internationalisation). 

Å Transferable skills: university-business partnerships. 

ÁSpace for individual development of the doctoral candidate. 

ÁConsideration of the diversity in the offer (but with accountability implications).  

ÁDeal with individual disciplines (e.g..; humanities versus STEM; regulated 

professions): how big is the common ground and how crucial are the differences? 

Commitments and challenges of the institution to propose a doctorate 
programme 
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Main aspects to be considered in the design of a 
Doctorate Programme 

Basic elements for the design of a Doctorate Programme 

 

Á Structure and organization of the Doctorate programme. 

Á Skills (competences-learning outcomes) to be acquired by the candidates. 

Á Conditions of access and development of the research career. 

Á Supervision and guidance of the doctoral candidate. 

Á Setting of doctoral studies in a research environment that encourages training 

activities, communication and creativity. 

Á Appropriate teaching staff, with internationally recognized and active research. 

Á Internationalization and mobility. 

Á Commitment to initiate a path forward the validation and accreditation of quality 

of the programmes as a reference for international recognition and attractiveness. 
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2015 revision (http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/ESG_2015.pdf) 

 

Á The ESG apply to all higher education offered in the EHEA. 

Á Quality assurance: all activities within the continuous improvement cycle (i.e. 

assurance and enhancement activities), as well as accountability. Taken together, 

these create trust in the higher education institution’s performance.  

Á The focus of the ESG is on quality assurance related to learning and teaching in 

higher education, including the learning environment and relevant links to 

research and innovation.  

The Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance 
in the European Higher Education Area (ESG)  
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1.2 (Design and approval of programmes) 
Institutions should have processes for the design and approval of their programmes. 

The programmes should meet their objectives and intended learning outcomes. The 

qualification resulting from a programme should be clearly specified and 

communicated, and refer to national qualifications and, consequently, to the QF-EHEA. 

 

1.9 (On-going monitoring and periodic review of programmes) 
Institutions should monitor and periodically review their programmes to ensure that 

they achieve the objectives set for them and respond to the needs of students and 

society. These reviews should lead to continuous improvement of the programme. 

Any action planned/taken as a result should be communicated to all those concerned. 

 

1.10 (Cyclical external quality assurance)  
Institutions should undergo external QA in line with the ESG on a cyclical basis. 

ESG: Internal Quality Assurance  
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 Royal Decree 99/2011, 28 January 

Á It concerns the regulation of doctorate degrees: it establishes a new regulatory 

framework that sets a structure for doctoral programmes based on the ESG of the 

European Higher Education Area and the recommendations of different European 

and international forums. 

Á In Catalonia, AQU Catalunya takes responsibility for the overall assessment 

framework of doctorate degrees. 

Legal context in Spain 

Main approaches at European level for the quality assurance of 

degrees 

Á Evaluation of existing Internal Quality Assurance System (IQAS) of the institutions, 

aiming at ensuring the quality of the degrees. 

Á Individual evaluation of degrees: in Spain (and in Catalonia), degrees are 

evaluated. 
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UNIVERSITAT DE BARCELONA (UB) 
UNIVERSITAT POMPEU FABRA (UPF) 
UNIVERSITAT POLITÈCNICA DE CATALUYA (UPC)  
UNIVERSITAT AUTÒNOMA DE BARCELONA (UAB) 

UNIVERSITAT DE LLEIDA 
(UdL) 

UNIVERSITAT ROVIRA I VIRGILI 
(URV) 

UNIVERSITAT DE GIRONA 
(UdG) 

UNIVERSITAT DE VIC 
(UVic) 

UNIVERSITAT RAMON LLULL (URL) 
UNIVERSITAT INTERNACIONAL DE CATALUNYA (UIC) 
UNIVERSITAT ABAT OLIVA (UAO)  

Catalan universitary system (I) 

UNIVERSITAT OBERTA DE CATALUNYA (UOC) 

497 Bachelor degrees 
570 Master degrees 
195 Doctorate programmes 
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Catalan universitary system (II) 

Students enroled in official degrees (data from 13-14) 

Total Bachelor Master Non-EHEA Doctorate Number of 
studies PhD theses 

UB Public 57155 44660 4700 2745 5050 740 
UAB Public 41710 30940 2380 4610 3780 620 
UPC Public 32800 22200 2500 6070 2030 340 
UPF Public 15940 12390 2140 180 1230 180 
UdG Public 15030 13050 600 580 800 100 
UdL Public 9600 7800 830 600 370 70 
URV Public 13990 10880 990 1030 1090 180 
URL Private 14610 11040 2060 1110 400 N.A. 
UVic Private 5780 4760 510 380 130 7 
UIC Private 3800 3180 240 50 330 9 
UAO Private 1660 1040 100 430 90 8 
UOC e-learning 40860 27540 4960 8200 160 5 

Total 252935 189480 22010 25985 15460 2259 
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Catalan universitary system (III) 

Students enroled in official degrees (data from 13-14) 

75% 

9% 

6% 
10% 

Bachelor

Master

Doctorate

Non-EHEA
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Internal/external quality assurance framework 

Monitoring 

Enhancement 
proposal 

Visit 

Accreditation 

Modifications 

Modifications 

Monitoring (6 years) 

Validation (ex 
ante assessment) 

Monitoring 

Enhancement 
proposal 

Monitoring 

Enhancement 
proposal 

16 



  

Universities must define their priorities and strategies concerning 
research and doctoral studies 

  

Á Mission and vision of the university within the research context. 

Á Consolidated research fields and prioritized research lines: map of potential 

doctorate programmes (as well as related Master degrees). 

Á Relationship with other R+D+i institutions of the university environment. 

Á University capacity of monitoring research groups implied with the doctorate 

programmes. 

Á Management units: doctorate schools; existence of IQAS; academic commission 

and coordinator (with at least 12 years of recognized research activity); … 

Á Human and material resources. 

Á Other: normative; relationship with business companies and labour market. 

 

Initial requirements before validation of Doctorate 
Programmes 
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Dimensions of the Doctorate programme (I) 

Results, revision 
and enhancement 

Definition and 
structure 

Competences and 
learning outcomes 

Access and admission 
of students 

Training activities 
Human resources 

Material and 
support resources 

Supervision and monitoring 



  

Which is the purpose of the programme and why is it being proposed? 

  

Á The definition of the program needs to be established, regarding the aspects that 

identify the proposal in administrative terms and justify interest and the need for 

the programme, together with the intended learning outcomes (competences 

profile). 

Á Public information of the programme should be complete and updated. 

Definition and 
structure 

Competences and 
learning outcomes 

Dimensions of the Doctorate programme (II) 
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 How is this achieved? (I) 

Á Achievement of the programme's learning outcomes requires to set up an IQAS, 

which ensures the quality of the following processes: 

ÅDefinition of the access profile of the doctorate candidates. 

ÅDesign of an individualized research plan, including aims, methodology, 

resources and temporality. 

ÅPlanning of programme content to ensure that the competence profile is 

achieved, including a register of the training activities followed. 

ÅSupervision and monitoring of doctoral candidates that ensure that students 

acquire the intended learning outcomes.  

ÅEvaluation: an academic commission should evaluate annually the progress of 

the research plan and the training activities of the candidate. 

Supervision and monitoring Access and admission of students Training activities 

Dimensions of the Doctorate programme (III) 

20 



How is this achieved? (II) 

 

ÁThe institution must evidence that has the necessary human, material and 

support resources for the intended learning outcomes to be achieved. 

ÁThe teaching staff should evidence that is currently active in research, which 

should be internationally relevant. A set of indicators, with pre-established 

target values, should be set up (e.g., number of recognized research periods; 

international publications (in peer-reviewed journals listed in Journal Citation 

Report or similar lists); supervised theses; on-going competitive projects; 

collaboration with foreign research groups). 

Human resources Material and support resources 

Dimensions of the Doctorate programme (IV) 
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What are the anticipated outcomes and in what way are these 

guaranteed?  

 

Á The institution should anticipate the outcomes (target values) of the doctorate 

programme (e.g., number of students enroled; number of theses finished; quality 

of the teaching staff; internationalization evidences;…) and how its IQAS would 

permit their quantification. 

Á Outcomes should be expressed as quantitative values of indicators clearly 

defined. 

Á IQAS processes must allow the institution to the monitor, review and improve 

the doctoral programme, and to derive an enhancement plan if required. 

Results, revision and 
enhancement 

Dimensions of the Doctorate programme (V) 
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Results of the validation stage (I) 

75% 

19% 
6% 

2012: 48 proposals 

Favourable

Withdrawn

Unfavourable 94% 

4% 2% 

2013: 102 proposals 

Favourable

Withdrawn

Unfavourable

98% 

2% 

2014: 64 proposals 

Favourable

Withdrawn

Unfavourable
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Results of the validation stage (II) 

195 doctorate degrees in Catalan universities 
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 The validated programme must be monitored before its accreditation  

 

Á Monitoring of the programme consists in internal and external actions. 

Á Internal process (annual internal assessment), in which the results (values of the 

indicators) of the programme are analyzed and enhancement plans are derived. 

Á External process (every 3 years), in which a quality agency examines a monitoring 

report, that includes analyses of the: 

ÅDevelopment of the programme: number and profile of accepted students; 

suitable supervision process; relevance of training activities; enhancement 

plans  

ÅDegree of implementation of the IQAS 

ÅQuality of public information 

ÅSuitability of the teaching staff 

ÅDegree of achievement of target values of the indicators 

Monitoring the Doctorate programme 
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Access and enrolment 
Á Number of places offered 
Á Number of applications received 
Á Number of new students 
Á Overall number of students 
Á Percentage of foreign students 
Á Percentage of students at part time 
Á Percentage of students with fellowships 

 
Teaching staff 
Á Number of faculty members who have supervised PhD theses 
Á Percentage of faculty members with recognized research 

 
Mobility  
Á Percentage of students with stays at other (foreign) institutions  
Á Percentage of students of other programmes with stays at the institution  

 

Monitoring the Doctorate programme: indicators (I) 
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Satisfaction 
Á Satisfaction of doctorate candidates 
Á Satisfaction of supervisors 

 
Academic results 
Á Number of theses finished (at full time; at part time) 
Á Mean duration of the theses 
Á Abandonment rate 
Á Percentage of thesis with the maximum qualification 
Á Percentage of thesis with international recognition 
Á Number and quality indexes of scientific outputs from doctoral theses 

 
Integration into the labour market 
Á Employability: occupation rate 
Á Suitability of the professional work to the learning outcomes 

Monitoring the Doctorate programme: indicators (II) 
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