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Webinar Report  
 

“Regional academic harmonisation: The role of qualifications” 
 

Virtual Forum prior to the IX Central American University Congress 
Co-organised by CSUCA, OBREAL GLOBAL and EU-LAC FOUNDATION 

 
20 April, 2021 

 Time: 9:00 am (Guatemalan time) // 17:00 CEST 
 
Agenda 
 

TIME ACTIVITY 

09:00 - 09:10 
(Guatemala) 
17:00-17:10 
(CEST) 

Opening of the webinar 

Dr Francisco Herrera, President of CSUCA, Rector of the National Autonomous University 
of Honduras (UNAH) 

Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, Secretary General of CSUCA 

09:10 - 09:15 
(Guatemala) 
17:10-17:15 
(CEST) 

Welcome from OBREAL Global and Introduction to the theme 

Nicolas Patrici, Director, OBREAL Global 

09:15 - 10:20 
(Guatemala) 
17:15-17:20 
(CEST) 

 

Welcome from EU-LAC Foundation 
 

Dr Anna Barrera, Senior Program Manager, EU-LAC Foundation 

09:20 - 10:55 
(Guatemala) 
17:25-18:55 
(CEST) 

Interactive panel, moderated by Elizabeth Colucci, Project Director, OBREAL Global 
 
Alberto Calvo Leiva, Advisor on Technical Education, Ministry of Public Education, Costa Rica 
and Melba Fallas Zuñiga, National Rectors’ Council (CONARE), Costa Rica 
 
Margarita Esquivel Porras, National Rectors’ Council (CONARE), Costa Rica 
 
Dr Raúl López, Academic Director of Technological Training, National Autonomous 
University of Honduras (UNAH), Honduras 
 
Thérèse Zhang, Deputy Director of the Higher Education Policy Unit, European University 
Association (EUA), USA  

10:55 – 11:00 
(Guatemala) 
18:55-19:00 
(CEST) 

 

Conclusions and closing 
 

Dra. Belinda Flores, Academic Vice-Chancellor, UNAH, Honduras  

 
Introduction 
 
Regional higher education integration remains an important political priority in different parts of 
the world, driven by different forces and entailing different policy choices. In Central America, it 
has its own dynamic, driven in a very bottom-up fashion with the support of regional organisations 
and networks that create a space for cooperation in the sector. Amongst the priorities of CSUCA, 
for example, has been the promotion of qualifications frameworks for higher education as a means  
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to help systems dialogue and also to support universities to reform their curricula towards learning 
outcomes-oriented approaches. In the context of the Erasmus+ project HICA (2015-2018), 
qualifications frameworks (regional and national) were seen as motors educational innovation and 
regional academic harmonisation. This forum will explore the following questions: 

 
• Where is the Qualifications Framework for Central American Higher Education 

(MCESCA) standing now, and how is it used at the level of universities and systems?  
 

• How do Central American integration dynamics compare to other regions? For example, 
how have the Bologna Process objectives evolved with respect to harmonisation and 
what can Central America learn?  

 
The forum will entail and exchange of information, visions, and experiences on qualifications 
frameworks (achievements, challenges and opportunities for the future). Furthermore, from a 
European perspective, the panel will offer a reflection on the Bologna process and the 2021 Rome 
Ministerial Summit.  
 

 

 
 
 
Opening remarks 
 
Dr Francisco Herrera, President of CSUCA 

Dr Francisco Herrera opened his intervention by highlighting the relevance and complexity of the 
forum’s theme. From his perspective, it is very important that students understand this complexity 
because they are the ones who will benefit from it, and that this harmonisation must be achieved 
fully, at all levels and with great speed and fluidity. In this context, communication between 
institutions is important to strengthen higher education institutions in the region. He stressed that 
the dialogue promoted in this webinar would provide valuable inputs for the IX Congress of the 
Central American Higher University Council (CSUCA) that will be held on 16 and 17 June 2021, as 
well as for the entire university community in the Central American and Caribbean region. 
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Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, Secretary General of CSUCA 

Dr Carlo Alvarado Cerezo likewise highlighted the importance of the theme of the event for the 
universities of the Central American region, their professors and students. According to Carlos 
Alvarado, innovation and creativity are necessary to increase academic quality in universities and 
to highlight the relevance that universities have within the societies at large. He went on saying 
that in Central America most higher education institutions and curricula in higher education are still 
traditional and teacher-centred. Therefore, it would be necessary to promote a more student-
centred education and that learning outcomes be centred on pedagogical methods and strategies 
that activate critical thinking. In addition, key skills such as a good command of a field of 
knowledge, the ability to make connections with other fields of knowledge, the ability to apply 
knowledge and analyse information should be considered. Another fundamental point is to 
contribute to educational innovation in the region and to have a regional reference that focuses 
attention on student learning and the achievement of key skills as a measure of relevance and 
quality. Finally, he commented that the Qualifications Framework for Central American Higher 
Education, as well as examples from other regions, would be of utmost importance for Central 
American universities. 

 

Nicolas Patrici, Director, OBREAL Global 

Nicolas Patrici started his brief introduction on the topic by asking about the significance of the 
impact of a project. He highlighted, as a good example, the HICA project and the discussion on a 
qualifications framework in Central America that started more than 10 years ago. In Central 
America, the construction of this qualifications framework also resulted in greater regional 
integration - a very important achievement. In 2014, the work on the HICA project, which will be 
presented in more detail in this webinar, started, and in the final presentation of the project in 
Costa Rica in 2018, CSUCA committed itself to continue working in two important areas: innovation 
in the field of teachers and mechanisms for the internationalisation of higher education; OBREAL 
Global made itself available to Central American universities to further develop those activities. He 
concluded by underlining that this webinar constituted just another activity in the very close 
collaboration between OBREAL Global and CSUCA over the last 10 years. 

 

Interactive Panel 

Elizabeth Colucci, Director of Projects, OBREAL Global 

The moderator of the interactive panel, Elizabeth Colucci, shared some historical reflections on the 
harmonisation process in Central America. Indeed, this process in Central America has not been 
particularly interesting at the beginning, but today in many countries it has come to play an 
increasingly important role, depending on its state of implementation and the involvement of all 
relevant actors and partners in the education sector. According to Colucci, what has been really 
important was the idea of starting the process of building what is now called the Qualifications 
Framework for Central American Higher Education (MCESCA) from the universities; then 
governments were invited to accompany the process, giving rectors a key role and working at the 
same time with accreditation agencies to build the MCESCA, which very quickly became a 
reference for every country in the region. Before giving the floor to the first panellists, Elizabeth 
Colucci invited the audience to watch an introductory video on the HICA project, which  
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strengthened, with funding from the European Union and advice from European institutions, the 
construction of MCESCA (see link to video in the section “Links of Interest” below). 
 

Alberto Calvo, Ministry of Publica Education and Melba Fallas, CONARE, Costa Rica 

In their respective interventions, Alberto Calvo and Melba Fallas presented the impact generated 
by the HICA project and the construction of the MCESCA in Costa Rica. In February 2019, at the 
initiative of the National Council of Rectors in Costa Rica (CONARE), it was agreed to build a 
national qualifications framework for careers in education, with three specific objectives: 

1. To promote the quality of the initial training of education careers; 
2. To guide professional training; and 
3. To provide criteria for recruitment, performance evaluation and improvement plans.  

Once the initial training of each professional in education - in a wide variety of careers - is 
completed, the professional is expected to continue to be informed and trained on national 
curricula; disciplinary knowledge; teaching approaches and didactics specific to their knowledge; 
and methods to encourage students to develop the ability to inquire, reflect, reason and argue 
about issues of national and international interest.  

The work in Costa Rica was preceded by the MCESCA and a document on the challenges of 
education in Costa Rica; the latter document reflected the results of an in-depth analysis of the 
state of education in the country, which revealed some areas of improvement for professors 
training as well as for the Costa Rican education system as a whole. CONARE is currently working 
on a qualifications framework based on the theoretical foundation of the MCESCA and its five 
descriptors. At the same time, in order to proceed by help of a pertinent methodology, four 
fundamental phases have been proposed:  

1. Document review;  
2. Construction of learning outcomes;  
3. Consultation and validation; and  
4. Dissemination and sustainability. 

In this regard, it is expected that still in the current year (2021) the national and international 
consultation (phase three) can be finalised, and that the basis for the last stage (phase four) can 
be established and the publication of the national qualifications framework for education careers 
in Costa Rica can be launched. 
 

Margarita Esquivel, CONARE, Costa Rica 

With regard to technical and vocational education and training, Margarita Esquivel explained that 
the objectives of the National Council of Rectors in Costa Rica (CONARE) were:  

- to organise and articulate the Costa Rican education system;  
- to respond to global trends in the organisation of education systems;  
- to have greater clarity on the competencies required by people in the different positions 

and occupations in the business sector; 
- to design technical programmes according to the needs of the business sector and which 

skills people would need to acquire to improve their employability; 
- to facilitate recruitment and selection processes and increase the learning curve; 
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- to guide people in their professional career; 
- to promote lifelong learning; 
- to contribute to social inclusion and mobility; and  
- to provide comprehensive and high quality training.  

To achieve these objectives, Costa Rica has adopted two decrees and an agreement, in addition to 
the MCESCA descriptors. To advance in the implementation of the technical qualification 
standards, a five-stage methodology was developed, with the participation of companies and 
academics from various institutions. Margarita Esquivel stressed that this process has involved 573 
companies, 48 professors from private academic institutions and 313 professors from public 
institutions. So far, 162 qualification standards have been approved by the Inter-Institutional 
Commission (CIIS) and another 42 are currently being developed.  

Another fundamental aspect, according to Margarita Esquivel, is the CIIS’ strategy to revise the 
curricular designs, with the aim of their alignment with the technical programmes. Up to this 
moment, a total of 39 educational programmes from 15 academic entities (11 private and four 
public) have been aligned to the qualifications framework. In addition, there are a large number of 
institutions interested in aligning their respective programmes to this framework, which is an 
important indicator for the success of this work.  

Finally, she mentioned the interest of the World Health Organisation (WHO) in developing the 
qualifications framework for the region in the health sector. At the same time, the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) plans to develop a technical skills framework for the region. In addition, 
the OECD integrated the National Qualifications Framework for Technical Vocational Education 
and Training of Costa Rica (MNC-EFTP-CR) into the working group on tertiary education. 
 

Dr Raúl López, National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH) 

Raúl López focused his intervention on the application of MCESCA in Honduras, highlighting that 
the country was at a stage of dissemination and real impact, and that it was expanding from the 
universities to other sectors of education. In the Central American region, the model of technical-
vocational education and training has existed for around 30 years. According to Dr López, the 
inclusion of technical training at the university level and the opening for mobility within the 
business sector have attracted great interest, in addition to the pragmatic methodology applied. 
He stressed that harmonisation and transparency were the most important elements in the 
context of the MCESCA, as it would be of utmost importance for the students to be fully aware of 
the steps that have been implemented. 

Through the National Autonomous University of Honduras, the implementation of the framework 
for technical and vocational education and training in Honduras has been promoted. Even so, many 
challenges remain to be overcome, as the University has had to play different roles in a variety of 
settings simultaneously. The MCESCA has underpinned the methodological part of recognising 
learning outcomes. He concluded by urging all universities in the region to demonstrate a 
commitment to comparable and homogenised standards and curricula, taking the Bologna process 
model in Europe as an example. 
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Thérèse Zhang, Higher Education Policy Unit, European University Association (EUA) 

Thérèse Zhang discussed the milestones in the creation of the Qualification Framework in Europe. 
The first was the Framework for Qualifications for the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA, 
Bologna Process) in 2005. Only three years later, in 2008, the recommendation to adopt the 
European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF) was established. Then, in 2015, the 
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) were 
adopted and, more recently, in 2017, a New European Council Recommendation on the EQF was 
approved. This process has been managed and monitored at two different institutional levels: one 
at EU level, and more specifically at the level of the European Commission through the Directorate 
General for Employment, and at the level of the Bologna Process. Since 2015, there is also a peer 
group on the exchange of EQF practices in the framework of the Bologna Process.  

Over the years, substantial progress has been made in the implementation of these frameworks at 
national level, but at the same time, in several reports on the implementation of the Bologna 
Process, it is noted that most countries still face challenges such as, for example, non-formal 
qualifications and national qualifications of the frameworks, and how to certify them in relation to 
the qualifications framework in the EHEA. At institutional level, 76% of higher education institutions 
indicated that they had improved their implementation of the recommendations for the courses 
they offer. Thérèse Zhang chose the example of Ireland to illustrate the successes, but also the 
difficulties that may occur. In Ireland, the focus has been very much on the design of appropriate 
national policy and on learning, so the national qualifications framework was developed as a 
springboard to secondary and vocational apprenticeships. This paved the way for a greater 
diversity of pathways into the university. It was not just a matter of having comparable 
qualifications between institutions, but of having a national framework that allowed for dialogue 
between different levels of education and between different pathways to higher and university 
education. 

More generally, in the EHEA, the development of a regional qualifications framework has indeed 
triggered the development of national qualifications frameworks. However, it is crucial to also take 
into account the peculiarities of national systems. While tools may be transferable and shared, this 
is often not the case for national systems and policies. Therefore, national qualifications 
frameworks nowadays tend to provide the necessary transparency within education systems 
(across sectors) and to promote collaboration between actors. The EQF aims to serve both 
systems and individuals in their lifelong learning journey. The development of the EQF has gone 
hand in hand with the learning outcomes approach in higher education. And in this way, 
qualifications frameworks serve as a tool to connect educational provision to society at large. 

In conclusion, Thérèse Zhang indicated that current discussions in Europe were addressing 
adequate forms to measure impact, and meaningful comparisons between qualifications in an 
international context, all of which with the goal to improving recognition and mobility. Indeed, in 
the context of Bologna process, and with the political support of the European Commission, 
flexible learning pathways are increasingly becoming the norm. This means that, while a 
qualification is awarded at the end of a training cycle, curricula are increasingly adapted to the 
needs of students and their personal learning pathways. This also implies that there is a need to 
reflect on the future of non-degree education and on alternative ways to accredit and improve the 
recognition of previous forms of acquired knowledge, for instance, through micro-credentials, 
shorter programmes or courses, etc. The way in which credits become equivalents to a 
qualification may take different paths in the future. In this context, lifelong learning should also be 
considered. 
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Links of interest 
 
Video of the Webinar in Spanish: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J922p4hILow  
Video of the Webinar in English: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Cx3t8_20zM  
Presentations of the panellists: https://eulacfoundation.org/en/regional-academic-harmonisation-role-
qualifications-frameworks  
HICA Project: http://hica.csuca.org/  
Video about MCESCA / HICA: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTTGvacLNpA  
Costa Rica’s National Framework for Qualifications in Education and Vocational Training: 
http://www.cualificaciones.cr/index.php  
European University Association: https://eua.eu/  
Information about the European Higher Education Area and the Bologna Process: 
https://www.ehea.info/index.php  
 
 
This webinar was organised in the framework of the pre-congress activities for the IX Central American 
University Congress of the Central American University Superior Council (CSUCA) 
(http://congreso2021.csuca.org/ ). 
  
The organisers of this virtual seminar and their representatives, Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, Secretary 
General of CSUCA, Dr Adrián Bonilla from the EU-LAC Foundation, and Dr Ramón Torrent from OBREAL 
Global, thank the participants for their contributions and attendance.   
 

Report written and translated by Romolo Giangregorio, intern at the EU-LAC Foundation 
Edited by Dr Anna Barrera Vivero, EU-LAC Foundation 

 
 
 


