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1. GENERAL VIEW 

The current situation at public University in Spain is due mainly to political decisions that are 

willing to install the neoliberal ideology. Nevertheless we should also consider other 

important factors such as historical reasons, the Bologna process, the current economical 

crisis and the context of general protest against a new project for a law to reform primary and 

secondary education. 

 

1.1. Historical reasons 

Though the major changes at university took place from the Bologna process, we should also 

take into account the historical background. 

 

From the historical point of view and according to Santos in his article La universidad 

europea en la encrucijada [1] (European University at a crossroads), the current university 

brings three weak features from the first decades of the last century: The first is an hegemonic 

crisis with reference to the incompetence of the institution to accomplish by itself, functions 

which are contradictory such as to instruct cultural and scientific elites and also at the same 

time to train the qualified workforce demanded by the development of industrial capitalism. 

The second weak feature is a legitimacy crisis. According to it, university stops being a 

consensual institution for the selection and hierarchical legislation of the knowledge 

produced, of its recognition and certification together with an increasing social demand for 

democratization and equal opportunities. The third is an institutional crisis as a consequence 

of contradiction between the traditional autonomy referred to values and objectives of 

university and the pressure and increasing demand for efficiency and productivity coming 

from an enterprise nature and also from compromise and social responsibility. 

 

1.2. Neoliberal ideology 

As far as neoliberal ideology imposition concerns, economical crisis is being used as an 

excuse to impose a political governmental model consisting in the increasing privatisation of 

public services, being education, health and welfare the prior targets and consequently the 

most affected sectors. This is a model that has nothing to do with the spending control to 

diminish crisis effects and besides, and what is worse, it is imbibed with a competitive spirit 

that does not bring quality either to education, health or welfare services for citizenship. 

 

In order to impose that model, neoliberal politicians have carried out new reforms with the 

only objective of achieving a degradation of public services that lets them justify their 

privatisation.  

 

I would like to introduce now a perspective from Jaume Martínez Bonafé which can, to some 

extend, justify the fact that not many lecturers express disconformity or claim about 
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university policy changes. Bonafé [2] perceives a quiet spread consideration about education 

as a static object, a goal that has been already achieved, a historical project born from 

consensus and the governance success. This consideration could explain some contradictions 

which are rarely observed. This is the question when we separate experience and practice 

from the social, cultural and economical context in which they are produced. When we 

separate them, public education is not seen as produced by social relationships which are 

ruled by a capitalist economical system. Being unaware of the changes made, and those that 

may come, many teachers and lecturers are still reticent for claiming and fighting against the 

new reform. 

 

I think that this feeling that Bonafé points out, is being broken these days of great political 

agitation in Spain. Now that many citizens, even those who let the right wing party win, are 

discovering the fraud of a political system which looks for the benefit of a few and leaves the 

rest unprotected. 

 

1.3.  Primary and secondary education reform. Education as a business  

Although the main point here concerns to university, it is important to remark that nowadays 

in Spain we are trying to stop a new reform for primary and secondary education.    This 

reform has common ideas with Bologna program.  

 

The principles appearing in the Bologna process gave predominant importance to university 

transformation in Spain from 2007 to 2010 and for a while this fact kept compulsory 

education problems and changes in the background. But now we are at a crucial point which 

may not have a return: an educational reform for primary and secondary education which 

reaches the highest degree of marketization of public school, which allows the disappearance 

of democratic values and increases differences in social classes, in favour of those with more 

economical resources. We are losing a school as a public service on the account and 

responsibility of the public authorities, who may be replaced mainly by enterprise owners. 

 

 Once Bologna initial spirit derived in the style 'university-enterprise' and installed in higher 

education, a great part of success was assured in the near future for primary and secondary 

education reforms to impose because students -the future workers and teachers- have been 

already instructed in that neoliberal ideas.  

 

1.4. Bologna Process 

From 1999 to 2009 there was a period to prepare new regulations and study plans of the 

different degrees, which were ready to be implemented in October 2010 in all Spanish 

universities. But claims against the new plans were soon heard from teachers and students, 

especially those belonging to trade unions. 

 

In 2009, a year before the new Bologna studies were implemented in Spanish universities, 

Andrés Piqueras tried to open eyes in his article ‘El negocio de la educación’ [3] (Education 

as a business). He explained that teaching had become one of the last treasures to be owned 

because it meant 9 billion € (1 billion = 1 million of millions 9.000.000.000.000), a too 

appealing market for private investors to leave it escape. Having this in mind it is easy to 

understand the changes by right wing authorities with the intention to trade with education 

and privatise it. 
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1.5. Economical crisis 

The economical crisis that started in Spain in the second half of 2008 with the socialist party, 

PSOE in the government, has worsened in the last years especially after the right wing party 

won elections in Spain in 2010. With the rise of the PP party, the new political leaders direct 

all strategies towards the changing of regulations in order to stop the decreasing Spanish 

economy. Under the German demands in Brussels about economy and restrictive actions for 

public expenditure to reduce deficit caused by banks, new laws were decreed during the 

period from 2010 to 2013, changing completely welfare society.  

 

Related to university, in 2012 and 2013 new regulations appeared which changed deeply 

educational conditions not only for teachers but also for students, who suffered an important 

increase in enrolment fees. That fact prevented most of them from continuing studying. 

 

Let's have a brief descriptive view of higher education in Spain to explain later about how 

Bologna process developed and the final stage getting worse in the crisis period up to now. 
  

2. HIGHER EDUCATION STUDIES  

Higher Education studies are regulated mainly by two decrees: 

 

- The Royal Decree 1393/2007.  

- The Royal Decree 1027/2011 

 

Royal Decree 1393/2007 [4] (October 2007) establishes the new structure for university 

studies in Spain according to Bologna program, the general lines arising from the European 

Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the provisions of Organic Law 6/2001 (21 December) 

on Universities, in its new wording given as a result of Organic Law 4/2007 (12 April) which 

amends the previous one. University studies are structured in three cycles and each cycle will 

lead to an official certificate and in each case completing the first cycle will give access to the 

following level.  

 

Royal Decree 1027/2011 [5] establishes the Spanish Qualifications Framework for 

Higher Education. It takes into account The European Parliament and Council 

Recommendation of 23 April 2008. It recommends EU countries involved in the 

Bologna process, to start their national qualification framework comparable to its 

European equivalent adopted in Bergen 2005.  

The Spanish Framework for Higher Education is structured in four levels. 

 Level 1: Higher level technician. 120 credits (ECTS). 2 courses 

 Level 2: Bachelor degree 240 (ECTS). 4 courses 

 Level 3: Master degree. 60-120 Credits (ECTS). 1 or 2 courses 
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 Level 4: Doctorate degree. (PhD Program) 

Level l is studied at high schools, most times sharing the same building with students of 

secondary education. Sometimes it is also taught in specific centers called Centros Integrados 

de Formación Profesional (Integrated Centres for Vocational Training). All levels related to 

arts or music are studied at Schools of Art and Conservatories and are regulated by their 

specific decrees.  

Level 2, 3 and 4, different from art or music, are studied at University. 

About ECTS European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), the new system of credits do not 

measure only the lesson hours (10 lesson hours = 1 credit) but they also consider other tasks 

outside the classroom. 1 ECTS credit is usually equal to 25 learning hours. 

 

One of the main milestones in the design of the EHEA and its implementation in Spain is the 

adaptation of preexisting official degrees to the structure of the new Bachelor, University 

Master and Doctorate degrees, as stated in the Royal Decree 1393/2007 

 
EXAMPLE OF DEGREE 

- English Studies Degree: http://www.uji.es/bin/infoest/estudis/es/grau/ah/estang.pdf 

                                             

 

 

SUBJECTS IN THE FIRST COURSE 

In the first course students have to pass 10 subjects of 6 credits each, divided in two periods along the academic 

year of six months or semesters.  

http://www.uji.es/bin/infoest/estudis/es/grau/ah/estang.pdf
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September to January lessons 

-  February exams 

 

February to June lessons 

- July exams 

 

MOBILITY & WORK  

Mobility: EURES Program: http://www.uji.es/serveis/ocie/acil/english/altres/workeuro.html 

At Jaume I University for example there is the Office for International and Educational Cooperation. It 

collaborates in disseminating information on job vacancies abroad that are considered of interest for the 

Valencian Community. 

 

3. BOLOGNA PROCESS IN SPAIN 

3.1. Starting Bologna Process (1999)  

Spain was one of the 30 European countries that signed the Bologna Declaration 19 June 

1999. From then the plans for a university reform was in educational authorities minds, ready 

to adjust national regulations. The university reform accepted the ten actions derived from 

Bologna Declaration [6], the Prague Communiqué (2001) and the Berlin Communiqué 

(2003) [7] to make possible: 

1. A system of academic degrees easy to recognize and compare. 

2. A system based on two cycles: a first cycle leading to the labour market lasting at least 3 

years, and a second cycle (Master) conditional on the completion of the first cycle. 

3. A system of accumulation and transfer of credits of the ECTS type used in the Erasmus 

exchange scheme. 

4. Mobility of students, teachers and researchers: elimination of all obstacles to freedom of 

movement. 

5. Cooperation with regard to quality assurance. 

6. The European dimension in higher education: increase the number of modules and 

teaching and study areas where the content, guidance or organisation has a European 

dimension.  

7. Lifelong learning.  

8. Higher education institutions and students. 

9. Promoting the attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).  
10.Doctoral studies and the synergy between the EHEA and the ERA (European Research 

Area). 

http://www.uji.es/serveis/ocie/acil/english/altres/workeuro.html
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Although the Royal Decree in 2007 established the current structure of university studies, 

there was a previous Organic Law in 2001 that introduced the changes promoted by Bologna 

process with quite an important controversy. So far no new regulations had been made after 

the Spanish signature in Bologna. 

 

3.2. LOU (University Organic Law) (2001) [7] 

This Organic Law, dramatically changed university in Spain. It substituted the previous law 

(LRU, 1983) and developed under the PP government with Jose Mª Aznar as President of the 

Spanish government (1996-2004). It represented the first clear step towards the 

marketization and privatisation of university.  

 

According to government there was an urgent need to adapt higher education to the new 

social, economical and technological changes that Spain had experienced in the last years, in 

line with the European Union and the globalization.  

It had a previous nine months debate period with no success for the opposite party in 

Parliament, socialist PSOE party, whose 600 amendments were not accepted. One of the 

main criticisms, not only from left wing parties but also from trade unions and students, was 

the claim that the new law was not the result of a consensus [8]. In fact during the last two 

months, the debate developed with a strong movement in the streets, which ended in a big 

demonstration on 1 December 2001. The national press (EL País) reported that around 

350,00 students belonging to 30 Spanish organizations, took part together with 42 rectors, 

trade unions and political parties in the political opposition. 

 

It was possibly the greatest protest [9] against the PP (Popular Party) policy since it rose to 

power in 1996. There was also a manifesto signed by about 4,000 lecturers, convinced that 

the law would not bring quality to teaching. 
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The students themselves recognised a new awakening for political matters they had not seen 

before. A proof of that is the numerous debates which were organized in the last weeks in 

colleges, faculties and schools about political and social matters in universities all around 

Spain. 2001 was a year of great agitation on the part of left wing students. They had a leading 

role of protest against globalization, especially in Madrid and Barcelona, as it was described 

by the students themselves. They explained also about the violent policemen response in 

peaceful protest meetings [10]. 

 

Finally and despite the hard opposition from all educational parts, the law was passed by the 

Senate the 14 of December.  

 

By 2004 when many universities had already rewritten their own Statutes according to LOU, 

there was a change in the Spanish government: Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, leader of the 

socialist party (PSOE), won elections. STEs trade union, among others, soon showed 

disappointment because the new government had no intention to repeal LOU or to make 

important changes according to their hard criticism during the debate of the law. It had the 

intention to reform LOU in only very specific aspects concerning accreditation for academic 

promotion. 

 

The new law had made some important changes that led to a non return path at university in 

Spain. The main changes STEs denounced were [11]:  

 

- The loss of university autonomy with the approval of a new body: the Social Council, 

created to promote participation of society. In fact it hid a new strong body to control 

university economically and politically. 

 

- A new system to evaluate lecturers by means of an external agency (ANECA) as a previous 

step to improve their career at university and promote to a higher level. STEs considered it 

was a control body that would discriminate universities and their members in the 

implementation of vague, contradictory or incoherent criteria. That was appreciated when 

ANECA realized a previous evaluation about excellence at university. It was difficult to 

believe that it could be a reliable and worthy means to improve quality in teaching and 

research.  

 

- A new body to coordinate university: University Coordination Council. For the first time 

private universities were included and considered in the same level as public universities. 
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Consequently it allowed private interests to intervene in the coordination and regulation of 

the public system. 

 

- A new change in language. Behind concepts such as ‘competitivity, strengthening in 

research interaction and control on the university system,’ there was the hidden objective to 

advance in privatisation and marketization of university activity. The idea to finance 

according to objectives -an idea from the right wing governments- did not try to finance 

social needs but products that the market was ready to take. This fact explains the lack of 

interest among many entrepreneurs towards specific studies that do not suit their private 

interests.  

 

- A difference in the categories of lecturers. It increased the percentage 20-30% to 49% for 

contracts to those lecturers who are not professors And 3 new categories appeared 

establishing a greater variety in salaries and functions (ayudantes doctores, colaboradores 

and contratados doctores). STEs argued that lecturers and professors should have the same 

dedication. In any case the teaching hours should not exceed 8 a week, as the concept of the 

lecturer as a tutor requires a more devoted action.  

  

- The loss of democracy for university management. The Senate must continue as the 

maximum representative body for taking all decisions: economical, academical and 

organizational. The rector must be chosen by the Senate and not by a system that responds to 

an electoral majority. The new system makes possible a rector unrelated to the democratic 

participation bodies and allows submission to social and political interests different from the 

academic one. The composition and the electoral system for the different university bodies 

must be changed as well. The institution must finish with the privileged proportion of 51% 

for professors to take part in the Senate or to choose rector, or that of the 51% of professors 

for the other bodies such as faculty meeting; finally it must finish with the fact that only the 

doctorate professors can be members of the Department Council, leaving a small 

representation to the rest. 

 

Once neoliberalism established the bases for the future university, there was the task to 

prepare the new study plans to continue advancing in the Bologna process. This happened 

during the period 2002-2007. It was a rather peaceful time until the real moment to 

implement the new degrees in 2009. 

There was another reform to amend LOU by means of another law and the regulations about 

the degrees by Royal Decree 2007. 

 

 

3.3. Strategy University 2015 (2009). Implementation of new plans and the raise of 

students’ movement against 

In the early 2009 a new document was born: Strategy University 2015 (EU2015) [12]. It was 

presented and approved by the Council of Ministers, after informing the Science and 

Innovation Committee of the Spanish Congress and subsequently the Senate. The document 

was intended mainly to establish the framework for modernizing university studies in Spain 

in the context of the EHEA (European Higher Education Area). EU2015 moved a step 

forward marketization and privatisation. 
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The specific objectives of EU2015 reinforced the idea of university as a market and trade 

transaction place. EU2015 was based on the 2006 European Commission proposal in the 

European Agenda for modernizing universities. This proposal identified 9 areas where 

European universities should concentrate their modernization. From these nine proposals two 

concerned or were linked to marketization of university:(1) Establishing sustainable, 

structured partnerships with the business community and (2) Supplying the right mix of skills 

and competences for the labour market; employability, entrepreneurship, etc 

Special emphasis was placed on the need to develop structured partnerships with business 

and with local and regional governments, using the triple model (government / 

knowledge-generating institutions / industry). 

 

The university in Spain had at the moment two great challenges: it had to consolidate, extend 

and facilitate access to higher education for the general public; and it had to adapt to the new 

rules on international competition deriving from globalization processes. Two challenges 

that had unsuccessful end. 

 

In 2009 everything was ready to start with the new plans except students and some teachers. 

In March 2009 there was a university strike and a big demonstration in Madrid, STEs trade 

Union accompanied the students who organized them. During the following months 

anti-Bolonia groups originated boycott to political and academical authorities, they closed in 

faculties and rector office buildings to demand paralyzation of Bolonia. They thought that 

Bologna program would carry privatization of the public university and would make 

disappear some studies that were not directly connected to the market economy. Besides they 

claimed that the masters were too expensive. Students from the left wing trade unions (some 

examples are: SEPC Sindicat d’Estudiants dels Paisos Catalans and Acontracorrent) were 

firm in their convictions and stayed months camped at the faculty halls organizing meetings 

and writing manifestos trying to attract lecturers’ attention. 

 

Strategy University 2015 was designed and developed under the socialist party but it was 

always constrained by the European Community rules, especially on the 2006 European 

Commission proposal in the European Agenda for modernizing universities. For some 

people who fought together with the socialist party against LOU, it was difficult to admit the 

continuation of a law that had its origin during the PP party legislature.  

 

2009 was a year of division and confusion: Although some lecturers thought about the 

possibilities to improve teaching methodology and see more chances for mobility and jobs 

along Europe, other lecturers and teachers from all educational levels signed a manifesto [13] 

and demanded a moratorium in its implementation. Many students still thought that 

educational authorities of that time were leading the whole community to the chaos of a 

university ruled by the market economy. The promise for increasing grants did not arrive and 

registration fees went on increasing. Students’ trade unions organized campsites inside the 

Campus even inside the faculty buildings, a preliminary structure for the future 15M 

(indignados) movement that arose later.  

 

One of the main criticisms about Bologna program implementation is based on the lack of a 

financial project to make changes possible. Apart from the criticism explained before, STEs 

were firmly convinced that it was impossible to carry out the Bologna process without any 
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cost. 

 

By May 2010, 1784 Bachelor's Degree proposals had been positively verified, representing 

74.7% of the total degree courses planned for implementation in the academic year 

2010/2011, when complete adaptation to the EHEA teaching programmes was planned.  

 

 

4. THE FINANCIAL CRISIS.  

4.1. The debt from Valencian government 

Considering the framework of the Spanish constitutional system of regional Autonomous 

Communities and of education competencies transferred to them, EU2015 required a 

willingness to reach maximum consensus between regional governments, the university 

community and the social and economic agents involved.  

 

Though Communities agree, the financial project did not accompany and that increased the 

debt because of the unfulfilment of the budget.  

 

In 2010 Valencian universities signed a financial plan with the Valencian government (PPF) 

[14], so that universities would receive 7000 million euros during the period 2010-2017. 

According to government, the plan would allow universities to implement the new study 

plans and also would create a permanent framework. It previewed to destine more than 800 

milion euros to the public university system every year. The plan linked funding to the 

achievement of good teaching and research results. Nevertheless at the end of 2011 public 

universities claimed about non-payments by Valencian government during that year and 

which amounted to 197 million euros. They asked for regular payment compliance of each 

monthly quantity. The lack of money would even perish the payment of the staff’s salaries. 

Besides this government had a historical debt of 891 million euros until the end of 2008. By 

2012 Valencian university government councils agreed to send a document to demand the 

accumulated debt. 

 

4.2. 2011- 2012. New Decrees to cover public deficit 

The economic crisis has affected dramatically to the transformation of the Bologna process 

because of new regulations. The main part of agreements of EHEA will not be able to 

continue because of the economic cuts which affect directly to work places. The Decrees 

eliminate university autonomy and impose another organization without consulting the 

university community at all.  

 

- Royal Decree Law 20/2011 [15] about measures to correct public deficit prevents the 

announcement for new positions at university and the increasing of its staff. 

 

- Royal Decree 14/ 2012 [16] about urgent measures for public spending rationalization 

affects directly to university and modifies part of the previous law (LOU). The Decree 

establishes that the government will determine the necessary requirements for the creation 

and maintenance of colleges and degrees. It also regulates public prices for students’ 

enrolment and impose a 24 ECTS for lecturers which may be reduced according to their 

research (sexenios). These three changes against university autonomy worsen teaching and 

research quality and lecturers’ work conditions and does not consider the spirit of a public 
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service. The increasing of enrolment prices has being strongly criticised as it will make 

difficult for students with less economical resources to enrol university. The Ministry for 

Education agreed that the student had to pay between 15% to 25% of the real cost of the 

degree, if the student fails and has to pay again, the prize will be 30% to 40% and if he /she 

registers for a third time it can increase 65% to 100%. The calculation is not easy but 

Valencian Community for example, has agreed on increasing taxes 33%.  

 

As the deficit is not the same in all autonomous communities, the measures adopted are not 

the same. Valencian community has got higher deficit than many others and the Valencian 

government has applied more restricted measures. The main measures adopted consisted in 

cutting salaries, increasing taxes and reducing expenses on social services: health, education 

and dependent people helps.  

 

We are still fighting and real life gives us the reason that the measures carried out until now 

did not have any effect because productivity is dramatically descending and benefits from 

enterprises coming down because money is not flowing from consumers whose salaries 

decreased or disappeared because of enterprise dismissals. 

 

The cuts are justified due to a reform in the 1978 Spanish Constitution [17], passed 26 

August 2011. It was a proposal from the two main political parties in 2011 which excluded, 

in the passing of the law, other minors political parties representing 12'6% of the Spanish 

population. The reform of article 135 added the obligation to give absolute priority for 

satisfying the credits to satisfy the interests and capital of the public debt in the autonomous 

community administrations, those being included in the annual budget report.  

 

Trade Unions have been working together, especially those from the left wing, to make 

people aware that there are other measures to finish with the deficit. Marches were also 

carried out to show that the real guilty actor is administration that do not use public money 

appropriately and squandered it. 

 

             

        
 



 

 12 

        
 

5. THE PROSPECTIVE UNIVERSITY REFORM (2013) 

Last 14 February a 9 member Expert Comission, chosen by the Ministry for Education, Jose 

Ignacio Wert, presented their report [18]. They have evaluated the current situation in Spain 

and recommend actions to overcome problems. The report recognizes the historical role of 

university that has contributed to the correction of social inequalities, but it adds that this 

social role must change due to the crisis. They affirm that university needs a change to face 

the new global situation: it is necessary the existence of some high mountains and not a great 

number of equal hills. They assign a new role: it will serve to improve Spanish Economy and 

should adjust to market needs. These are of course worrying assertions but one of the most 

alarming affirmations is that University, as a public service, must serve society and 

nowadays society has the main target to cover deficit. So the report concludes that the most 

important agents in society that university must serve, are enterprises which can take benefits 

for Spain. Students and staff are considered unacceptable because they are not independent 

for taking decisions, so a great part of them must be left out from the Senate. The Senate will 

no longer take decisions. Instead there will be a new body, The University Council, formed 

by a few ‘independent’ members from outside university who will decide about degrees, 

students and service staff. The University Council will also choose the Rector and lecturers 

and service staff are a mere tool without opinion or decision. 

 

It is the hardest step forward towards the loss of democracy, marketization and privatisation. 

The next trade union actions will be directed to stop it, in the same way we are doing now for 

primary and secondary reform. 

 

6. STRUGGLE EXPERIENCES AND ACTIONS AT UNIVERSITY. PLATFORMS  
As far as university movement concerns to fight against the measures adopted by government, 

there was the initiative from STEs to join forces to fight together through platforms. 

University platforms to defend public university were created in the three main towns of 

Valencian Community in 2012 and they were coordinated in their demands and actions. The 

platforms are formed by trade union members working at university and students. There was 

a concentration each day of the week during the hard times. Representatives of the Platform 

usually read manifestos or other information in the open air and announced demonstrations 

and strikes. 

 

It's not time to see differences among trade unions or different interests among workers in 
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education but to see similarities and common points and interests among educational workers 

and users so that we all can fight together: parents, students, teachers, lecturers, 

administrative workers … 

 

      
 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

I feel optimistic about young students at university, especially those organized in left trade 

unions like SEPC or Acontracorrent which are present in Senates. They are usually hard 

critics in the approval of the general university lines and discuss on those aspects they 

disagree.  

 

I really trust on the young people now at high schools and university. I believe they are 

helping to find the strength that many lecturers have lost; lecturers and professors who have 

accommodated in the system and do not see a cause to fight for. 

 

The landscape of all our educational system, from primary to university, is in danger of 

changing completely. We need a teaching system with equal opportunities in all levels so that 

students can reach high peaks in a rather uniform landscape. A university for everybody to 

enroll without regard to his or her origin, social or economic status. 

 

In order to make struggle alive to achieve a real change for university, an effort must be made, 

with a great responsibility on trade unions, to make professors, lecturers, and teachers as 

much as population in general, aware, that in order to make changes possible, we must have a 

change in the government general policy.  

 

According to Ignacio Ramonet [18] crisis will be long, but perhaps we are now in the right 

moment to take advantage of the impact in order to change definitely an international 

economic model constructed on an unequal and old developing base and reestablish it on a 

more solidary, more democratic and fairer bases.  
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