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Access to higher education - a maze, but which one and for whom? 
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Higher education is now seen as one of the key drivers of social well-being and economic 

performance in the knowledge economy. This is reflected in the recent communiqués of the 

ministers responsible for higher education in the Bologna Process (cf. Budapest-Vienna Declaration 

2010). It has led countries to place renewed emphasis on both widening access routes at entry to 

higher education and on providing more flexible programmes of study. The Bologna Process defines 

two targets which can be seen as the intended effects of these reform measures. It calls for 

“participative equity” in higher education, which was defined most clearly in the London 

Communiqué in 2007: “We share the societal aspiration that the student body entering, participating 

in and completing higher education at all levels should reflect the diversity of our populations. We 

reaffirm the importance of students being able to complete their studies without obstacles related to 

their social and economic background.” Furthermore, recognizing both the needs of society and the 

changing demographics, it calls for a “maximization of talent” (most recently in: Leuven- Louvain-la-

Neuve Communiqué in 2009).  

This contribution will start out from the current status quo in “participative equity” as measured by 

the new EUROSTUDENT data set, released in June 2011 and covering 25 European countries. Taking 

county results as a starting point, it will investigate whether flexible routes into and through higher 

education are connected to countries’ performance on this measure of participative equity. It will 

show that this expectation holds for many of the countries.  

Increasing flexibility of provision and more inclusive measures are leading to an increasing 

heterogeneity in the study body. The new flexibility and the entrance of people into higher education 

who are older and not solely focussed on their studies, but also on balancing their studies with other 

obligations (e.g. working), leads to a least two challenges for teaching and learning:  

 The challenge of offering learning provision in a manner which fits with the practical possibilities 

of these new students (e.g. less contact hours).  

 The challenge of supporting the learning of people who may have had an extended period away 

from explicit learning environments and may need special support.  

Comparable data can be of little help here, but we might ask if successful countries in terms of 

participative equity spend more money per student on teaching and learning than less successful 

countries? Comparative figures appears to support this argument.  

We can conceptualise the interaction between a student and the organisation of higher education in 

various settings as a sort of maze, whereby certain decision made by an individual or a third person 

(e.g. teacher, advisor, parents) determine the route through the maze and the final goal. Current 

reforms are leading to a more complex “maze” with more routes, but are they all really accessible to 

all? Connecting the aggregate data from EUROSTUDENT to some national data show, for instance, 

that “non-traditional” students often end up in universities of applied science, where the chances of 



 

progressing on to a Masters course are more limited, and often not study medicine, law or teaching. 

This means that they will graduate with fewer opportunities on the labour market than their 

counterparts.  

The contribution will close with four issues for further discussion, which could lead to policy 

recommendations: 

1. Is it possible for some students to progress quickly (i.e. with high study intensity) through higher 

education and for others to take a slower, more flexible route? 

2. Is it plausible that recruiting and educating students from low social backgrounds simply costs 

more money? 

3. Do we see the emergence of a new hierarchy in higher education systems with some universities 

and courses only accessible for students with certain social backgrounds? 

4. Are initiatives to open up higher education to non-traditional groups creating a confusing 

“system”? 

 


