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Empirical puzzle 

• Student participation: foundational value of 
Eur. HE and integrated into national 
legislation. 

• Political affirmation of student involvement in 
the Bologna Process + ESU’s involvement. 

• Reports of deteriorating student influence in 
institutional governance.  

• How can we explain these conflicting 
messages? 

 

 



Research question 

What conceptual and normative foundations 
regarding student participation emerge from the 
two – intertwined – European policy processes: 
the Bologna Process and the ‘modernisation 
agenda for universities’?  



Investigating student participation 

• Defined as students’ formal and/or actual ability 
to influence decisions made in the context of a 
HEI or administration. 

• Qualified in terms of the multilevel nature, 
extent, and degree.  

• As depicted in the four main relationship 
constellations involving students: state-students; 
university-students; academics-students; and 
student representatives-students.  

 

 



Student participation as an EHEA 
principle  

– a ‘procedural principle’  . 
‘the involvement of universities and other higher 
education institutions and of students as competent, 
active and constructive partners in the establishment 
and shaping of a European Higher Education Area is 
needed and welcomed’ (BP 2001).  
– a ‘substantial value’ . 
‘fully support staff and student participation in decision-
making structures at European, national and 
institutional levels’ (BP 2010) and students are ‘full 
partners in higher education governance’ (BP 2003). 
– a ‘policy objective’ . 
‘to identify ways of increasing actual student 
involvement in higher education governance’ (BP 2003) 

 



Impact?  

• Normative ambiguity of the Bologna 
documents as to the extent and degree of 
student participation. 

• The ‘Bologna effect’ varies depending on 
preexisting models of student interest 
intermediation. 

 

 

 



Modernisation agenda and the higher 
education reforms across EHEA 

- NPM and the reform of: 

- Internal organisation and governance 

- Funding 

- Accountability measures. 

 

- Underlying tensions: 

- Which purposes to prioritise?   

- Public good or a service? 

 

 



State-students 

• Erosion of ‘student exceptionalism’ (relative 
status advantages) 

• Plurality of stakeholders at all levels of HE 
governance.  

• Right to free tertiary education challenged. 

• Role in QA and accountability measures. 

• Transparency tools to give student a choice. 



University-students 

• Advisory rather than decision-making 
function.  

• Less interest in the representativeness, more 
in expertise and ability to perform various 
student services and manage student 
facilities.  

• New emphasis on amplifying ‘student voice’ 
for enhanced student learning experience.  



Academics-students 

• Student centred learning - new cooperative 
relationship. 

• Emerging coalitions of internal stakeholders 
vs. external in governance. 

• Students as ‘evaluators’ in QA – changing 
traditional power imbalance. 

 



Representative student bodies - 
students 

• Depoliticised student body: political apathy, 
vocationalism. 

• Low mobilisation capacity.  

• Increase in student movements/protests. 

• ESU’s priority work on capacity building. 

 



Conclusion 

• Weakening formal student participation. 

• Strengthening informal student participation. 

• HE governance: negotiations between 
different actors on key priorities: differences 
in interests, power, coalitional patterns. 

• Emerging conception of students as 
costumers… added to  or overriding the 
conception of students as partners ? 

 

 

 


