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BFUG Working Group on the Social Dimension
Third meeting, Brussels, 4 November 2011

Draft Minutes

List of participants:
	Country/ Organisation
	Name

	Spain 
	Rafael Bonete (Co-Chair)

	Ireland 
	Brian Power (Co-Chair)

	Andorra
	Apologies

	Austria
	Helga Posset

	Belgium/Flemish Community
	Apologies

	BFUG Secretariat
	Ligia Deca

	BFUG Secretariat
	Melinda Szabó

	BUSINESSEUROPE
	Apologies

	Croatia
	Thomas Farnell

	Czech Republic
	Apologies

	Estonia
	Apologies

	European Commission
	Lene Oftedal

	European University Association (EUA)
	Ralf Drachenberg

	European Students’ Union (ESU)
	Florian Kaiser

	European Students’ Union (ESU)
	Allan Päll

	EURASHE
	Žarko Nožica

	EUROSTUDENT
	Dominic Orr

	EURYDICE
	David Crosier

	France
	Fabien Emmanuelli

	Germany
	Danja Oste

	The Netherlands
	Mary Tupan-Wenno

	Norway
	Gro Beate Vige

	Portugal
	Apologies

	"the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia"
	Apologies

	Slovenia
	Apologies

	United Kingdom/ EWNI
	Apologies

	United Kingdom/ Scotland
	Apologies


The two Co-Chairs welcomed all participants to Brussels and thanked the European Commission for hosting the meeting. 

1. Adoption of the minutes from the previous Social Dimension Working Group meeting in Berlin (11 July 2011).
The minutes from the previous Working Group meeting that took place in Berlin on 11 July 2011 were adopted with no further amendments. 

2. Discussion and adoption of Eurostudent’s concept proposal for the establishment of a European Observatory on Social Dimension of Higher Education (EOSDHE).
The Chair (Ireland) opened the discussion on the second point of the agenda and asked members that have sent comments on the European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education to elaborate on their suggestions.  
The European Commission reiterated its advice that the Working Group members should consider submitting a project application to fund the EOSDHE on the Erasmus centralised action, multilateral projects, priority 2 – Social Dimension
. The deadline for application for the multilateral projects is 02 February 2012, therefore the Working Group needs to reflect on the possibility of meeting this deadline. The application can move forward after the BFUG approval of the EOSDHE concept proposal. 
ESU presented their comments on the Observatory and emphasised the importance of the involvement of students in the development and coordination of the project. ESU also stressed the need for the Working Group to develop a clear strategy to ensure successful implementation of the project. 
The Chair (Ireland) agreed that the work of the Observatory should be student centered and clarified that, as members of the Working Group, it was open to ESU to actively engage in the development and oversight of the project. A broader role was also proposed for other stakeholders in supporting the development of the EOSDHE and they would be welcomed to engage as well. 
A discussion emerged on issues that would need further consideration from the members of the Working Group including: the possibility of securing funding, the importance of supporting the EUROSTUDENT network to continue its activity and to ensure the coordination of the project and also how the project could be established in a sustainable manner for the future. 
The following ideas were put forward:
· the issue of the longer-term future of  the Observatory beyond the pilot project phase was discussed; 

· it was also considered that the Observatory should also examine differences in educational inequalities between universities and professional higher education institutions (vocationally-oriented higher education), since in certain countries universities are often less socially inclusive in terms of proportion of students from lower socio-economic students than professional higher education institutions, while the latter are sometimes considered as “second grade” institutions in the HE systems and thus under-funded in some countries;
· the number of country visits that could be performed by the Observatory in a two year timeframe should be analysed, with a focus on whether the number of reviews is sufficient to persuade other countries to join this process as well;

· the Observatory should take into consideration the work done by the Council of Europe on the monitoring and implementation of its conventions
. Also, the EOSDHE typology for the collation of measures and initiatives concerning the social dimension should be made compatible for regional and national policies. The Council of Europe’s independent human rights monitoring body should be used as a tool to advance the Working Group’s initiative with the observation that the Council of Europe’s conventions do not focus specifically on higher education issues. 

· there was a strong case to be made for the Observatory at the BFUG meeting in January 2012. The financial situation will be defined and agreed upon the next year.

· it was suggested that the working group might agree a feasible, short-term version of the project as a pilot measure, while also discussing the general long-term vision of the Observatory, relevant for ensuring its continuity. 

· as a first step in the work of the working group it would prove valuable to collect data on good practices in the area of the social dimension and then advance with the country review process. The project will need to identify and secure a number of countries willing to be evaluated in the pilot phase. The group will also need to agree management and oversight arrangements to steer the project. 

· it would be worthwhile looking into the way the Observatory can evolve beyond the exchange of good practices and peer learning and facilitate the evaluation of national practices in the social dimension area. 

· it was agreed that the Observatory should also work on improving the understanding of the concept of the social dimension in higher education at all levels. 

· it was inquired whether the Observatory is focusing too much on specific policy issues, which might not prove to be applicable on a general level. 

· the Observatory would not necessarily be narrowed down to explicit higher education policies, but it would intend to approach various national settings, which are specific to some but not all countries or regions. 

· it was proposed to indicate within the concept proposal of the Observatory ways in which the social dimension issues would be tackled at institutional level.

· the need to set the project in the context of the Bologna Process was also underlined;

· the concerns expressed by other BFUG members regarding the issue of additional structures or the full costing option for subsidising the project should be addressed by as it would help to gain more support for the project. 

· the Observatory might work similarly to the mechanism of the EU Open Method of Coordination by using a peer learning approach to achieve a consensus of opinion on good practice and the establishment and achievement of common objectives in relation to the social dimension of higher education;
The Chairs concluded that, for the BFUG meeting in January 2012, the concept proposal of the Social Dimension Observatory should include:

· the new LLP grant application proposal, 
· the developed version of the EOSDHE typology for the collation of measures and initiatives concerning the social dimension policies (on institutional, national and regional level); 
· the link of the Observatory with the Council of Europe Framework Conventions;
· a reference on the Berlin Declaration on the Social Dimension
;

· to clearly position the Observatory in the broader framework of the Bologna Process;
The Observatory should attract support from all EHEA countries and not only from countries involved in the initial pilot phase. Hesitant countries need to be also convinced of the benefits of a Social Dimension Observatory. To incentivise progress on social dimension issues, it was proposed to also explore the use of different tools, such as rankings as they tend to be highly regarded at institutional level.

The Co-Chairs also asked members of the Working Group to approach their representatives in the BFUG to raise awareness of the Social Dimension Observatory proposal. Furthermore, the European Commission mentioned that having the BFUG’s approval on the Observatory concept proposal will be an important element in the consideration of the approval of the LLP grant.

Details regarding the financial sustainability of the Observatory should be further considered and elaborated after the project has been approved by the BFUG members and included in the Bucharest Ministerial Communiqué. 
A number of other issues regarding the project proposal still remain to be looked upon once it will be further developed. The Chairs have also asked the Working Group country representatives to support EUROSTUDENT V by submitting the letters of intent.  
3. Updates on examples of good practice on the collection of good practices in Social Dimension and presentation of the “Catalogue for good practices”.
The BFUG Secretariat gave a short description of the “Catalogue of good practices”, which has been updated with two case studies received from UK/England and France. The good practices have been forwarded to the members of the Social Dimension Working Group and included in the “Catalogue for good practices” on the EHEA website for further dissemination to the general public.  
The Working Group members agreed that the collection of good practices should be extended and that the BFUG members could be asked to provide further examples. Therefore, the Secretariat will send out a call to the BFUG and ask the members of the group to provide country and institutional examples of good practice related to the Social Dimension implementation in higher education, which could be further added to the “Catalogue for good practices”. 
4. Information on the feedback provided by the Social Dimension Working Group on the first set of results on the Data Collection exercise on Social Dimension.
Regarding point four of the meeting agenda, the Chair (Ireland) kindly asked the data collectors present at this meeting to brief the WG members on the updates on the implementation report. 
On behalf of the data collectors, Eurydice thanked the Working Group members for the feedback provided in developing the Social Dimension chapter. Furthermore, Eurydice stated that the Social Dimension chapter included qualitative and quantitative data collected from various sources (Eurydice questionnaire to the EHEA countries, the Eurostudent national surveys and Eurostat data). Combining the different sources of data proved to be a difficult process. The data collectors asked countries wishing to provide feedback or correction on the draft version of the integrated implementation report to send it no later than 15 December 2011. Furthermore, the Social Dimension Working Group’s assistance in improving the current version of the Social Dimension chapter is also welcome, while keeping the same deadline in mind. 
EUROSTUDENT added that the activity carried out by the Bologna Follow-Up Working Group should be reflected in the activity report. In this sense, the Social Dimension activity will be added in the introduction section of the Social Dimension Chapter. 
The Chairs appreciated the Chapter as very comprehensive and valuable for supporting policy making on the social dimension and thanked the data collectors for the work carried out on the implementation report. Furthermore, the Chairs asked to include a short reference regarding the involvement of the Social Dimension Working Group in the development of this Chapter. Eurydice agreed to incorporate this point. 
Comments on the Social Dimension Chapter should be sent to the data collectors for further consideration by 15 December 2011. 

5. Discussion on the Social Dimension Working Group Draft Report for the BFUG meeting in Copenhagen. 

The BFUG Secretariat presented the draft report of the Social Dimension Working Group and indicated that some chapters are unfinished, as they need to include policy conclusions and recommendations. The Secretariat also indicated that a political executive summary will be prepared by the Reporting on the BP implementation Working Group by 20 November 2011, which will be provided to the BFUG Board for their feedback prior to the BFUG meeting in Copenhagen in January 2012. As such, the Chairs asked the members of the Working Group to provide further comments and reflections on key points that they would like to highlight in the report and that would be also important for the drafting of the Bucharest Communiqué. 

The participants indicated the following issues as relevant for the report, as well as for the recommendation part of the Bucharest Communiqué: 

· the need to address the very different understandings of the social dimension concept was underlined. It was proposed that the Working Group should make a recommendation regarding the need to launch national discussions on the social dimension, with participation of all stakeholders. At higher education institutions (HEIs) level, there is not a shared understanding of what social dimension is, as some HEI representatives do not consider that working towards a reduction in overall social inequality is part of their responsibility;

· as one way of increasing understanding of, and support for, the Working Group, it was proposed that the discussion on the social dimension should be framed by emphasizing that society as a whole can benefit by widening participation in higher education to under-represented groups. In this sense, the Group identified the following examples that highlight the importance of the social dimension: 

· widening participation has an economic impact: it makes the best use of all human potential and talent distributed within Europe’s populations by raising the overall level of education attainment which is essential in a knowledge economy. In this respect, the report could also look into the OECD arguments on the cost of not acting on the social dimension (i.e. in the USA, GDP would rise by 2% if the black and Hispanic population reached the same level of education attainment as the white population); 

· widening participation also has a clear social impact: higher education attainment is the best shield against unemployment and has a major impact on career possibilities and the level of individuals income. Ensuring wider access and completion of studies in higher education contributes to a stronger social cohesion and, in a broader sense, also to social justice.

· the report should also deliver a message on the relationship between the social dimension issues (such as student services) and the quality of education;   international students also look at the social aspects of the host country and institution when selecting their study destination and thus attention given to student services is also an important factor in enhancing mobility;

· social mobility was suggested to be approached within the draft report and linked with social dimension policies.  

· it should be stated that social dimension is the best shield against unemployment and that there is a need to re-affirm stronger commitments regarding the Bologna goals of increasing participation in higher education and reducing drop-out rates.  

· it was proposed to restructure the conclusions and recommendations parts of the report, which should take into account the problems and solutions. 
· the social dimension should be also linked to the ongoing discussions on diversification, classification and performance funding. Higher education institutions could be assessed by national authorities by looking at how effective their policies for widening participation of their potential student body or at how they manage to reduce their dropout rates.  

· it was argued that the social dimension attracts greater emphasis at lower levels of tertiary education (bachelor more than master or PhD) and that this discrepancy sometimes reflects countries policy on lifelong learning (LLL). This issue could be addressed within the conclusion part of the report and attention should be drawn to the fact that all three Bologna cycles should be included in social dimension strategies. 

· the social inclusiveness of higher education systems is also a matter to be discussed within the report. At bachelor level there are more opportunities for widening participation, but some fields of study tend to be more selective (law or medicine, for example) on higher degree levels. 
· furthermore, mobility could be looked at for providing an indication of the social inclusiveness of higher education systems across Europe. 
· it was pointed out that the group should also look at how to link the recommendations coming from other Working Groups to the social dimension discussion – for instance, bridging programmes between different types of secondary education.

· it was suggested that a footnote to the first paragraph from the Conclusion and Recommendation Chapter be introduced, referring to the Council of Europe’s Convention as an exception to the lack of regulatory frameworks in the Bologna Process.  

The Chairs reminded members of the Working Group that there is now more available data on the social dimension to make evidence-based arguments in the recommendation part of the report. The discussion on the social dimension issues taken up at experts’ level is not sufficient to generate an impact at society level. As such, the debate should be extended to the grassroots levels as well and it should focus on the impact of the social dimension in higher education.
In regard to the collected input, the draft report will be revised and circulated again to the members of the Social Dimension WG. Further comments should be sent until 27 November 2011 at the latest. 

6. Any other business (AOB)
Norway inquired whether NESSIE should be consulted or involved in the work of the Social Dimension Working Group. 
The Chair (Ireland) replied that the WG would communicate with the Network and that it had already been suggested to NESSIE that it should consider being involved in the broader consultation group of the Social Dimension Observatory project. 

ESU asked about the future of the Social Dimension WG from 2012 onwards. The Chair (Spain) responded that the future of the WG would be decided after the Bucharest Ministerial Conference, following the ministerial commitments on this topic and the prospective BFUG workplan. 

� � HYPERLINK "http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/llp/erasmus/erasmus_multilateral_projects_en.php" ��http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/llp/erasmus/erasmus_multilateral_projects_en.php� 


� Referring here to the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, and the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), the Council of Europe’s independent human rights monitoring body specialised in combating racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia, anti-semitism, and intolerance. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.student-affairs.eu/documents/articles/conference_-conclusions.html" ��http://www.student-affairs.eu/documents/articles/conference_-conclusions.html� 
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