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Guidelines to assist countries in developing national plans or strategies for access, participation and completion
in higher education
Purpose
The purpose of these guidelines is to assist the EHEA member countries in developing a national plan or strategy for access, participation and completion in higher education with the overall goal of developing the social dimension as agreed by the Ministers in the 2007 London Communiqué: 
“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. We therefore continue our efforts to provide adequate student services, create more flexible learning pathways into and within higher education, and to widen participation at all levels on the basis of equal opportunity.”  
These guidelines accompany the Strategy adopted in Yerevan by Ministers in 2015 [subject to agreement by Ministers].
Although many member countries of the EHEA
· are engaged in the development of the social dimension to achieve greater equity of access, participation and completion in their higher education systems,

· have mechanisms to financially support students in need (be it in the form of a grant/loan system, support for the families of students, reduction of fees or indirect support e.g. through subsidising student canteens, dormitories, transport or health costs),

· have rules or laws against discrimination and special regulations for certain underrepresented groups like students with disabilities
· have established some student counselling and/or career guidance services,

there needs to be much greater progress in the social dimension if the EHEA is to achieve the overall goal outlined above.

Moreover, only a few member countries have integrated all of their measures into a coherent strategy based on a systematic approach of identifying barriers into and within the higher education system and based on relevant data providing evidence for action. This is precisely the aim of the new strategy on the social dimension (2015), namely to ensure effectiveness and efficiency of the implemented measures designed to meet the EHEA goal in the area of the social dimension.
Introduction
It is clear that the situation is very different across the member countries of the EHEA. Therefore, these guidelines are broadly framed and should be adapted to national circumstances. Moreover, the guidelines describe just the first iteration of a process that should be repeated regularly. In addition, it has to be acknowledged that the social dimension is a very wide field and that steps taken to improve the social situation of students will sometimes take a long time to show effect. Hence, in the first round, the focus should be on the implementation of the process and analysis of the current situation. However, because it is a long-term process, it is important to commence implementation as soon as possible.

Guidelines

In the guidelines, the following steps are recommended:

1. Set up a coherent and inclusive process.

2. Set general targets.

3. Analyse the current position. A) student population B)  existing measures

4. Identify data gaps and ways to overcome them. 

5. Identify barriers to access, participation and completion in higher education. 

6. Contrast existing measures with identified barriers. 

7. Develop strategies to overcome these barriers. 

8. Implement a follow-up process.
9. Restart the process.
1. Set up a coherent and inclusive process. 
Countries should set up an inclusive process to develop their national plans or strategies. “Inclusive” in this instance means to involve higher education institutions, student representatives and all other relevant stakeholders, but also to consult with the pre-tertiary education system (schools, vocational education). Such a broad consultation is needed because the social dimension is not only a task for policy or the Ministry of Higher Education, but for all interests involved across the continuum of education. Therefore, an advisory structure or consultation mechanism involving representatives of these interests should be central to the development of the process.

Secondly, the process should work with, or better, be embedded into the existing systems of quality assurance, data collection and transparency tools in order to mainstream the social dimension into ongoing work.

Thirdly, the process should focus on national circumstances and needs but should also be open to learning from external experiences, including those of other member countries of the EHEA. The database and country reviews of the PL4SD project (pl4sd.eu) provide an important starting point as well as the information and experience gained from participation in the Eurostudent project or in other data collection exercises.
2. Set general objectives. 
The overall goal of the process is stated in the London Communiqué as quoted above. However, the national advisory or consultation structure should agree on short-term (3-4 years) and long-term (10-15 years) national objectives. Objective setting should take place as early as possible in the process to set a baseline against which future progress can be measured and to streamline the next steps according to the general objectives. However, these general objectives should be based on broad agreement among the stakeholders to ensure strong commitment and buy-in to the process by all stakeholder groups.
3. Analyse the current position. 
This step involves the analysis of two different but critical elements: 
A) an analysis of the student population entering, participating in and completing higher education and 
B) cataloguing the existing measures designed to promote the social dimension. 
3A) The analysis of the student population should focus particularly on groups of students that may be underrepresented in entering, participating in or completing higher education or that are likely to be disadvantaged due, for example, to socio-economic status, age (at entrance and completion), gender, disability, ethnic background, nationality, migration background, regional background, or having dependents (caring for children or relatives). 
Proper definitions are needed to describe these groups. However, in some instances, common definitions are used that have been set out for completely different purposes (like the definition of disability as a concept of reduced working capacity). Careful consideration should therefore be given to whether such “common” definitions are appropriate for the situation in higher education.

Nevertheless, such analysis is already done in many member countries, but it often takes into account only the aggregated level of the whole higher education system. To provide evidence for the different situations of students, a deeper examination of the system is needed. Therefore, the analysis should at least differentiate between regions, types of higher education institutions, types of study programmes, fields of study and full-time, part-time or distance learning students. Wherever possible, the analysis should take into account the composition of the general population in the relevant student age categories.
3B) The catalogue of implemented measures should comprise measures undertaken by government, public institutions, education providers and other relevant stakeholders. It should not only focus on financial support for students (be it direct or indirect support) but also on student services as for example guidance, counselling and mentoring initiatives.
4. Identify data gaps and ways to overcome them. 
It is very likely that nearly all member countries will face data gaps when trying to describe their student population in the detailed manner described above. However, these data gaps should be taken into account and ways to close these gaps should be considered for the future. Sometimes this may be done through enhanced official reporting by the higher education institutions (to the respective ministry or statistical office); in other cases only student surveys may be able to provide the required data. 

5. Identify barriers to access, participation and completion in higher education. 
This is the most ambitious stage of the whole process. Once the detailed composition of the student population has been compared to the general population, certain groups can be identified as being underrepresented either in the whole higher education system or in certain sub-areas of the system. However, it is not an easy task to identify the barriers that prevent them accessing, participating in or completing higher education. Usually, the barriers are multidimensional and therefore appear sometimes vague, unclear and difficult to designate. 
Nevertheless, a lot of progress has been achieved in recent years in international research identifying these barriers in a systematic way (see annex). Factors influencing access to, participation in and completion of higher education are plentiful and not all of them are related to financial considerations as the public discourse might suggest. Moreover, some member countries and some higher education institutions have established designated access offices or specialised departments with responsibility for widening participation. 
In addition to research, there is also experience available that could be used to assist in identifying these barriers but must be adapted to national circumstances. In any case, just like the description of the student population, the identification of barriers should also be done for different groups of students, in different regions, at different types of higher education institutions and at different stages of the students study career.
6. Contrast existing measures with identified barriers. 
The following kinds of questions should be discussed within step six:

· Do the measures catalogued in Step three address the identified barriers in a comprehensive way? 
· Are these measures effective, at least in the long-run? 
· If the measures being taken are effective, why do the barriers continue to exist? 
· What additional actions/initiatives are needed to overcome them? 
Where appropriate, existing measures should be evaluated. For example, systems of financial support for students are in place in nearly all member countries, but usually insufficient is known about their effectiveness and impact. 
7. Develop strategies to overcome these barriers. 
Barriers to participation in higher education and educational disadvantage arise from a wide range of issues impacting across the life-cycle of the student as outlined at Step three above.  Therefore, this is not only a task for the Ministry responsible for higher education. Some consideration should be given to the steps that need to be taken at other points on the education continuum and by actors in other sectors to support students in pursuing lifelong learning and in accessing, participating in and completing higher education. 
Strategies to overcome the barriers to effective participation in higher education may include:

· Provision for the development of proactive strategies at institutional level, including lifelong learning and outreach activities, provision of information on educational and labour market-related opportunities and outcomes, guidance on appropriate course choice and skills acquisition and other supports. 
· Develop transparent progression routes into higher education from vocational and other types of education based on the implementation of national qualifications frameworks linked to the overarching framework for qualifications in the EHEA.
· Support the development and implementation of student-centred approaches to teaching and learning. This includes measures to increase opportunities for flexible learning through diversifying modes of delivery of learning content, including through part-time provision, modularisation of programmes and distance learning through the use of ICTs and open education resources, while recognising and addressing the risks of a widening digital divide.

· Address the overall structure of institutional funding, fees and student financial supports. What is the impact on the participation of underrepresented and disadvantaged groups in higher education and how can financial supports best be targeted to achieve national objectives for access, participation and completion?
Base your national strategy on research and groundwork already done previously or in other countries (see list of resources below) and in accordance with the national objectives set in Step two.
8. Implement a follow-up process. 

To become effective, the national strategy must also include a procedure for a follow-up process assigning concrete tasks to be fulfilled within defined timeframes and identifying clearly who is responsible for implementation. Therefore:
· Prioritise the tasks

· Set concrete targets

· Set a timeline for each task

· Define responsibilities for the implementation of each task

· Set up a quantitative and qualitative monitoring processes

· Evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of implemented measures

· Discuss results with the steering group and representatives of identified underrepresented groups

Again, international models for such a process are listed below (see list of resources below).

9. Restart the process
Annex: Resources 

The report from the 2005-07 working group on the social dimension already provided a lot of hints on how to develop a national strategy resp. action plan: “Key issues for the European Higher Education Area – Social Dimension and Mobility”, Report from the Bologna Process Working Group on Social Dimension and Data on Mobility of Staff and Students in Participating Countries. May 2007. Page 14f + Annex 2
http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/WGR2007/Socialdimensionandmobilityreport.pdf
Ireland was among the first countries to implement an action plan on access. Meanwhile, Ireland is working on its third edition. There is a lot of material (plans, evaluation, conference proceedings, data, and publications) available on the homepage of the national access office: 
http://www.hea.ie/en/policy/national-access-office 

Other Literature:

Callender C. (2011), Hidden Barriers to Higher Education. NESET Symposium Report
http://www.nesetweb.eu/sites/default/files/claire-callender-symposium-report-NESET-2011-WKSHP-2-hidden-barriers-to-higher-education.pdf 
European University Association: Tracking Learners' and Graduates' Progression Paths (TRACKIT): http://www.eua.be/eua-work-and-policy-area/building-the-european-higher-education-area/projects/tracking-learners-and-graduates-progression-paths.aspx 

The Higher Education Academy: What works? Student retention and success change programme: https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/workstreams-research/themes/retention-and-success/widening-access-programmes-archive/what-works 
Quinn J. (2013), Drop-Out and completion in higher education in Europe among students from underrepresented groups. NESET-Report:
http://www.nesetweb.eu/sites/default/files/HE Drop out AR Final.pdf 
Net-Resources
The following homepages provide also a lot of material with relation to the social dimension:

· NESSE-Network (http://www.nesse.fr/nesse/relevant-european-research/nesse/activities/reports)

· NESET-Network (http://www.nesetweb.eu/) 

· EUROSTUDENT (http://www.eurostudent.eu/)

· PL4SD (http://www.pl4sd.eu/)

· EURYDICE (http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/index_en.php) 

In addition, EUROSTAT and the EUROPEAN COMISSION are currently commissioning projects on drop-outs, retention and study-success. They should be published in 2015/16.
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