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1. Executive summary

This report is prepared by the members of the Social Dimension Working Group (SD WG) and details the work carried out by the Working Group members between 2009 and 2011 on one of the higher education priorities set by the ministers in Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve for this decade
, namely the social dimension: equitable access and completion.

The Executive Summary would be a brief reflection of the main points of the report as a whole – to be finalised after the SD WG meeting when the overall content is agreed.  
2. Introduction

Historical overview of the Social Dimension in the Bologna Process 

The Social Dimension is one of the overarching Bologna Process themes, appearing for the first time in the Prague Communiqué (2001) where …Ministers reaffirmed the need, recalled by students to take account of the social dimension in the Bologna process...”. At the following ministerial conferences, the social dimension was described as an integral part of the EHEA and a necessary condition for enhancing the attractiveness and competitiveness of the EHEA (Bergen Communiqué, 2005).
 

With the London Communiqué of May 2007, ministers responsible for higher education agreed on a common definition for the objective of the social dimension:  “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”. Further on, ministers concurred in setting national strategies and policies, including action plans and they agreed to report on their progress at the next ministerial meeting. It was recommended also to work towards defining comparable data and indicators for the social dimension of higher education.


When addressing the social dimension of higher education, ministers agreed to include measures to widen participation and reduce drop-out rates, provide adequate student services and create more flexible learning pathways into and within higher education. Some countries have taken steps towards enhancing equality of opportunities for underrepresented groups in accessing higher education, but very few countries have set specific targets to improve their participation rates. Less has been done in ensuring a monitoring of the participation of underrepresented groups in higher education. (Eurydice 2009)


In Leuven/Louvain-La-Neuve, ministers further committed to "…set measureable targets to widen participation of underrepresented groups in higher education, to be reached by the end of the next decade…" (Leuven/Louvain-La-Neuve communiqué, 2009). 


It was envisaged that the Working Group on the Social Dimension (2009-2012) in close collaboration with the Reporting on the Bologna Process implementation Working Group would oversee the progress made by countries on the social dimension of higher education through establishing comparable data and indicators and collecting examples of good practice regarding the implementation of social dimension policies in higher education at national and regional levels.

Current Position

The current report reflects the activities carried out by the Working Group in accordance with its agreed Terms of Reference.  

During the 2009-2010 timeframe the Working Group was chaired by Rafael Bonete (Spain). Starting with 2011-2012, the representative from Ireland, Brian Power has been asked to take over a Co-Chairing position and provide assistance in following up on the tasks and activities of the Social Dimension Working Group.

The following countries and stakeholder organisations are represented on the Working Group: Andorra, Austria, Belgium/Flemish Community, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, “the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”, UK/EWNI, UK/Scotland, European Commission, BUSINESSEUROPE, ESU, EUA, EURASHE, Eurostat and Eurostudent.



According to its Terms of Reference for 2009-2012, the Social Dimension Working Group has the following aims:
· To identify obstacles and how some countries have overcome these obstacles and analyse good practices put in place in some countries within the EHEA for reaching the goal that the student body entering, participating in and completing higher education at all levels reflects the diversity of the European population.  
· To analyse the actions taken in other parts of the educational system within the EHEA in order to increase the level of equity in Higher Education.  
· To analyse national/regional strategies at governmental level to widening access to Higher Education.  
· To analyse good practices and national experiences in the field of elaborating core indicators used for measuring and monitoring the relevant aspects of the Social Dimension in higher education.  
· To analyse the responsibility of HEIs taking into account the social (and thus employment) perspectives of their graduates.  
· To explore the feasibility of including the increasing relevance of social responsibility of HEIs in Europe (considering aspects related to innovation-based regional and urban development in Europe and social engagements) in the concept of Social Dimension.  
· To explore the possibility of creating a European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education (EOSDHE). 

To help accomplish its mandate, the Working Group has also set a number of specific tasks as follows:
· Collection of good practices in Social Dimension implementation in Higher Education at national and regional level; 

· Collection of measures taken in other parts of the educational system within the EHEA in order to increase the level of equity in Higher Education; 

· Collection of good practices and national experiences in defining core indicators used for measuring and monitoring the relevant aspects of the Social Dimension in Higher Education; 

· To collect information on successful examples of improving employability due to the good practices of HEIs; 

· To encourage peer-learning activities (seminars, workshops etc.); 

· To discuss the pros and cons of elaborating a wider concept of the social dimension for the near future. 
3. Social Dimension Working Group – achievements of the Plan of Work (2009-2012)
I. Analysis on the data collection exercise for Social Dimension

The SD WG has been supporting the work of the Reporting Working Group concerning the social dimension section of the implementation report. More specifically, the WG was asked to
:
1. Review and confirm the data collectors’ understanding of the social dimension or make proposals for modifications.

2. Discuss the scope of the seven issues and indicate priorities for the Integrated Report.

3. Discuss how the relationship between nationally specific information and comparative European statistical information should be managed in the Integrated Report.

4. Discuss the draft list of indicators on the social dimension in view of the priorities recommended for the Integrated Report and make proposals for further work.

5. Consider how the other tasks of the Working group can be undertaken, and how the results will be used.

At their first meeting in Madrid
 (20 May 2010), the SD WG discussed the indicators on the Social Dimension of the Bologna Process and provided contextual data and policy-related information on the social dimension related topics covered in the implementation report. 

A preliminary first draft on Chapter 4: the Social Dimension Area in the European Higher Education Area was made available for consultation to the Working Group members by the data collectors. 

At their following meeting in Berlin (11 July 2011) the Social Dimension Working Group discussed the Chapter and provided some general input. Specific references were made to the structure and the general direction of the chapter. The general overview of the discussions has been sent to the data collectors for further consideration. 
Moreover, the examples of good practices collected by the Social Dimension Working Group were also forwarded to the Reporting on the Bologna Process Implementation WG to facilitate insights on the subject and comparison for the Integrated Report. 

The conclusion section from the end of the WG report highlights the results of the analysis carried out by the Data Collectors in the implementation report on the Social Dimension Chapter. 

II. Collection of good practice examples on the implementation of the Social Dimension in higher education

According to its Terms of Reference, the SD WG has committed to collect a series of good practices on the social dimension implementation at national, regional and institutional levels across EHEA. The BFUG Secretariat was asked to provide support in this process and to make the collection of good practices more easily available on the EHEA website.  

Before the meeting in Berlin (11 July 2011), a call was launched to members of the group to provide practices and examples of successful implementation of different action lines and measures on social dimension implementation in their institutional or national context. Cases of good practices were sent by Belgium/Flemish Community, Croatia, Germany, Ireland, France, Norway, Spain, UK/Scotland and UK/England.

Considering the variety of the collected cases of good practices, a “typology table for the collection of SD measures”
 was developed and used as a reference to set up the catalogue. The table with examples of good practices has been uploaded on the EHEA website and made available here.

The shared experiences point to a range of different measures taken at institutional, national or different sectors of higher education by member countries to improve student access, participation and completion of studies at different levels (before entry to higher education, at higher education entry or during study progress). Moreover, the collected examples are intended to provide examples of policy development on equity and access issues across EHEA member states. Furthermore, the measures and policy initiatives could provide solutions to similar issues other member countries might face in their implementation of social dimension measures in higher education.

III. Development of a ‘European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education’ (EOSDHE) 

One of the proposals established in the WG’s Terms of Reference was to explore the possibility of creating a European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education (EOSDHE). In the WG meeting in Madrid
, the Chair (Spain) elaborated on the idea of a Social Dimension Observatory, which should pool data on the social dimension and provide a basis for reflection and action on social dimension issues. Additionally, it was considered that the Observatory could also function as a pool of expertise. 

EUROSTUDENT was approached to further build upon this initial idea of the Observatory and developed a concept proposal of the European Observatory on Social Dimension in Higher Education Observatory (EOSDHE). 

Following the discussion on the concept proposal developed by EUROSTUDENT and further development of the proposal by the Working Group, agreement was reached on the following objectives for the Observatory: 

1. To monitor relevant aspects of the implementation of the social dimension across EHEA (i.e. national targets and national action plans on social dimension).

2. To examine and compare how EHEA countries collect and analyze data on the social dimension of higher education.

3. To collect good practices and successful examples of “what works” at national, regional and institutional level (i.e. exchange good practice on how to increase participation of underrepresented groups in higher education, access routes, flexibility of studies).

4. Provide the facility for the evaluation of national practices in the area of the social dimension of higher education by international peers on request.

The first three objectives of the Observatory are directly connected with the Terms of Reference of the SD WG, while the forth objective was conceived as an innovative component of the project. This additional objective aims to offer a voluntary mechanism for the evaluation of national practices and policies in the area of the social dimension. 

The project provides a practical mechanism to measure improve implementation of the social dimension of higher education while focusing on “removing barriers to entry, participation and successful completion in higher education
”. It would have the overarching purpose of supporting structured and systematic peer learning between countries and institutions in order to lead to measurable improvements in the social dimension of higher education across the European Higher Education Area.

It is envisaged that the Observatory would operate as a pilot with financial assistance from an appropriate EU funding line between 2012 and 2014 and could become self-sustainable if the national reviews are considered to be sufficiently valuable to provide a basis for national policy formulation that countries are prepared to pay for them. This may occur within the project’s lifetime or afterwards. 

This part is to be further developed or amended following the Brussels meeting discussions on the Social Dimension Observatory 

IV. Development of the Social Dimension area on the EHEA website 

The Social Dimension WG has a reserved area on the EHEA permanent website. Here information is provided concerning the composition, purpose, activity and focus of the Working Group. Furthermore, an overview of the Social Dimension policy aims in the Bologna Process is also presented here. The WG’s area on the website has been regularly updated with news and documents of interest concerning the ongoing work of the group.

The catalogue of good practices has been also made available on Social Dimensions’ area on the EHEA website and can be accessed on the following address: http://www.ehea.info/article-details.aspx?ArticleId=244.

In addition to the public information provided on the EHEA website, a restricted area on the EHEA backoffice is used by the members of the Working Group to access drafts and final documents from all WG meetings. 
4. Conclusions and recommendations for the future

The Social Dimension is one of the policy areas of the Bologna Process where objectives have not been translated into regulatory frameworks
. Eurydice
 reports that countries have struggled to keep pace with the latest developments and changes happening in their higher education systems and that social dimension hasn’t generally become a driver for change in their higher education policy. The report finally concludes that, the social dimension needs to be addressed more “forcefully and coherently” at EU and national level. 
Efforts have been made to cover the existing information gap in defining policy measures with new and reliable data. The reporting on the progress of the implementation of the Bologna Process, carried out by Eurostat, Eurostudent and Eurydice have contributed to this end and facilitated the monitoring of progress and collection of evidence-based data on the social dimension area of higher education. The Social Dimension Working Group has collaborated closely with the Data Collectors by providing assistance in the process of reviewing the indicators and analysing the overall picture of the social dimension across EHEA member countries. 

In light the work carried out by the Social Dimension WG and considering the data collected in the integrated implementation report, the WG would like to highlight a number of conclusions and provide further recommendations. 

 I. Conclusions

The previous report of the Social Dimension Coordination Group (2007-2009) concluded that national reports on the Social Dimension compiled in that phase on the basis of a detailed questionnaire were unequal in their specificity, quality or focus. While some countries presented in great detail actions and policy measures to foster different aspects of the social dimension, others considered that they did not have underrepresented groups in their higher education system at all, or have provided information that was at odds with the data provided by Eurostat and Eurostudent reports on the Social Dimension.

Following those conclusions, ministers in the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué maintained the Social Dimension as a high priority for European Higher Education and asked data collectors to use available information to help monitor the progress made in the attainment of the objectives. The main Social Dimension issues highlighted in the communiqué reflect the subject of equality of opportunities and the provision of appropriate learning conditions for all students irrespective of their particular situation (widening access).  

With respect to the goal of providing equality of opportunity for all in higher education the integrated implementation report indicates that this goal is yet to be achieved. Referring to the trends in participation rates, since the inception of the Bologna Process, the report shows that the move towards “massification” of higher education can be detected in most of the EHEA countries. Some countries registered a progressive increase in student numbers since the beginning of the Bologna Process, but participation rates have been uneven and some countries have reported a decline in student numbers over several years. 

Looking at the participation and representation rates of different societal groups in higher education, the report highlights the fact that gender imbalances are present in most EHEA countries when it comes to choice of study fields for women and men. Furthermore representation of students with a migrant background seems to be much lower in countries that report a high rate of early school leavers. This indicates that measures to foster participation of people with a migrant background must begin at earlier levels in their education before higher education. 

The fairness of the higher education system seems also to be questioned by the reduced chances of certain groups of students to attain tertiary education. In almost all EHEA countries the odds ratio of those attaining higher education is still very strongly correlated to those with highly educated parents in comparison with students with parents who have lower levels of educational attainment. 

Policy measures targeting underrepresented groups have been reported as being implemented across many BFUG countries. However, the approaches and policy actions in some countries concentrate more on targeted measures, while in other countries they concentrate on general policy actions or a combination of both approaches. Countries reporting general policy approaches often make a reference to structural changes in their higher education system. 

Many EHEA member countries indicate that they have put in place monitoring activities to observe the composition of the student body and therefore are able to evaluate the effect of measures aiming at widening participation. However, the monitoring systems do not always cover all the groups defined as underrepresented and/or they do not allow capturing all relevant student characteristics. Furthermore, an assessment of the actual impact of monitoring activities on policy developments across the EHEA is still required. 

In the majority of EHEA countries alternative entry routes to higher education are not subject to a regular nationwide monitoring. Eurostudent research shows that students belonging to the category of delayed transition students or those coming from lower socio-economic backgrounds more often take non-traditional access routes into higher education.  

Efforts to achieve equity in higher education are sometimes complemented by measures that can take place at upper secondary level, in the form of guidance and counselling services or at the level of preparatory programmes for higher education candidates. 

Student support services
 are regarded as crucial to ensure an inclusive higher education system and to guarantee the quality of the student experience in a widened higher education system. Majority of countries provide academic and career guidance to all students while the provision of psychological counseling services is not as common. The quality and strength of student support system is directly linked to the amount of money made available through public budgets and in the current economic circumstances the continued provision of these services is coming under greater pressure. 

Although public funding remains the main source in the financing of higher education system, half of EHEA countries charge some sort of fees to students. There are major system differences in terms of fee charged, criteria used to determine which student pays fees and the amount to pay. As such issues of student fees and support are difficult to understand and compare accurately at the EHEA level. The ways higher education funding systems are structured have also an impact on the social dimension.

Direct financial supports to students - grants or loans for both maintenance or living costs and towards the cost of fees - are among the principal policy instruments for ensuring equity of access for all students and realising the social dimension in many countries.  However, there are considerable differences in the levels of financial support provided to students across the EHEA - these are outlined comprehensively in the recent Eurydice publication entitled “Modernisation of Higher Education in Europe: Funding and the Social Dimension”. In addition, it is likely that these types of direct financial supports will be most vulnerable to the imposition of fiscal consolidation measures or expenditure reductions being introduced by many governments.
Therefore, with the greater threat of the exclusion of vulnerable or underrepresented groups that the current economic crisis brings, work on the social dimension is more urgent than ever and takes on an even greater significance and priority.
Conclusions to be further developed taking into consideration the final version of the report on Social Dimension prepared by the Reporting on the Bologna Process implementation WG.   

II. Recommendations

Examining the results drawn from the implementation report on the Social Dimension Chapter, the Working Group appreciate that the social dimension area needs further progress to ensure that the empirical realities on the ground can be addressed. 

As the issue of Social Dimension is a wide and overarching theme, national policies need to be better correlated with other policy areas as well and with the commitments made in the Bologna Process.

The monitoring process of the composition of the student body needs to be better linked to social dimension policies. Alto the monitoring process needs to be done in a systematic way that will permit to measure effectiveness of policy measures of widening access and participation. 

Entry requirements and other barriers need to be assessed in terms of equity to ensure the possibility of those who have the capacity to follow higher education studies to do so, regardless of prior formal learning achievements.

To assist EHEA countries in implementing Social Dimension policies, the Working Group would like to propose the following recommendation for the Bucharest Ministerial Communiqué in 2012: 

“A European Observatory on the Social Dimension of Higher Education should be established in the medium term in order to support structured and systematic peer learning among countries and institutions and thus make possible measurable improvements in the social dimension of higher education across Europe.”

The recommendations section remains to be further developed 
Acronyms

EHEA – European Higher Education Area

EU – European Union

EOSDHE - European Observatory on Social Dimension of Higher Education

HE – Higher Education

HEI- Higher Education Institution 
SD WG – Social Dimension Working Group

UK/EWNI – United Kingdom/England, Wales, Northern Ireland 

Annexes  

The Social Dimension Working Group report is accompanied by the following documents as annex:

1. The SD WG Terms of Reference
2. European Observatory on Social Dimension of Higher Education (EOSDHE) concept proposal

� BFUG Work Plan 2009-2012 as at 07/02/2010


� Draft outline of contents for the BFUG Integrated Implementation Report (BFUG (ES) 20_9a). Indicators on the social dimension of the Bologna Process, pp. 1-2. 


� Social Dimension Working Group minutes, 20-05-2010. 


� The typology is an adaptation of a standardized classification table proposed for the collection of good practices within the EOSDHE.


� Social Dimension Working Group Meeting, Madrid, 20 May 2010


� EOSDHE concept proposal


� Bologna Beyond 2010, p. 8. 


� Eurydice - Modernisation of Higher Education in Europe: Funding and the Social Dimension 2011, � HYPERLINK "http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/thematic_studies_en.php" ��http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/thematic_studies_en.php�, pp. 51-62.





� the reporting exercise provided an overview of academic guidance services, career guidance and services of psychological counseling 
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