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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Background
This study, titled “A renewed EU agenda for higher education” was produced by staff of the
Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) – a Brussels-based organisation focused on the
internationalisation of higher education – in the period June to October 2017. This analysis
was carried out for the Committee on Culture and Education (CULT) of the European
Parliament (EP), and meant to directly support the work of the committee in the area of
higher education. The study is, nevertheless, expected to be of relevance also for other EU
institutions and higher education stakeholder organisations.

Aim
In line with the contract specifications, this study does the following, in relation to the
European Commission’s Communication “A renewed EU agenda for higher education”,
published in May 2017 (hereafter referred to as the 2017 communication):


Analyses the policy developments since the Commission’s 2011 agenda (hereafter
the 2011 communication) for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education
systems and assess these developments against the aims of the agenda.



Summarises the most important achievements, shortcomings and challenges, with a
view to assessing the effectiveness of the policy measures taken to reach the
objectives set out in the 2011 agenda.



Assesses the renewed EU agenda in the light of these achievements, shortcomings &
challenges and its renewed objectives.



Highlights key issues likely to be of concern to Member States and makes
recommendations for actions by the Committee including follow-up with other major
stakeholders.

Key findings
Below is an overview of the key findings, by section, as further detailed below in the
analysis.
As far as the policy background is concerned, the study highlights that within the EU
context, (higher) education is a field in which the European Commission, in particular, has
relatively recent and looser powers, compared to other policy areas, policy-making being
governed by the principles of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). Nevertheless, the
European Commission has been an active agenda-setter, driver and monitor of
developments in the field of higher education, with a very active role in the Education and
Training 2020 Strategic Framework (ET2020). Further on, the idea of “modernising” EU
higher education dates back to the early 2000s and is closely liked to the Lisbon Strategy,
of making the union “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the
world”. There is evidence that the cooperation between EU Member States has significantly
grown in recent years in the field of higher education, guided by objectives and targets set
at EU level.
The comparison between the 2011 communication on the modernisation of higher
education and the 2017 communication on a renewed agenda for higher education
reveals a number of interesting observations. The 2011 communication on the
modernisation agenda has a predominant emphasis on employability and on the
contribution that the European higher education sector can make to the relaunch of the EU
economy, setting related tasks for HEIs and MS, as well as for the EC. In turn, the 2017
communication on a renewed EU agenda for higher education addresses these emplyoment
concerns, which remain a core pillar of the strategy, but also goes beyond, exploring the
contribution that higher education can make to tackling wider societal challenges; it offers,
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as such, a more integrated approach, but also much higher expectations vis-à-vis Member
States and particularly HEIs.
A number of communications have been released by the European Commission in the
period between the 2011 and 2017 communications on related topics, namely on skills
development and skills mismatches, the internationalisation of EU higher education and its
attractiveness in the world, digitalisation and the use of ICTs in (higher) education, as well
as wider policy documents touching on education. Overall, these initiatives are mutuallysupportive and mutually-enhancing. They reference related past and upcoming policy
initiatives and detail related goals, as well as action lines and support measures. There is
an effort to better align the EU policy documents. Nevertheless, from a user’s point of view,
these initiatives could seem overwhelming, both in number and in scope, therefore further
mainstreaming would be advisable in order to guarantee better ‘absorption’ at Member
State and HEIs level.
As for the progress made towards the objectives of the 2011 communication, in the
period 2011 – 2017, significant advancements have been made in terms of data collection
in key areas of the modernisation of higher education agenda. Nevertheless, evaluation of
progress remains limited in some key areas, not only due to limited availability of data, but
also to the fact that data often captures outputs rather than outcomes and impact. Data
limitations aside, there is evidence of considerable improvements in the priority areas set in
the 2011 communication, as well as of penetration of EU-level objectives into Member
States’ policies and HEIs practice. Important challenges remain however, and require
further concerted action – particularly with a view to supporting dialogues for enhancing
teaching and teaching excellence, and developing more sustainable funding models.
And last but not least, assessing the fitness for purpose of the 2017 communication,
the analysis points to the fact that 2017 communication builds on work carried out in the
period 2011 – 2017, through a number of mutually-supportive policy measures, and by
action at Member State, HEIs and EC level. It is informed by developments occurring since
the 2011 communication, relying on a growing body of data, peer learning activities at
Members State and HEIs level, and good practice examples. The communication is showing
continuity of the 2011 agenda, which can be seen positively – through the need to keep
addressing developments in the same core areas of higher aducation – but also more
critically, as not fully innovative. A number of changes can nevertheless be observed in the
policy discourse and target setting between the 2011 and the 2017 communications. The
latter communication and developments in the period 2011 – 2017 show: better
integration, yet growing complexities; less normativeness, but some evidence gaps
persisting; growing expectations towards HEIs, yet less investment and commitment; more
data and more evidence-based policy-making, but still some way to go; skills and
employability as first priority still, and this despite growing societal challenges; a narrower
focus on STE(A)M rather than multi-disciplinarity; more announced support for teaching
and teaching excellence, but not a given and not un-challenged; and an almost complete
absence of internationalisation activities and contributions.
Recommendations are thus put forward, for the CULT committee to focus its follow-up
work to the 2017 communication in five areas – sector dialogue on teaching enhancement,
addressing the funding challenge, mainstreaming internationalisation in the four priorities,
supporting a wider disciplinary focus and working to ensure that HEIs, industry and the
reginal actors are on board. The specific recommendations are as follows:


Recommendation 1 – Support the centrality of teaching and contribute to
further enhance teaching excellence



Recommendation 2 – Working to narrow the funding gap



Recommendation 3 – Showing that internationalisation
systematically contributing to the communication’s objectives



Recommendation 4 – Support multidisciplinarity and diversity, instead of the
STE(A)M prioritisation

10
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Recommendation 5 – Make the agenda better known at HEIs level, by industry
and regional actors

Methodology
The analysis was carried out based on a thorough literature review of available data and
information sources in the areas covered by the 2011 and the 2017 communications. A
wide variety of sources was reviewed: policy documents issued by the EU institutions (e.g.
European Commission communications, European Parliament resolutions, Council
conclusions), regular data collections at European, and when appropriate member state
level (e.g. Eurostat statistics, the annual Education and Training Monitor, the
EUROSTUDENT survey, etc.), commissioned research by EU institutions or studies by
independent bodies, position papers by stakeholder organisations and examples of good
practice at national and HEIs level.
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1.

POLICY BACKGROUND
KEY FINDINGS



Within the EU context, (higher) education is a field in which the European Commission,
in particular, has relatively recent and looser powers, compared to other policy areas,
policy-making being governed by the principles of the Open Method of Coordination
(OMC).



Nevertheless, the European Commission has been an active agenda-setter, driver
and monitor of developments in the field of higher education.



The idea of “modernising” EU higher education dates back to the early 2000s
and is closely liked to the Lisbon Strategy, of making the union “the most competitive
and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world”.



The cooperation between EU Member States has significantly grown in recent
years in the field of higher education, guided by objectives and targets set at EU
level.

Before analysing the policy developments and progress made since the 2011
Communication on the modernisation of higher education, we would like to hereby touch
upon three elements that will make this assessment possible: a short recount of the role
the European Union (EU) – and particularly the European Commission – (can) play in
higher education policies (and the boundaries therein) with a comment on the status of
“communications” in the EU legislative framework, and a brief history of the EU’s support
for the “modernisation” of European higher education.

1.1.

Role of the EU in higher education policy-making

As multiple authors have already accounted (Corbett, 2006; Wächter, 2012), EU-level
policy-making in the area of higher education is a relatively recent phenomenon, rooted in
(but also carefully limited by) the treaty basis. Before the Treaty of Maastricht (1992), the
European Community did not have, stricto sensu, an official mandate for acting in
education matters in general, nor in higher education in particular. Policy-making in the
area of (higher) education was seen as the prerogative of Member States. All the
predecessor Community activities in education were justified, but also confined by, the
Community competence in the field of vocational training (article 128 of the Treaty of
Rome) (Wächter, 2012).
It was Article 126 of the Maastricht Treaty (later revised as Article 149 in the Treaty of
Amsterdam, 1997 and then of Nice, 2001) that introduced, at last, an EU competence in
the area of education, while also setting clear boundaries of this competence, and
reconfirming the exclusive responsibility of Member States in core education matters – the
structure of their (higher) education systems, teaching, culture and language policies. The
role of the EU and of the European Commission in particular (in its capacity of policy
initiator) were limited to fostering cooperation between the national systems, specifically
by: developing a “European dimension in education”; promoting “cooperation between
educational establishments”; developing “exchanges of information and experience”
between Member States; developing “distance education”; and encouraging mobility of
students and teachers. In this respect, the EU can “adopt incentive measures”, and propose
“recommendations”.
A development of significant importance for the EU activities in the area of higher education
was the introduction in the early 2000s of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). The
OMC became a prime mode of cooperation between Member States, allowing convergence
between national agendas, also in the field of higher education. As summarised by Corbett
(2006, p. 212)
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“the open method of coordination promotes convergence of national policies and
supports the attainment of objectives shared by all. Given the division of powers laid
down by the treaty, it is designed to assist the Member States in formulating their
own policies. It is based on identifying and defining shared objectives at European
level, jointly specified means of measurement (indicators, benchmarks) and
comparative tools for cooperation contributing to mutual improvement of systems
by the dissemination of good practice, peer review and pilot projects”.
As further assessed by Wächter (2012, p. 11), this mode carves a greater policy role for
the EU institutions and especially for the European Commission, as it “gave the Commission
the role of a coordinator of joint target setting of member state governments and of a
watchdog to monitor goal-achievement”: As such, the OMC widened the range of policy
issues the Commission could address, based on interest from Member States.
Within the EU context and in the use of the OMC, the European Commission plays the role
of an agenda-setter, policy initiator, coordinator and monitoring actor. As agenda setter
and policy initiator, the EC can propose policy initiatives, formally known as
communications, white and green papers. According to the European Judicial Network “A
Communication is a policy document with no mandatory authority. The Commission takes
the initiative of publishing a Communication when it wishes to set out its own thinking on a
topical issue. A Communication has no legal effect.” Consequently, communications are a
functional equivalent to policy statements and to strategies at the national and university
levels. Through such documents the European Commission puts forward topics and
objectives it finds important to pursue through the OMC. It also provides guidance on how
the set aims could be reached at different levels. Nevertheless, success towards achieving
the set objectives depends, to a significant extent, on the Member States’ priorities and on
individual higher education institutions (HEIs). The European Commission has a limited set
of tools at its disposal (usually though funding programmes) to support goal achievement.
The OMC started to be more consistently applied in the field of (higher) education in 2009,
through the mandate received from Member States via the Education and Training 2020
Strategic Framework (ET2020). The Council Conclusions on ET2020 set the roles of the EU
institutions in this context: “The European Council will have full ownership and be the focal
point of the new strategy. The Commission will monitor progress towards the targets,
facilitate policy exchange and make the necessary proposals to steer action and advance
the EU flagship initiatives. The European Parliament will be a driving force to mobilise
citizens and act as co-legislator on key initiatives.” (Council of the European Union, 2009).
The ET2020 started to be implemented through the OMC via eleven thematic working
groups. The groups were designed to help Member States address the key challenges of
their education and trainings systems and the common priorities agreed at European level,
under the guidance and monitoring of the European Commission, which cooperates with the
Member States in the working groups.
There have been, to date, three generations of working groups supporting the ET2020
strategic framework:


2011 – 2013: eleven thematic working groups including one on the modernisation of
higher education.



2014 – 2015:
agenda.



The current generation, i.e. 2016 – 2018, of six working groups, with one tackling
work under the modernisation of higher education agenda.

1.2.

six ET2020 working groups, of which one on the modernisation

The modernisation of higher education in the EU context

The 2011 communication Supporting growth and jobs. An agenda for the modernisation of
Europe’s higher education systems is not the first communication of the European
Commission in the area of higher education. Amongst the earlier actions of the European
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Commission in higher education policy is the April 2005 communication Mobilising the
brainpower of Europe: enabling universities to make their full contribution to the Lisbon
Strategy, which identified enhancing the quality and attractiveness of European universities,
improving their governance and systems, and increasing and diversifying their funding, as
the three main issues to be addressed at the EU and national level.
Nevertheless, the idea of reforming the higher education sectors within the EU context dates
from earlier on and it was not initially a European Commission proposal. It was on the
initiative of Member States, reunited for the European Council in Lisbon in 2000, that the idea
of “modernising” (higher) education first arrived on the EU radar and on the EU agenda
(Corbett, 2006). In Lisbon, Member States expressed great expectations on the education
and training sector, setting quantitative targets in the field of education – a first at the time,
seen as “a bold step at European level in a field like education” (Corbett, 2006, p. 208), in
which Member States have earlier tried to retain full control at national level. Target setting
went one step further in 2003, when the education ministers agreed to set targets for the
landmark year 2010 in five areas they deemed important for creating a knowledge-based
Europe.
Building on this base, in May 2006, the European Commission published the communication
Delivering on the modernisation agenda for universities: education, research and innovation.
The communication specifically addressed the need for a process of “modernising” higher
education institutions in Europe, in line with the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy. The
communication covers multiple HEIs activities, from the delivery of education, to research
activities and to their potential as innovation drivers. The Commission identifies an urgent
need for reforms in several areas:


Increasing geographical and inter-sectoral mobility and aiming to double the
proportion of graduates and researchers spending at least one semester abroad or in
industry.



Creating partnerships with the business sector.



Giving priority to lifelong learning and creating the right settings for students to go
back to studying at later stages in the life.



Making university funding more output-based and reviewing national students fee and
support schemes, so that students from lower socio-economic backgrounds get wider
access to higher education.



Enhancing inter-disciplinarity and trans-disciplinarity in teaching.



Reaching out to the local communities.



Allowing universities to have greater autonomy in recruitment and increasing the
attractiveness of universities for top researchers.



Make European higher education and research more visible and attractive in the
world.

The communication also stresses the means that the European Commission had at its
disposal to contribute to this process of modernisation, namely by providing incentives
through its programmes – the Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP), the 7th Framework
Programme (FP7), the Competitiveness and Innovation Programme, and possibly the
Structural Funds and the European Investment Bank loans.
Although the purpose of the present paper is to analyse relevant developments since the
2011 communication on the modernisation of higher education, specifically in relation to the
2017 communication on a – no longer modernised – but “renewed” agenda for higher
education, it is important to remember the initial steps taken in this direction in the EU
context, and, in particular, the topics addressed in the predecessor communications.
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2.

THE 2011 AND 2017 COMMUNICATIONS AND
RELATED POLICY DEVELOPMENTS IN-BETWEEN
KEY FINDINGS



The 2011 communication on the modernisation agenda has a predominant
emphasis on employability and on the contribution that the European higher
education sector can make to the relaunch of the EU economy, setting related tasks for
HEIs and MS, as well as for the EC.



The 2017 communication on a renewed EU agenda for higher education addresses
these emplyoment concerns, which remain a core pillar of the strategy, but also goes
beyond, exploring the contribution that higher education can make to tackling
wider societal challenges; it offers, as such, a more integrated approach, but also
much higher expectations vis-à-vis Member States and particularly HEIs.



A number of communications have been released by the European Commission
in the period between the 2011 and 2017 communications on related topics, namely
on skills development and skills mismatches, the internationalisation of EU higher
education and its attractiveness in the world, digitalisation and the use of ICTs in
(higher) education, as well as wider policy documents touching on education.



Generally, these initiatives are mutually-supportive and mutually-enhancing. They
reference related past and upcoming policy initiatives and detail related goals, as well
as action lines and support measures. There is an effort to better align the EU policy
documents.



However, from a user’s point of view, these initiatives could seem overwhelming, both
in number and in scope, therefore further mainstreaming would be advisable in
order to guarantee better ‘absorption’ at Member State and HEIs level.

2.1.

The 2011 and the 2017 communications

The European Commission (2011a) communication Supporting growth & jobs – An agenda
for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education systems was released by the EC in
September 2011, and was accompanied by a working document providing background data
(European Commission, 2011b). The policy document is structured in two main parts. A
first part addresses priority areas for action at member state and HEIs level and counts a
total of five objectives (Table 1). Part two addresses a set of six areas for action at EU
level, and specifically lists tasks for the EC (Table 1). The communication was followed by
reactions from other EU institutions, in the form of Council Conclusions (2011) and a
Resolution of the European Parliament (2012).
The 2017 communication A renewed EU agenda for higher education (European
Commission 2017a) was released at the end of May 2017 and likewise accompanied by a
staff working document (European Commission, 2017b), providing the background analysis
and data supporting the policy choices made in the communication. The document lists a
number of four overarching objectives (Table 1), each to be supported by actions of HEIs,
MS and the EC. The strategy was also informed by the results of a public consultation on
the modernisation of higher education (European Commission, 2016b), which were
published already in 2016, as an annex to another communication on A new skills agenda
for Europe. Working together to strengthen human capital, employability & competitiveness
(European Commission, 2016c).
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Table 1: Priority areas of the 2011 and the 2017 communications
Communications
Priority/Action
areas

2011 Communication

2017 Communication

MS & HEIs
1. Increasing attainment levels to provide the
graduates and researchers Europe needs
2. Improving the quality and relevance of
higher education
3. Strengthening quality through mobility
and cross-border co-operation
4. Making the knowledge triangle work:
linking higher education, research and
business for excellence and regional
development
5. Improving governance and funding
EC
1. Supporting reform through policy
evidence, analysis and transparency
2. Promoting mobility
3. Putting higher education at the centre of
innovation, job creation & employability

Joint priorities for MS, HEIs,
& EC
1. Tackling skills mismatches
& promoting excellence in
skills development
2. Building inclusive &
connected higher education
systems
3. Ensuring higher education
institutions contribute to
innovation
4. Supporting effective &
efficient higher education
systems

4. Supporting the internationalisation of
European higher education
5. Strengthening the long-term impact &
complementarity of EU funding
6. Next steps towards smart, sustainable &
inclusive European higher education
Source: European Commission (2011 & 2017)

The two strategy documents must be red and assessed in full awcknowledgement of the
wider EU political context at the time they were issued, as their priorities are to a great
extent predetermined by the former.
The 2011 communication came out in the aftermath of the global financial crisis of 20072008, and as its title already suggests, was closely linked to the Europe 2020 Strategy, the
10-year plan meant to help the union recover and “turn the EU into a smart, sustainable
and inclusive economy delivering high levels of employment, productivity and social
cohesion” (European Commission, 2010, p. 3). The 2011 communication was meant to be
the policy answer to the question of how the higher education sector in Europe can
contribute to the economic relaunch of the union, and to the goals outlined in the Europe
2020 Strategy and its headline targets. Consequently, the communication is primarily
geared towards actions with an economic value and relevance for the labour market, i.e.
utilitarian, to some extent – e.g. enhancing employability, unleashing innovation, having
stronger links between higher education and the labour market, increasing the
competitiveness and attractiveness of the European higher education area, etc.
The 2017 communication was released in a very different political climate both within the
EU and globally. Unlike its predecessor, it came in an ambience of growing Euroscepticism,
mounting populism and polarisation in the EU and abroad, an international refugee crisis
that divided the European ‘camp’, an almost Grexit and a vocal Brexit vote, growing
evidence of climate change, rising terrorism, etc. The primary goal of the communication is
no longer to only show how the higher education sector can contribute to the EU economy.

18

Modernisation of higher education

_________________________________________________________________________

This remains a strong component, through the emphasis put on addressing the perceived
mismatch between the skills Europe needs and the skills. But the communication addressed
nevertheless also the role of the higher education sector in tackling bigger and wider
societal challenges, e.g. persistent and growing social divisions, an innovation gap and the
perception that different components of higher education systems do not always work
together seamlessly. The strategy, which aims to be “focused on issues that matter”,
outlines how the European Commission sees that the European higher education sector can
contribute to “building a better future for the EU citizens” (European Commission, 2017, p.
2).

2.2.

Other related EU policy documents in the period 2011 –
2017

In the period 2011 – 2017, a number of other EU policy documents that touched upon
aspects or objectives of the 2011 communication on the modernisation of higher education
were issued. This panoply of related initiatives and communications, i.e. those policy
documents perceived to be most closely linked to and supporting the 2011 communication,
is presented below. These address the areas of skills development and skills mismatches,
the internationalisation of EU higher education and its attractiveness in the world,
digitalisation and the use of ICTs in (higher) education, as well as wider policy documents
touching on education. It is highlighted, in each case, how the respective areas were
initially addressed in the 2011 communication, and how they recurred in subsequent policy
documents, specifically with a view to the higher education sector. The analysis is done in a
search for evidence of convergence or divergence between the 2011 communication and
subsequent policy developments.
Skills development and skills mismatches
In the areas of skills, the 2011 communication on modernisation underlined that the
knowledge economy needed people with “the right mix of skills”, which included transversal
competences, e-skills, creativity, flexibility, solid disciplinary knowledge, but also
transferable skills, intercultural skills, entrepreneurial skills, creative and innovation skills,
and advanced skills, in all disciplines and in all three cycles. The policy document also
underscored the necessity to have better information on current and future skills needs on
the labour market, to identify areas of employment growth and to be able to tailor HE
accordingly. It further highlighted traineeships as a good tool for building, during HE
studies, skills that will be in line with the labour market needs and stressed the urgency for
better recognition of skills gained through international mobility.
In the area of skills development and addressing skills mismatches, there have been a
number of EC communications as well as supporing initiatives issued between 2011 and
2017. It is notheworthy though that these policies were initiated by the Directorate General
for Employment, whereas the 2011 and the 2017 communications stem from the
Directorate General for Education and Culture. Two of these policy documents are
referenced below.
In November 2012, the EC launched the Rethinking Education: Investing in skills for better
socio-economic outcomes communication (European Commission, 2012a)1, rooted in the
2010 flagship initiative An Agenda for new skills and jobs: A European contribution towards
full employment. A mix of known positions and new ideas, the 2012 communication calls
and aims to set the basis for a comprehensive skills strategy at all levels of Europe’s
education and training systems, thus not only in higher education. Specifically, the strategy
asks for reducing skills mismatches and for the improvement of transversal and basic skills,
particularly in the entrepreneurial field, but also of STEM-related skills. The EC also calls for
1

The Communication was accompanied by a number of staff working papers displaying policy evidence and
examples of good practice, country sheets with information on EU Member States’ performance and reforms in
education and training, as well as the first edition of an “Education and Training Monitor”, providing
information on progress (or otherwise) towards the Europe 2020 headline targets.
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increased foreign language competencies, the development of high-quality vocational
education and training (VET) systems (“world-class”), including work-based learning and
apprenticeships, and for international mobility.
The communication contains a total of 17 word references to the field of higher education,
and complements the objectives already set in the 2011 communication as follows:


in the area of skills development, it particularly emphasises the importance of
developing advanced vocational skills within VET, which should ease transition to
HE, if and when desired;



it also calls for action at MS level to introduce transversal skills across curricula at all
levels, including in higher education, to prioritise the skills that support
employability, and asks for the development of related competences assessment
tools;



it signals remaining problems in terms of recognition in higher education, and calls
for better recognition through a more systematic and coordinated application of
ECTS;



it further stresses that the quality of teaching should be particularly addressed, as it
is a critical issue in higher education;



and asks to maximise efficient investment at all levels of education with cost-sharing
in VET and higher education.

In 2016, the EC launched the follow-up communication A new skills agenda for Europe.
Working together to strengthen human capital, employability & competitiveness (European
Commission, 2016c). The communication contains 13 word references to higher education,
and specifically addresses the topic of modernisation in higher education. Acknowledging
that there are many pressing challenges, not least the low levels of skills, but also their
insufficient transparency and visibility, the communication proposes major revisions of
existing frameworks for the assessment and presentation of skills and qualifications (e.g.
EQF, Europass framework), and puts forward 10 points for action.
Two of these points are based on the results of the 2015 public consultation Agenda for the
modernisation of Europe's higher education systems. This consultation was designed to
take stock of the stakeholders’ views on the main achievements since the 2011
modernisation communication, identify remaining challenges, innovative solutions and set
the ground for the subsequent, 2017 communication on the renewed agenda for HE. The
two related objectives put forward in the 2016 communication are


first, a review of the 2006 Recommendation on Key Competences for Lifelong
Learning towards more and better acquisition of skills required in today’s labour
market, especially by promoting entrepreneurial and innovation-oriented mind-sets
and skills, and planning the development of competence assessment frameworks for
different higher education disciplines to allow comparable assessment of students'
and graduates' skills, and,



second, the launch of an initiative on graduate tracking, to improve information on
graduates’ experiences in the labour market.

The latter is a specific point of action in the 2017 communication, while tackling skills
mismatches and promoting excellence in skills development is one of the four main
objectives of the 2017 communication. Beyond the two points, the 2016 communication
stresses the necessity to further invest in the modernisation of VET and higher education,
and to fully exploit their potential as drivers for regional development, to support the
inclusion of work-based experiences in higher education programmes, and cites the
European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) as an example of how cooperation
between higher education, industry and research institutes can support curriculum
development, mobility programmes and access. All these aspects are repeated and further
emphasised in the 2017 communication.
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International dimension of higher education

The international dimension of EU higher education occupies a very visible and important
role in the 2011 communication – it is one of six areas of action at EU level –, and unlike in
the 2017 communication, where elements of international cooperation are only mentioned
in passing. This can be, in part, due to the launch of a dedicated communication in July
2013 on European higher education in the world (European Commission, 2013a). The
desire to articulate such a strategy was already announced in the 2011 communication. The
2013 communication encourages the EU Member States and HEIs to develop
comprehensive internationalisation strategies, embracing student and staff mobility,
internationalisation of curricula and strategic academic partnerships, as integrated
elements. Via the EU programmes in higher education and research, the EC pledged in this
strategy to


provide increased financial support for mobility to and from non-EU countries,
reaching up to 135 000 students and staff by 2020;



allow for up to 15 000 non-EU researchers to start or pursue their careers in
Europe through the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA) under the Horizon 2020
programme;



support international consortia of HEIs to develop joint master and doctoral degrees
through Erasmus+ and MSCA, and provide high-level scholarships for up to 60 000
graduates to take part;



support strategic partnerships for cooperation and innovation, including up to 1 000
capacity-building partnerships between EU and non-EU HEIs; and



continue to fund ongoing initiatives to increase the transparency and attractiveness
of European higher education, such as the U-Multirank project, various higher
education portals and alumni networking initiatives.



strengthen evidence-based policy-making through research and dialogues with
experts.



continue system-to-system dialogues with
countries (e.g. China, Russia and Brazil).



support “blended mobility” opportunities arising from recent developments in
MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) and digital learning technology.

policymakers

of

targeted

partner

As such, the 2013 strategy further specifies the policy objective of the 2011 communication
of “supporting internationalisation of European higher education”. It reiterates some of the
previously-mentioned actions – promotion of European higher education abroad, support
for U-Multirank, support for partnership development and policy dialogues, further work on
removing mobility obstacles and further financial support – but also lists additional,
concrete courses of action and sets related targets, opening the possibility for better impact
and more transparent monitoring.
ICTs and digitalisation
The 2013 internationalisation communication also announced the upcoming launch of a
specific initiative for the promotion of digital learning and better use of Information
Communication Technologies (ICTs) and Open Educational Resources (OER) in education.
The communication Opening up Education: Innovative teaching & learning for all through
new Technologies & Open Educational Resources was officially released in autumn 2013 in
a joint presentation by the then commissioners for the Digital Agenda and for Education,
Culture, Multilingualism and Youth. The strategy stresses the need for: (higher) education
and training institutions to review their strategies in order to stimulate innovative learning
practices, also through the use of ICTs, and for teachers and learners to acquire high digital
competences that would be easily certified and recognised. It also stresses the urgency to
support the development of high-quality OER as well as cooperation of the multiple actors
involved in supporting the “digital revolution”.
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The document puts forward 24 actions that are designed to address these wider aims. In
the specific area of higher education, the EC pledges to work together with the High-Level
Group for Modernisation of Higher Education (created in 2012) to prepare
recommendations on new modes of learning. Other action lines addressing education in
general have also a bearing on higher education, such as the call to adapt recognition
instruments for formal education to the new forms of learning, as well as validation of
digitally-acquired skills, the plans to explore and test digital competence frameworks and
self-assessment tools for teachers and learners.
Wider education
In anticipation and in preparation of the 2017 communication on the renewed EU agenda
for HE, the EC launched in December 2016 a communication on Improving and modernising
education (European Commission, 2016d). Supporting “high quality education for all”, the
policy document addresses priorities and actions in school and in higher education. In the
latter, the document stresses the need for Europe to “press ahead with the modernisation
of higher education” (European Commission, 2016d, p. 6), which supports MS, HEIs, staff
and students to improve education and training across the EU. The document also
underlines the centrality of quality of teaching as a prerequisite for improving overall
quality in higher education.
The communication pre-announces the launch of an updated and renewed agenda for
higher education in 2017, as well as of a package of related initiatives and support
measures by the EC (that are now referenced also in the 2017 communication):


supporting stronger cooperation for effective programme design and good policy, to
help graduates acquire the skills needed in society;



improving the availability of data on graduate employment and social outcomes – a
graduate tracking initiative – covering also the VET sector;



increasing the contribution of higher education institutions to regional innovation
(more and stronger links between universities, businesses and other organisations –
linking up also with the smart specialisation strategies);



ensuring that teaching is based on state-of-the art knowledge and that graduates
have strong analytical and problem-solving skills; and



promoting adequate and effective investment in higher education, by having a
review of effective spending on higher education by external experts and
coordinated with on-going work by the OECD, by an enhanced programme of peer
counselling on funding system design (based on pilot projects in the Czech Republic
and Slovenia), and by analysing how higher education is being involved in
implementing smart specialisation strategies and providing concrete advice to
regional authorities and stakeholders on how to optimise activities to achieve
maximum impact (ongoing Joint Research Centre research).
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3.

WHAT HAS BEEN ACHIEVED BETWEEN 2011 AND
2017?
KEY FINDINGS



In the period 2011 – 2017, significant advancements have been made in terms
of data collection in key areas of the modernisation of higher education agenda.



Nevertheless, evaluation of progress remains limited in some key areas. It is not
fully possible to say to which extent some of the good practice examples at HEIs level
have been mainstreamed – the policy documents tend to mention them as isolated
cases, but evidence is necessary to prove this. Another shortcoming is that data often
captures outputs rather than outcomes and impact.



Data limitations aside, there is evidence of important developments in the
priority areas set in the 2011 communication, as well as of cross-fertilisation –
penetration of EU-level objectives into Member States’ policies and HEIs practice, and
vice-versa, of practice both from Member State and HEIs informing new target setting
at EU level.



Important challenges remain however, and require further concerted action –
particularly with a view to supporting further dialogue on teaching and teaching
excellence, developing more sustainable funding models, and moving beyond seing
HEIs as utilitarian organisations.

This section provides an overview of the most important achievements, shortcomings and
challenges in the areas addressed by the 2011 communication, without aiming to provide a
fully-encompassing review. This analysis is done in order to be able to weigh, on the one
hand, the effectiveness of measures taken to reach the objectives set out in the 2011
agenda, while on the other hand, to be able to reflect, in the next section on the
appropriateness of the four priorities set in the 2017 communication. The analysis is
guided, as well as limited, by the availability of data and other information that can be used
to track progress in the respective areas. And it is, more often than not, based on the
presentation of outputs rather than outcomes and impact, given that the time period at
hand – six years – is too short to be able to fully capture the latter, and that data
collection, while expanding, is still incipient in a number of areas.
The most important developments in each priority area of the 2011 communication are
presented starting with the EC level actions – i.e. in reverse order compared to the original
communication – as these supra-national initiatives, when successful, penetrate in national
and HEIs level activities, and can be referenced further. The focus is on providing additional
evidence and examples to the ones already cited in the staff working paper accompanying
the 2017 communication (European Commission, 2017b).

4.1

EU-level priorities and developments

Supporting reform through policy evidence, analysis and transparency
In the 2011 communication, the European Commission pledged to develop a “wide range of
analysis and information covering all aspects of performance” (European Commission,
2011, p. 15). A number of tools or data collection initiatives were explicitly mentioned in
the policy document, namely: having the first results of U-Multirank available in 2013,
setting up the Education Tertiary Education Register (ETER), launching the EU Skills
Panorama and improving data on learning mobility. Progress has been achieved in all these
areas, as follows:
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U-Multirank2 – this user-driven, multi-dimensional ranking tool was developed as an
alternative to traditional university rankings, striving to offer a “full picture on the diversity
of university performance”. The tool, financially supported by the European Commission,
has continuously evolved since releasing its first data set in 2014 to become the world’s
largest university comparison website. Its fourth edition, released in March 2017, includes:
almost 1 500 HEIs, from 99 countries, with 3 284 faculties and 10 526 study programmes,
in 16 subject fields, and over 100 000 students that have been surveyed and shared their
views. The tool, which is customisable according to its users’ needs, ranks institutions into
five different performance groups (rank groups A through E, with A expressing “very good”
and E “weak” performance) for each of the indicators in the rankings. The tool also includes
ready-made rankings on: Research and Research Linkages; Teaching & Learning and
Applied Knowledge Partnerships. The initiative is a very ambitious data collection effort.
And paradoxically, its biggest advantage – the very high degree of differentiation compared
to any existing university league table – is also its biggest weakness, its high complexity
decreasing its readability.
ETER3 – the European Tertiary Education Register is a database of European HEIs. ETER
was launched in 2014 with the aim of being a comprehensive one-stop shop, for detailed
and comparable data on European universities. The database has gradually expanded since
its launch, providing detailed data on 2 465 higher education institutions that host over 17
million students at Bachelor’s, Master’s and doctoral level, over the period 2011 – 2014.
Covering 32 European countries, the database provides information on: university size,
number and gender of students and staff, subject areas and degree levels, as well as
information about research, international students and staff, and funding. ETER uses
information from national statistical authorities, and is complementary to other data on
university performance, such as U-Multirank, and system-level higher education statistics
(UNESCO-UIS/OECD/Eurostat).
EU Skills Panorama4 – was launched by the European Commission in December 2012 in
the form of a website presenting quantitative and qualitative information on the skills needs
in the short and medium term skills, skills supply and skills mismatches. A newer version of
the website was launched by Cedefop in December 2015, providing a more comprehensive
and user-friendly central access point for information and intelligence on skill needs in
occupations and sectors across Europe. The tool uses data collected by Eurostat, OECD as
well as own expert calculations validated by the research community, typically referring to
the period 2010 up to 2025. The availability of data, as displayed by indicators, varies
depending on the data source or on data collection practices at country level. Data can be
explored by five parameters: by occupation (10 major groups and 27 occupational groups),
sector (six broad sectors and 17 industries), country (28 EU Member States plus the EU),
policy theme (five policy areas), and indicator name (45 indicators).
Improving data on learning mobility – beyond the efforts to improve the data collection
on learning mobility, and to measure progress towards the learning mobility benchmark,
which will be presented in the following sub-section, a major step forward has been made
at EU level in researching the impact of learning mobility on the mobile individual and on
the HEIs involved. A study commissioned to analyse the impact of Erasmus mobility
(European Commission, 2014b), shows, amongst others that: Erasmus students are in
better position to find their first job and to enhance their career development, that their
employability increases with the study abroad (while mobile students are more employable
from the outset compared to the students that do not want to go abroad), and that they
are less often in long-term unemployment compared to non-mobile students.
In addition to the tools mentioned above, and to the regular data collection of Eurostat,
other established data collection and information sources have contributed to more
evidence-based policy-making in the area of higher education in the period of analysis:
2
3
4

http://www.umultirank.org/#!/home?trackType=home&sightMode=undefined&section=entrance
https://www.eter-project.com/
http://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en
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Since 2012, the annual Education and Training Monitor5, which monitors the
evolution of education and training in the EU, contributing to the ET2020 objectives,
the overall Commission's strategy for growth and employment and the European
Semester cycle of economic policy coordination.



The regular series of EURYDICE publications nominally and topically linked to the
modernisation of higher education, such as funding and the social dimension
(Eurydice, 2011), access, retention and employability (Eurydice, 2014), mobility
scoreboard (Eurydice, 2014b and 2017c), academic staff (Eurydice, 2017).



Commissioned research and service contracts (via regular calls for tender). In the
period 2015 – 2017 alone, the Directorate General for Education and Culture
commissioned research on: the development of online tools for beginning teachers
and their mentors (EAC/14/2016), study on the impact of admission systems on
higher education outcomes (EAC/20/2015), study on university-business
cooperation in Europe – drivers, challenges and opportunities (EAC/10/2015),
promoting the relevance of higher education – trends, approaches and policy levers
(EAC/21/2015), innovative and entrepreneurial HEIs – further development of
HEInnovate
(EAC/08/2016),
Erasmus+
higher
education
impact
study
(EAC/13/2016), the development of knowledge tools for higher education – ranking
(EAC/S36/2016), second contract for Study in Europe – enhancing the
attractiveness of European higher education (EAC/07/2017), a contract for running a
pilot European graduate survey (EAC/38/2016), an evaluation of higher education
entrepreneurship programmes (EAC/28/2017), and contract to implement the
Erasmus+ virtual exchanges initiative – EVE (EACEA/2017/05).

In the period of analysis – 2011 to 2017 – the European Commission has taken concerted
actions to narrow the data gaps that hindered evidence-based policy-making in the field of
higher education. And while some gaps do remain, data collection has edvanced in a
number of key areas of the modernisation of higher education agenda, as shown above.
The resulting data has been consistently used to guide EC policy papers and EU level
actions, as attested, for example, by the most recent communications, all of which are
accompanied by elaborate staff working papers that present the evidence justifying the
policy objectives put forward by the EC. These documents also highlight examples of good
practice, that could be further “upscaled” across other EU Member States. An inbuit
shortcoming remains however the impossibility to assess the full extent to which similar
practices already exist in other EU countries and individual HEIs.
Promoting mobility
One of the key aims of the creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) was to
substantially increase the levels international mobility. This concerns first and foremost
higher education students (up to and including the PhD level), but also academic staff and
researchers. The aim of the EHEA has been and is to increase outbound credit and degree
mobility, as most visibly documented in the adoption of the 20% by 2020 mobility
benchmark. But one reason for the coming about of the Bologna Process was also the wish
to attract more talented students and researchers into the countries of the Union, from
other EU countries or, indeed, globally.
Next to marketing measures at national and institutional level (for inbound mobility),
mobility grants awarded by agencies at member-state level (and funded by member-state
or foreign governments), Erasmus+ is the main instrument for the promotion of mobility
at European level. Over its 30 years of existence (as a single programme, and as part of
Socrates, Leonardo, the Lifelong Learning Programme and now Erasmus+), the programme
has so far funded and organised the study of about 4.5 million tertiary-level students, until
recently inside the EU and a few other European countries (today called the ‘programme
countries’). With the start of Erasmus+ (2014), the programme ‘went global’. First, it
incorporated the old Erasmus Mundus Programme into Erasmus+. Second, and decidedly a
5

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/et-monitor_en
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novelty, it created an ‘international credit mobility’ line from the whole world into Europe
(i.e. the ‘partner countries’). Another novelty, though linked to global higher education, was
support for intra-European degree mobility, by means of the establishment of the so-called
Erasmus+ Master Student Loan Guarantee Facility.
The international credit mobility line has been well received around the world. In the
2017 call, nearly 1 300 eligible applications were received, of which 70% were selected for
funding. The share of selected projects has gone up from 53% in 2015 and 58% in 2016.
Since successful projects are rarely awarded the full budget applied for, the de facto
success rate of applications per capita is lower, standing at about one third. This translates
into almost 25 000 grants for inbound mobility, and over 15 000 for mobility out of
Europe.6 In other words, there is considerable demand for the international credit mobility
line. At the same time, the success rate of about one third shows that the programme is
competitive, but that chances of success are not so low that they would put off many
applicants and jeopardize continued interest in the programme. 7
The Erasmus+ Master Student Loan Guarantee Facility had a somewhat slow start.
Partly, this was to be expected because in a first step, banks need to be contracted who will
later award the loans, i.e. a time lag is inevitable. So far, five banks in four countries
(Spain, France, UK and Turkey) have bought into the scheme. It was clear from the start
that the programme would be ‘rolled out’ gradually. In 2016, the first full year of operation,
the scheme awarded 162 loans8. Against a budgeted number of 20 000 over the sevenyear lifetime of Erasmus+, this is underwhelming. Nevertheless, the experiment shouldn’t
be discontinued so soon. According to the findings of ACA’s study on state grants and
loans, the latter’s provision in the majority of European countries is thin (the problem is not
mainly the lack of portability of these instruments, as often assumed, but of their existence
at all, for the larger part of the student population). We would therefore expect to see
demand rise over time.
The former Erasmus Mundus scheme, with its double and joint Masters and its mobility
grants for students of the latter, had always been popular. This popularity continues under
the roof of Erasmus+. The move from the joint doctorates from Erasmus Mundus to the
Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions, which created some criticism in the run-up to Erasmus+,
is not controversial anymore.
Putting higher
employability

education

at

the

centre

of

innovation,

job

creation

and

As expressed in the 2011 communication, the Strategic Innovation Agenda designing
the future of European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) was adopted, in
December 2013, through a joint decision by the European Parliament and Council of
Ministers the European Union. Perhaps more important than the agenda itself is that in the
reporting period the EIT – the very epitome of innovative cooperation between universities,
industry and research partners to strengthen the ‘knowledge triangle’ – has undergone a
performance review by the European Court of Auditors (ECA) that released important
recommendations for the institute’s optimisation (European Court of Auditors, 2016).
Equipped with a budget of € 2.7 billion for the period 2008-2020, the EIT aimed to become
Europe’s MIT, through its ingenious Knowledge and Innovation Communities (KICs). The
three KICs launched in 2010 currently bring together more than 500 partners from a
variety of disciplines, countries and sectors, to work on climate change, energy and
information technology. The ECA concluded that the core aim of the institute – that of
boosting innovation in Europe – was endangered by the EIT’s “complex framework and
management problems”, and that a number of changes were necessary, including: making
the institute more autonomous from the European Commission, having new legislation
passed by the EU institutions changing the funding model to lower the operational and
6
7
8

Information provided by DG EAC.
The numbers mentioned in this section include credit mobile students, but also mobile staff.
Information provided from the European Commission, DG EAC, on request.
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financial reporting burden of the KIC partners, extending the grant agreement to cover
more than a single calendar year, focusing more on delivering impact by seeking greater
autonomy and using the flexibility in the Horizon 2020 legislation, by adopting specific rules
tailored to the needs of the KIC partners and resolving its staffing issues to enable
continuous monitoring of KICs' performance, and developing impact-based analysis and
streamline its monitoring and reporting. A key concern was the financial sustainability of
the KICs, ECA concluding that the industry was not involved enough in the three
communities. The review was followed by a report of the High-Level Group on the EIT,
which articulated further recommendations for the further strengthening of the institute
(European Commission, 2016g).
Another ambition put forward in the 2011 communication was to build on the pilot projects
on knowledge alliances and to mainstream this type of collaboration, for its innovative
potential and the expected impact of university-business collaborations on curricular
development, employability and entrepreneurship. This was primarily pursued in the
framework of the Erasmus+ programme, where Knowledge Alliances became a specific
activity under Key Action 2 – Cooperation for innovation and the exchange of good
practices. This line of funding is extremely selective, with 229 proposals submitted in 2014
and 200 in 2015, and only 10 knowledge alliances selected per year (European
Commission, 2017c). According to the Erasmus+ programme annual report 2015, the
selected projects cover sectors such as innovative pedagogy, virtual education in medicine,
regional development and geo-informatics, big data, and many of them aim to foster
entrepreneurship through multidisciplinary approaches. The 2015 projects alone involve
110 partners from 22 Erasmus+ programme countries plus the United States of America.
With the ongoing mid-term review of the Erasmus+ programme, the joint report of the
European Commission due at the end of 2017 is expected to shed further light on the
interim impact and effectiveness of knowledge alliances.
The 2011 communication also expressed ambitions related to traineeships, aiming to
develop quality frameworks for traineeships and to create a centralised platform for the
traineeships offer in Europe. The website of the European Commission currently features a
listing of traineeships portals, while a map of traineeship providers is under development9.
Supporting the internationalisation of European higher education
In the area of international higher education, the 2011 communication set, first and
foremost, the goal of launching a dedicated strategy for the internationalisation of EU
higher education. As reported in section 3, this communication was indeed launched in
2013, with a strong call for Member States and HEIs to develop comprehensive
internationalisation strategies, reiterating other policy instruments already mentioned in the
2011 communication.
Various studies show that the majority of higher education systems (EURYDICE, 2017b)
and HEIs10 (EUA, 2015; Egron-Polak & Hudson, 2014; de Wit et al., 2015) have defined
strategic objectives related to the internationalisation of higher education, either
in the form of a stand-alone strategy for internationalisation or by integrating related aims
in the wider institutional strategy. The same research shows that in this context, the
mobility of students and staff still play a key role, but that countries and HEIs alike, in their
pursuit of strategic internationalisation, have to more carefully consider the benefits as well
as the associated risks and potential consequences of specific choices, and to carefully
balance cooperation and competition with other HEIs. There is also increasing evidence
that, at least in Europe, MS and HEIs have generally moved away from regarding
internationalisation as an aim in itself, and increasingly perceive it as a tool for the higher
education system to fulfil its missions, i.e. to contribute to better quality teaching, higher
impact research, and more efficient community engagement. Given the role that
internationalisation can and is to play, its interconnectedness with other strategic objectives
9
10

http://ec.europa.eu/education/we-mean-business/next-steps_en
From 61% to nearly all, depending on the source consulted.
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of HEIs has to be carefully considered, and properly supported. It is overwhelming to
consider that when the various EU policy documents of recent years with a bearing on
higher education are taken together, HEIs are invited to develop more than a dozen
separate strategies, e.g. a strategy for teaching and learning, a strategy for
internationalisation, a strategy for research and innovation, a strategy for cooperation with
the industry, a strategy for Smart Specialisation, a strategy for addressing skills
mismatches, a strategy for regional engagement, a strategy for e-learning, a strategy for
open education, etc. As the EC evolves towards more evidence-based policy-making, it
could support a closer integration of these strategic ambitions.
The 2011 communication also announced actions in promoting Europe as a study
destination outside the EU and the Erasmus+ programme countries. Through a service
contract launched in 2014 – Enhancing the attractiveness of European higher education in
the world (EAC/24/2014) – the European Commission commissioned a consortium of
mostly national-level higher education promotion agencies with developing a Study in
Europe campaign. The initiative, running between 2014 – 2017, consisted of:


Developing an identifiable Study in Europe brand – a logo, a visual identity and key
messages.



Developing an up-to-date Study in Europe portal – providing key information on
study and research opportunities in Europe and acting as an entry point for the
national ‘Study in…’ websites of Erasmus+ programme countries – and integrating
the portal into the official website of the European Commission11.



Running a Study in Europe social media campaign – the Study in Europe Facebook
page12 was launched in April 2016. To date the page has over 220 000 followers,
and has reached over 5.5 million people.



Organising Study in Europe higher education fairs – face-to-face and virtually – in
ten target countries13. These fairs were organised in addition to the European fairs
regularly organised by the EU delegations, and to those organised by other service
providers of the EC.



Running a network of 50 European Higher Education Experts (EHEEs) in five target
countries – Brazil, China, India, Russia and South Africa – to organise information
events on Study in Europe and reaching over 20 000 local students in total.

The EC plans to continue the Study in Europe campaign via a second service contract
(EAC/07/2017).
The 2011 communication also referenced upcoming EC work in the form of developing and
maintaining policy dialogues with other world regions. At present, the EC maintains
policy dialogues with a number of partner regions – EU neighbouring countries, Western
Balkans, Africa, and Central Asia – as well as partner countries – Australia, Brazil, China,
India, Mexico, South Africa, South Korea, United States of America. Through such dialogues
– manifested in the form of conferences, seminars, targeted studies and joint statements –
the EU exchanges best practices, aiming to increase cooperation and, where appropriate,
support the partner country or region in their higher education reform efforts. Related
policy dialogue activities are usually organised on an annual basis.
Other measures
In the 2011 communication, the EC also announced it will set up, in 2012, a high-level
group with a rolling mandate to analyse key topics for the modernisation of higher
education. An eight-member group was indeed created and it released, in 2013, a
thorough report on Improving the quality of teaching and learning in Europe’s higher
education institutions, presenting a variety of instruments, tools, and practical examples of
11
12
13

http://ec.europa.eu/education/study-in-europe_en
https://www.facebook.com/StudyInEurope.Welcome/
https://www.studyineuropefairs.eu/
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how different approaches can support better quality teaching and learning. The group
proposed 16 recommendations for HEIs, national authorities and the European
Commission, as it concluded that improving quality in teaching and learning should be a
joint endeavour.

4.2

Member state and HEIs level priorities and developments

Increasing attainment levels to provide the graduates and researchers Europe
needs
The 2011 Communication re-endorsed a number of targets agreed on already earlier. They
are about attainment at secondary and tertiary level. One of those so-called ‘headline
targets’ was a higher education attainment (completion) rate of 40% or more of the
population in the age range of 30 to 34 years, in 2020. A second one, related to school
drop-out, requires lowering the proportion of 18-24 year olds without upper secondary
education (and not in further education and training) to 10% or less by 2020. The
development towards both these targets is encouraging.
In the EU-28, higher education attainment went from 31.1% in 2008 to 39.1% in 2016
and thus came very close to the target for 2020. Women already outperformed the target
in 2016, with 43.9%. Men lag behind women considerably, with an attainment share of
only 34.4%. There are, of course, considerable differences between countries. Five
countries reach over 50%. Lithuania leads the table with 58.7%, followed by Luxembourg
with 54.6%, Cyprus (53.4%), Ireland (52.9%) and Sweden (51%). At the bottom of the
table, with shares of under 30%, are Romania (25.6%), Italy (26.2%), Croatia (29.5%)
and Malta (29.5%). It is important to know that the overall target of 40% is composed of
different national targets. Measured against these, success or otherwise can look different.
Lithuania, the leader at 58.7%, has a national target of 48.7, which it already easily beat in
2016. Ireland, one the other hand, also among the leaders with 52.9%, still has some way
to go to reach its national target of 60% by 2020. The attempt to increase attainment
shares, as witnessed by the 40% target, is complemented by attempts to widen access to
societal groups which have, in the past, been underrepresented in higher education.
The ability of the school system to educate pupils to the level necessary to enter higher
education has a bearing on the pool of those in principle able to enter higher education.
Higher education therefore relies on low drop-out rates in school education. Against this
background, it is good news that trends in the area of completion of upper-secondary
education are encouraging. The share of school drop-outs (not completing upper secondary
education) in the EU-28 has fallen from 14.9% in 2009 to only 10.7% in 2016. 17 of the
EU-28 countries have drop-out shares of under 10%. Croatia has the lowest share at 2.8%,
followed by Lithuania (4.8%) and Slovenia (5.0%). At the other end of the table, the
countries with the highest drop-out proportions are Malta and Spain (both at 19%) and
Romania (18.5%). Again, female students score better than mal ones. While the EU-28wide drop-out rate amongst females was 9.2%, it was 12.2% amongst males.
As indicated above, the Union aims both at increasing participation in higher
education, but also at widening it to societal groups traditionally not likely to enter
higher education and to apply policies and instruments specifically designed to make this
happen. The 2011 Communication lists, for example, the creation of “clear progression
routes” from vocational education and training (and other sectors) into higher education,
the recognition of learning and experience acquired outside the formal education and
training systems, as well as to tap into the reservoir of “non-traditional learners” (including
adults) and groups traditionally under-represented in higher education. The Communication
also demands more financial support for students from modest-income backgrounds and to
(in the first place create and then) link national qualification frameworks with their
European counterpart (EQF).
Data in this direction is scarce. The more or less constant growth in enrolment rates in the
past decade would tempt one to conjecture that the above has not been without impact. On
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the other hand, faith in the measuring (or better perhaps, measurability) of learning
outcomes has also been challenged, for example when the OECD, after conclusion of a
feasibility study, shelved its plans for AHELO (Assessment of Higher Education Learning
Outcomes), due to practicality and structural shortcomings. Official (administrative)
statistics on the frequency of the use of ‘alternative pathways’ into higher education are in
short supply, largely because most Member States do not collect (or publish) them.
Likewise, migrant status is captured in only 13 European systems and data on the ethnicity
of students and staff only in eight. And, as a Eurydice report puts it, even among many of
those countries which have devised alternative entry routes “no official monitoring of the
numbers of students actually entering via the different possible routes” is taking place
(EURYDICE, 2014).
EURYDICE, however, presents data on the share of higher education entrants which
enter through recognition of prior learning or bridging programmes. Only in a few European
countries, mostly in the continent’s north and west, the share of students entering via
these routes stands at or above 10%. Elsewhere, it is mostly far below that. The few data
we avail of do not produce enough evidence for the belief that that the attempts to widen
access of underrepresented groups into higher education have so far resulted in criticalmass entry.
There is however some information about the social composition of the student body
in Europe (EUROSTUDENT 2015, p. 45 – 72). First-generation students, i.e. such where
the father did not attend and complete higher education, are underrepresented in all
countries covered by EUROSTUDENT except Norway. However, there are considerable
differences between countries. First-generation students more often opt for the college
(universities of applied science) sector and for short-cycle education than for the
‘traditional’ university sector. Students with one or more children are the exception rather
than the rule. Their share reaches over 20% in Estonia, Norway and Sweden, while at the
other end of the scale France and Italy only reach 3%. Students with children tend to be
older than their child-less counterparts. Female students are in the majority in all
EUROSTUDENT countries except Germany and Ireland, showing one more time that males
are on the way to become a new problem group. The share of students with a ‘migration
background’ (2nd generation migrants) is below 10% in two thirds of all EUROSTUDENT
countries. EU countries with shares above 15% are Germany, Estonia and Croatia (as well
as, outside the EU, Switzerland, Montenegro, and Ukraine). The four EU countries with as
low a share as 2% of second-generation migrants are Finland, Hungary, Romania and
Poland. Students with health problems which they themselves regard a big obstacle range
from 13% in the Netherlands to 0.5% in Romania. 14
Improving the quality and relevance of higher education
This objective of the 2011 communication lists actions in a number of crucial yet highly
complex and diverse areas: monitoring former students and using graduate employment
data to improve course design, working on the digital agenda and better exploiting the use
of ICTs, improving teaching and supporting the continuous professional development of
higher education staff, recruiting sufficient staff to develop emerging disciplines and
rewarding excellence in teaching.
With regards to graduate tracking, a number of efforts have been financially supported
by the EC in the period 2010 – 2016, in order to monitor the development of graduate
surveys at national and university level, with a view to learning from these practices for
developing a Europe-wide graduate tracking system. Projects like Tracking Learners' and
Graduates' Progression Paths (TRACKIT) (2010 – 2012) and EUROGRADUATE (2013 –

14

Many of these numbers are difficult to interpret. Is a share of second-generation migrant students of all
students at over 15% in Estonia, Germany and Croatia high? One is tempted to think so. More than every
seventh student has a ‘migration background’. But this percentage such nothing about under- or overrepresentation. One would need comparative data on the proportion of all people with a ‘migrant background’
of the relevant age group.
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2016) have been instrumental in developing the core methodology for piloting a European
level graduate survey, for which a call for tenders has just been organised (EAC/38/2016).

As far as the better exploitation of ICTs is concerned, there is first and foremost
evidence of the increasing interest of European universities in e-learning. According to a
survey carried out by EUA already in 2013 – and which asked about the type of e-learning
institutions use, their experiences in this area and their expectations – the vast majority of
institutions offered blended learning and online learning courses (91% and 82%
respectively). Not as frequent, but rising seemingly, were other forms of provision such as
joint inter-institutional collaboration and online degree courses. Last but not least, almost
half of the surveyed institutions said they already had an institution-wide strategy (for elearning) in place, and one fourth were preparing one. The report also showed that
amongst the motivations of HEIs for engaging in e-learning was also the development of
innovative teaching methods and rendering learning more flexible for the university’s own
students.
Other ground-breaking research on the topic of “open education” – OpenEdu project –
coordinated by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) in Seville and published in 2016 explored
the question of “how can higher education institutions engage with open education
strategically and cater at the same time for their own institutional and local needs?”
(Inamorato dos Santos et al., 2016, p.17). The final report shows that although opening up
education is a policy priority at the European level, most higher education institutions in
Europe do not have a strategic plan for opening up their practices. A related survey in five
EU countries also showed that beyond policies, open education was being ‘practiced’ only
by 39.4% of the institutions in the respective countries, either in the form of Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs), Open Educational Resources (OER) or open online courses. This
meant that more than 50% the European HEIs did not practice open education. And
although the benefits of offering open education were recognised by many HEIs, open
education was far from being mainstream in higher education (Inamorato dos Santos et al.,
2016). Potential reasons for these shortcoming are, according to the same authors, the fact
that there is no consensus on the definition of open education – “hence little common
ground on which to build collaboration”, that open education is often seen as synonym to
offering OER and MOOCs, or opening up research data, i.e. rather isolated activities, distant
from the overall institutional strategy, and the fact that although there is usually consensus
on the positive value of open education, there is also lack of clarity on its scope, forms and
associated benefits. The project proposed thus a support framework – the OpenEdu tool –
counting ten dimensions of openness and related descriptors. The framework is nonprescriptive, being useful both to develop insights and inspire vision.
In the area of teaching, teacher training and teacher excellence, the High-Level Group
on the Modernisation of higher education already recognised in its 2013 report that
“teaching matters. Teaching matters as much as research matters. We must put the quality
of teaching and learning centre-stage” (European Commission, 2013d, p. 65). The Trends
2015 report (European University Association, 2015) showed that:


almost 60% of HEIs surveyed for this study reported an increasing recognition of
the importance of teaching;



57% of respondents believed that introducing new ways of teaching is important;



internationalisation and ICTs were seen as instrumental for the development and
enhancement of teaching and learning, and for promoting teaching innovation; and
that



the quality of teaching was supported by the QA processes (also via student
evaluations) and via the academic development units.

Beyond the Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) supported by the Working Group on the
modernisation of higher education (e.g. 2017 – “Teaching new generations”), a Europeanlevel exchange of views and practices is currently facilitated through the EUA Learning &
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Teaching Initiative15. This bottom-up initiative aims to help identify and better engage
with relevant university communities/those in charge of learning and teaching at
institutional level, and dedicated networks and organisations and to provide participants
with opportunities for peer-learning and exchange of good practice. The exchanges happen
via four thematic groups: Building a link between research and teaching missions of the
university; Empowering students for their future professional life and civic engagement;
Addressing larger and more diverse student bodies ensuring student success; and Fostering
engagement in developing learning and teaching. According to the EUA, the mandate of the
groups is to: prepare recommendations for successful learning and teaching across Europe
by taking into account the changing higher education environment, exchange good
practices in various organisational, educational and qualitative aspects of learning and
teaching, and contribute to the enhancement of learning and teaching at European
universities. The association is also working on a feasibility study for a European Forum for
Enhanced Collaboration in Teaching (EFFECT16), exploring how a network of teaching and
learning practitioners could be established in a sustainable manner, as a platform where
initiatives and best practices on teaching enhancement can be further discussed and
disseminated.
Such initiatives are crucial, given that research found that “quality of teaching cannot be
taken for granted” (EURYDICE, 2017b, p. 11) and that in Europe there are very few
system-level programmes for the continuing professional development of academics,
which would enable them to improve their teaching skills and would reward excellence.
Some existing examples are already listed in the staff working paper accompanying the
2017 communication – Ireland, French-speaking Community of Belgium, and Norway – as
is England, which launched in June 2017 the results of its Teaching Excellence Framework
(TEF). While not all these initiatives are uncontested – a number of universities opted not
to participate in TEF for instance, while others have contested the results – they do show a
growing recognition at European and member state level of the importance of teaching and
learning, and of the need to support innovation therein.
In parallel, a growing number of HEIs launch own initiatives to support teacher training
and reward excellence in teaching. Institutional awards for Teaching Excellence are
multiplying, as a simple internet search would show. A look at the criteria used for the
awards shows congruence with the ambitions put forward for future graduates in the 2011
and 2017 communications, e.g. use of methods that help students to develop as
independent, critical thinkers; approaches that stimulate creativity in students; effective
use of technology to enhance learning; a reflective approach to teaching/learning;
innovation in planning and design; evaluation of practice that improves and enhances the
learning experience; research activities that enhance the teaching and learning experiences
of students and colleagues (criteria listed on the website of the Dublin City University for
the President’s Awards for Excellence in Teaching 17).
Strengthening quality through mobility and cross-border co-operation
The ministers of education of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) as well as the
European Union set the aim of reaching, by 2020, the target of a study abroad rate of at
least 20% of all graduates. Included would be both credit and degree mobility, for study or
internships, of a duration of at least three months or the equivalent of 15 ECTS credits. In
order to provide the necessary data, the European Commission recently issued a call for
tenders for the design and testing of a European graduate survey, which would, amongst
other things, collect information on international mobility in the course of study. 18 First
data will not be available before the year 2018. Data from the 2015 edition of
EUROSTUDENT are thus used as a proxy for outbound mobility of EU countries.
EUROSTUDENT identifies study abroad shares by means of a large-scale survey amongst
15
16
17
18

http://www.eua.be/policy-representation/higher-education-policies/eua-learning-teaching-initiative
http://www.eua.be/activities-services/projects/current-projects/higher-education-policy/effect
http://www.dcu.ie/ovpli/teu/lif-schemes/pres-award/teaching-excellence.shtml
https://ec.europa.eu/education/calls/2016-eac-38-pilot-graduate-survey_en
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students in the final phase of their studies, thus slightly undercounting mobility up to
graduation, but it also counts short stays abroad, such as summer schools and language
courses, which the EU benchmark does not include.

EUROSTUDENT 2015 identified study-abroad shares of between 5% and 39% in the
countries participating in the survey. Nine countries, among them three Nordic ones, reach
or outperform the 20% target. Eight countries reach less than 10% (EUROSTUDENT 2015,
p. 191). To the extent that the EUROSTUDENT data are reliable, one can therefore expect
the EHEA and the EU to reach or come close to the 20% target by 2020. Like participation
in higher education in general, participation in mobility is socially selective, but even more
so, as EUROSTUDENT 2015 shows (EUROSTUDENT 2015, p. 192). Students whose parents
have a tertiary degree clearly study abroad more often than those with non-highereducation backgrounds. Differences in study-abroad rates of men and women are less
marked, with women slightly in the lead over men in most countries. Students in the
subject area of humanities and the arts study abroad more often than such in engineering,
manufacturing and construction as well as in education science and teacher training.
The same study also enquired into the most important mobility obstacles. Unsurprisingly,
the perceived additional financial burden was mentioned by 63% of respondents as a
deterrent, followed by separation from partners and friends (seen by 47% of respondents
as a serious problem). Much more rarely viewed as a problem are poor foreign language
skills (29%) as well as fears of non-recognition of credits gained and insufficient
information provision by the home institution (22% each).
The 2011 Communication asks for efforts to increase the proper and consistent use of
recognition tools, such as the ECTS system and the Diploma Supplement. While ECTS (and
also, to some extent, the Diploma Supplement) is very widely used, its interpretation and
practical application can and often does differ a lot. However, we are not aware of any
research on the question whether or not there has been progress in the proper use of the
instruments.
The 2011 Communication explicitly mentions a lack of portability of funding (national
loans and grants) as a potential mobility obstacle. However, research findings somewhat
challenge the assumption that the alleged non-portability of grants and loans is a
quantitatively serious mobility obstacle (Lam & Oste, 2013). In countries where almost
every student is entitled to such loans (and sometimes grants), for example in the Nordic
countries of Europe, they are fully portable. In countries where only few students are
entitled to this form of aid (for example by means-testing), or where such instruments do
not exist, there is no critical mass to be made portable. Slightly exaggerating, one might
say that where many receive aid from these instruments, there is (almost) full portability.
Where little exists, there would not be much to use abroad anyway.
Embedding mobility more systematically than in the past into the curricula, i.e.
creating ‘mobility windows’, has been hailed in the debates of past years as an ideal
approach to quantitatively increase mobility. Indeed, such curricula, which create a ‘beaten
path’ in cooperation with solid partner institutions abroad, reduce many mobility obstacles,
as a recent ACA study (Ferencz et al., 2013) has demonstrated. At the same time, the
effort necessary to create such curricula in the first place is considerable and our
impression (this was not a quantitative study) is that the numbers enrolled are modest. We
therefore see reasons to believe that ‘mobility windows’ are, in terms of quality, absolutely
desirable, but they are not likely to heavily increase mobility volumes. Nonetheless, there
is considerable political support for the concept in some countries. In Hungary, legislation
requires that newly created study programmes must incorporate a ‘mobility window’. The
situation is similar in the Netherlands.
The 2011 Communication also relates to research targets, in the context of the European
Research Area (ERA). Here, we are trying to focus on the headline target of 3% of GDP for
investment into research (as a ‘proxy’ for the target to increase the number of researchers
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in the EU by one million in 2020).19 In contrast to the attainment targets for completion of
school and higher education, progress on the 3% target is disappointing. Standing at
1.84% of GDP in 2008, it slowly but constantly rose in successive years, until it stagnated
at 2.03% form 2015 onwards. Only Sweden (3.26%), Austria (3.07%) and Denmark
(3.03%) outperformed the target in 2015. Finland, which had reached it earlier, fell back
below 3% in 2015. Seven Member States remained below 1%. More than half of the
investment in research and development came from the ‘business enterprise sector’. The
EU-28 lag behind major competitors, such as Japan (3.59%) and the US (2.73%). For the
first time, China overtook the EU-28 in 2015, with 2.05%.
Making the knowledge triangle work: linking higher education, research and
business for excellence and regional development
Beyond the efforts made to optimise the functioning of the EIT and to foster innovation, a
noteworthy initiative at the European level is the development of HEInnovate20 – a tool
jointly developed by the European Commission and the OECD and meant to assist HEIs that
wish to further develop their entrepreneurial and innovative capacities. Started in 2013, the
self-assessment tool has been used, so far, by over 800 HEIs around the world. Its goal is
to reach 1 400 ‘users’ by the end of 2018. The tool covers seven areas of self-assessment:


Leadership and Governance.



Organisational Capacity: Funding, People and Incentives.



Entrepreneurial Teaching and Learning.



Preparing and Supporting Entrepreneurs.



Knowledge Exchange and Collaboration.



The Internationalised Institution.



Measuring Impact.

and allows HEIs to rate themselves against related statements on a scale from ’not
applicable’ (n/a) to 5 (highest score), according to how much they agree or disagree with
the statement. The tool is available in all official languages of EU-28.
In addition to the institutional self-assessments, and based on the HEInnovate
methodology, the OECD is performing system-level reviews. So far, country reviews were
done in Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, the Netherlands and Ireland, with five additional
reviews being planned by the end of 2018. Each country review puts forward
recommendations for boosting innovation, and provides some “international learning
models” – i.e. examples of countries, institutions and projects that can serve as inspiration
for the reviewed system
Improving governance and funding
In the area of governance and funding, the 2011 communication calls for increased
investment into higher education (above the average of 1.3% of GDP), for diversified (use
public funds to leverage private investment) and targeted funding, performance-based
funding, for more flexible funding systems, balancing autonomy and accountability and for
encouraging institutions to modernise their human resource.
While the topic of university autonomy is a core matter and remains high on the policy
agenda at EU level, recent reports (European University Association, 2017) show that there
is no general trend towards increased university autonomy in Europe. The research – in the
form of an Autonomy Scorecard – reveals in contrast the complexity of autonomy
developments in the European context, deeply rooted in the characteristics and structure of
19

20

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=0&language=en&pcode=t2020_20&table
Selection=1
https://heinnovate.eu/en
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each higher education system and linked to other contextual aspects such as the
availability of resources. All in all, it is clear that there is no single model of autonomy in
Europe, and that while several systems register high scores in at least three dimensions of
autonomy (organisational, financial, staffing and academic) – e.g. Finland, Luxembourg,
Estonia or the UK (England), there are also countries that registered declining levels of
autonomy.
Developments in the area of financing are less encouraging, according to the EUA’s Public
Funding Observatory (European University Association, 2016b), as although considerable
time has elapsed since the global financial crisis, HEIs are still feeling its negative effects.
The observatory also points to the fact that evaluating the funding situation of HEIs has
become increasingly complex and requires weighting various factors, e.g. inflation, student
enrolment, economic development and the state of infrastructure. All in all, the main trends
in the period 2008 – 2015 are as follows (European University Association, 2016b):


public funding to universities increased in 11 systems in Europe, but in seven of
them the student numbers grew faster than public funding, which makes it difficult
for universities in such systems to cater to the expanding student body.



public funding to universities declined in 13 systems in Europe in the same time
frame. On top of the cuts, seven systems experienced an increase in student
numbers over the same period of time. In six systems the decline in funding was
faster than the decline in the student body.



the funding trajectories significantly vary across the higher education systems both
in the short and long run and fluctuate within the systems from one year to another
and discrepancies between the systems continue to grow.



among the areas especially hit by the funding cuts are teaching and
capital/infrastructure investment, with an impact on staff in the majority of the
systems, resulting in layoffs, lower replacement rates and reduced benefits.



funding for research is impacted to a lesser extent but the EU target of 3% GDP
invested in R&D is being missed.



in 2016, six countries either introduced or expressed their intention to launch new
measures to further differentiate between local or EU/EEA students and non-EU
students in terms of tuition fees.



evolving performance-based funding frameworks push universities to acquire more
competitive funding.



in many systems universities are called to increase efficiency and deliver more for
the resources they receive.



many national funders that have cut funding expect their universities to compensate
the loss through European funding, which itself is under threat.



European funding is becoming increasingly inefficient due to low success rates,
which translates into high costs for the national systems.
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4

FITNESS
FOR
COMMUNICATION

PURPOSE

OF

THE

2017

KEY FINDINGS
 The 2017 communication builds on work carried out in the period 2011 – 2017,
through a number of mutually-supportive policy measures, and by action at Member
State, HEIs and EC level. It is informed by developments occurring since the 2011
communication, relying on a growing body of data, peer learning activities at Members
State and HEIs level, and good practice examples.
 The evolution of the policy discourse and target setting in the 2011 and the 2017
communications shows a number of traits:
 Better integration, yet growing complexities
 Less normativeness, but some evidence gaps
 Growing expectations towards HEIs, yet less investment and commitment
 More data, but still some way to go
 Skills & employability – still a core priority
 Focus on STE(A)M rather than multi-disciplinarity
 More support for teaching and teaching excellence, but not a given and not unchallenged
 Internationalisation – seen as a fait accompli?
In essence, both the 2011 and the 2017 communications address the same array of topics,
i.e. aspects at the core of (European) higher education and higher education policy-making.
They range from the three central missions of the university – teaching, research and
outreach to communities – to access, completion, ‘the student’, governance, funding,
quality (in its many understandings, including quality assurance), links with the labour
market/industry, with the regions and other regional level actors, innovation and impact.
There is, as such, a significant degree of continuity between the two policy documents in
the main topics and core areas addressed.
On the one hand, this can be regarded as a positive trait. The interlinked areas addressed
in both communications have a high degree of complexity and reaching related targets
require not only concerted efforts, but also a longer timeline to allow for change, let alone
measure impact. These are also areas in which higher education is generally expected to
continuously evolve and to constantly adapt in line with changing societal realities and
needs. As such, these are all ‘moving targets’, and continously addressing them can be
perceived as a need, if not a must.
On the other hand, the high degree of continuity between the two policy documents could
also be interpreted as a conservative approach, with fewer innovations when it comes to
conceptualising the role of HEIs in society, especially as strategy documents are usually
meant to provide a vision and inspire breakthroughs. Innovative practices at HEIs are
quoted in both communications and especially in the staff working documents, but typically
as isolated cases that need to be mainstreamed, although there is little information on how
widespread these pracices may or may not be at institutional level. Admitedly, mapping
such practices would be a very cumbersome task.
The 2017 communication A renewed EU agenda for higher education was prepared as a
continuation of the 2011 agenda, but also building on:


Data collection efforts, growing in both size and scope, in key areas of the
modernisation of higher education agenda, and thus an increasing body of policy
evidence.
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Continuous work of the ET2020 Working Group on the Modernisation of higher
education (in its three consecutive mandates) in promoting peer learning at member
state and HEIs level along the set priorities of the 2011 communication.



A public consultation of the higher education sector on the future of the
modernisation agenda in higher education (European Commission, 2016b).



And a detailed accompanying staff working paper providing the evidence that
justified the policy objectives articulated in the 2017 communication (European
Commission, 2017a).

The comparisons made below address the integration and normativeness of priorities and
look for similarities and differences in the approaches in the core areas of the two
communications, based on developments already presented in the previous section.
Better integration, yet growing complexities
More streamlining inevitably brings with it more complexity and, to some extent,
less clarity. The 2017 communication has a more integrated approach compared to the
2011 one, putting forward ‘only’ 4 priorities, a marked reduction compared to the 11 areas
of action proposed in the 2011 communication. Better integration is achieved in the 2017
communication also by setting the 4 priorities for joint actions by MS, HEIs and the EC,
rather than separately. It thus makes it clearer that these joint challenges and require joint
action, that they are not the responsibility of one type of actor alone. At the same time, the
4 new priority areas are broader in scope, more diverse in required action, and closely
interconnected, as well as partly overlapping, particularly when it comes to the means that
contribute to their realisation – e.g. enhancing the quality of teaching in one form or
another is mentioned under all four priority areas as a crucial element, with different
emphases. It could be argued though, at least in part, that while the 2011 communication
had lower integration between priorities, activities and actors, it did nevertheless set
somewhat clearer objectives, given their narrower scope.
Less normativeness, but some evidence gaps
The ‘tone’ of the two communications is also somewhat different. The 2017
communication is less normative compared to the 2011 communication – it spells out in a
softer tone the actions to be taken at MS and HEIs level. Instead of giving clear ‘directions’
across the board, and listing actions to be taken by MS and HEIs, the 2017 policy records
progress made and presents good practice examples, especially in areas deemed important
for further action. Rather than naming and potentially shaming underperformance, the
strategy shows a ‘leading by example’ approach. As such, it leaves room for further
flexibility of approaches at MS and HEIs level. At the same time, the quoted good practice
examples are usually seen as isolated cased, although it cannot be said with certainty how
widespread the respective practices truly are, as related data is scarce or fully lacking.
Growing expectations towards HEIs, yet less investment and commitment
As pointed out earlier in the analysis, when the various EU policy documents of recent
years with a bearing on higher education are taken together, including the 2011 and the
2017 communications, HEIs are asked to develop more than a dozen separate strategies,
e.g. a strategy for teaching and learning, a strategy for internationalisation, a strategy for
research and innovation, a strategy for cooperation with the industry, a strategy for Smart
Specialisation, a strategy for addressing skills mismatches, a strategy for regional
engagement, a strategy for e-learning, a strategy for open education, etc. Without
questioning the importance of strategic planning and approaches, it is clear that closer
integration of these strategic ambitions is absolutely needed.
The EU policy documents also depict growing expectations vis-à-vis European HEIs,
which are increasignly asked to do more with less. The 2017 communication primarily
responds to the question of how HEIs can contribute to tackling wide societal challenges,
beyond high rates of unemployment. Research presented in the previous section shows
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that the EU is still far from reaching the 3% of GDP investment target in research and
development, that public funding of higher education has been decreasing in the majority
of Member States and that cuts primarily affect core areas of the two communications –
teaching and staff development. HEIs are increasingly asked to diversify their funding
models, while public financial commitments to support universities are decreasing. In
parallel, more and more ambitious targets are being set, for HEIs to become better
innovators, more collaborative with businesses and regional actors, more inclusive and
more international. Nevertheless, the funding gap endangers all these objectives.
More data, but still some way to go
As a number of data collection initiatives listed in the 2011 communication have been
established already (e.g. ETER, U-Multirank, the Mobility Scoreboard), the 2017 builds on
these achievements and puts the emphasis (except for the graduate tracking survey) on
centralising data via a Knowledge Hub on higher education. Bringing together
previously scattered data is in itself a good initiative. But, as all the existing data collections
are already complex, the manner in which the hub will be designed would have to be
carefully considered. The hub will have to ensure that it will be easier, rather than more
difficult, for potential users to extract the information they need.
In addition to this centralisation effort, it is clear that further data development is needed,
particularly with a view to assessing impact of initiatives.
Skills & employability – still a core priority
The need to address skills mismatches and remaining gaps are well documented in the staff
working document accompanying the 2017 communication. The topic of skills needs was
alredy exhaustively addressed in the very recent – 2016 – designated communication on A
new skills agenda for Europe. Working together to strengthen human capital, employability
& competitiveness (European Commission, 2016c). The fact that the 2017 communication
lists “tackling skills mismatches & promoting excellence in skills development” as its first
objective is, on the one hand, a sign of closer integrating between policy documents
spanning from different Directorates General of the European Commission – DG
Employment and DG EAC in this case. On the other hand, the primacy of the skills objective
(while less prominent than in the 2011 communication) overshadows the other objectives
and roles of universities in tackling wider societal challenges. HEIs would certainly argue
that while contributing to lowering skills mismatches is within their range of activities, it is
not their primary mission.
Focus on STE(A)M rather than multi-disciplinarity
While the 2011 communication already listed the STEM fields as a priority one for action,
the 2017 communication takes some further steps by emphasising much more explicitly the
the need to support STE(A)M coalition. In this conceptualisation though, the “A”, standing
for arts, humanities and social sciences is introduced rather as an ‘add-on’ to the other
fields, whereas there is growing evidence that tackling wide societal sciences necessitates a
much wider, multi-disciplinary approach. Stressing multi-disciplinarity, rather than singling
out STE(A)M, could have made the 2017 communication a more balanced policy document.
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More support for teaching and teaching excellence – not a given and not unchallenged
After a long period of almost equating excellence in higher education with research
productivity, a refocus on teaching and the acknowledgement of the new conceptualisation
of excellence at policy level in higher education is certainly welcome. This paradigm shift is
much clearer in the 2017 communication than it was in the 2011 one. However, a
preoccupation for better teaching is not new for HEIs, certainly not across the board.
However, as shown above, there are worrying developments that seriously undermine the
achievent of teaching-related objectives. Cuts in public funding of higher education across
EU member states is the first threat, and should be addressed at Member State level. In
parallel, the focus on developing innovative teaching, on teaching excellence and rewarding
good teaching should not be turned into a blind race. Cases of national level Teaching
Excellence initiatives and frameworks should be carefully examined, as they are not always
problem-free – they are often contested by important parts of the higher education sector.
So far, and building on good practice examples, there is more need for exchanges and
peer-learning in this area, and not yet for normative approaches.
Internationalisation – seen as a fait accompli?
The 2011 communication had furthering internationalisation of higher education –
understood more widely as cooperation in cross-border activities between EU member
states as well as with partners around the world – as a core activity for reaching the aims
put forward for the European higher education sector. However, elements of international
higher education are very rarely mentioned in the 2017 communication. This raises
questions on the role that internationalisation is seen to play, if any, in reaching the most
recently-set policy objectives.
One of the reasons for this lack of presence in the 2017 communication could be that
internationalisation has been addressed in a specific communication in 2013. But so has the
skills agenda, and yet skills mismatches feature still very visibly in the 2017
communication.
Another reason could be that internationalisation might be seen as largely done. It can be
argued, in general, that HEIs in Europe are more international nowadays than they were six
years ago. There is growing data on international dimensions of higher education – mobility
and its impact on the mobile individuals, the Mobility Scoreboard, foreign-langauge taught
programmes, curricular internationalisation, funding of international activities, etc. At the
same time, with growing populism and nationalism in a number of Member States, the
value of internationalisation and of multi-culturality is being seriously questioned, and steps
back, rather than forward in terms of openness of the higher education systems can
already be observed. This speaks for very directly integrating internationalisation towards
reaching the objectives of the 2017 communication.
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5

RECOMMENDATIONS
KEY FINDINGS

 It is recommended that the CULT committee focuses its follow-up work to the 2017
communication in 5 areas – supporting dialogue on teaching enhancement, the funding
challenge, mainstreaming internationalisation in the four priority areas, supporting a
wider disciplinary focus and working to ensure that HEIs, industry and the reginal actors
are on board.
As it was already concluded in previous sections, there is a great degree of continuity, in
essence, between the 2011 and the 2017 communication, and that for understandable
reasons. As the overlap is generally in the core areas of higher education and higher
education policy-making, the question is not whether the 2017 communication addresses
the right areas, but rather whether the right emphasis is put on the different priorities and
of how the objectives can be enhanced and better reached. Especially with a view to
actions that other EU institutions and particularly the CULT Committee, which has
commissioned this analysis, can take to enhance the policy agenda as set by the European
Commission.
As such, and in light of analysis made in the previous sections, there are a number of areas
in which the CULT Committee could further support higher education developments by
going beyond the ambitions already articulated in the 2017 EC communication.
Recommendation 1 – Further support the centrality of teaching and contribute to
further enhance excellence
Actions in the area of teaching in higher education – either in the form of teaching
innovation to nurture graduates with the ‘right set of skills’, support for the teaching
profession (continuous professional development, employment and financial conditions), or
promotion and recognition of excellence in teaching – are mentioned under each of the four
priority areas of the communication. Further support of dialogue and dissemination of good
practice in all these areas of teaching is crucial for the success of the agenda. The CULT
Committee could thus make teaching in higher education a focus areas for its upcoming
activities and take support actions, e.g. supporting and engaging with communities of
practice and peer learning on teaching and learning, work to earmark further support in the
future generation of EU programmes in education and training for developing and
rewarding teaching excellence and supporting curricular innovation and commission further
research in related areas, both to advance knowledge and promote good practice.
Recommendation 2 – Working to narrow the funding gap
Without appropriate funding levels, HEIs cannot be expected to become the drivers of
innovation in Europe. The EU policy documents clearly show growing expectations vis-à-vis
European HEIs, which are increasignly asked to do more with less. More and more
ambitious targets are being set, for HEIs to become better innovators, more collaborative
with businesses and regional actors, more inclusive and more international. At the same
time, decreasing levels of funding in many EU higher education systems endanger the
capacity of institutions to innovate and cater for the social dimension of higher education,
let alone to work towards excellence in teaching. In its activities, the CULT committee could
work to further support funding diversification, while underlining the fundamental role that
sustained levels of public funding have for the sustainability of the sector, and the fact that
the capacity for diversification varies across different systems. The committee could also, in
particular, support the expansion of the body of knowledge and exchange of experiences on
performance-based funding, as existing studies already caution against potentially
unrealistic expectations towards this funding model.
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Recommendation 3 – Showing that internationalisation is a tool for systematically
contributing to the communication’s objectives
Although the HEIs acknowledge the importance of internationalisation for the institutional
development and the enhancement of teaching, research and community engagement, the
2017 communication mentions only in passing how international cooperation can contribute
to reaching its four objectives. Admittedly, the Union has a separate strategy for the
internationalisation of higher education since 2013. However, as the communication
responds to and aims to tackle wider and urgent societal challenges, in which HEIs have a
key role to play, there is scope to further align the two strategies and further elaborate on
the role that internationalisation does play in the renewed agenda for higher education. The
CULT Committee could further build on the multiple European examples of good practice in
internationalisation to further enhance the communication in this direction. It could also
encourage reflections and further exchanges of good practice on how, e.g. teaching
innovation through international cooperation, curricular internationalisation, staff training
and recognition of international engagement, could be further mainstreamed in European
higher education.
Recommendation 4 – Support multidisciplinarity and diversity, instead of the
STE(A)M prioritisation
The priority given in the 2017 communication to the STE(A)M disciplines has already been
questioned by stakeholder organisations as not adequate for capturing the specific
contributions of arts, humanities, and social sciences. The CULT Committee could thus
campaign for more multidisciplinarity, and support greater recognition of the value of a
diverse disciplinary and interdisciplinary landscape, in which small as well as rare disciplines
are safeguarded. This diversity is a necessary precondition for preparing graduates to make
a wide contribution to society, and for solving immense societal challenges.
Recommendation 5 – Make the agenda better known at HEIs level, by industry
and regional actors
Surveys also show that in recent years, national level policy-making has been more of a
driver of change at HEIs level, with Europe-wide policy initiatives seen as more difficult to
define and transfer than in the past (European University Association, 2015). The CULT
Committee could thus, in addition to the peer-learning activities already supported through
the ET2020 working group on the modernisation of higher education, focus on and step-up
promotion activities, to further enhance the diffusion of the renewed agenda to the Member
States and HEIs level. At the same time, there is scope for much better awareness raising
within the labour market and at regional level on the necessity of working together with the
higher education sector to solve societal challenges. While the higher education sector is
aware of the importance of strategically and systematically cooperating with the industry
and regional actors, ‘it takes two to tango’, and default propensity of the latter to work
together with HEIs should not be taken for granted. Measures should also be taken to
further facilitate this cooperation, by, for example, reducing bureaucratic barriers and
allowing for more flexibility in order to foster innovation.
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ANNEX 1 – SUMMARIES OF THE 2011 AND THE 2017 COMMUNICATIONS
Table 2: Summary of the 2011 Communication
N°

Priority areas for reform

Considerations & actions for MS & HEIs

Increasing attainment levels
to provide the graduates and
researchers Europe needs

Considerations

By 2020 have 40% attainment rate of HE.

Attract a broader cross-section of society into HE (incl. disadvantaged & vulnerable groups) & deploy adequate
resources.

Design policies to improve earlier educational outcomes & reduce school drop-out.

Have more researchers & an estimated one million new research jobs.
Actions

Develop clear progression routes from VET & other fields into HE.

Link NQFs to the EQF, based on learning outcomes & through clear procedures for recognition.

Recognise learning & experience outside formal education & training.

Reach out to school students from underrepresented groups & to non-traditional learners (incl. adults).

Financial support to reach potential students from lower income backgrounds.

National strategies to train & re-train enough researchers in line with the Union’s R&D targets.

2.

Improving the quality and
relevance of higher
education

Considerations

Employers & industry to contribute to the design & delivery of study programmes, integrating practical
experience in curricula – foster employability & entrepreneurship.

Monitor former students.

Work on the EU Digital Agenda, using the transformational benefits of ICTs to improve learning experiences.

Researcher training – Linking funding to the implementation of the EU Principles on Innovative Doctoral Training.

Improve the competence & motivation of teachers & researchers (better working conditions & reward of teaching
& research excellence, to attract & retain high quality academic staff).
Actions

Use of skills & growth projections & graduate employment data in course design, delivery & evaluation, adapting
quality assurance & funding mechanisms.

Encourage a greater variety of study modes & adapt funding mechanisms where necessary.

Better exploit the potential of ICTs.

Develop active labour market policies to promote graduate employment & enhance career guidance.

HEIs to invest in continuous professional development for their staff, recruit sufficient staff to develop emerging
disciplines & reward excellence in teaching.

Link funding for doctoral programmes to the Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training.

3.

Strengthening quality
through mobility and crossborder co-operation

Considerations

Double the proportion of students completing a study or training period abroad to 20% by 2020.

Reinforce the European Research Area (ERA).

1.
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N°

Priority areas for reform

Considerations & actions for MS & HEIs

Remaining challenges: recognition, portability of funding, quality assurance (more participation in EQAR).
Actions

Encourage HEIs to build learning mobility more systematically into curricula & remove mobility barriers.

More efficient recognition through effective quality assurance, comparable & consistent use of ECTS & the
Diploma Supplement, & by linking qualifications to the EQF.

Improve access & employment for students, researchers & teachers by fully implementing the Directives on
students & researchers & the EU Visa Code (facilitate Schengen visas for short study & research stays).

4.

5.

Making the knowledge
triangle work: linking higher
education, research and
business for excellence and
regional development

Considerations

Develop close, effective links between education, research & business & design public policies to support
partnerships between the three.
Actions

Support entrepreneurial, creative & innovation skills in all disciplines & in all three cycles, & promote innovation
in higher education.

Strengthen the knowledge-transfer infrastructure of HEIs & enhance involvement in start-ups & spin-offs.

Encourage partnerships with business as a core activity of HEIs.

Support systematic involvement of HEIs in developing integrated local & regional development plans, create
regional hubs of excellence & specialisation.

Improving governance and
funding

Considerations

Total investment in HE in Europe is too low: 1.3% of GDP on average, vs. 2.7 % (US) & 1.5 % (Japan).

Diversify funding sources.

Have more flexible governance & funding systems balancing more autonomy for HEIs with accountability.
Actions

Support better identification of the real costs of HE & research, through performance-based funding.

Target funding mechanisms to encourage HEIs to focus on individual strengths, & develop incentives to support
a diversity of strategic choices & to develop centres of excellence.

Facilitate access to alternative sources of funding, use public funds to leverage private & other public
investment.

Support the development of strategic & professional HE leaders, & ensure that HEIs have the autonomy to set
strategic direction.

Encourage institutions to modernise their human resource management & obtain the HR Excellence in Research
logo & to implement the recommendations of the Helsinki Group on Women in Science.
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N°

1.

2.

3.

Priority areas for reform

Supporting reform through
policy evidence, analysis
and transparency

Promoting mobility

Putting higher education at
the centre of innovation, job
creation & employability

Considerations & actions for the EC
Considerations

Wider range of analysis & information, covering all aspects of performance is needed.

Need for better labour market intelligence on current & future skills requirements to identify growth
employment areas & allow for a better match between education & labour market needs.
Actions

Launch the EU Skills Panorama.

Launch U-Multirank, with first results in 2013. The tool will move beyond research & performance indicators,
&to allow users to create individualised multidimensional rankings.

Together with Eurostat, work to improve data on learning mobility & employment outcomes, & work towards a
European Tertiary Education Register (ETER).

Provide specific guidance & recommendations on raising basic & transversal skills & overcoming skill
mismatches.

In cooperation with MS & stakeholders, analyse the impact of different funding approaches on the
diversification, efficiency & equity of higher education systems, as well as student mobility.
Considerations

Strengthen the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).
Actions

Launch a Mobility Scoreboard, to assess progress in removing mobility obstacles.

Improve recognition of studies abroad, by strengthening the European Credit Transfer & Accumulation System
(ECTS).

Propose an Erasmus Masters Degree Mobility Scheme (through a European-level student loan guarantee
facility), operational from 2014 to promote full degree mobility at Masters’ level.

Within EHEA, contribute to strengthening synergies between the EU & intergovernmental processes.

Support the analysis of the potential of student mobility flows, to take into account the judgements of the
European Court of Justice & of QA standards to support the quality of franchise education.

Promote the European Framework for Research Careers to foster cross-border researcher mobility, to identify
job offers & employers to find suitable candidates, profiling research posts according to four levels of
competence.
Actions

Adopt by the end of 2011 a Strategic Innovation Agenda designing the future of the EIT, its priorities, &
proposal for new KICs to be launched.

Build on the pilot project to strengthen the link between HEIs & business via knowledge alliances.

Strengthen within the Marie Curie actions a European Industrial PhD, to support applied research.

Propose a quality framework for traineeships. Aim to create a single & centralised platform for traineeship
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N°

Priority areas for reform

Considerations & actions for the EC
offers in Europe.

4.

5.

6.

Supporting the
internationalisation of
European higher education

Considerations

Explore the possibility to design a specific strategy for the internationalisation of HE.
Actions

Promote the EU as a study & research destination for top talent from around the world & support
internationalisation strategies by Europe’s HEIs.

Develop HE relations with non-EU partners, aiming to strengthen national HES, policy dialogue, mobility &
recognition, including via the Enlargement strategy, the European Neighbourhood Policy, the Global Approach
to Migration, & the Bologna Policy Forum.

Use mobility partnerships to enhance & facilitate exchanges of students & researchers.

Consider proposing amendments to the students & researchers Directives to increase the attractiveness of the
EU, & examine whether the processes & the accompanying rights should be facilitated &/or strengthened.

Strengthen the tracking of non-EU doctoral students as a percentage of all doctoral students, as indicated in
the Performance Scorecard for Research & Innovation to measure the attractiveness of EU research & doctoral
training.

Strengthening the long-term
impact & complementarity
of EU funding

Considerations & actions

Have a single programme for education training & youth (referenced as Education Europe in the
communication, later launched as Erasmus+).

Horizon 2020: the framework programme for research & innovation.

Cohesion policy instruments.

Next steps towards smart,
sustainable & inclusive
European higher education

Considerations

Continue to engage with the stakeholders.
Actions

Establish in 2012 a high-level group with a rolling mandate to analyse key topics for the modernisation of
higher education, starting with the promotion of excellence in teaching & reporting in 2013.

Source: European Commission (2011)
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Table 3: Summary of the 2017 Communication
N°

1.

2.

Priority area

Actions at MS, HEIs & EC level

Tackling skills
mismatches &
promoting
excellence in skills
development (to
address the perceived
mismatch between the
skills Europe needs &
the skills it has)

MS and HEIs actions

Prepare students for jobs where shortages exist or are emerging

Support graduates in science, technology, engineering, (arts) and maths (STE(A)M) fields, medical professions and
teaching, fields where there is unmet demand.

Support well-designed higher education programmes and curricula, centred on students’ learning needs, for effective
skills development.

Foster options for continuous professional development, help higher education respond better to people's needs.

Develop open, online and blended learning to increase flexibility and teacher-student interaction (OER and learning
analytics).

Allow students to acquire skills and experiences through activities based on real-world problems, include work-based
learning and offer international mobility.

Cooperate with employers.

Support the training of good teachers – ensure teachers’ continuous professional development.
EC actions
1. Launch a European initiative to track graduates to improve knowledge on how they progress in their careers or further
education.
2. Launch an up-scaled EU STE(A)M coalition (http://www.stemcoalition.eu/).
3. Encourage the integration of work placements, recognised via ECTS – strengthen Erasmus+ business consortia (more
placements) & support Erasmus+ work placements (digital skills focus).
4. Develop and roll out a digital readiness model, implement digital learning strategies, guidance on open education
initiatives.
5. Enhance teacher training through Erasmus+ support, pedagogical training, curriculum design.

Building inclusive &
connected higher
education systems
(to address the
perceived persistent &
growing social
divisions)

MS and HEIs actions

HE should be inclusive, open to talent from all backgrounds, civic-minded learning communities connected to their
communities.

Student body should reflect society.

Support systematic cooperation between HEIs, schools & VET providers to prepare and guide students based on their
talents, not background.

Provide flexible pathways between the different types of education & training.

Enabling students from different backgrounds to succeed.

Establish flexible study options, for adult learners.

Support de development of civic & social competencies.

Create ‘civic universities’ by integrating local, regional & societal issues into curricula, involving the local community in
teaching & research projects, providing adult learning & communicating and building links with local communities.

Outreach beyond the academic community – career development.
EC Actions
6. Support via Erasmus+ HEIs developing and implementing integrated institutional strategies for inclusion, gender
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equality & study success.
7. Promote development & testing of flexible & modular course design (Erasmus+ strategic partnerships).
8. Support HEIs in awarding ECTS points to students for voluntary and community activities.
9. Support recognition of qualifications held by refugees to facilitate their access to HE.

3.

4.

Ensuring higher
education
institutions
contribute to
innovation (to
address the perceived
innovation gap)

Supporting effective
& efficient higher
education systems
(to address the
perception that
different components
of higher education
systems do not always
work together
seamlessly)

MS and HEIs actions

Support HEIs developing new solutions to economic, social & environmental problems (like many are doing already).

Further support high quality post-graduate studies & doctoral training & careers of PhD graduates outside academia.
Greater focus during training on the application of knowledge & contact with potential employers.

Have more focus on the application of knowledge and interaction with future employers.

HEIs to align their educational offer with the smart specialisation strategies.

HEIs to become ‘entrepreneurial actors' (e.g. the HEInnovate tool helps in making innovation and entrepreneurship a
core part of overall institutional strategy).

Strengthen centres of research excellence in more parts of Europe and encourage the translation of scientific advances
into marketable innovations.
EC Actions
10. Expand the European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) regional innovation scheme (EIT-RIS) model and the
EIT label – strengthen development of entrepreneurship and innovation skills.
11. Further development and testing of teaching methods for creativity and innovation in higher education (good examples
given in the Staff Working Paper, p. 34).
12. Further roll out Higher Education Smart Specialisation (HESS) – support HEIs in strategies for smart specialisation.
13. Develop opportunities in the Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions to close the research & innovation divide between MS &
regions & help address brain drain from less developed regions.
14. Further support university-business cooperation, the biannual University Business Forum & promote the establishment
of regional & national university-business fora across the EU.
MS




and HEIs actions
MS to set incentives, objectives & quality standards for the higher education system as a whole.
Work on identifying best ways to target & balance investment – public & private.
Work to increase the prestige & rewards associated with good teaching, some have introduced new forms of teaching
fellowship & frameworks for teaching excellence.

Support good institutional leadership & effective internal cooperation & resource management, especially with a view to
managing an increasing number of tasks, measuring & demonstrating performance.
EC Actions
15. Launch a review of funding, incentive & reward structures for HES, in cooperation with the OECD & build on the
programme of peer counselling for EU MS.
16. Researchers to be encouraged to perform teaching tasks, &/or be trained to do so, as an integral part of the Marie
Skłodowska-Curie actions.
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Overarching EC actions
17. Create a Knowledge Hub on HE, incorporating the European Tertiary Education Register (ETER), U-Multirank and the proposed pilot phase of the
graduate tracking study, to enhance data quality, comparability, data collection & indicators & draw lessons from implementation of EU HE data
tools to date.
18. Strengthen the work of the Eurydice network & the Commission’s cooperation with the OECD.
19. Simplify student mobility by building on existing Erasmus+ projects for the electronic exchange of student data & explore the feasibility of
establishing electronic student identification systems to allow cross-border access to student services & data.
20. Talk to stakeholders & Member States as part of the mid-term review.
Source: European Commission (2017)
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