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1.1 The EQUNET report in context 

The EQUNET project was conceived as an independent research and networking initiative, with an aim to increase 

access to Higher Education for all marginalised and non-traditional groups based on a principle of equity. With the 

help of European Commission funding under the Lifelong Learning Programme, the project has brought together a 

consortium of renowned research organisations and stakeholder representatives to work on the project, ensuring a 

sound methodological base for the research presented here, and a wide audience to which to distribute the recom-

mendations. 

As originally conceived, the network has committed to research barriers arising as a result of: 

¶ Educational background (issues revolving around recognition of non-formal and informal education, or non-

traditional types of formal learning such as access for young persons who have been schooled at home, and 

distance learners) 

¶ Socioeconomic conditions (issues revolving around access for people in employment, with family commit-

ments, coming from divergent income groups, by level of dependency upon parents, etc.) 

¶ Structural problems in Higher Education (dealing with issues such as curricula, governance structures, admis-

sions standards, funding policies, etc.). 

The project initially set out to analyse the degree and nature of these barriers for individuals from five target groups, 

namely 

¶ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όƛΦŜΦ му-22 year olds) 

¶ Migrants 

¶ Continuing learners (professionals building upon a degree) 

¶ Adult learners (without a degree or changing profession) 

¶ Post-Professionals, i.e. those at the end of the lifelong learning curve 

In terms of its networking activities, the EQUNET consortium believes that in order to have an impact on equity in 

Higher Education, as on any complex and multifaceted societal theme, it is fundamental to involve all possible cate-

gories of stakeholders and to mobilize all the existing advocacy and decision making energies and dynamics that lay 

around the theme. Given the specificity of the theme addressed, EQUNET neither intends ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ άƴŜǿέ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ 

ƴƻǊ ŀ άƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎέΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ Ƙǳō ǿƘŜǊŜ institutions and individuals working on 

Higher Education and peers working on equity-assurance can meet, exchange knowledge, and shape a more equita-

ble future for European universities. 

In line with this reasoning, EQUNET is aiming at building an evidence-based advocacy network aiming at raising 

awareness on the issue of equity in Higher Education. The network deals with: 

¶ policy advocacy, by contributing to shaping EU and if possible national policies in its field. Its main concern is 

to shape agendas by influencing legislation and guaranteeing the representation of interests at the European 

level (and at a national or regional level); 

¶ dissemination and cross fertilisation, by promoting the EQUNET research findings and by fostering the ex-

change of best HE equity practices among relevant stakeholders and communities. As a European dissemina-

tion network it acts as a platform for mainstreaming and benchmarking of good practices at the Member 

states level; 
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¶ resources documentation, by supporting the creation of an open archive for equity-related documents and 

resources. 

This report is being produced at the end of the first year of a three year project, and was intended to give a broad 

overview of the information currently available on equity in Higher Education in Europe. As such, we have collected 

the main secondary sources for such issues, and presented their data throughout the report. By undergoing this pro-

cess, we have not only given readers a summative snapshot of equity issues in Europe today, but also gained a first-

hand understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the data collection methodologies currently in use, and, 

particularly, of the limitations of the currently available information on the topic. 

The next two reports (to be published consecutively in Autumn 2011 and 2012) will focus more directly on specific 

issues within the field, including: 

¶ Trends in thinking from the side of the policymakers 

¶ Best practices in improving equity in the various countries 

¶ Theoretical foundations for future equity policies 

¶ Ways to measure progress and impact of policies on equity 

As such, this report should be viewed as the first instalment of a three-part work, which, in its entirety, will provide a 

comprehensive view of the topic. It is also supported by a number of web-based tools, most notably the EQUNET 

repository, available online at http://repository.equnet.info, which is a collection of research materials on the topic, 

including all materials referenced for this report (where free distribution was legally permissible) as well as any and 

all other materials we feel may be useful for academics and policymakers. 

1.2 A quick primer to European policies on equity in Higher Education 

Over the past decade, equity has found a place in both policy initiatives from the European Commission as well as 

those promulgated through the Bologna Process. 

²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀ tǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tǊŀƎǳŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ όнллмύ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ 

raised by students, ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ .ŜǊƭƛƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ όнллоύΣ 

ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

objective of improving the social characteristics of the European Higher Education Area, aiming at strengthening 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƭŜǾŜƭΦΩ Lƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ 

/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ όнллтύΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ΨǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦΩ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ ŀƭǎƻ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊŜǎǘ ƛŘŜŀ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ and completing 

IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨƳŀȄƛƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ 

ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŜǳǾŜƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ όнллфύ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 

given ΨǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ (Westerheiden et al., 2010). 

All member states were to provide a report on progress towards an action plan on the social dimension as part of 

the 2009 stocktaking of the Bologna Process. Nearly all EU states did do so, however with wide differences in terms 

of practicality, applicability, and specificity.  

In terms of policy initiatives from the European Commission, equity was first given a role in 2006 when the European 

Council invited member states to ensure equitable education and training systems that are aimed at providing op-

portunities, access, treatment and outcomes that are independent of socioeconomic background and other factors 

http://repository.equnet.info/
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which may lead to educational disadvantage. After a 

vast number of references to equity in EU policy doc-

uments (see box), 2009 and 2010 saw two important 

policy developments. 

In May 2009, the council of the European Union ap-

proved a new strategic framework for European co-

operation in education and training up until the year 

2020 (the so-called ET 2020 strategy), and identified 

άǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŜǉǳƛǘȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜn-

ǎƘƛǇέ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ п ƪŜȅ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΣ 

the concept of equity was phrased in terms of allow-

ing all citizens to acquire and develop skills and com-

petencies needed for their employability. However, 

amongst the benchmarks set as part of the strategy, 

none were explicitly related to equity in Higher Edu-

cation. In addition, the short term action plan from 

2009-2011 included no actions in Higher Education 

related to this priority. 

In May 2010, the 3013th Education, youth and culture 

Council meeting, adopted a set of conclusions relating 

to the social dimension of education and training. 

Within the field of Higher Education, it invites mem-

ber states to: 

¶ Promote widened access, for example by 

strengthening financial support schemes for 

students and through flexible and diversified 

learning paths. 

¶ Develop policies aimed at increasing comple-

tion rates of Higher Education, including 

through strengthening individualised support, 

guidance and mentoring for students. 

¶ Continue to eliminate barriers to, expand op-

portunities for, and improve the quality of, 

learning mobility, including by providing ade-

quate incentives for the mobility of students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

¶ Promote specific programmes for adult students and other non-traditional learners.  

Globally, a number of UN Declarations and conventions make reference to the issue of equity in Higher Education. 

aƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άIƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀll be equally accessible to all, on the 

ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƳŜǊƛǘέ (United Nations General Assembly, 1948) ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άIƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ 

accessible to all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate means, and in particular by the progressive introduc-

ǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (United Nations General Assembly, 1966)Φ aƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƎǊŜŀǘ ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

όƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎύ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘΣ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

accessΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (UNESCO, 2009). 

Box 1: Mentions of Higher Education equity in EU policies 

¶ The Recommendation of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 18 December 2006 on key competences for 

lifelong learning, highlights the importance of developing 

the provision of key competences for all and of making 

appropriate provision for those who due to educational 

disadvantages need particular support to fulfil their edu-

cational potential. 

¶ The Council Resolution of 15 November 2007 on new 

skills for new jobs, stresses the need to anticipate skill 

needs and raise overall skill levels, giving priority to the 

education and training of those with low skills and at the 

risk of economic and social exclusion. 

¶ The Council Resolution of 23 November 2007 on modern-

ising universities for Europe's competitiveness in a global 

knowledge economy, which reaffirms the importance of 

increasing lifelong learning opportunities, broadening 

Higher Education access to include non-traditional and 

adult learners and developing the lifelong learning dimen-

sion of universities. 

¶ The Council conclusions of 22 May 2008 on adult learning 

emphasise the need to raise skill levels of a still significant 

number of low-skilled workers and underlines the contri-

bution of adult learning to fostering social cohesion and 

economic development. 

¶  Decision No 1098/2008/EC of the European Parliament 

and of the Council of 22 October 2008 on the European 

Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion states 

that the lack of basic competences and qualifications 

adapted to the needs of the labour market is a major bar-

rier to inclusion in society. 

¶ The Council Resolution of 27 November 2009 on a re-

newed framework for European cooperation in the youth 

field (2010-2018)10, invites member states to ensure 

equal access for young people to high quality education 

and training at all levels, and to promote better links be-

tween formal education and non-formal learning, 
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1.3 Setting targets and measuring equity 

²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀ tǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ нллф /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ άǎŜǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ 

overall participation and increasing participation of underrepresented groups in Higher Education, to be reached by 

ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜάΦ ¢ǿƻ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀ tǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

group, and the data collection working group, have been working on ways to collect information and indicators that 

reflect progress in the social dimension as it happens, mainly in line with the definition offered by the London Com-

ƳǳƴƛǉǳŞΦ ¢ƻ ŘŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ 9ǳǊƻǎǘǳŘŜnt initiative, which has been 

referenced extensively in this report, and which is introduced in more detail in Chapter 3. 

With respect to the European Commission, apart from general benchmarks for widening overall participation, no 

specific equity indicators or benchmarks have been adopted, with however two significant references to such indica-

ǘƻǊǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ŘŀǘŜΦ !ǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ Ψ/ƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ 

progress towards the Lisbon objectives in education and ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ  ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀ 

composite indicator on stratification of education and training systems based on qualitative data from Eurydice, 

which was to be used to analyse the impact of the structure and institutional differentiation of education and train-

ing systems, while also stating that work on a composite indicator on equity would be initiated.  

In addition, as part of the ET 2020 programme, the Council asked the Commission to find ways to reflect the priori-

ties of the programme in the coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks.  As equity is a major priority of the 

programme, this would seem to indicate more progress on establishing indicators for equity, especially since the 

compound indicators suggested in the communication have yet to come to pass. 

In the meantime, over the past decade, a number of research projects have attempted to propose indicators on eq-

uity in Higher Education (European Group for Research on Equity in Educational Systems, 2005; European Research 

Associates, 2006), usually proposing one of two types of indicators: 

¶ Structural indicators by target group: involving looking at current educational statistics and distinguishing 

them by different factors such as gender, age, socioeconomic background, class, ethnicity etc. 

¶ Global structural indicators: involving indicators such as overall investment into education, student support 

offered etc. 

¶ Perceptual indicators: involving student surveys of perceptions of difficulties to enter or participate in Higher 

Education 
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2.1  Introduction 

The terms equity, equality, access, widening participation, just society and so on appear in various combinations and 

uses in most discussions of Higher Education ς sometimes as a central issue and other times as a side consideration, 

or even merely for the sake of legitimising a policy recommendation or action. It is difficult to imagine a seriously 

considered Higher Education policy discussion/agenda without this dimension as an integral aspect. Yet, research 

and policy approaches can sometimes see equity from different perspectives. Economists often see equity in terms 

of funding or how to distribute the costs of education, whereas sociologists and political scientists look at equity of 

access, social mobility and equity in the function of the democratisation, reconstruction or reconciliation of society. 

It is evident that there is no single, authoritative reference to the topic in the theories and the history of dealing with 

the matter. This chapter examines the definitions and theoretical approaches surrounding the issue of equity1 and 

attempts to provide an overview of the various dimensions of the topic and multitude of approaches addressing it.  

2.2  A historic shift in European Higher Education in the second half of the 20th century  

Changes in the post-WWII economy and the subsequent restructuring of society have contributed considerably to 

the changing role and shape of university education in the Western world. The shift from the agricultural to the in-

dustrial and then to the service economy has significantly altered the relative sizes of social groups and strata and 

upgraded the occupational structure. In addition, an ever greater proportion of the workforce has been employed in 

large, more formal organisations and firms accompanied by the growth of state and public employment (McNay, 

2006; Blossfeld & Shavit, 1993). In the immediate aftermath of WWII, enrolment rates did not exceed 5% of the rele-

vant age group, whereas in some countries, by the late 1960s one could observe the considerable growth of enrol-

ment rates in Higher Education (Trow, 2005). The elite nature of studying at universities gradually faded right across 

Europe. Higher Education opened up to include larger shares of each generation. This process is widely referred to as 

the massification of Higher Education. Today, in many European countries more than 30% of each generation of 20-

29 year-olds is enrolled in full-time or part-time studies; with the enrolment of each cohort in most of Europe ex-

ceeding 50% in 2007 (see Chapter 4 for a detailed analysis). This phenomenon has dramatically changed the struc-

ture of the university community. It inevitably affects the logic of teaching/learning/research, how the institutions 

are organised and, not least, the structure of the student population. The romantic era of the university as an auton-

omous venue for the education of a gentleman (UK) and a broadly cultivated man2 (continent) to contribute to the 

intellectual elite of society came to an end (Trow, 2005). Massification unequivocally represents the main character-

istic that makes contemporary Higher Education substantially different from Higher Education in history. There is no 

doubt that the massification of Higher Education has helped transform its role in contributing to social justice. The 

ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭΣ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ŀ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

degree.   

 

 

                                                           

1
 The EQUNET consortium partners agreed on equity as the central term to refer to the focal topic of this publication. However, the EQUNET 

consortium is conscious of the normative nature this term carries, especially in contemporary political language. In this paper, where appro-

priate, the terminology will be used in accordance with the authors/ theories mentioned when referring to them and depending on the con-

text in other cases. 
2
  Both of the terms gentleman and broadly cultivated man are used by Trow (2005: 9) to refer to perceptions pertaining to a specific period in 

history. The author of this paper has used them for the same purpose and acknowledges their gender bias. 
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2.3 The massification of Higher Education and the emerging issue of equity and social 

justice  

The developments and changes of the late 20th century caused an expansion of enrolment beyond the small groups 

that were traditionally expected to be prepared for the ruling elite. Massification has largely been a political process. 

Although the idea of reaching out to a broader group of people was already present in some Western democracies 

(Leathwood, 2006), the real boost to enrolment was accompanied by the expansion of the welfare state and the 

pertaining political priorities. A more cohesive society, with the possibility of disadvantaged groups achieving vertical 

mobility on the social ladder was also deemed possible through more easily accessible Higher Education.  

Despite the dramatic upsurge in enrolment rates, enrolment patterns did not show a particular improvement in 

terms of the inclusion of less well-off social groups. In some cases the evidence indicated the opposite: massification 

had worked in favour of better off segments of society. In the early 1990s, Blossfeld & Shavit concluded that the 

expansion of education largely facilitates the persistence of inequalities in educational opportunities. In other words, 

despite the higher enrolment numbers of people from lower social strata, by that time inequity in relative chances of 

entering Higher Education had stayed fairly stable or even increased. The expansion of Higher Education across the 

examined European countries occurred at a slower pace than at lower levels of education. Secondary school gradu-

ates encountered serious bottlenecks in their transition to tertiary education where advantaged social groups were 

clearly overrepresented in relation to their share in society. This pattern is also visible in the former socialist coun-

tries3. There, the radical socialist policies did not manage to reduce the effect of social origin on transitions to further 

levels of education, as proven by the positioning of bureaucratic elites and their consequent self-reproduction. 

(Blossfeld & Shavit, 1993) However, in later stages of massification there was some shift towards achieving the ac-

claimed social justice objective. More recent findings show that the expansion of Higher Education has reduced ine-

quality in more countries under study than it has the contrary (Arum et al., 2007). 

This progress can be attributed to growing awareness about social processes related to Higher Education and conse-

quently policies that reflect such awareness. Throughout the post-WWII decades, egalitarian values in Western Eu-

rope increased (Trow, 2005). Along with these shifts, research into equity in Higher Education also gradually gained 

momentum. Systematic and intensive research on inequities in education evolved and was reflected in various policy 

suggestions and related empirical evidence. Ever since then, the number of authors who have explored ways to 

overcome the barriers or the reasons for obstacles to the social emancipation of disadvantaged groups has risen 

όYƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлύ. This trend also has some parallels with the development of basic theories in education sociolo-

gy.4 

The increasing number and diversity of students is being followed by the surging numbers and ever greater diversity 

of Higher Education institutions. The diversity of institutions and programmes has brought with it complexities and 

questions including stratification and pertaining poles of excellence, creating areas of exclusion (Neave, 2000). Elite 

institutions can be found within the growing maze of private, public, professional, academic and other types of insti-

tutions in Western Higher Education systems. Trow indicates that the forms of elite Higher Education are distin-

guished by specific teaching and learning and the relations between the students and teachers. Such schools are 

venues of socialisation ς for shaping the mind and character, rather than the mere transmission of information, skills 

and knowledge (Trow, 2005). Today it is also easy to observe the process of agglomerating reputable universities 

into consortia and networks. Research and intellectual distinction is reserved for a smaller group of excellent institu-

tions. In this context, massification allowed elite Higher Education to adjust to and survive the changes.   

                                                           

3 The work of Blossfeld & Shavit was published in 1993 and used data from some Eastern bloc countries during the socialist period. 
4 See below the section on theories and approaches to the issue of equity in education. 
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The massification of European Higher Education took place in quite divergent settings. Norms and beliefs differ con-

siderably between regions as a result of various societal, historical or other factors. We have already mentioned the 

specific course of enrolment growth in former socialist Europe. Perhaps it is only too rarely that the post-conflict 

societies along the European periphery, especially those of South-East Europe, are taken as a specific case and ana-

lysed through different parameters and variables than those for Western Europe. Compared to massification in de-

veloped countries whose pinnacle was reached earlier, the massification of Higher Education in these countries was 

delayed and occurred in different social and political contexts, essentially without the support of the welfare state 

and with relatively scarce public funds (Vukasovic, 2009). In terms of the participation of disadvantaged groups, the-

se factors have led to vastly different outcomes compared to the rest of the Western world. In the research by 

Kouckȇ et al. (2009) it is evident that inequity in most post-socialist European countries under examination increased 

in the early 1990s, unlike in their Western counterparts where trends indicate a drop in social inequity (See also 

chapter 5 of this report). 

2.4 Equity and contemporary trends in Higher Education policy  

The knowledge society/economy is perhaps one of the most popular slogans in the modern European political are-

na. It is often used to portray the transition from industrial production using lowly educated labour to industry and 

services based on knowledge and representing the spine of the entire economy (Nokkala, 2007; Robertson, 2005). 

This evolution is dragging education and knowledge into the centre of economic strategies and attributes a commer-

cial value to them. Some authors have referred to such a phenomenon as the commodification of education (Naidoo 

& Jamieson, 2005). Together with claims that the private benefits of an educated individual exceed the benefits so-

ciety enjoys from having more people with a Higher Education degree, the idea of charging fees to students gains 

support. Issues relating to equity are thereby being exposed to serious shifts in perception along with perhaps shift-

ing norms, beliefs and values. 

The globalisation and internationalisation of Higher Education as larger changes in society are greatly intertwined 

with the knowledge society/economy and other broad-scale processes related to global economic and social dynam-

ics. In the last few decades an increase in the internationalisation (or Europeanisation, when it comes to Europe) of 

policies and trends in Higher Education can be observed. Internationalisation is also part of the response of Higher 

Education to the globalisation of the labour market (Nokkala, 2005). These processes in Higher Education all require 

greater staff and student mobility and encourage the intensification of international co-operation. Yet we still need 

to examine the possible stratifying effects of internationalisation. So far there is little evidence on how the ability to 

take advantage of internationalisation influences equity in education and the positioning of graduates in the labour 

market. However, it is possible to trace some trends. The latest findings of the Eurostudent report show that stu-

dents with a higher parental education background go abroad more frequently, indicating a potential new distinction 

(Eurostudent, 2008; see also chapter 5 of this report). It is clear that international cooperation requires financial 

input, as does the mobile student, and this might represent another selective mechanism and division between sta-

tus groups. The international networking of universities adds to institutional prestige and therefore affects the sym-

bolic value of the degrees that are awarded. If networking is limited to costly and exclusive institutions, we could 

have yet another mechanism to form an elitŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ 

it is difficult to assess how the cross-border provision of Higher Education and distance learning arrangements will 

influence participation and the value of certificates and degrees in the job market in the long run and thereby de-

termine the position of such graduates in society. 

The Bologna Process, currently perhaps the dominant international educational policy guideline for Higher Educa-

tion in Europe, started as a proposal for structural reform in order to make the wide range of Higher Education sys-

tems more comparable and compatible. Although at its outset this ambition was modest, perhaps also due to the 

reluctance of governments to give up powers over any education-related matter, the process still cut deeply into the 
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organisation of Higher Education at all levels. The issue of equity made a shy appearance three years after the start 

in the third ministerial meeting, the second featuring the larger participation of European ministers ('Bologna' 

Conference of Ministers responsible for Higher Education, 2003). It was addressed with the term Social dimension 

and advanced modestly to become a well-established component of political documents only in the second half of 

the first Bologna Process decade. It was no earlier than 2007 when it was clearly stated and defined what social di-

mension means in this particular policy process.5 The statement sent a strong signal to the implementation level in 

the member states and in some cases gave the stakeholders, especially students, an external argument for enforcing 

their socially sensitive agendas.  

2.5 Some definitions of equity and frequently used political concepts 

Defining (in)equity is almost impossible without a normative slander. In many cases, and to a great extent, equity 

refers to disproportionality in the representation of various status groups or strata in Higher Education in compari-

ǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŀȅΥ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƛŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛal origin systematically 

influences his or her chances to access or attain a Higher Education. However, this definition is not sufficient to ad-

ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎκǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘƛƴƎκƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǎǳƛƴƎ so-

cial justice. To create a broader and more complete insight into this problem it is essential to examine it through 

various theories, conceptualisations and approaches mainly developed in the sociology of education (see the section 

on theories and approaches below). 

At the political level we encounter a myriad of different documents that try to approximate an international consen-

sus on efforts to make Higher Education a more just system for greater justice and/or cohesion in society. The Bolo-

gna Process as a dominant policy guideline of the Europeanization of Higher Education initially used equal access as 

ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘŜǊƳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ άΦΦΦǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

their studies without ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘέ ('Bologna' Conference of Ministers 

responsible for Higher Education, 2005) ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ άΦΦΦǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ 

in and completing Higher Education at all ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ('Bologna' 

Conference of Ministers responsible for Higher Education, 2007). 

In the meantime, even though it is a co-shaper of the Bologna Process, the European Commission has been running 

its own process of creating expertise and policy recommendations. An expert paper based on concepts and theories 

from economics6 entitled Efficiency and Equity in European Education and Training Systems ό²ǀǖƳŀƴƴ ϧ {ŎƘǼǘȊΣ 

2006) uses equity as a specific concept that does not necessarily call for the strict equality of educational outcomes. 

These outcomes are contingent on the different levels of effort students put into their learning. Thus, according to 

ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ŀ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭΣ 

economic or social backgrounds7. Further on, equity is defined in conjunction with efficiency (a comparison of costs 

and benefits), thus giving the impression that the two are locked in a mutually interdependent relationship. The 

Communication and Staff Working Paper by the European Commission is based on the abovementioned expert pa-

ǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ ά9ǉǳƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

and training, in terms of opportunities, access, treatment and outcomes. Equitable systems ensure that the out-

comes of education and training are independent of socioeconomic background and other factors that lead to edu-

cational disadvantage and that treatment reŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ LƴŜǉǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ 

ethnic minority status, disability and regional disparities etc. is not the prime focus here, but is relevant as far as it 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜέ (Commission of the European Communities, 2006). 

                                                           

5
 {ŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΩ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜǉǳƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴ Ǉƻlitical statements. 

6
 Also see the section on theories and concepts. 

7
 Also see the section on theories and concepts. 
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The OECD has also developed a specific definition of equity. Equity in education has two dimensions: The first is fair-

ness, which implies ensuring that personal and social circumstances ς e.g. gender, socioeconomic status or ethnic 

origin ς should not be an obstacle to achieving educational potential. The second is inclusion, which implies ensuring 

a basic minimum standard of education for all ς e.g. that everyone should be able to read, write and do simple 

arithmetic. The two dimensions are closely intertwined: tackling school failure helps to overcome the effects of so-

cial deprivation which often causes school failure (OECD, 2007). Both dimensions are relevant to the discussions of 

equity in Higher Education since the first addresses concrete obstacles at the point of entry, while the second looks 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ όŘƛǎύŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƭƛŦŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ōǳƛƭd-

ing on the principles of this definition, EQUNET expands it further, as explained in the coming pages and the begin-

ning of Chapter 3. 

2.6 Some major theories and approaches to the issue of equity in education and social 

justice 

Throughout the history of the sociology of education, the issues of equity and social justice, with education as the 

central institution in this, have dominated the pages of theory and practice. In the functionalist approach, education 

performs important functions in the development and maintenance of a modern, democratic society, especially with 

regard to the equity of opportunity for all citizens (Parsons 1959)8. Functionalists studied the change from the tradi-

tional agrarian society to modern democratic societies. They saw the rise of the meritocratic principle as a dominant 

mechanism in society. Hard work and talent should replace accidents of birth in determining the allocation of indi-

viduals to positions. In modern societies education is becoming a key institution in the meritocratic selection pro-

cess, guaranteeing fair competition for unequal results. In other words, a democratic and just society makes sure 

there is equality in opportunity for social and economic advantages and that individual merit and talent replace as-

criptive and class variables as the most essential determinants of status. Education was thus seen as the vehicle for 

ensuring continual movement towards this meritocratic system (Sadovnik, 2004). 

The functionalist theory dominated the sociology of education until the 1960s, when it made space for the critique 

of conflict theorists. They viewed the school as serving the interests of dominant social groups, and contended that 

the functionalists were seeing the world as it ought to be rather than what it is in reality (Sadovnik, 2004). As op-

posed to functionalists who emphasise cohesion in explaining the social order, the conflict sociologists emphasise 

struggle and argue that the glue of society is economic, political, cultural and military power. The school becomes a 

generator or transmitter of specific social identities that enhance or hinder the life chances of individuals.  

The prominent French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu formed the tradition of conflict theory within the realm of the 

sociology of education. He combined conflict theory with elements of the functionalists approach (Sadovnik, 2004), 

thereby developing one of the most elaborated theoretical approaches to educational inequality. In his works Dis-

tinction: a Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (1979), The State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power (1996 

[1989]) and Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (together with Passeron, 1977 [1970]) he described soci-

ety as a plurality of social fields and developed the sociological concept of different forms of capital to explain the 

origin of inequalities. The forms of capital possessed by actors in the field define their positions and possibilities, 

depending on the relative importance of the forms of capital involved in that specific field.  

The most simple to understand is economic capital, referring to the material wealth (money, property etc.) behind a 

person or their family. The correlation with the problem of equity in education is quite trivial: For children of poorer 

families the cost of education represents a bigger challenge than for their peers with richer parents. More complex 

                                                           

8 In Sadovnik 2004, p. 9 
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ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛe-

ty. Social capital ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǎǳƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎΦ !ƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ 

acquaintances, their circle of peers, and the social network of their parents considerably influence the position in 

their education and society. Cultural capital represents the accumulated cultural knowledge that confers power and 

status (competencies, skills, knowledge, attitudes, degrees, prestigious appointments etc.). The cultural characteris-

tics of individuals and groups are significant indicators of status or class position. Children from lower social strata 

with less educated parents are inherently disadvantaged in terms of mastering the language, in their attitude to 

learning and other cultural features of education. The conversion of economic capital into cultural and social capital 

and vice versa is relatively uncontrollable and education is therefore inherently socially biased and not neutral. 

Hence, according to Bourdieu, education is the prime mechanism for perpetuating inequalities in society. It plays a 

central role in the struggle for power in social structures and contributes to the effort of some social classes to main-

tain their dominance over others. 

The British sociologist Basil Bernstein attempted to synthesise the micro and macro levels by also using conflict and 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΦ IŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

how students from a working class background are at a disadvantage in the school setting because schools are es-

sentially middle class organisations. Schools need an elaborated code for success which puts a working class student 

in a disadvantaged position in the dominant middle class code of schooling (Sadovnik, 2004).  

Similarly to Bourdieu and Bernstein, Randall Collins is considered a scholar who has attempted to combine ap-

proaches of various classic theories. In Functional and Conflict Theories of Educational Stratification (1971), he com-

pared the functionalist and conflict theory views on the relationship between massifying Higher Education and the 

increased schooling required for employment. He found that the functionalist explanation of raising educational 

demands as a consequence of technological change is less supported by evidence than the conflict ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴa-

tion of this phenomenon. In conflict theory fashion, the process leading to mass enrolments in Higher Education 

brought with it a rise in entry requirements to professions by extending the duration of studies or increasing the 

required level of education in terms of degrees. This rise of requirements/credentials was, Collins explains, the re-

sponse of the dominant classes to the catching up achieved by marginalised groups in order to maintain their advan-

taged status and leadership positions in society. 

The interactionist theory emerged as a critique and extension of both the functionalist and conflict theories in the 

sociology of education. As opposed to the more abstract and macro level oriented functionalist and conflict theories, 

the interactionist theory focuses on the micro level ς e.g. how school practices, such as labelling and ability grouping, 

contribute to educational and social inequalities. Rist (1970, 1973, 1977)9, among others, demonstrated how teach-

ŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōased on categories such as race, class, ethnicity and gender affect student perceptions 

of themselves and their achievements. 

The more influential theories include the rational education decisions theory developed by Raymond Boudon in his 

work Education, Opportunity and Social Inequality (1974). This theory explains social inequality in education with the 

rational choice of individuals or their parents on the educational path to be undertaken. The choices are related to 

the specific rationales underlying deŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΣ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

the allocation function of the education system. He distinguishes two effects of stratification: 1. the primary effect of 

stratification ς the lower the social status, the poorer the cultural background and hence the lower the school 

achievement, age upon reaching high school etc.; and 2. the secondary effect of stratification ς the influence of the 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŦƻǊŎing less advantaged children into less 

reputable education choices or leaving school earlier. He demonstrates that, even if two children from different stra-

                                                           

9 In Sadovnik 2004, p. 14. 



Page 14 | Definitions & Theories 

ta are not differentiated according to the primary effects of stratification, they would very likely undertake different 

schooling paths influenced by their own perceptions of the gains and promotion and by their families and status 

peers (Boudon, 1974).  

Boudon paved the way for the following work in the field of equity. Many scholars related their work to his funda-

ments. This has resulted in rational choice theory today becoming one of the most popular theoretical approaches 

to explaining equity-related issues in (higher) education. According to authors relying on it, social inequality in edu-

cation resuƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Becker, 

2000). They point to the correlation between a class-specific evaluation of the costs and benefits of Higher Education 

and the education path chosen. ThŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŎƘa-

nisms in education. The expectation of benefit is one of the main factors in the decision-making process. The rational 

choice scholars rely substantially on empirical research, finding common ground with the economics of education. 

Especially in the recent decades, issues related to equity and social justice have been intensively approached from 

the perspective of economic theory. Often used as a background, human capital theory suggests that an investment 

in the schooling of individuals is an investment in their human capital that (it is hoped) makes them contribute to 

society and at the same time makes them gain personally. This approach is often complemented by the rational 

choice theory in terms of access, equity and educational path. Given the increased attention of economic theory to 

Higher Education policy and equity issues, one can observe a considerable amount of what Wallerstein refers to as 

Economism10. This type of research is frequently attributed to the promotion of political goals and the legitimising of 

a certain course of action in the policy field. Studies here suggest solutions to often both a lack of resources (or bet-

ter cutting the public funds) and social injustice in Higher Education using terms and concepts like cost-sharing, equi-

ty and efficiency, diversity and equity, widening participation etc. Perhaps one of the most eloquent cases of such 

practice is the Analytical Report for the European Commission prepared by the European Expert Network on the Eco-

nomics of Education ό²ǀǖƳŀƴƴ ϧ {ŎƘǼǘȊΣ нллсύ. The paper entitled Efficiency and Equity in European Education and 

Training Systems justifies the central position of the economics of education as the leading focus of the analyses, 

acknowledging other disciplines in the social sciences as being more secondary ς ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŎŀƴ ŀŘŘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎέ όƛōƛŘΦ мύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

approach to human behaviour providing a valuable means to understand the behaviour of the people involved in the 

education process (ibid). Another interesting characteristic of this approach is taking a clear distance from so-called 

egalitarianism, standing for perfecǘ ǎŀƳŜƴŜǎǎ άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

self-ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘέ όƛōƛŘΦ оύΦ  

The New Labour strategy in the early 2000s of increasing diversity and widening participation in Higher Education in 

the UK is often regarded as one of the most visible cases of applying the economics-centred education research. It 

attempted to flatten out inequalities by introducing income-contingent loans, topping up tuition fees in conjunction 

with measures ensuring a safety net for weaker social groups. The critics of this proposed policy resented, among 

other things, the assumption that academic ability is inherent, fixed and distributed unevenly throughout the popu-

lation, an assumption was underpinning the reform proposal and ministerial statements (Leathwood & O'Connell, 

2003). The diversification of study possibilities also represents a mechanism to trap disadvantaged groups into 

shorter and less reputable programmes/institutions. In line with this critique the argument emerges that the New 

[ŀōƻǳǊ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƘƛƧŀŎƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀŎǳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ άŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜƻ-liberal agenda 

(Archer, 2007). 

 

                                                           

10
 A critical term referring to the exclusive priority in using economic factors in explaining social reality (Wallerstein, 2006) 
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2.7 Conclusion 

The issue of equity remains a central element of Higher Education research and policy. While academic systems 

around the world have expanded dramatically, different forms of equity problems can be found in many parts of the 

world. Contemporary trends of the growing economic importance of knowledge and the rapid globalisation of High-

er Education are bringing new challenges to efforts to achieve equity. Gender, ethnicity and social class persist as 

determinant factors of success in climbing the social ladder. In many developing countries Higher Education remains 

an urban phenomenon, and one that is largely reserved for wealthier segments of society (Altbach & Davis, 2004). 

According to Alan R. Sadovnik , various methods, theories and approaches have to be further combined and con-

nected with practice in order to find out why students from a lower socioeconomic background do less well at school 

and to provide pragmatic policy proposals for successful reforms in Higher Education as well as education in general 

(Sadovnik, 2004). 

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜpt the idea of mass 

Higher Education as something that is substantially different from what Higher Education used to be in the Western 

world four or five decades ago. In this respect, the current theoretical and empirical work that considers the origin of 

individuals and mainly addresses access and completion needs to be complemented by exploring what happens to 

individuals throughout their lives in terms of the social status or other categories affected by their educational paths. 

Some conceptual and empirical research remains to be done to, e.g., understand the effect of the colourful map of 

Higher Education institutions on the destinations of graduates in the world of work and their social status after their 

studies.  

However, the field of equity, social justice, social emancipation etc. requires special sensitivity. Dealing with equity in 

Higher Education inherently means dealing with a normatively and politically charged issue. Definitions and dis-

courses can be harmonious or complementary, or they can coexist, contradict or even exclude each other. A defini-

tion holds little value if it is not embedded in a societal context, especially in terms of the norms values and beliefs 

that prevail at a certain moment in time. Further, understanding the changing social and institutional context is es-

sential for properly positioning the equity dimension of Higher Education policy. 
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The EQUNET project seeks to identify indicators that would allow for the measurement and comparison of the de-

gree of (in)equity in access to Higher Education across countries; thereby enabling the measurement of  policies that 

seek to improve equitable access to Higher Education. To do so perfectly it would need to accommodate (at least) 

four potentially contradictory goals: (1) Allow for comparison across countries and ease cross-country comparison, 

όнύ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ άŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ όоύ 

consider the national context in comparing countries and interpreting statistical figures, (4) relate the findings to 

previous as well as future policies at various levels. Clearly, the first EQUNET report does not accomplish these four 

goals fully. Instead it weighs and accommodates the four goals to differing degrees: 

1. The first goal of allowing for cross-country comparison is one necessarily to be accomplished for a report in-

tending to give a broad overview of the information currently available on equity in Higher Education in Eu-

rope. Comparative statistical figures are a requirement of large-scale cross-country comparison. Thus the 

first EQUNET report relies only on data sets specifically designed for international comparison. Our main 

sources are Eurostudent, Eurostat and UOE data (for more details see section on data below). The report al-

so makes an effort in easing comparison but easy comparison is not its primary goal. The report gives more 

priority to picturing the different dimensions of inequity. Thus it will not try aggregating the various statisti-

cal indicators into one single equity indicator as in a ranking study (for more details see below on the low re-

duction approach of measuring inequity).  

2. The goal of describing the multiple facets of equitable access to Higher Education has a high priority in the 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ ²Ŝ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊt-

ing policy makers because it reveals strengths and weaknesses of Higher Education systems and thus to 

some extent shows how to target efforts for equitable access to Higher Education. The first report does not 

ŎƻǾŜǊ ŀƭƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ ǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭέ ŘƛƳŜn-

sions of inequity in access to education, e.g. unequal chances of persons of different socioeconomic origin 

and financial conditions of access to Higher Education. Two subsequent reports will cover other issues, such 

as access for lifelong learners or for persons with a migrant background. We aim for a good coverage of the 

most important dimensions of equitable access to Higher Education by all three EQUNET reports together. 

3. Considering the national context in interpreting statistical figures is important. This first report, however, in-

tends to give a broad and basic picture of inequity in access to Higher Education across European countries. 

The variety of topics and figures in the report and the number of countries covered (see below for coverage 

ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎύ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻre, in this report sta-

tistical figures are interpreted with caution and not always in analytical depth. Again, subsequent reports will 

go further in this regard and provide deeper analysis for some countries and on restricted subjects.  

4. The same applies to the fourth goal of relating findings to policies, which is the most difficult one. The statis-

tical figures given in this report are used to interpret broad policy directions which will be further analysed 

and specified in upcoming reports.  

3.1 A low reduction approach of measuring inequity in access to Higher Education across 

countries 

The endeavour of measuring equity or inequity in access to Higher Education across countries is complicated by the 

fact that this is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon. It affects various social groups (e.g. men or women, 

persons with a low educational background, persons with family responsibilities, persons with a migrant background, 

disabled persons, persons from rural areas, etc.) and can be attributed to various access barriers (e.g. formal barri-

ers, financial barriers, organisational barriers, etc.). To get hold of this phenomenon, indicators need to be deployed 

reducing the complexity of the real world to statistical figures. Such quantitative indicators can be graded for cross-
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country comparison. Still, the amount and variety of indicators poses the question of whether they should be further 

reduced to ease international comparison. As ideal types we distinguish three approaches of indicator reduction 

here to characterise the approach of the EQUNET project.  

1. A high reduction approach would merge indicators on all dimensions (the various groups and barriers) into 

one single indicator. Clearly, a single indicator allows an easy ranking of countries. Thus the high reduction 

approach is chosen in reports whose main aim is to establish country ranking (e.g. Usher & Cervenan, 2005). 

Despite its usability for rankings, this approach has at least two disadvantages: First, it hides variability within 

countries11 and within the various dimensions of equity in Higher Education. The Higher Education system of 

a certain country may have been successfully opened to persons with a low educational background but still 

have high access barriers to lifelong learners. This country could serve as a best practice example in one di-

mension while still being confronted with a serious problem in another dimension. A high reduction ap-

proach would hide this information, if the single indicators are not shown in parallel. Even though the results 

of single dimensions are covered, the obvious message of the overall ranking often tends to eclipse the de-

tails. Secondly, merging indicators poses a methodological problem. It presupposes weighting of indicators. 

Researchers need to decide on the relative importance of the various indicators. Irrevocably such decisions 

remain arbitrary to some extent but they have marked influence on the position of countries in a ranking.12  

2. In a medium reduction approach, indicators would be merged for one subtopic or subgroup, e.g. equitable 

access for persons with a migrant background, but not across. This keeps variation across dimensions visible 

and eases ranking within a dimension. Still, the methodological problem of weighting the indicators remains. 

The work of KoǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмлύ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ŦƻǳǊ ƛƴŘi-

cators of the socioeconomic dimension of inequitable access can be integrated by use of logistic regression. 

Such reports necessarily focus only on certain dimensions of equity. 

3. This report employs a low reduction approach, i.e. indicators are not merged by mathematical operations 

but combined to an overall picture by use of description. Thus, the full complexity of inequitable access to 

Higher Education is kept in focus. This approach is most appropriate for the first EQUNET report because it is 

the very interest of this project to shed light on the different dimensions of inequitable access to Higher Ed-

ucation and their interaction. Rather than giving an overall ranking of countries, the project wants to show 

the specific strengths and weaknesses of the respective Higher Education systems and their environment. In 

the view of the project those are more telling and usable for policy enhancement at national, regional and 

institutional level. At later stages of the project, however, compound indicators within dimensions of inequi-

ty (in other words, a medium reduction approach) could be put to test. Other examples of a low reduction 

approach are the Eurostudent reports (Eurostudent 2002, 2005, 2008), the BFUG report (Eurostat & HIS 

2009) , or Education at a glance (e.g. OECD 2010).  

3.2 Calculation of equity indicators 

Most definitions of an equitable access to (higher) education, share the idea of representativeness or proportionali-

ty: The share a social group holds in Higher Education should reflect the share this group holds in the general popula-

ǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƛƳǎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǉǳŞ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀ 

ministers of May нллт ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎa-

                                                           

11 This is especially true in countries with a federal system of government where education is a competence of the 

federal units. 
12 Rarely rankings use the demanding possibility of estimating weights of different factors by statistical models (e.g. 

YƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмл). 



Page 20 | Data & Methods 

ǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ('Bologna' Conference of Ministers responsible for 

Higher Education, 2007; see also chapters 1 & 2). 

By definition, the indicator requires an explicit comparison between the social make-up of the student population 

and the general population in each country. If access is equitable, belonging to one group and not to another, e.g. 

being a women and not a man, would neither positively nor negatively affect the chances of accessing Higher Educa-

tion. In other words, chances of accessing Higher Education for the groups in question would be equal. Thus the clas-

sical indicator for (in)equity is the comparison of the chances of two social groups. Accordingly, a straightforward 

way of calculating the extent of equity or inequity regarding the distribution of chances between two social groups is 

to divide the chances of these two groups. Equation 1 shows this simple procedure for the example of persons with a 

high and a low educational background: 

backgroundleducationahighwithpersonsforstudentabetochance

backgroundleducationalowwithpersonsforstudentabetochance
backgroundleducationatodueinequityofextent =

 
(1) 

A ratio of 1 indicates that chances are equal. If the equity indicator is below 1, persons with a low educational back-

ground are disadvantaged in comparison with persons with a high educational background (underrepresentation); a 

value above 1 would indicate the contrary (overrepresentation). Equation 2 spells out more specifically how the 

chances for both groups can be calculated: 

agesameatbackgrndeduhighwpopulationinpersonsofnumber

backgroundleducationahighwithstudentsofnumber

agesameatbackgrndedulowwpopulationinpersonsofnumber

backgroundleducationalowwithstudentsofnumber

backgrndedutodueinequityofextent

...

...
. =

 
(2) 

Equation 2 is the ideal case of calculating an inequity indicator of the kind this report is looking for. However, the 

international data sources available do not provide the information necessary for calculating the indicator as spelled 

out above for the countries of the European Union, let alone the Bologna countries (see below on data availability).  

The best approximation to this equity indicator is provided by Eurostudent, the most comprehensive data source on 

students in the European Union. The Eurostudent dataset has two proxy measures for the socioeconomic back-

ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΥ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ fathers or mothers and highest educational attainment of stu-

ŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ. As a measure of equity, the Eurostudent project refers to the ratios between the share of 

students with a certain socioeconomic background and the share of men (women) aged 40-60 years with the corre-

sponding status among all men (women) of that age group. Equation 3 shows this exemplified by a low educational 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ: 

populationinagededucationlowwithmenofshare

backgroundleducationalowwithstudentsofshare
backgroundleducationatodueinequityofextent

6040-
=  (3) 

Like the equity indicator of equations 1 and 2, the Eurostudent equity indicator has a value of 1 if the share of a spe-

cific group within a society is appropriately represented within the student body, e.g. if access is equitable. Being the 

best proxy indicator available, this method has some assumptions that might be violated to some extent in reality. 

aƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ όмύ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŀƎŜŘ пл ǘƻ сл ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

society, (2) there are no differences in the age structure of parents between countries, and (3) there is no systematic 

variation in the number of children between groups of different socioeconomic status. We assume that the estima-

tion error is of limited scope. Nevertheless, European data providers could improve on the measurement of equity 

or inequity. !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ 9ǳǊƻǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ or ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 

educational attainment. Having the highest educational attainment of both ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ together would allow 

for a more concise treatment of inequity. 
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3.3 Data 

This section discusses the issue of data availability, weaknesses and gaps in existing data sets, and formulates desid-

erata on how existing data sets could be enhanced with regard to measurement of equitable access to Higher Educa-

tion. Furthermore the data sources used in this report are described. 

3.3.1 Data availability 

Among the data sets relevant for this project one can distinguish between micro level data and macro level data, i.e. 

data aggregated at country and/or group level. With the exception of the Reflex data this report relies on the latter 

kind of data, namely Eurostudent III data and data provided by Eurostat (see below). Doubtless micro level data offer 

more flexibility and would be the first choice of many researchers. On the other hand, macro level data sets can be 

very handy, because they offer ready-calculated statistics that have been checked for comparability.  

In fact, none of the micro level data sets this project looked at was perfectly appropriate for our purpose. This 

proved to be the case for three of the main European data sets, namely the ESS (European Social Survey), EU-SILC 

(European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions), and EU-LFS (European Union Labour Force Survey).  

The ESS is a biannual general population survey meanwhile running in more than 30 countries (surveys of 2008 and 

2010). It is possible to identify actual students in the ESS but in fact this group is too small in the ESS samples to al-

low for reliable statistics at national level let alone for the differentiation of subgroups. Analyses of inequity with 

regard to Higher Education are only possible by using graduatesΦ YƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ Řƻ ǎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ όYƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ 

al., нллтΣ нллфΣ нлмлΤ ǎŜŜ YƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нллт ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ the suitability of the ESS for studying inequity in 

Higher Education). Studying educational attainment of graduates can provide very valuable insights. However, 

EQUNET focuses on access to Higher Education. Educational attainment of graduates is a good proxy for access of 

former cohorts. Inevitably it lags behind the actual situation.  

Desiderata: Presumably the ESS surveys cannot be expanded to an extent which would allow for analysis of actual 

students. But the ESS could ease the analysis of graduates at relatively little cost by a more differentiated measure-

ment of educational attainment. In rounds 1-4 of the ESS (2002-2008) educational attainment is measured by the 

seven main categories of ISCED. Thus, it is not possible to distinguish between academic (ISCED 5A) and non-

academic (ISCED 5B) forms of tertiary education ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŎƘŜƳŜΦ YƻǳŎƪȇ Ŝǘ 

al. (2010) identify academic forms of tertiary education by categorising national degrees given in the ESS. That is an 

admirable effort which will only be manageable for few researchers. We welcome the intention of the ESS group to 

provide improved education measures in round 5 (surveys of 2010) of the ESS. 

EU-SILC and EU-LFS are the two large-scale European household surveys. They provide a considerably larger sample 

size than the ESS and would also allow for the analysis of actual students (EU-SILC of 2008 achieves an average na-

tional sample size of above 16 thousand persons; EU-LFS of 2007 has an average national sample size of roughly 56 

thousand persons). Unfortunately, neither in EU-SILC nor in EU-LFS it is possible to identify actual students in aca-

demic tertiary education (ISCED 5A), as only the main ISCED categories are offered for the measurement of current 

education activities of respondents. In EU-SILC this is also the case for the measurement of the level of education 

attained whereas educational attainment is measured with ISCED subcategories in the EU-LFS and thus allows distin-

guishing academic and non-academic forms of tertiary education for graduates.  

Another problem of household surveys is to get hold of the family background. With the exception of few ad-hoc-

modules (e.g. EU-SILC in 2005 and EU-LFS in 2009) the socioeconomic status of parents is only captured if children 

and parents still live in the same household. This limits analytical possibilities of both data sets as family background 

is a key variable not only for measuring inequity in access to Higher Education but for sociological research as such. 
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Desiderata: On obvious desideratum is to have level of education currently attended measured with ISCED subcate-

gories which would allow for distinguishing academic and non-academic tertiary education. Moreover, collecting 

data on the family background for paǊŜƴǘǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀŘŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊa-

bly to the usefulness of EU household surveys. This information is a prerequisite for the calculation of equity indica-

tors.   

Finally, a remark on the Eurostudent data: Eurostudent is the most comprehensive data source on the social dimen-

ǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 9ǳǊƻǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ƴa-

tional researchers delivering to Eurostudent. The expertise of national experts and extensive communication be-

tween the Eurostudent coordination team and the national teams ensures a high level of comparability. Neverthe-

less availability of Eurostudent data at micro level would greatly enhance its usability for secondary research and 

would allow for more in-depth analysis based on multivariate methods. 

3.3.2 Quantitative data sources 

For the sake of international comparability, sources of information were used that fulfilled two criteria: an appropri-

ate geographical coverage and relevant information for the topic concerned. As already mentioned three datasets 

were mainly used: the Eurostudent III dataset, Eurostat data and the Reflex dataset. 

3.3.2.1 Eurostudent III 

The Eurostudent III data covers a broad range of data on the demographic characteristics of the student body, 

modes of access and attendance and types of Higher Education, social make-up of the student body, types of ac-

commodation, funding and state assistance, living expenses and student spending, student employment and time 

budgets, as well as internationalisation and mobility. The purpose of this data collection is to provide comparative 

data on the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴέ ƻŦ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

III data is based on the introductory chapter of the Eurostudent report of 2008 which can be consulted for further 

details (Eurostudent 2008: 13-21).  

Within round III, twenty-three countries participated and delivered data. While data from Eurostudent I and II were 

based on already existing national surveys which covered the same topic areas but otherwise differed in methodo-

logical approach, the third round adopted an output harmonisation approach. Thus, a harmonised list of variables 

and indicators, together with their related definitions was employed. Countries, therefore, did not provide the inter-

national coordinators with raw micro data, but with calculated aggregate indicators for 63 subtopics. In order to 

collect the data, the majority of countries used online surveys (Table 1). Still, however, survey methods differ across 

countries. 

Table 1Υ /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ aŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ 5ŀǘŀ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

 Online survey Face-to-face in-

terview 

Paper and pencil Telephone inter-

view 

Countries AT, BG, CH, CZ, 

EE, FI, IE, LV, NL, 

RO, SI, TR 

ES, E/W, LT, NO, 

PT, SCO, SK 

DE, FR, SE IT 

Total 12 7 3 1 

 

The statistical unit in Eurostudent is the single individual pursuing formal education at ISCED 5A level as a home stu-

dent on the reference date. The Eurostudent consortium spelled out several conventions on the target population 

(Eurostudent 2008: 19-20): 
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¶ ά9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ ƎŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ-orientated tertiary education (ISCED-level 5A). The fo-

cus is on publicly funded Higher Education; i.e. according to Eurostat definitions, public or government-

dependent private institutions (only those institutions of Higher Education which obtain over 50% of their 

funding from public sources are included, i.e. not private Higher Education). 

¶ The total target population of the EUROSTUDENT statistics consists of all individuals pursuing an education 

at ISCED 5A level. This includes both students studying their first degree and those studying their second de-

gree or continuing programmes (e.g. second cycle master students). Students in study programmes of ISCED 

level 5B (practically oriented / occupationally specified) and ISCED 6 (doctorate students) are not included. In 

some cases, the indicators differentiate between students studying Bachelor courses and the whole popula-

tion with a view to observe the effect of changes to study organisation within the framework of the Bologna 

Process. 

¶ This global population of students is divided into national and foreign population. Only national or perma-

nent resident students are considered the target population of national surveys in each country. Resident 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ 

the target population, if they have obtained their Higher Education entrance certificate in this country and 

study in this country. By contrast, students of foreign nationality are not included, if they also obtained 

Higher Education entrance certificates abroad.  

¶ The target population consists of all matriculated students; no matter if they are registered with full-time or 

part-time status. In some cases, the indicators differentiate between age-ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ άнм-year-

ƻƭŘǎέ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΦέ 

3.3.2.2  Eurostat 

Three databases are used in Eurostat, namely the UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat data collection (UOE), the European Union 

Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) and the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). Among 

the three datasets, the UOE database on education statistics commissioned data on key aspects of the education 

systems, specifically on the context, participation, and the costs and resources of education. It is a secondary collec-

tion of existing data compiled on the basis of national administrative sources, reported by ministries of education or 

national statistical offices according to international standards, definitions and classifications. The collected annual 

data cover the outputs of educational institutions, the human and financial resources dedicated to education, struc-

tural characteristics of education systems, and the economic and social outcomes of education. The objective of this 

database is to produce and publish internationally comparable indicators and analysis on the operation, evolution 

and impact of education, from early childhood through formal education to learning and training throughout 

life. The database consists of following key variables for education: expenditure on education by nature and re-

source, teachers by number, sex and age, students by education level and field according to the ISCED 97, sex, partic-

ipation rates and by nationality and graduates by age and field of education. Participating countries were EU-27, EEA, 

other OECD countries, candidate countries that are not OECD countries and South-East European countries.  

3.3.2.3 Reflex 

The REFLEX project covered graduates that had already made their transition into the labour market and were cur-

rently gaining essential professional experience. The operational definition was: graduates from ISCED 5A who got 

their degree in the academic year 1999/2000. The sample was restricted to graduates of ISCED 5A (bachelors and 

masters or equivalent). Graduates of the second stage of tertiary education (ISCED 6) were not included in the sam-

ple definition. Although the project followed the national conversion into ISCED 5A some exceptions were applied: 

(1) Intermediary exams that were not considered as points of exit to the labour market. These were usually interme-

diary or first exams from which almost all graduates proceed to a next phase of the same programme. In those cas-
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es, the sample was taken from the graduates of the next phase. (2) Postgraduate programmes: these were usually 

considered as training related to the occupational career. Information on this was gathered in the questionnaire. For 

operational reasons, graduation cohorts were sampled instead of outflow cohorts. In principal, everybody who grad-

uated in an ISCED 5A programme was included in the reference period. This included foreign students who got their 

degree in the reference country, students who after graduation moved to another country, part-time students, dis-

tance learners etc.  

To increase the efficiency of the sample, stratified sampling was used. The specific strata depended on the national 

context, but included categories like type of HE (e.g. university or άCŀŎƘƘƻŎƘǎŎƘǳƭŜέ ƛƴ DŜǊƳŀƴȅύΣ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

(e.g. health care, humanities etc.), region and other variables.  

The REFLEX data involved data from fifteen countries (Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Spain and the UK plus Belgium-Flanders, Czech Republic, Portugal, Switzerland, Japan and Estonia that have 

received funding from national sources). A parallel project using large parts of the REFLEX methodology was being 

undertaken in Russia and Latin America (Mexico, Colombia). The net number of cases in the final data set ranged 

from 645 in Portugal and 6,794 in Czech Republic. 

3.3.3 Qualitative data 

This report includes a set of examples of initiatives and practices in Europe, Australia and the US which are meant to 

tackle access bottlenecks with respect to different obstacles (economic, structural, individual) and target groups, and 

which exemplify some of the more successful strategies in the field.  

In order to identify a framework typology of access initiatives (and then select related examples), major existing 

trends have been examined by going through policy documents and scientific literature. The former have been main-

ly covered by the 2009 National Stocktaking reports on the implementation of the Bologna Process, and notably the 

section on lifelong learning implementation, flexibility of paths and social dimension of Bologna. This review has 

provided a general overview of the most common policy initiatives and practices to tackle access obstacles and en-

hance participation in a lifelong learning perspective. Academic literature, mainly that relating to policy analysis, has 

then provided the theoretical framework to classify these initiatives, while also working as a further source on exist-

ing good practices. 

¢ƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ hǎōƻǊƴŜΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ which distinguishes between in-reach, 

out-reach and flexibility strategies. This distinction permits coverage of both financial and non-financial modes of 

intervention while cross-cutting the whole universe of initiatives, being them from different policy fields and ad-

dressing different target groups (Osborne, 2003). 

In our approach, in-reach initiatives refer to those actions which act directly on access provision in Higher Education 

so as to enable people to enter (i.e. improving supply, creating non-traditional access points, customised courses, or 

financial support for students). The outreach category refers to those initiatives aimed at attracting people far from 

Higher Education into studies, either by creating structural conditions to widen participation (i.e. passage from other 

learning systems)  and/or by providing information and guidance initiatives out of HEIs, both usually by creating co-

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ όI9LǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ±9¢ύΦ Cƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άōƻǘƘ ǎǇatial 

and temporal matters, namely changes that allow students access to education in locations and modes and at times 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎΦέ (Osborne, 2003) 

The selection of initiatives proposed in the report is not meant as the collection of the very best practices in Europe. 

Rather, it tries to present a few clear examples of the diverse strategies which exist to combat inequity in Higher 

Education.  

http://www.fdewb.unimaas.nl/roa/reflex/institutes.htm
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The case studies selected do suffer from a geographic bias, being mainly sourced from Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon 

European countries. This is due to a more sophisticated reporting culture in the latter countries, as well as better 

data-availability due to language issues. 

3.4 Definitions and variables 

The following paragraphs spell out the definitions and measurement of the key variables used in this report. 

3.4.1 Europe and European countries 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜέ ƻǊ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǊƛƎƻǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŘŜǇƭƻȅǎ Ǿarious data 

sets (see section 2.3) that differ in their coverage of European countries. Thus the term inevitably refers to different 

sets of European countries and the exact meaning is often determined by the source of data. 

3.4.2  Tertiary education and Higher Education 

The report uses the ISCED classification to characterise the level of education students attend and graduate in. Thus, 

ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǎ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ L{/95 ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ р ŀƴŘ сΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 

ΨIƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǘǊŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ L{/95 р! ŀƴŘ сΦ aƻǎǘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ 

presented in this report refer to students in ISCED 5A. The classification ISCED 5A refers to programmes that are 

largely theoretically based and designed to provide qualifications for entry into advanced research programmes and 

professions with high skill requirements while ISCED type 5B programmes are more occupationally oriented, typically 

of shorter duration, and lead to direct labour market access. 

3.4.3 Net entry rate by sex and age 

The net entry rate is a commonly used indicator for access to Higher Education. It reflects the share of people of 

each age group who access Higher Education for the first time (i.e. new entrants) set in relation to the total popula-

tion in the corresponding age group. In this way, it accounts for differences between countries in the routes followed 

into Higher Education and the typical ages of entry. This is not the case for the gross entry rate, which relates the 

number of entrants to Higher Education to population size at the typical age of entry (although this indicator also 

does have its merits, see Clancy 2007). 

The overall net entry rate of a country is calculated by the sum of all entry rates by age group. In this way it reflects 

the chance of a person from a certain country entering Higher Education within their lifespan. For instance, a value 

of 50% means that one in two persons in the country population will enter Higher Education at some time during 

their lifetime. Following Eurostat conventions, the net entry rates are calculated for the age group 16 to 34 years. In 

this way both younger and older students are accounted for. 

3.4.4 Traditional route 

¢ƘŜ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻǳǘŜέ ǘƻ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜd into statistics using the ISCED scheme. According to 

this classification, upper secondary programmes designed to provide direct access to the first stage of tertiary educa-

ǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜnt qualifications for gaining entry 

ƛƴǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƎƘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎέ όL{/95 р!ύ ŀǊŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ L{/95 о!Φ 

Post-secondary non-tertiary programmes (ISCED 4) usually straddle the boundary between upper secondary and 

post-ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ŀƴŘ L{/95 п! ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ άŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ L{/95 р!έ ό9ǳǊƻǎǘŀǘ ϧ IL{Σ нллфΥ рсύΦ  

The indicator relates the number of entrants to Higher Education (ISCED 5A) to the number of graduates via ISCED 

3A and 4A from the previous year. However, the results should be interpreted with caution because the indicator is 

affected by:   
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¶ The share of qualified students taken by institutions of Higher Education, which are likely to be subject to 

capacity constraints, especially if there are changes in the demographics of the youth population. 

¶ The share of foreign students, who enter the education system at Higher Education level and are therefore 

counted in the numerator, but not the denominator. This may result in values over 100%. No account is tak-

en either of graduates of upper secondary school, who go on to study in another country (in this case the 

denominator would be too high). 

3.4.5 hŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 

The foŎŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 

indicator focuses on parents within the occupational group which performs (skilled or unskilled) manual or technical 

labour. This group was chosen because of its relatively low chances of entering Higher Education. For a statistical 

description of the distribution of occupational status groups within a population we strove to use internationally 

comparable categories. National participants in Eurostudent were asked to use, where possible, the International 

Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88), which is also applied by Eurostat and other international statistics 

agencies. If countries were unable to adopt the ISCO-88 categories, they were asked to apply their own national 

definition of manual professions to describe both the student population and the national population as a whole.  

3.4.6 IƛƎƘŜǎǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 

In international comparisons, the educational attaƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

impact of socio-cultural and economic factors on access to Higher Education. Furthermore, using an educational 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ educational experiences and aspirations 

ŀǊŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ŀƴ ƛƴ-depth national study, it has been shown that this indicator has 

considerable explanatory value for participation in Higher Education (Isserstedt et al., 2007). 

Depending on the availability of data, ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǿŀȅǎΥ όмύ ǇǊŜf-

erably, educational attainment of parents refers to the highest degree among father and mother. Applying this 

method, instead focusing solely on fathers, is also advantageous with regard to children of single mothers. (2) Unfor-

tunately this information is not always available. Specifically, Eurostudent III data ς which is used frequently in this 

report ς does not allow combining the degrees of ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ƳŜŀs-

ǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ or ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ Indicators based on both variables are presented.  

3.4.7 Accommodation form 

The income and expenditure situation of students is strongly influenced by their accommodation form. The 

9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōȅ ƛǘŜƳ пΦмΥ ά²ƘŜǊŜ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǾŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

ǘŜǊƳǎκǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊΚέΦ !ƴǎǿŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜΥ мΦ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ όǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎκǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎύΣ нΦ ƭƻŘƎƛƴƎΣ ǎǳōƭŜǘΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ Ŧƭŀt, 3. stu-

dent hall (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 184). 

3.4.8 /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ  

¢ƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘŜƳ пΦн ƛƴ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL 

ǎǳǊǾŜȅΥ άtƭŜŀǎŜ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅ ƛƴŎƻme-ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ōȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΚέ 

Cash only (direct) at your disposal is the money which is meant for monthly consumption, no matter when it was 

earned.  

Answer categories are: 1. provision from family/partner, 2. financial support from state or other public sources: 

grant (non-repayable) loan (repayable), scholarship from other public sources (non-repayable), 3. self-earned income 

through paid job, 4. other sources, 5. total income (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 184). 
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3.4.9 Composition of stǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ  

¢ƘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ the 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘŜƳ пΦоΥ άtƭŜŀǎŜ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ 

your average monthly expenses by type of expense (please enter figures right-justified). Answer categories are (A). 

Living costs: own expenses ς expenses paid for by family/partner: 1. Accommodation (including utilities), 2. cloth-

ing/toiletries, 3. transportation, 4. health costs (e.g. medical insurance) (B) Study-related costs (please, convert ex-

penses per semester or other longer periods of time into monthly expenditures): own expenses ς expenses paid for 

by family/partner: 1. by family/partner, 2. tuition fees, 3. registration, examination fees, 4. contribution to student 

association, university, 5. study books and material, 6. other (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 184, 185). 

3.4.10 Full time and part time students 

¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ōȅ ƛǘŜƳ оΦоΥ ά²ƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ōŜǎǘ Ŧƛǘǎ 

ȅƻǳǊ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΚέ !ƴǎǿŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀre: 1. full time student, 2. part-time student as formal status, 

3. guest student, 4. student of distance education, 5. student of continuing professional development, 6. lifelong 

learning, 7. other (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 183). 

3.4.11 tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

The ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ 

LǘŜƳ сΦм ƛƴ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ƛǎΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘΚέΦ 

Answer categories are: 1. up to lower secondary (ISCED 0, 1, 2), 2. upper secondary (ISCED 3), 3. post-secondary, 

non-tertiary (ISCED 4), 4. Higher Education/university (ISCED 5, 6), 5. do not know : (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 188). 

3.4.12 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ-budget 

The de-facto time budget of students is measured by hours per week spend in study related and job activities. The 

ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǘŜƳ пΦр ƛƴ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ƛǎΥ άIƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƻǳǊǎ ǇŜǊ ǿŜŜƪ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ƛƴ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ŎƻǳǊs-

ŜǎΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǇŀƛŘ ƧƻōǎΚέ !ƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛes: 1. taught studies (lessons, seminars, labs, 

tests, etc.), 2. personal study time (like preparation, learning, reading, writing homework), 3. paid jobs 

(EUROSTUDENT III: p. 185). 

3.4.13 Relationship between job and study 

The relationship between field oŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻō ǿŀǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ōȅ ƛǘŜƳ пΦсΥ άLŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

ƧƻōΣ Ƙƻǿ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƛǎ ƛǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΚέ !ƴǎǿŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜΥ мΦ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅΣ нΦ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘΣ оΦ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

some extent, 4. not at all related (EUROSTUDENT III: p. 185). 

3.4.14 Family status 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9¦wh{¢¦59b¢ LLL ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ōȅ ƛǘŜƳ мΦоΥ άCŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎέΦ !ƴǎǿŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ 

are: 1. not married, with long-term partner, 2. not married, without long term partner, 3. married (EUROSTUDENT III: 

p. 182). 

3.4.15 Children 

The situation of students with family responsibilities like children in documented in EUROSTUDENT III report with 

item 1.4 which entails two figures: 1. Number of children, if any, 2. Age of youngest child, if any (EUROSTUDENT III: 

p. 182).  
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4.1 Introduction 

In all European countries, compulsory education ends 

with lower or upper secondary education. At this stage, 

young people and their parents have to make a crucial 

decision: to make an investment in Higher Education, to 

go into vocational education and training or to directly 

enter the labour market. This decision is motivated by 

various factors such as personal motivation and aspira-

tions, existing barriers to Higher Education including the 

risk of failure and the variety of the ways to enter Higher 

Education. This chapter looks at those entering the Higher 

Education system in order to compare overall access 

across Europe. Net entry rates to ISCED 5A are used as an 

indicator to measure access to Higher Education. Firstly, 

net entry rates are compared across countries to deter-

mine the relative share of those who embark Higher Edu-

cation for the first time by age group (Figure 1, 2). This is 

followed by a closer look at age profiles and how they 

relate to entry rates (Figure 3, 4, and 5). Secondly, the 

issue of gender balance is picked up by considering distri-

bution of entrants by field of education (Figure 6). Thirdly, 

the main routes channelling students into Higher Educa-

tion are presented. In this section both traditional and 

alternative routes into Higher Education are presented 

(Figure 7, 8).  

 

4.2 Entry rates 

One of the main indicators used in comparative publica-

tions to highlight the chance of people actually entering 

Higher Education in a country or region throughout their 

lifespan, is the so-called net entry rate. The net entry 

rate looks at the number of entrants in relation to the 

size of the respective population of a country in a certain 

age group (see box Definitions & measurement). In this 

section, we look at the basic trends in student enrolment 

using this indicator. We shall start at the highest level, 

looking at trend data for various regions in Europe. This 

will be followed by a focus on the age profiles of those 

students entering, with special attention played to coun-

Definitions & measurement: net entry rate 
 

The net entry rate is a commonly used indicator for access to 
Higher Education. It reflects the share of people of each age 
group who access Higher Education for the first time (i.e. 
new entrants) set in relation to the total population in the 
corresponding age group. In this way, it accounts for differ-
ences between countries in the routes followed into Higher 
Education and the typical ages of entry. This is not the case 
for the gross entry rate, which relates the number of en-
trants to Higher Education to population size at the typical 
age of entry (although this indicator also does have its mer-
its, see Clancy 2007). 
The overall net entry rate of a country is calculated by the 
sum of all entry rates by age group. In this way it reflects the 
chance of a person from a certain country entering Higher 
Education within their lifespan. For instance, a value of 50% 
means that one in two persons in the country population will 
enter Higher Education at some time in their life. 
Following Eurostat conventions, the net entry rates are cal-
culated for the age group 16 to 34 years in this report. The 
largest share of students has entered Higher Education until 
the age of 21 and because the curve of Higher Education 
entrants approximates 0 after the age of 34 this age-range 
accounts for both traditional and non-traditional students. 

 

Summary of findings 
 

ω On average 49% of the 16 to 34 year olds in Europe can 

expect to participate in Higher Education. Highest entry 
rates among the 16 to 34 year olds are found in Latvia 
(81%), Poland (73%) and Romania (69%). The lowest en-
try rates are reported for Cyprus (11%), Belgium (30%) 
and Germany (33%).  

ω Most European students enter Higher Education at the 
age of 19. Across Europe the typical age to enter Higher 
Education ranges from 18 to 21. In contrast, people 
aged 28 or above continue to have net entry rates be-
low 5%. However, countries with high entry rates for 
this age group also tend to have high overall net entry 
rates. 

ω Regarding the policy aim of gender balance, across 
Europe young women meanwhile outnumber their 
male peers with respect to entry into Higher Education. 
Large gender gaps to the advantage of females are ob-
served in Latvia (35%-points margin between male and 
female entries), Slovenia (25%), Iceland (24%), Denmark 
(23%), Norway (23%), Greece (21%) and Romania 
(20%).  

ω Correspondingly, underrepresentation of women has 
been bridged in five out of seven fields of education. 
Moreover, four out of the seven subject groups consid-
ŜǊŜŘ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άŦe-
male-ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ 
are still dominated by men.  

ω With respect to different routes to Higher Education 
across the European Union, on average 86% of second-
ary stage graduates of academic-profile school qualifi-
cations directly enter Higher Education. England and 
Wales, Sweden and Spain have relatively large share of 
students entering via alternative routes. 
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tries which are attracting older students into Higher Education. This latter group is of particular interest, since it is 

made up of persons who did not continue directly into university or college after obtaining their school qualification.  

4.2.1 Trend data across regions13 

¶ Although net entry rates in Higher Education among young people in Europe are on average still below those 

of the U.S., Europe is catching up. The average net entry rate in the European Union14 (un-weighted) in-

creased from 38% in the year 2000 to 49% in the year 2007 (Figure 1).  

¶ Among the country groups considered, the net entry rate increased, especially in the Eastern and Southern 

European countries (up over 50%). Access to Higher Education widened by around 25% in the Anglo-Saxon 

countries. The lowest increase was for Western countries, but this was still 10% up on the year 2000.  

¶ The Western and Southern regions now have the lowest net entry rates at around 40%. 

 

                                                           

13 Country regions: Western ς Belgium, Germany, Netherlands, Austria; Eastern ς Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia; Nordic ς 

Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Iceland, Norway; Baltic ς Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia; Anglo-Saxon ς Ireland, United Kingdom; Southern ς Spain, Malta, Cyprus, Italy, 

Portugal 
14 All countries that were member states of the European Union in 2009. 

Figure 1: Net entry rate for Europe and regional clusters (16-34 years), ISCED 5A ς 2000-2007 

Source: Eurostat, own calculations. Note: For the Baltic region data only available for Estonia from 2006 and for Latvia 

from 2007. Estimation of data for Lithuania for 2002.  For the Southern region data only available for Portugal from 

2006 and missing data for Italy for the years 2000, 2002 and 2003. 
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4.2.2 Net entry rates by age group 

A closer look at the data provides insights into the age profile of the student groups in each of the countries consid-

ered here and in Europe in general (Figure 2).  

¶ On average 49% of the 16 to 34 year old population in Europe (EU-27 weighted average) can expect to par-

ticipate in Higher Education, whether immediately after having finished their studies or as young adults re-

spectively. However, net entry rates vary markedly in Europe with a percentage point range between the last 

country in the top quartile and the first country in the bottom quartile (IS and ES respectively) of 18-

percentage points. High entry rates are observed especially in the Eastern European and Northern European 

countries. Latvia has an overall net entry rate of 81%. Next to Latvia, Poland (73%), Romania (69%), Slovakia 

(63%), Finland (63%), Sweden (62%), Iceland (58%), Hungary (57%), the Netherlands (57%), Norway (55%), 

Portugal (54%), Italy (52%) and Denmark (51%) all have rates above the 50% mark.  This means that at least 

one in two people in these countries can expect to participate in Higher Education during their lifetime. 

¶  In contrast, access rates are significantly lower in many Southern and Western European countries. By far 

the lowest entry rates are reported for Cyprus (11%) where the majority of tertiary students do not study 

academically orientated courses (i.e. they study vocationally orientated courses at ISCED 5B level).15 Below 

average entry rates to ISCED 5A are also reported for Belgium (30%), Germany (33%), Switzerland (35%) Es-

tonia (35%), Bulgaria (38%), Spain (39%), Austria (40%), Greece (42%), Ireland (44%), Malta (44%), Lithuania 

(48%), Czech Republic (48%), Slovenia (48%) and the United Kingdom (48%). 

¶ Although entry to Higher Education is most frequent among the group aged 16-21, only Poland is able to 

achieve a participation rate of 50% without adding in the cohort of those aged 22-27. If high entry rates are 

                                                           

15 However, around half of Cypriot students of academically orientated courses are studying abroad and are therefore not counted here. 

Figure 2: Net entry rates, ISCED 5A ς 2007 by age group and sex 

Source: Eurostat, own calculations. 
























































































































































































