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1 Introduction
1.1 Introduction
To obtain a better understanding of country-specific policies, a country-specific literature
review was undertaken. The search entailed key-terms focusing on relevance and the three
higher education relevance dimensions. The main outcomes of the country-specific
literature review are discussed in this chapter. We do so by analysing the typically used
policy levers used for the relevance of higher education (Section 1.4). The individual
country fiches are included after this chapter. The methodology for the national literature
review and the criteria for the selection of countries are described in Section 1.2 and 1.3.

1.2 Selection of case study countries
Based on an international policy literature review, 17 countries were selected for the
country-specific analyses. A comparable methodology was used to study these counties.
We collected country-specific policy documents, both in English as well as in native
languages. These documents were analysed using four main key-words: relevance,
personal development, sustainable employment and active citizenship and their
translations in native languages (including closely related terms).
The country fiches were drafted based on the policy review carried out by our researchers
and in most cases in close consultation with national higher education experts from CHEPS’
and CHEGG´s international network.
To inter alia make a selection countries for the case studies, the country fiches were meant
to give preliminary insights into:





The importance of relevance on the policy agenda;
The leading policy approaches (i.e. policy typology) to relevance of higher education
used in the country;
The higher education policies they use to explicitly promote the relevance of higher
education;
The availability of studies and evaluations measuring the effectiveness of the policy
levers used that are not mentioned in our country fiches yet.

1.3 Selection of countries
The choice for countries to write country fiches for was based on four criteria. First, the
international policy literature highlighted a high number of country-specific policies
connected to relevance of higher education. Countries that were mentioned several times
were selected. Second, with the aim to gather a comprehensive insights into countryspecific policies, mainly countries were selected that have a well-documented record of
past and present higher education policies. Third, a balance in size and regional distribution
of European countries was sought, thus including countries with different higher education
traditions and in a variety of geographic locations. Fourth, as specified in the ToR, two nonEuropean country were included. Using these criteria, the following countries were
selected:
1.
4.
7.
10.
13.
16.

6

The Netherlands
England
Ireland
Italy
The Czech Republic
Canada (Ontario)

2.
5.
8.
11.
14.
17.

Norway
France
Belgium (Flanders)
Croatia
Finland
Australia

3.
6.
9.
12.
15.

Spain
Denmark
Slovenia
Latvia
Germany

1.4 Typical policies used for the relevance of higher education
By combining the insights gained from an international policy literature review and the
more specific country fiches, we are able to determine the typically used policy levers for
each relevance dimension. Before reflecting on this, we would like to point out that the
goal of these analyses was not to find policy levers for each dimension (and user).
Existence of ‘blank spots’ can be used to further fuel the discussion on whether it would be
worthwhile, practical, feasible, etc. to invest time and energy in developing relevant
operationalisations of relevance dimensions or aspects and related indicators.
An outcome of the international policy literature review is that not much information could
be found on the effectiveness of policies related to higher education relevance. This makes
the identification of indicators to measure relevance important. The review did show
diverse approaches to relevance for each dimension. For personal development these
mainly relate to quality assurance systems, qualification frameworks, student mobility, and
excellence in teaching and learning.
For the dimension of sustainable employment we found the largest number of policies.
These relate to taught content, recognition of prior learning, personal capital effects,
teaching methods, higher education’s focus on the labour market and the role of employers
in higher education and in setting the conditions of entry into the labour market.
Policies addressing the dimension of active citizenship are mainly related to the
development of intercultural skills, political and cultural literacy and promotion of values
of multiculturalism, tolerance, and diversity.
From a macro perspective, the country-specific policies identified in the country fiches
allowed us to gain further insights into the patterns and policies used to address the three
relevance dimensions of higher education. Table 1.1 shows how often we found national
policies for each dimension, thus indicating the focus of political activities as well as the
policy levers typically used. It must be emphasised that we are not claiming to give a
comprehensive overview; policy measures may have been overlooked. Still it seems likely
that the policy levers found in our research reflect the overall distribution of policy levers
to a reasonable extent.
Table 1.1 shows that by far most policy levers are directed at the sustainable employment
dimension. 128 policy levers were identified, which is more than for the personal
development and active citizenship dimensions combined. Higher education authorities
address sustainable employment mainly through setting regulations (46 policy levers),
very often by making labour market relevance a criterion in quality assurance procedures.
A specifically strong regulatory measure has been used in Denmark by reducing the student
intake for fields with relatively high unemployment rates of graduates over an extended
period of time. Funding is also relatively often used to enhance sustainable employment
(32 policy levers). Funding measures may take the form of incentives, e.g. by offering
funds for excellence education (e.g. the Netherlands, Norway, and Spain), for the provision
of vocationally-oriented programmes or by directly tying parts of the funding of institutions
to the labour market relevance of study programmes or employment outcomes of
graduates, though the latter is done only in a minority of countries (e.g. the Netherlands
and France). Several measures were found that address the provision of information. These
mainly relate to the collection of information on graduate employment outcomes, student
satisfaction or engagement with employability aspects, and with the collection of
information on labour market needs (e.g. Ireland, England, Germany, and the Czech
Republic). As organisational measures a number of countries foresee societal
representatives, sometimes but not always explicitly referring to employer representatives,
in institutional governing boards (e.g. the Ireland and Latvia). Somewhat common is also
the introduction of new degrees easing access for persons with vocational education or
professional experience (associate degrees; e.g. the Netherlands).
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66 policy levers have been identified to promote active citizenship. It should be noted that
active citizenship comprises of two distinct aspects: on the one hand, fostering democratic
values, civic skills, and political and social participation, and on the other hand the social
dimension, i.e. equitable participation of social groups. While the end of fostering
democratic values and participation is often mentioned in the general legislation on higher
education of a number of countries (e.g. England, Ireland, the Czech Republic, Spain,
Slovenia, and Germany), specific policy levers more often address the social dimension.
Besides regulations on equitable participation of social groups, funding is used as means
to foster the social dimension, e.g. by providing extra-funding to institutions based on the
number of students with a migration background (Germany/Berlin), by need-based grants
and loans (Croatia), honours programmes for students (the Netherlands), or subsidised
accommodation, transportation, and food for students with little income (Slovenia). It
should be noted that issues of access to higher education were – unlike what was
recognised in the international policy literature review – not often explicitly meant to
address issues of active citizenship.
Finland and Spain are among those countries where specific policy levers have been
identified that explicitly referred to promoting democratic values and political participation.
Both countries used regulations to strengthen student participation in the decision-making
processes of institutions amongst others to stimulate active citizen attitudes among
students. Programmes for international mobility can be used for, inter alia, fostering
tolerance and intercultural competence (Belgium/Flanders), yet can also be connected to
sustainable employment (Norway) or to personal development (Latvia).
Fewer policies were found that address the personal development dimension (37). Again
most policy levers belong to the category of regulations. To a large extent this is due to
general legislations on higher education often referring to personal development as one of
the goals. An example of the former is the higher education modernisation strategy of
Spain. Organisational and information measures are the other typically used policy
instruments. This is interesting because for both sustainable employment and active
citizenship funding measures were the second largest category. An example for an
organisational measure is the inclusion of additional higher education qualifications
(associate degrees in Italy or the Netherlands). Information on personal development is,
for example, provided by surveys on student engagement such as in the UK and Ireland.
By and large, most policies found in the international policy literature review and the
country-specific literature relate to the sustainable employment dimension. Consequently,
for nearly all countries sustainable employment seems to be the most important dimension
when it comes to the relevance of higher education. Perhaps this finding can be explained
by the increased dominance of the economic rationale to higher education. Still, countries
differ in the focus of their policies. A relatively broad set of policy objectives (i.e. focus on
all three dimensions) are visible in England, the Netherlands, Spain, Belgium/Flanders,
Slovenia and Denmark. Canada/Ontario, Germany, Croatia, and Finland appear to focus
mainly on sustainable employment and active citizenship. The other countries (the Czech
Republic, Ireland, France, Latvia, Italy, Norway, and Australia) seem to focus nearly
exclusively on sustainable employment in their agenda for higher education relevance.
For all relevance dimensions, most policy levers aim to influence the process and activities
of higher education institutions and study programmes. In other words, they affect how or
what type of education is delivered. To achieve this, mainly regulations are used. For
sustainable employment and active citizenship, a substantial amount of funding policy
levers are also used. The second most common policy instruments affect the input to the
higher education system, institutions, and programmes, for example by setting access and
admission requirements and criteria. For personal development this is mainly done through
information, followed by regulation. For sustainable employment this is done by
regulations, followed by information. The inputs grouped in the active citizenship dimension
are addressed through funding and regulations. Policy instruments on output and outcome
8

are particularly used for the sustainable employment dimension. This is mainly done
through policy levers that relate to information and regulation.
Germany, England, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Finland, and Spain have their primary policy
focus on process and activities. There are also countries with a stronger focus on inputs
(the Czech Republic, Australia and Canada/Ontario), or a combined focus on inputs and
process (Latvia and Denmark). Countries with more of mix in the focus of the instruments
are: the Netherlands, France, Belgium/Flanders, Croatia, and Slovenia. Without a more indepth analysis of the countries, the implications of the observed variation remain largely
unclear. However, it could possibly relate to the extent to which higher education
authorities are in control of the higher education sector, and the extent to which authorities
prioritise certain relevance dimensions. The country case studies are expected to give us
further insights into these variations.
Table 1.1: Typical policies used for the relevance of higher education
POLICIES
INPUT
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

1

4

3

13

3

2

8

5

18

OUTPUT

0

0

5

0

5

OUTCOME

0

0

1

0

1

TOTAL

8

3

18

8

37

FUNDING

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

INFORMATIO
N
13

TOTAL

8

16

8

45

PROCESS

3

18

21

10

52

OUTPUT

11

6

6

1

24

INPUT

OUTCOME

2

0

3

2

7

TOTAL

29

32

46

21

128

FUNDING

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

POLICIES

INFORMATIO
N
2

TOTAL

11

10

2

25

PROCESS

4

9

10

8

31

OUTPUT

1

1

4

0

6

OUTCOME

2

0

1

1

4

TOTAL

9

21

25

11

66

INPUT
ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP

TOTAL

FUNDING

PROCESS

POLICIES

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

INFORMATIO
N
5
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Country Fiche: Australia
Broad outline of higher education system
Type /
Number of
Degrees offered
orientation of
institutions
public
institutions
Universities

43

bachelor,
certificate,
diploma, PhD

graduate
graduate

Enrolled
students (2015)

Full-time
students
(2013/14)

1,213,403

901,287

Source:
Institutions: National Register of higher education providers (http://www.teqsa.gov.au/national-register,
accessed 15-08-2016)
Student
numbers:
2015
First
half
year
student
summary
tables
(https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/2015-first-half-year-student-summary-tables, accessed 09-082016)
General legislation and focus
Australian higher education is legislated through the Higher Education Support Act 2003. The act is meant to
support higher education that: (i) is characterised by quality, diversity and equity of access; (ii) contributes to
the development of cultural and intellectual life in Australia; (iii) is appropriate to meet Australia’s social and
economic needs for a highly educated and skilled population; and (iv) promotes and protects free intellectual
inquiry in learning, teaching and research (Section 2-1). Furthermore, it sets the purposes of universities as: (i)
the education of persons, enabling them to take a leadership role in the intellectual, cultural, economic and social
development of their communities; (ii) the creation and advancement of knowledge; and (iii) the application of
knowledge and discoveries to the betterment of communities in Australia and internationally (Section 2-1).
The Australian qualification framework consists of advanced diploma / associate degree, bachelor degree,
bachelor honours degree / graduate certificate / graduate diploma, masters degree and doctoral degree. There
are professional oriented bachelor and doctoral degrees.
Overall, the policy documents suggest that most prominent interpretation of relevance of higher education is in
connection to the labour market.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The Australian government is considering several reforms in higher education “intended to strengthen the higher
education system and ensure Australia is not left behind at a time of rising performance by universities around
the world, foster greater innovation in education offerings and to widen opportunity and access to support the
growing diversity of student needs and aspirations.” 1 The government has been seeking input on the possible
reforms from different stakeholders. The input will be considered in 2016 and reforms are to be implemented in
2018.
After consultation with different stakeholders, the different reform options have been communicated through a
paper (Australian Government, 2016a). In this document particularly linkages are made between the relevance
of higher education to the economy. The reform options address the increased costs of higher education, while
attempting to ensure equal access to higher education. A strong focus is also on the role of higher education in
innovativeness of Australia. Partnerships between industry and higher education institutions are seen as a
possible instrument to achieve this. Important parts of the strategy are visible in this citation: “The Government
is determined that Australia will be a nation that is agile, innovative and creative. A strong and sustainable
education and training system is key to achieving this. It is through access to excellent early childhood, primary,
secondary and tertiary education that Australians are able to achieve their potential – in the labour market, in
the social and cultural life of the nation, and as engaged global citizens.” (Australian Government, 2016, p. 6).
Although not part of national policy, Universities Australia – the overarching organisation of Australian universities
– has released its own agenda for Australian higher education (Universities Australia, 2013; 2015). The agenda
sets goals with respect to access, global engagement of universities, research and innovation, and efficiency.
Adhering to its role as an influencer of national policies, Universities Australia provides recommendations to the
Australian government that would allow the universities to achieve the set goals.
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
There are scarce direct and explicit references to ‘relevance’ in the Australian higher education regulation and
policy documents. Where policies are mentioned related to relevance they often are in the area of sustainable
employment. It should be noted that pending on the upcoming reforms, higher education policy in Australia has
been largely stagnant in recent years. This could explain why – for now – few linkages between policies and
higher education relevance were found.
1

See: https://www.education.gov.au/news/consultation-future-higher-education-reform (accessed 09-08-2016)
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Personal development & Active citizenship
Although some institutions claim to have a unique focus on personal development, no national policies appear to
address this dimension of higher education relevance.
Having analyses several policy documents, it appears that active citizenship is mainly considered in Australia’s
highly internationalised higher education system. In this context Universities Australia (2013) made it a goal of
Australian universities to foster informed, engaged global citizens (Universities Australia, 2013). Likewise, global
citizenship is by most universities mentioned as a graduate attribute (Baik, 2013). The global perspective on
citizenship is stressed in the recent internationalisation strategy: “Australia’s excellence in education, training
and research translates to benefits and opportunities for students, for Australia and for the world. We equip
students with the skills, knowledge and attitudes to be productive, globally aware citizens who can confidently
respond to the challenges of tomorrow” (Australian Government, 2016b, p. 12).
Sustainable employment
Overall it appears that higher education institutions are given much autonomy in creating the link to the labour
market themselves. On national level, several policies are identified that do encourage institutions to make this
link.
Besides covering tuition fees for postgraduate students, the Research Training Scheme (RTS) is meant to ensure
that students in higher research degrees (master and PhD) receive education not only focussed on academia, but
that also meet labour market requirements.
A demand-driven system for allocation of student places was introduced in 2012. The system replaced a situation
where the allocation of places was mainly determined by the government setting quota. The demand-driven
system was intended to make universities responsive to market opportunities. Likewise, it was thought that
students would select the study programmes for which there is a labour market demand (Marginson, 2013).
The New Colombo Plan (2014-2016 / 2016-2018) facilitates in- and outgoing student mobility. Moreover, it
supports 10,000 Australian undergraduate students to study or do an internship in the Indo-Pacific region. The
programme’s aim is to provide students with a valuable experience, which enhances students’ employability
(Australian Government, 2016b).
Between 2013 and 2014, a consortium of researchers was tasked by the Department of Industry, Innovation,
Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education, to pilot an Employer Satisfaction Survey. The survey
aimed to find insights from graduates as well as from supervisors of recent graduates on graduates’ skills,
including foundation skills, adaptive skills, teamwork and interpersonal skills, and other employability skills.
Whether the survey will be continued in the future is unclear.
References
Australian Government (2016a). Driving Innovation, Fairness and Excellence in Australian Higher Education, May
2016
Australian Government (2016b). National Strategy for International Education 2025. April 2016.
Baik, C. (2013). Internationalising the student experience. In Marginson, S. (Ed) Tertiary Education Policy in
Australia. Melbourne: CSHE.
Marginson, S. (2013). Tertiary Education Policy in Australia. Melbourne: CSHE.
Universities Australia (2013). An agenda for Australian higher education 2013-2016; a smarter Australia
Universities Australia (2015). Keep it clever; policy statement 2016.
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COUNTRY: AUSTRALIA
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP

INFORMATION

FUNDING

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

INPUT

-

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

INPUT

-

- Research Training Scheme

- Demand-driven system

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

- Employer Satisfaction Survey

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

INPUT

-

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

12

Country Fiche: Belgium (Flanders)
Broad outline of the higher education system

Type / orientation
of public
institutions

Number of
institutions

Degrees offered

Enrolled
students
(2015/16)

Universities

6

bachelor, master,
PhD

116,274

Universities
colleges

18

bachelor, master

118,697

General legislation and focus
The key legal documents for the Flemish case are: the 1991 Decree on Universities and the 1994 Decree on
University Colleges Higher Education Act. Obviously the legislation has been changed over the years, with the
most important changes relating to the setting up of associations of universities and university colleges with the
objective to upgrade the two-cycle university college programmes (2003 Decree on the Structure of Higher
Education) and to the formal integration of those reformed programmes in the university sector (2012 Integration
Decree). In between, there were decrees pertaining to specific aspects of the higher education system, such as
legislation relating to student funding and one relating to the legal status of employees in higher education
(March 2004), the flexibilisation of curricula (April 2004), teacher training (December 2006), funding
(March 2008). In 2013, the existing decrees were revisited and codified.
In that 2013 Decree, article II.18, the function of universities and university colleges is described as “working in
the area of higher education in service to society”. There is a distinction between the role of university colleges
(practice-oriented academic research) and the universities (academic research). Both types of institutions are
working in the area of societal and academic services and the transfer of knowledge in light of the innovating
society and the economy.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The most recent strategy document is the 2014-2019 Policy brief of the current Minister of Education (Vlaams
Ministerie van Onderwijs, 2014). Given that this brief relates to all education sectors, it is sometimes difficult to
disentangle specific objectives for primary, secondary and higher education. E.g. there is reference to the need
to pay attention to sustainability (particularly in relation to the growing mobility) in educational contexts (p. 15).
Also, the Minister formulates as a central mission of her policy: “[…] education that challenges every learner to
discover and develop his/her talents so that everyone develops into an individual with a strong personality” (p.
18), which – although implicitly – refers to talent development. In the policy brief, five strategic objectives are
formulated. One of these make explicit reference to higher education. With respect to developing talents to the
maximum, higher education should offer students opportunities to succeed and to gain international experience.
Also, under the same heading of talent development but now specifically regarding the relationship between
(higher) education and the labour market, the Minister aims to support “entrepreneurial students” and “learning
entrepreneurs” (p. 33).
The Minister reflects on the achievement of policy objectives in the 2015 Policy letter (Ministerie van Onderwijs,
2015). With respect to supporting students to succeed, the Minister reports that new regulations have been
developed allowing higher education institutions to better monitor student progress (in light of the prolonging
time to degree, partly a consequence of the flexibilisation of the study programmes) and to act upon this by
offering students support or advice. Regarding mobility, new initiatives have been developed, e.g. the Master
Mind Scholarship programme for incoming students from around the world. With respect to entrepreneurialism
in higher education, the Minister will confer with her colleague of Economic Affairs to see whether students in
higher education could possibly already fulfil the requirements for a certificate business management to give
students the opportunity to already become an entrepreneur during their studies.
Relevance in more specific regulation
In the specific regulations more (explicit) connections to relevance are made. These regulations concern the
supply of programmes, the quality assurance system and student choice. We clustered to policies under the
headings of objectives of higher education to which the policies relate the most.
Personal development & Active citizenship
There is explicit reference to citizenship in the 2013 internationalisation policy “Brains on the move”. It is argued
that a stay abroad or the participation of students from other countries in Flemish higher education contributes
to citizenship competences, intercultural competences and language skills and – as a consequence – to the quality
of graduates on the (more international) labour market. A strategic target is put forward regarding the percentage
of Flemish students that should have gained an international experience (20% by 2020). A broad set of concrete
policies is proposed, e.g. relating to advise to, support and information for students; creating structural solutions
for offering mobility opportunities (mobility windows); joint programmes; increasing attention to an international
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climate at Flemish higher education institutions; international internships and registration of international
activities of students.
To help students in secondary education to make the “right” choices for and in higher education, the Flemish
government has initiated and supported a set of activities, often in cooperation with organisations in the area of
student support and advice, such as the CLBs (centres for student support and guidance). One of the initiatives
is the Columbus-project. This is an instrument that will help pupils to gain insight into their study choice process.
Pupils learn to reflect on their interests, capacities and values. There are related instruments available, such as
I-prefer, meant to map the interests of secondary school-leavers and I-study, related to study attitudes.
Additionally, pupils can find a wealth of tests (some of these for specific programmes in higher education).
Interestingly, all these instruments depart from the principle that students should gain insight into their own
capacities and preferences. I.e. relevance is mainly guided by self-interests and personal development. There is
one implicit exception to this, related to information on study success. Students and pupils can search a database
to find out what the study success has been of students from particular tracks in secondary education for specific
university and university college programmes. Although implicit, the suggestion seems to be that students should
try to make realistic and “efficient” study choices.
Sustainable employment
Apart from the general reference to suitable employment in the policy papers, there are a few specific focus
areas. As in the case of the Netherlands, there has been considerable attention to managing the supply of
programmes in Flemish higher education. For Flemish policy-makers, concerns about the macro-efficiency of the
total supply of programmes have guided the policies and regulation.
If a higher education institutions wants to set up a new programme, one of the criteria used by the Dutch-Flemish
Accreditation Organisation (NVAO) is to check whether the learning outcomes are in line with the demands put
forward from the professional domains and the disciplines (from an international perspective). It is furthermore
expected that not only staff and students, but also representatives of the professional field are involved in internal
quality assurance. A university or university college also needs to submit the advice of the Committee Higher
Education. This committee was established in 2013, in fact a merger of the Committee HBO and the Recognition
Committee Higher Education, using more or less the same criteria for their decisions as the predecessors. The
committee judges a proposal for a new programme in the context of the existing supply of programmes, the
perceived need for graduates of such a programme and the societal relevance of the programme.
For existing programmes, the accreditation rules of the NVAO – as in the case of a new programme – asks the
programme to explain whether and how the learning outcomes are in line with the demands put forward from
the professional domains and the disciplines (from an international perspective).
A feature of the current accreditation system is that institutions or study programmes have the possibility to have
an ‘exceptional achievement’ (‘bijzonder kenmerk’) formally recognised. The criteria the NVAO uses in the
evaluation process is relevance: the achievement has to be of particular importance to differentiation and profiling
of higher education, the achievement should contribute to the quality of the programme, and the consequences
of the achievement(s) are sufficiently operationalised (NVAO, 2015). Partly implicit, the ‘exceptional achievement’
option can be seen as an incentive for institutions and programme managers to make certain aspects of their
study programmes of relevance to students and/or the labour market.
References
NVAO (2015). Kader opleidingsaccreditatie Vlaanderen 2015-2021. Den Haag: NVAO.
Onderwijskiezer (2015). https://www.onderwijskiezer.be/v2/hoger/index.php
Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs (2013). Brains on the move. Actieplan mobiliteit 2013. Brussels: Department
of Education and Training.
Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs (2014). Beleidsnota 2014-2019. Brussels: Departement Diensten voor het
Algemeen Regeringsbeleid.
Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs (2015). Policy letter Education 2015-2016. Brussels: Flemish Parliament.
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COUNTRY: BELGIUM
(FLANDERS)
INPUT
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

PROCESS
OUTPUT
OUTCOME
INPUT

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

FUNDING

OUTCOME
INPUT
PROCESS
OUTPUT
OUTCOME

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

- Onderwijskiezer

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

- Quality assurance (bijzonder
kenmerk)
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

- Employers´ input in internal quality
assurance
- Labour market relevance of existing
and new programmes (accreditation
requirement)
- Quality assurance (bijzonder
kenmerk)
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

- Quality assurance (bijzonder
kenmerk)
-

- Supporting international mobility (for
global citizenship)
-

PROCESS

OUTPUT

ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP

INFORMATION

-

- Supporting international mobility
(intercultural competences in an
increasingly international labour market)
-

-
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Country Fiche: Canada - Ontario
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation
of public institutions

Number of
institutions
(2016)

Degrees offered

• Under-graduate (3-4 years)
• Graduate (at least 1 year for master, at least 2 years for
Universities
21
PhD)
• Professional
• Work-integrated learning 2
• Certificate (1 year)
• Diploma (2 years)
24
public,
• Under-graduate degree (4 years)
Colleges
more
than
• Graduate certificate (at least 1 year)
400 private
• Co-op and apprenticeship programmes (1-3 years)
• Joint degrees with universities (see above)
Source: Ontario Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development, Statistics Canada

Enrolled
students
(2013/2014)

512,712

301,794

General legislation and focus
Higher education governance in Ontario is mostly organised at the provincial level (Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities). The federal level is involved to some extent in financial aid, workforce/skills development, and research
funding.
Higher education (noting the difference in nomenclature, in Ontario there is often reference to post-secondary education
and advanced education, which not necessarily coincides with higher education) is provided by universities and colleges.
Some of the programmes provided by colleges resemble what in the European context would be termed short-cycle
higher education (1-2 year programmes, about 50% of college students enrol diploma programmes). More traditional
programmes (undergraduate and graduate) are provided by universities as well as colleges. A particular feature of the
Ontario system are the so-called work-integrated learning programmes (e.g. through co-operative education) which
combine traditional classroom teaching with a structured work experience (see also below).
The dimensions of higher education are not always explicitly defined in provincial or federal legislation. The broad
provincial legislation concerning the sector – the 2000 Post-Secondary Education Choice and Excellence Act – foresees
that the Minister or provincial Assembly 3 give (or renew) consent for functioning higher education institutions on the
basis of, amongst other, “consistency with government announcements and policies relating to the labour market or
human resource planning” (Section 1.2 of the regulation sub-ordinate to the Act). It should be noted that universities
often have their own legislation (as chartered institutions) as well. The 2002 Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and
Technology Act, which specifically refers to the college sector, is more explicit concerning relevance of higher education,
primarily highlighting sustainable employment dimension. It states that the purpose of the sector is “to offer a
comprehensive program of career-oriented, post-secondary education and training to assist individuals in finding and
keeping employment, to meet the needs of employers and the changing work environment and to support the economic
and social development of their local and diverse communities” (Section 2.2).
Indirectly, dimensions of higher education are also in the focus of the work of the Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities. According to the 1990 Act defining its jurisdiction, the Ministry is allowed to collect personal information for
research purposes including “issues related to transition from secondary to higher education, participation and progress,
mobility, learning and employment outcomes, sources and patterns of students’ financial resources, planning to enhance
affordability and accessibility, quality and effectiveness, identifying conditions or barriers that inhibit participation,
progress, completion and transition to employment” (Section 15.1).

In addition, legislation and other forms of regulation at federal and provincial levels also concerns student grants, loans
and financial assistance, i.e. the ‘personal development’ and ‘active citizenship’ dimensions of higher education relevance
(see below). Moreover, the Ontario Taxation Act 2007 (which at the first glance does not have a clear linkage to higher
education), foresees the so-called ‘co-operative education tax credit’, i.e. incentives for employers which have students
on work placements (Section 88).
Relevance in strategies for higher education
Although dating back to 2005, the Rae report (‘Ontario: A Leader in Learning’), has had a significant impact on policy
reform in Ontario. The report addresses many aspects of the higher education fabric, stressing both the intrinsic and
functional role of higher education. It argues that “Learning is a value in itself. The capacity to be curious and reflective
is what allows us to grow as individuals” while at the same time “… education, research and innovation lie at the heart
of our economy” (p. 6). When it comes to relevance, the report stresses lifelong learning and apprenticeships, reaffirms
the mandate of colleges to focus on occupational education and labour market needs, the need to recognize
apprenticeship as a postsecondary destination, and treats the apprenticeship programming delivered by colleges as a
2
3

Work-integrated learning programmes combine traditional (classroom-based) teaching with work experience.
The Minister gives approval for the study programmes, while the approval for colleges is given by the Assembly.
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core business. In the context of expanding opportunities, the report recommends to “[s]et up and maintain a consumerfriendly web portal for domestic and international students and their families as a source of current information on the
labour market, postsecondary institutions and programs, admissions and student aid” (p. 32). The Drummond report
(2012), advising across all public sectors, was important input for higher education policy as well, stressing that
investments in (higher) education were needed – in the post-crisis situation Ontario was in. Institutional differentiation
and transparency, quality teaching and simplifying tuition fee structures were key elements of the report.
Observers (see contributions to Axelrod et al., 2013) stress that Ontarian policies in the past decade have particular
addressed financial issues (particularly coping with the global crisis), quality and quality assurance, institutional
differentiation, access and accountability. Relevance does play a role in general strategic documents of both the
government and advisory committees. Two documents of the past five years indicate the general policy interest in
relevance.
The 2013 Ministry report (Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities) announces a differentiation policy framework
that offers a foundation for a dialogue between government and the universities. One of the six components of
differentiation relates to jobs, innovation and economic development and the report argues (p. 9-10) that universities
are to “… establish their role in fostering social and economic development, serving the needs of the economy and labour
market, and promoting a culture of entrepreneurship”. Metrics (in the case of the above dimension: graduate
employment and employer satisfaction) are proposed to play a role in furthering differentiation. In August, the Ministry
signed so-called Strategic Mandate Agreements with all universities and colleges.
Recently, in June 2016, The (Ontario) Premier’s Highly Skilled Workforce Expert Panel submitted its report ‘Building the
Workforce for Tomorrow’, an “integrated strategy to help the province’s current and future workforce adapt to the
demands of a technology-driven knowledge economy” (p. 2). A total of 28 recommendations in six key themes have
been put forward, including: establishment of working structures designed to facilitate cooperation between the state,
education and employers, improving labour market information to support student choice, enhancing guidance and
counselling to inform of the diversity of career options for a specific set of skills and qualifications and “shift[ing] the
focus away from solely measuring traditional credentials – i.e., degrees and diplomas” (p. 37). The latter includes
identification of “promising practices for the teaching of the competencies that are necessary for the current and future
economy, such as problem solving, team work, and entrepreneurial spirit across curricular and extra-curricular learning
opportunities, including through the arts, sports, math and science” (p. 37). It is not clear yet what the implications of
the report will be.
Relevance in more specific regulation
In the specific regulations more (explicit) connections to relevance are made. These regulations mainly concern quality
assurance and apprenticeships (work-integrated learning) as well as student grants and loans (see below).
Personal development and active citizenship
Quality assurance is carried out by the Ontario Universities Council on Quality Assurance (to be distinguished from the
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario, see below), working at arm’s length from both the (public) universities and
the government. In its 2016 Quality Assurance Framework, there is some reference to personal development and
citizenship. For all its degrees, universities and colleges are supposed to elaborate on the specific degree level
expectations. For undergraduate programmes, under the general area of autonomy and professional capacity, reference
is made to “qualities and transferable skills necessary for further study, employment, community involvement and other
activities requiring: (a) the exercise of personal responsibility and decision-making: (b) working effectively with others;
(c) the ability to identify and address their own learning needs in changing circumstances …” (QAF, 2016, p. 32). Similar
expectations are formulated for Master’s degrees – but then at a more advanced level. Moreover, in particular for the
college sector, there are Ontario College Diploma and Certificate Programme Standards (OCDSPS) containing, apart
from vocational standards and ‘essential employability skills’ (see below), also the so-called ‘general education
requirements’ which postulate that courses should “contribute to the development of citizens who are conscious of the
diversity, complexity and richness of the human experience; and, the society in which they live and work”. 4
On the federal level the 1985 Canada Student Loans Act, the 1994 Canada Students Financial Assistance Act (and the
related regulation from 1995) and the 2004 Canada Education Savings Act foresee different forms of students grants
and loans as well as tax incentives which encourage parents to save for their children’s higher education. Special grants
are available for services and equipment for students with permanent disabilities, for students with dependants as well
as for students from low income families. Grants are in general available for students who can demonstrate that they
have met “a satisfying scholastic standard” and who can demonstrate that they are “in need of financial assistance”
(Canada Student Financial Assistance Act, Section 12), and take into account the tuition and other fees imposed by the
institution, cost of books and other relevant supplies as well as whether the student is enrolled in an institution outside
their province of residence. In case of student loans, there are no specific conditions concerning merit or need defined
in the legislation. According to Section 11.1, loans can be partially or fully forgiven if the graduate “begins to work in an
under-served rural or remote community as a family physician, nurse or nurse practitioner”.
Furthermore, the regulations at the provincial level – the Ontario Student Loans (Regulation 268/01), the Ontario Study
Grant Plan (Regulation 775/90) and the Ontario Access Grants and Ontario Tuition Grants (Regulation 118/07) – stress
that different kinds of financial assistance are available only for students registered for programmes at higher education
institutions that have been approved by the Minister (see below concerning programme and institutional approval).
4

http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/pepg/audiences/colleges/progstan/contain.html (accessed 17-08-2016)
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Grants can be given only twice to the same student for two different periods of study and they can also be withdrawn if
the progress is not satisfactory. They take into account education as well as living costs (fees, books, supplies, personal
and living needs) and financial resources by the applicant (income and property). A cap on the amount of grant exists if
a student is registered at an institution that does not receive federal or provincial public money (Ontario Study Grant
Plan, Section 1.4). Concerning loans, as of 2001 the loans are awarded by a public Ontario Student Loan Trust. Terms
of loan repayment stress the principle of affordable payment and also foresee repayment relief in cases the borrower
works for a not-for-profit entity (e.g. charities or NGOs, but not public sector).
There are also specific programmes targeting indigenous students, such as the Post-Secondary Student Support
Programme, 5 which “provides financial assistance to First Nation and eligible Inuit students” enrolled in eligible postsecondary programmes, including: certificate programmes, undergraduate programmes and advanced or professional
degree programmes. The support covers costs of tuition, books, travel and also includes a living allowance, with
maximum support set to 35,000 CAD. Thus far over 22,000 students have been supported.
Sustainable employment
The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario has been set up in 2005 to assist the Minister of Training, Colleges and
Universities in improving all aspects of the post-secondary education sector, including improving the quality of education
provided in the sector, access to post-secondary education and accountability of post-secondary educational institutions.
Much of their advice to the Minister is based on research. In recent years the council has (also) focused on employment
matters, the two most important areas being: learning outcomes and work-integrated learning. The attention to learning
outcomes is largely based on a perceived need to modernize teaching and learning across the system, but it is also seen
as an instrument to better analyse what skills and knowledge graduates would need to succeed in life and work. Workintegrated learning is argued to support employment: it will “help students develop some skills and competencies that
will be useful to them in their careers” (Weingarten et al., 2016). These initiatives should also be seen in light of
employers’ wish to attract employees with working experience.
In the documents of the 2016 Quality Assurance Framework of the Ontario Universities Council on Quality Assurance
(OUCQA, a membership organisation of universities) it is argued that the framework “[…] will also facilitate greater
international acceptance of our degrees and improve our graduates’ access to university programs and employment
worldwide”. Employment issues do not play an explicit role in the protocol for new programmes or significant changes
in the programmes, but are mentioned in the protocol for (cyclical) programme review. In the section on programme
evaluation criteria, there is reference to “quality criteria” that universities and colleges can/should address in their selfassessments and among these are “… rates of graduation, employment six months and two years after graduation,
postgraduate study, ’skills match‘ and alumni reports on program quality when available” (p. 24). Similar to this, the
already mentioned OCDCPS include vocational standards – specific learning outcomes for a particular programme as
well as ‘essential employability skills’ comprising six skill categories (which also touch upon the other two dimensions of
higher education relevance): communication, numeracy, critical thinking and problem solving, information management,
interpersonal and personal. 6 Employability is also in the focus of the ‘Employability skills 2000+’ developed by the
Conference Board of Canada, 7 which highlights fundamental skills, personal skills and teamwork skills (again with
overlaps with other relevance dimensions).
Next to the OUCQA, there is a Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board (PEQAB). This board is a governmental
agency that makes recommendations to the Minister of Advanced Education and Skills Development. The
recommendations relate to private and public organisations not empowered to grant degrees and degree-granting
organisations outside Ontario (i.e. mostly non-universities). If such organisations plan to offer a degree (or parts of a
degree programme), they need ministerial approval. The Minister decides on the basis of the advice of the PEQAB. In
the handbooks and guidelines there is mostly very implicit reference to the relation between the degree programmes
and employment. Most explicit are the submission guidelines on the requirement for the applicant to offer details on, if
applicable, work-integrated learning experiences and to explain how these experiences will provide the opportunity to
put the stated learning outcomes into practice.
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COUNTRY: CANADA/ONTARIO
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

INFORMATION
-

FUNDING
-

-

-

-

- Ontario Taxation Act – tax incentives for
employers which take part in co-operative
programmes
- Ontario differentiation policy framework –
strategic mandate agreements with HEIs
- Ontario differentiation policy framework –
collection of graduate employment and
employer satisfaction data

INPUT
PROCESS
OUTPUT
OUTCOME

INPUT

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

PROCESS

OUTPUT

OUTCOME

- Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities Act (data collection)
- Quality
Assurance
Framework
(graduation rates, employment, skills
match etc. to be used in cyclical reviews)
-

-

- Canada Students Loans Act, Students
Financial Assistance Act, Education Savings
Act
- Ontario Student Loans, Study Grant Plan,
Access Grants and Tuition Grants, PostSecondary Student Support Programme
- Ontario Student Loans and Study Grant Plan

- Ministry (data collection)
- Ministry (data collection)

- Ontario Student Loans and Study Grant Plan
-

INPUT
ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP
PROCESS
OUTPUT
OUTCOME

REGULATION
- Quality Assurance Framework
- Ontario College Diploma and
Certificate Programme Standards
- Post-Secondary Education Choice and
Excellence Act (labour market and
human resource planning taken into
account when approving study
programmes)
- Ontario College Diploma and
Certificate Programme Standards
- Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and
Technology Act (college programmes
need to be closely linked to the labour
market)

ORGANISATION
-

-

-

- Quality
Assurance
Framework
(degree level expectations concerning
transferable skills)
- Ontario College Diploma and
Certificate Programme Standards

- Higher Education Quality
Council (work on access to
higher education)

- Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and
Technology Act (college programmes
need to enable graduates to support
social development as well)
-

-

- Higher Education Quality
Council (work on learning
outcomes)

- Higher Education Quality
Council (work on workintegrated learning)

-
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Country Fiche: Croatia
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation of
public institutions

Number of institutions
(2016)

Degrees offered

Enrolled students
(2013/13)

University 8

10: 7 public, 3 private

bachelor, master, PhD

126.786

Non-university 9

40: 14 public, 26 private

short cycle,
master 10

35.125

bachelor,

Source: Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE), Croatian Statistical Bureau (CBS)
General legislation and focus
The main legislation applicable to higher education is the Law on Science and Higher Education (LSHE, Zakon o
znanstvenoj djelatnosti i visokom obrazovanju), adopted in 2003 (with amendments adopted in 2004, 2007, and
2011). The basic principles of higher education are defined in article 2 and, amongst other, include:
openness of higher education institutions (HEIs) towards the public, citizens and local community,
following the “European humanistic and democratic tradition” (own translation),
respect and promotion of human rights,
unity of professional and educational work for training for specific professional knowledge and skills,
interaction of HEIs with the society and the duty of HEIs to develop students as socially responsible
members of the community.
In addition, all HEIs tasks (including teaching and research) are expected to be done in relation to the needs of
the community these HEIs operate in (article 3). While relevance of higher education is not explicitly referred to,
article 53 states that higher education should both prepare students for professional life, i.e. sustainable
employment, as well as support students’ social interests, primarily concerning access to higher education, thus
reflecting one of the aspects of the ‘active citizenship’ element of higher education relevance (see below).
Apart from this, the sector is also regulated by the 2009 Law on Quality Assurance in Science and Higher Education
(LQASHE, Zakon o osiguravanju kvalitete u znanosti i visokom obrazovanju) and the 2013 Law on Croatian
Qualifications Framework (LCQF, Zakon o Hrvatskom kvalifikacijskom okviru). The former does not address
purposes, objectives or relevance of higher education explicitly, though it does state that the process of
accreditation of new study programmes should include an assessment of justification of establishing such a
programme in the first place. The latter explicitly includes as some of the principles and goals of the Croatian
qualifications framework the following (article 3):
ensuring conditions for high quality education in line with personal needs and the needs of the society
and economy,
ensuring respect of democratic principles, human rights, human dignity and prohibition of any form of
discrimination;
developing personal and social responsibility;
ensuring accessibility of education at all levels;
ensuring economic growth based on scientific and technological development, as well as increasing the
competitiveness of the Croatian economy;
ensuring employability and individual competitiveness.
Furthermore, criteria and procedures concerning quality assurance (QA) – accreditation of institutions and
programmes are also important (see below concerning specific elements of relevance). This includes the
document Network of higher education institutions and study programmes in Croatia (the Network, Mreža visokih
učilišta i studijskih programa u Republici Hrvatskoj) adopted by the Croatian Parliament in 2011, which serves as
the basis for decisions of accreditation of new institutions and (re-)accreditation of study programmes. In general,
in order for the National Council for Science and Higher Education (NCSHE, Nacionalno vijeće za znanost i visoko
obrazovanje) to make a positive decision, it is necessary to demonstrate that the establishment of the institution
or provision of the programme has societal and economic relevance, both locally and for the whole country, and
8
Although individual university faculties have legal independence and therefore can be considered as institutions
themselves, in this report they are not counted separately.
9
This includes both polytechnics – which need at least three accredited study programmes in order to be licensed
for operation (i.e. accredited as institutions), and schools of professional higher education – which need only one
study programme.
10
Formally labelled as ‘specialist studies’, but deemed to the academic master degree in the Croatian
qualifications framework.
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is aligned with regional and national development strategies. The Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE,
Agencija za znanost i visoko obrazovanje) which organises the QA process, also issues guidelines for institutions
to facilitate the process of accreditation (see below concerning specific elements of relevance).
Relevance in strategies for higher education
Two strategic documents are important for the current policy developments in Croatian higher education: the
overarching 2014 Strategy for Education, Science and Technology (the Strategy, Strategija obrazovanja, znanosti
i tehnologije) and the Operational Programme for Effective Human Potential 2014-2020 (the Programme,
Operativni program ‘Učinkoviti ljudski potencijali 2014-2020’). 11
The Strategy states that HEIs should play an active role in social, economic and cultural development, and that
in particular the relationship between HEIs and the world of work should be strengthened (see also below on
sustainable employment). The vision of higher education formulated within the Strategy highlights the need for
a high quality education that can significantly contribute to both personal development, as well as development
of society and economy. One of the main aims of the Strategy that concerns all education levels (not just HE), is
to develop a comprehensive system for identification, support and development individuals’ capabilities and
potential by strengthening services that offer and/or facilitate lifelong learning (LLL) and professional guidance.
Specific measures that touch upon all three elements of relevance include development of regulation and
procedures to facilitate recognition of formal qualifications and non-formal and informal prior learning. Other
measures concerning only one of the three dimensions of relevance are elaborated upon below. It should be
stressed however that, at the moment, this concerns the planned measures, not the implemented ones.
The Operational programme relies on the European Social Fund resources and encompasses not only higher
education, but also the world of work, and is coordinated by the ministry responsible for work and employment.
However, one of the specific investment priorities is improving the quality and effectiveness of higher education,
explicitly referring to higher education relevance, though not elaborating in detail different relevance elements.
Personal development
At present, policy levers concerning personal development in particular are rather scarce. Although the
importance of LLL for, amongst other, personal development, is highlighted in the Strategy there is no concrete
measure proposed that would link directly any changes concerning LLL with personal development.
Active citizenship
Although active citizenship is explicitly referred to in the 2014 Strategy, most of the current as well as planned
policy levers concern access to higher education.
Here, the regulation on subsidising higher education includes provisions for full subsidy of tuition costs for
students who progress through higher education according to plan (e.g. do not repeat years of study), in the
interest of equal access to higher education. The 2014 Strategy also foresees a number of measures related to
this, including changes in regulation that would facilitate part-time studies (important for mature students or
students who work), changes in student financial support systems into a one primarily based on need, additional
funding and changes in enrolment and assessment procedures specifically facilitating participation of students
with disabilities.
In addition, the 2014 Strategy also foresees measures aiming to boost internationalisation of higher education in
Croatia – additional funding for mobility, removing organisational and regulative obstacles (e.g. concerning
recognition of parts of study or qualifications) etc. – but these are not explicitly linked to the idea of ‘active
citizenship’ in the Strategy.
Sustainable employment
Concerning the ‘sustainable employment’ element of relevance of higher education, it should be first of all stressed
that the LCQF is considered as an important regulative instrument to signal to the labour market what
competences the graduates at different levels of higher education are likely to possess. The 2014 Strategy
foresees an assessment of study programmes in relation to ‘real needs of the society’, that will be further on used
to streamline the offer to an optimal number of study programmes and enrolment quotas. 12
Apart from generic references to the extent to which study programmes are aligned with social, cultural or
economic needs of the country, the NCSHE is expected to also consider the labour market needs locally and for
the whole country (according to the 2011 ‘Network’ document, see above). Moreover, the ASHE guidelines for
programme (re-)accreditation posit that HEIs should highlight how labour market representatives are involved in
study programme development and what kind of professional guidance and counselling the students can obtain
during the studies. In addition, HEIs are also expected to submit an analysis of employability of graduates from
the study programme they are proposing.
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More information (in Croatian): http://public.mzos.hr/Default.aspx?sec=3633 (page accessed 29 June 2016).
Croatian higher education system has numerus clausus for student enrolment.
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COUNTRY: CROATIA
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

INPUT

INFORMATION
- Information system for LLL

FUNDING
-

REGULATION
-

ORGANISATION
-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

- LCQF

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

- Information system for LLL

-

- QA guidelines by ASHE and the 2011
Network document
-

-

- LCQF
- Recognition of non-formal
informal learning
-

-

INPUT
SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

PROCESS

-

-

OUTPUT

- QA guidelines by ASHE and the 2011
Network document

OUTCOME

-

-

- Information system for LLL

- Need-based grants and loans
- Special support for students with
disabilities and part-time students
- Tuition fee fully subsidised for
students who progress as planned
(2015 Decision)
- Specific support for increasing
mobility

INPUT
ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP

and
-

-

-

- Removing organisational obstacles to
mobility

-

OUTPUT

-

-

- LCQF
- Recognition of non-formal and
informal learning
- Recognition of parts of study to
facilitate mobility
-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

Developed measures are indicated in normal print, measures foreseen in the 2014 Strategy but not yet developed are indicated in italic.
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Country Fiche: Czech Republic
Broad outline of higher education system
Type /
Number of
Degrees
orientation of
institutions
offered
public
institutions

Enrolled
students
(2014/15)

Full-time
students
(2013/14)

Universities

24 public, 2 state
and 3 private

bachelor,
master, PhD

292,578

232,449

Non-universities

2
public,
private

bachelor, master

34,795

17,568

41

Source: http://toiler.uiv.cz/rocenka/rocenka.asp (Table f11, Veřejné vysoké školy & Soukromé
vysoké školy)
General legislation and focus
Provision of higher education is in the Czech Republic regulated by the Higher Education Act of 1998 (followed by
several amendments and supplements). The higher education system is further guided by the strategic plan for
the scholarly, scientific, research, development, innovation, artistic and other creative activities of higher
education institutions issued by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports. The previous strategic plan covered
the period 2011-2015. The latest covers the period 2016-2020.
Section 1 of Part 1 of the Higher Education Act outlines the broad tasks of higher education institutions. These
tasks are:
a) maintaining and augmenting acquired knowledge as well as cultivating scholarly, scientific, research,
development and innovative artistic and other creative activities in accordance with the type and
orientation of the institution;
b) facilitating access to higher education in compliance with democratic principles; providing appropriate
professional qualifications and training for research work and other demanding specialised activities;
c) offering other forms of education; facilitating the acquisition, expansion, deepening and refreshment of
knowledge in various areas of learning and culture and thus contributing to lifelong learning;
d) playing an active role in the public discussion of social and ethical issues, cultivating cultural diversity
and mutual understanding, shaping civil society and preparing the younger generation for life in such a
society;
e) contributing to development on both the national and the regional level, while cooperating with the
various levels of the state administration and regional and municipal government as well as with the
business and cultural communities;
f) developing international and particularly European cooperation as a fundamental aspect of their
activities, supporting joint projects with similar institutions abroad, implementing the mutual recognition
of studies and diplomas and facilitating the exchange of academic staff and students.
Although not explicitly stated, the strategic plans appear to view higher education relevance mainly in the context
of contributing to students’ sustainable employment (Ministry of Education, 2010; 2015).
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The 2011-2015 strategic plan for higher education groups the important topics that are to be addressed in three
priority areas: (1) Quality and relevance, (2) Openness, and (3) Effectiveness and funding (Ministry of Education,
2010). Connected to the first priority area is the witnessed expansion of the Czech higher education system in
combination with demographic and economic developments. These developments have put pressures on the
general functions of higher education, the forms and content of educational activities, students’ learning paths,
and, also, for the governance of the system of higher education as a whole and for the management of individual
higher education institutions (ibid., p. 13). The chosen direction to mitigate these pressures is the diversification
of higher education, thus having a higher education system where the functions are spread among different
institutions. The main policy instruments used to achieve the diversification are funding and regulation.
The strategic plan 2011-2015 describes the favourable position of higher education graduates on the domestic
labour market. Reasons provides for this finding are related to the relatively mild competition faced by higher
education graduates due to the relatively low supply of adult higher education qualification holders, the favourable
economic development since joining the EU, and lastly the quality and relevance of higher education that
contributes to the graduates’ employability.
As outlined in the 2011-2015 strategic plan – and again in the 2015-2020 strategic plan, funding is to be used to
steer higher education institutions functions, roles and activities. This means a stronger focus on output vis-a-vis
input (i.e. student numbers). Regulations will be used to control the higher education system in terms of number
of institutions, integration of institutions, quality assurance, and evaluations of outcomes.
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The strategic plan 2016-2020 uses slightly different priority areas, as compared to the previous strategic plan. It
sets the mission of higher education institutions as “to help, in its unique way, to build a democratic, open,
tolerant, cohesive, educated and cultural society as well as the competitiveness of the country and to help develop
a knowledge and innovation based economy” (Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 2). Institutions are to contribute to
this mission through education activities, creative activities, and direct societal and professional impact. This
suggests that all three dimensions are covered in the by the ministry set mission. Interesting is their choice for
key outputs of educational activities, which the Ministry says are: “both professional, field-specific knowledge and
skills and a broader set of transferable competencies including creativity, critical thinking, soft skills and
preparedness for further, life-long learning” (Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 2). Consequently, the focus in outputs
appears to be on the sustainable employment dimension of higher education. This can also be deducted from
how the quality of educational activities is understood. Education is to add value for every student, to be of
relevance (i.e. meeting the needs of life in the 21st century), to be open to the internal and external environment,
and to be in harmony with academic values that prepare self-reliant, independent and self-confident individuals
who think critically of the society and contribute actively to its development.
The creative activities of higher education institutions are mainly framed in the context of higher education’s
relevance to society. Institutions are to “cooperate with all relevant partners and ensure a both-way transfer of
knowledge between the academic and the application sphere” (Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 3). In the direct
societal and professional impact part of the mission, higher education relevance to society is again stressed, this
time more focussed on the spreading of knowledge and values.
Besides the mission for higher education institutions, the Ministry also set their own mission in the strategic plan
of 2016-2020. Their mission and by extension their policies, are guided by the following general values (Ministry
of Education, 2015, p. 6):

“relevance - higher education must be in harmony with the requirements and development tendencies
of the society and at the same time take into account the leading world trends in activities of HE
institutions,

effectiveness - emphasising the resulting benefit and its quality while spending effectively the related
funds,

accessibility - higher education must be accessible regardless of sex, of belonging to social, religious or
ethnic groups and regardless of economic or health limitations of the applicants.”
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
In the higher education policies and regulations that are connected to the conceptualisation of relevance particular
attention is paid to sustainable employment. Under this purpose of higher education, policies and regulations
were found that address institutional governance, information and guidance services provided by institutions,
life-long learning, linkages between higher education and the labour market, data collection on employment
outcomes, funding based on the employment outcomes, and quality assurance.
Personal development & Active citizenship
Although no direct policies were found related to personal development & active citizenship, the Long-Term Plan
2006-2010 does indicate that these purposes have (had) the attention of the government. This shows in the
following quote: “In the area of education, the system should develop and make full use of the potential of
individuals, prepare young people for entering the labour market and provide for their employability over the long
term, educate active citizens who strive to build democratic society, encourage graduates to pursue continuing
education and learn throughout their lives, and further develop knowledge in a wide variety of disciplines.” (LongTerm Plan 2006-2010, Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 2, as cited in File et al., 2009, p. 5). Similarly, the strategic
plan 2016-2020 – in line with the stated mission of higher education institutions – recommends institutions: “To
specifically seek and develop the talents of students: HE institutions should make efforts to actively recognise
specific individual talents of students by means of a broad range of instruments. The talents of students should
be developed individually so that everyone could capitalise on their potential to the maximum” (Ministry of
Education, 2015, p. 13-14).
Sustainable employment
Broadly speaking Czech Republic’s private non-university higher education institutions have a stronger orientation
towards employability and the labour market as compared to their counter parts in the public university sector
(File, et al., 2009). The distinction between types of study programmes has been strengthened in the latest
amendment to the Higher Education act (effective since 9/2016). The amendment introduced two profiles of
study programmes: academic and professional. They have slightly different accreditation criteria and the
distinction will be taken into account in the funding system (Ministry of Education, 2015).
The higher education act ensures in broad terms that also the public higher education institutions take their
external environment into account in their plans and activities. For example, Czech’s public higher education
institutions must have a Board of Trustees, which consist of at least nine members. The members are to represent
municipal / regional authorities, state administration and the spheres of public life. Moreover, the Board of
Trustees of a public higher education institution sees to it that the higher education institution serves the purpose
for which it was established, that its activities are in the public interest and that it manages its assets properly
(Section 15-8, Part 2 of Higher Education Act). The external representation implies that employers can influence
higher education institutions’ strategic plans, budgets and activities.
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Aimed at students’ employability, public higher education institutions are obliged to provide applicants, students
and other persons with information and advisory services relating to studies as well as to professional
opportunities for graduates of degree programmes (Section 21-1d, Part 2 of Higher Education Act). The Higher
Education Act (Section 45-1, Part 4) can be related to this, as it states that Bachelor’s degree programmes are
intended to provide the qualifications for practising a profession as well as for continuing to study in a Master’s
degree programme. Particularly the first condition links the study programme to the labour market. However, a
majority of the bachelor students continue their studies with a Master degree (80% in 2009 as mentioned in
Strategic Plan 2011-2015). 13 The Czech Republic aims to decrease the percentage of bachelor students continuing
their studies towards a master degree to 50% (Ministry of Education, 2010).
Also related to the responsibility of higher education institutions to society, the Higher Education Act (Section 601, Part 5) allows higher education institutions to provide lifelong learning programmes, which may be professionoriented or interest-oriented.
Taking a soft steering approach, the Ministry of Education (2010) recommends higher education institutions “to
ensure and strengthen a balanced and differentiated role of various groups of stakeholders in higher education
(academic staff, management of HE institutions, students, alumni, employers and other social partners) in internal
quality assurance” (p. 16). Moreover, higher education institutions are recommended “to develop a system
supporting work placements for students” (p. 17), “establish and reinforce links with the prospective employers
of graduates” (p. 18), “to design study programmes/fields of study with regard to employers’ needs” (p. 22), “to
invite business experts to take part in instruction, the development of study programmes, the work of higher
education institutional bodies, the drafting of strategic plans of HE institutions” (p. 22), and “to develop career
guidance, to cooperate with businesses in the area of graduate employment” (p. 22). The ministry itself shall
“promote the establishment of further links between tertiary education and business” (p. 17).
Also in the current strategic plan the Ministry of Education (2015) provides a number of specific recommendations
to higher education institutions with respect to sustainable employment. These include for institutions to: apart
from traditional academic skills, put emphasis also on language skills and other transferable competences of
graduates, involve former students and representatives of employers in the evaluation and improvement of
activities, and involve a broad group of partners in the preparation of strategic documents including the
accreditation.
With respect to employability of graduates the strategic plan 2011-2015 mentions a number of specific measures
that the ministry will take. Among these are data collection on the employability of higher education graduates,
the usage of employability of graduates in the evaluation and funding of higher education institutions, and
promotion on the labour market of the bachelor degrees as a comprehensive education. The strategic plan 20162020 continues these initiatives with:

The building of an information base that includes information sources of the needs of the labour markets
and relevance of the achieved learning outcomes. For this initiative, the ministry of education will work
together with other ministries (sharing or data, analyses and experience).

Carrying out analyses, benchmarking studies, and the like to support institutions’ opportunities to
develop their potential and to improve the quality of all their activities.

Collection of information by the ministry on measures implemented by higher education institutions in
order to increase the quality and relevance of activities, including the improvement of employability of
the graduate.
Related to the role of higher education institutions in the sustainable employment of graduates is the ministry’s
intention to make higher education institutions more receptive to cooperation with business. To this end the
ministry shall, inter alia, support a higher degree of responsible involvement of external stakeholders in the
management of higher education institutions, promote cooperation between higher education institutions and
representatives of business in the implementation and evaluation of educational activities; promote the
development of entrepreneurship skills at institutions; and support, within available resources, the development
of education in fields that are vital in terms of the future needs of the country (Ministry of Education, 2010, p.
22).
The standards of the higher education quality assurance system make it mandatory for study programmes to
give, inter alia, clear descriptions of the aims of study, the graduate’s profile, and graduate’s job prospects. 14
This suggests a link between the study programme and the labour market. Currently, this link is not scrutinised
in detail in the quality assurance standards. If might become more when the profile definition of the study
programmes (e.g. involving external partners in the preparation of study programmes and experts from practice
in teaching) is taken more into account in the accreditation process, as the ministry is intending to do (Ministry
According to current data (2014), 61% of bachelor level graduates that continue in master studies directly (in
the same year).
14
See:
https://www.akreditacnikomise.cz/attachments/article/83/EN_Standards%20for%20study%20programmes_2_
2016.pdf (page 1; accessed 28-06-2016)
13
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of Education, 2015). More specifically, the accreditation is to consider the inputs (material arrangements,
numbers of academic staff etc.), outputs (employment rate of graduates, publications, artistic realisations etc.),
and the actual form and quality of teaching (ibid, p. 10).
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Country Fiche: Denmark
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation of public
Number of
institutions
institutions

Degrees offered

Enrolled students
(2015)

University colleges, professional
education HEIs, maritime HEIs

28

Bachelor and Academy
profession degrees

118,692

Universities and art academies

12

Bachelor, Master, PhD
degrees

160,217

Source: Ministry of Higher Education and Science of Denmark, Statistics Denmark
Higher education in Denmark is offered by five types of higher educational institutions which have different profiles and
characteristics. Both Business Academies and Maritime Education and Training Institutions provide courses that lead to
bachelor's degree and Academy profession degree which is also known as Further Adult Education (VVU) degree. The
latter degree corresponds to the Level 5 of the European/National Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning
(EQF/NQF) and include a compulsory period of work placement. General and specialised research universities offer
programmes in academic disciplines, whereas University level institutions are focused on such artistic fields of study as
architecture, design, music, fine and performing arts.
Public higher education institutions in Denmark are governed by national legislation in terms of degree structure,
qualification framework and accreditation procedures which are currently under transition from programme-based
accreditation to institutional one. The Ministry of Higher Education and Science regulates most higher education
institutions in the country, although a number of university level institutions are subordinated to the Ministry of Culture.
General legislation and focus
The autonomy of Danish universities and other higher education institutions with university status was considerably
increased with the adoption of the University Act No. 403 of 28 May 2003 which also reformed the institutional
management structure by introducing external boards. The Act on Universities No. 1368 of 7 December 2007 outlines
the general structure of study programmes, governance regulations at an institution, tuition fees, accountability and
audit. A set of ministerial order complemented the Act 1368 and specified conditions for admission to bachelor's and
master's degree programmes (Ministerial Order on University Admission No. 52 of 2009), introduced a seven-point
academic grading system for student progress assessment in higher education (Ministerial Order No. 250 of 2007),
requirements for arranging university tests and examinations at bachelor's and master's levels as well as at part-time
trainings for adults which are defined in the University Act (Ministerial Order on University Examination and Grading No.
857 of 2010).
The current legislative framework for university functioning is based on the Consolidation Act of Universities No. 695 of
2011 which incorporates the previous University Acts and emphasizes the importance of academic freedom, knowledge
creation and knowledge transfer, cooperation between universities and external environment, promotion and support of
internationalisation. Furthermore, the supplementary Ministerial Order on the International Education Activities of
Universities was issued and depicts opportunities for Danish universities to participate in international programmes, in
particularly to offer different types of programmes abroad with or without a cooperating university.
Education in the arts is administered by the Act on Tertiary Artistic Education Institutions No. 889 of 2000 that denotes
general provisions on training and research in the respective area, funding and leadership management at university
level institutions. In 2013 the Ministry of Science, Innovation and Higher Education published the Order on the PhD
Programmes at the Universities and Certain Higher Artistic Educational Institutions in which admission criteria, content
of a PhD programme, assessment procedures and financial conditions were stipulated.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
Europe 2020 Strategy has considerably influenced the national targets, and urged the Danish government to determine
the priority objectives in higher education development in accordance with the EU values and goals. Thus, the Denmark's
National Reform Programme of 2011 endorses the establishment of accreditation institutions which should ensure and
monitor the quality and relevance of study programmes. The focus of the national reforms is given to the arrangement
of specialised trainings for guidance counsellors at the professional bachelor programmes which is expected to contribute
to the better quality of higher education and increase completion rates among students. The content of academic and
professional bachelors programmes is to be improved by building a strong connection between theory and practice.
Since the issue to motivate and support more young people to receive higher education is relevant for Denmark, in 2008
specific measures were taken to streamline undergraduate programmes and change certain requirements for admission.
In this context, the government expects to decrease student drop out and ensure accessibility and equality in higher
education. Additionally, in 2009 the admission system of universities underwent a change aiming at encouraging students
to enter higher education shortly after passing their qualifying exam.
In order to develop university infrastructure and boost the technological facilities, the Danish government allocated DKK
6 billion in 2010 as a grant for universities. Under the Campus Law of 2010 the budget is intended to be used for
modernisation of institutional premises, purchase of advanced equipment and creation of laboratories for educational
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and scientific purposes. Ultimately, this financial initiative should enhance the study and research environment on
campus as well as raise the prestige of the Danish higher education on a global scale.
In 2012 the Ministry of Science, Innovation and Higher Education issued a publication “Danish Science, Innovation and
Higher Education – A Global Perspective” which addresses the strategic goals of Denmark, namely, the creation of the
internationally competitive education and innovation systems. In this regard, the government stimulates the strategic
collaboration between Danish and foreign higher education institutions to meet the demands of the international
educational agenda, to attract best talents to study or work at universities in Denmark and to maintain the reputation
of a world-class higher education system.
Personal development & Active citizenship
The focus on raising the completion rates in Denmark led to the political agreement to ensure the more efficient
framework for successful completion of higher education studies. The agreement suggests actions to “foster an active
study culture through mandatory enrolment for subjects and tests corresponding to a full year of study, and to
discontinue the possibility that the individual student can cancel participation in individual tests” (Denmark's National
Report 2014 on the Implementation of ET 2020, 16). The credit transfer scheme has to be improved guaranteeing
flexibility in considering credits earned by a student at another institution or in case of changing a study profile. It is
expected that the transition from bachelor's level to a master's level will enhance and the completion rate among Master's
degree graduates will climb dramatically.
Furthermore, the Expert Committee on Quality in Higher Education in Denmark points out the need to strengthen the
learning environment as well as to improve the content and design of higher education programmes with respect to the
best practices of American universities and colleges. It also refers to the teacher-student interaction and the need to
combine theory and practice in the teaching and learning approaches. The Expert Committee reiterates the specific
potentials for improvement in terms of clarifying the features of time investment that students are expected to make
for their studies. Only a few Danish programmes identified the amount of time a student should spend for various course
activities such as lectures, workshops, group project, individual papers, etc. Nevertheless, according to the Expert's
report, almost none of the programmes in Denmark follow up the actual time spending on the required study activities.
In this context, a set of recommendations are directed to diversify the learning approaches through engaging students
into diverse research projects, forms of internships and international mobility.
Sustainable employment
The Government's Plan 2020 foresees the implementation of the reform on student grants and loans along with the
transformation of the system on the disability pension and flex-job schemes which altogether should increase the
employment by 10,000 persons before 2020. Reform of the system of student grants and loans (SU) (2010) aims at
motivating young people to receive higher education offering them more flexibility and freedom of choice in academic
perspective. Education support has to be restricted and should correspond to the official length of the training
programme. Bonuses for early start of higher education and its fast completion are to be introduced to provide financial
incentives for students to enter the labour market earlier than at the present time. The plan 2020 also comprises the
project to “increase of the so-called free amount (a fiscal term for the amount of money that a student can earn when
receiving education support), loans on attractive terms of payment for study fees abroad and finally, reduce the quota
of students, admitted via the quota 2 intake” (The Danish Government 2011, 16). These initiatives in aggregate should
increase the supply of university graduates in the Danish labour market, and thus making a positive impact on the higher
education development.
An additional measure introduced in 2014 concerns adjustment of student intake in fields with comparatively high
unemployment rate over an extended period of time. Individual HEIs decide how to adjust their intake in relation to an
overall framework decided by the Ministry of Higher Education and Science. The reduction for bachelor programmes is
implemented for the period 2015-2018, while reduction for master programmes is implemented for 2018-2020.
Industrial PhD programme is another instance of effective sustainable employment that the Danish government
established for promoting innovation and tight cooperation between higher education institutions and industry. An
Industrial PhD represents a three-year business-oriented project where a student is employed both by a university and
an enterprise. The impact study conducted to estimate the benefits and outcomes of participating companies in Industrial
PhD programmes asserts that enterprises have not only become more innovative and experienced with the help of the
PhD projects, but also increased their annual gross profits by an additional EUR 150,000 on average compared to similar
non-participants (Ministry of Science, Innovation and Higher Education, 2012). The best practices of the Danish Industrial
PhD concept laid the groundwork for the establishment of a European Industrial PhD programme in 2011.
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Country Fiche: England
Broad outline of higher education system
Type / orientation
Number of
Degrees offered
of public
institutions
institutions
Foundation
degree,
Universities
89
bachelor, master, PhD
University colleges

34

Enrolled
students
(2014/15)

Full-time students
(2014/15)

1,844,095

1,391,975

Foundation
degree,
bachelor, master

General legislation and focus
The department of Business, innovation and skills (BIS) sets the regulatory framework within which higher
education institutions operate. To do so BIS seeks advice from public bodies that have competences and
responsibilities in the areas of academic quality and enhancement, financial sustainability and good governance,
access to higher education, information provision, and student complaints and redress. This is done to safeguard
the interests of students and to ensure effective use of public funds.
The ‘Further and Higher Education Act 1992’ along with ‘Teaching and Higher Education Act 1998’ have shaped
the current characteristics of England’s higher education system. More recently, the Higher Education Act 2004
was enacted to make provisions related to research in the arts and humanities, tuition fees, and student
complaints against higher educational institutions. The regulations set the broad framework under which higher
education institutions operate. More details on the objectives of the institutions are usually included in the
institution specific Royal Chapters, or in the Instrument of Government and Articles of Government under which
most post-1992 institutions operate. 15
Relevance in strategies for higher education
A guiding strategy for the development of higher education has been outlined in BIC’s white paper Students at
the Heart of the System. The strategy suggested making some changes to the governance of higher educational
institutions in order come to a new regulatory framework that is fit-for-purpose. In light of the strategy, recent
reforms have, inter alia, promoted the delivery of high-quality and student-focused services. Likewise, reforms
in regulation can also be seen in this light. Implicitly adhering to the promotion of relevance of higher education
sector are the following regulatory reforms (CMA, 2015, p. 12):
-

-

Increased information for students via the introduction of Key Information Sets (KIS) data in 2012. In
terms of the dimensions of higher education relevance, KIS mainly covers indicators related to personal
development and sustainable employment.
The introduction by Higher Education Funding Council for England of the Higher Education Review (HER),
a more risk-based approach to quality assurance of higher education focusing the effort of the Quality
Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) where it will have the most impact and giving students
power to hold universities to account.
The gradual lifting of student number caps for certain providers, culminating in the complete lifting of
the caps for traditional providers and those alternative providers with degree-awarding powers which
have specific course designation.

Relevance in policy documents and regulation
An Operating Framework was published in July 2013 by HEFCE to set a framework for the newly reformed higher
education system of England (HEFCE, 2013). To align the supply of higher education with the actual demands of
the current market needs, higher education institutions were to improve their teaching and research skills in
order to attract more students who aspire to find a relevant job after graduation. Based on the recommendation
mentioned in the consultation paper on regulation that accompanied the White Paper, higher education
institutions are encouraged to seek excellence in teaching and research in order to create better opportunities for
graduates.
In addition, higher education institutions reacted towards the demand side of the market through changing the
dynamic of the relationship between themselves and their students. Since students are paying for their tuition
fees which are relatively high, they have high expectations for their educational investment (CMA, 2015). Thus,
higher education institutions “appear to be responding to pressures from students to provide innovative forms of
teaching, such as making more materials and courses available online” (CMA, 2015, p. 17).
Personal development
Personal development is addressed through a number of policies, which are mainly related to the collection of
information. Among these is the study commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council for England
(HEFCE), working in partnership with the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) and the Higher
15
See: https://privycouncil.independent.gov.uk/work-of-the-privy-council-office/higher-education/ (accessed
18-07-2016)
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Education Academy (HEA), which looked in ways to measure personal development – as part of learning gain in
higher education (McGrath, et al., 2015).
Information on satisfaction with personal development is collected in the National Study Survey (NSS). The survey
covers six areas: quality of teaching and learning; assessment and feedback; academic support; organisation
and management; learning resources; and personal development. The information gather in NSS is – together
with other data on, inter alia, employment – used in the Key Information Set.
Related to the NSS, is the in 2013 and 2014 piloted UK Engagement Survey (UKES). The UKES includes questions
for undergraduate students related to conceptions of (employability) skills, notions of citizenship, ethical
behaviour and diversity, and therefore seeks to highlight the broad relevance of higher education to an individual’s
development. Consequently, the UKES study can be connected to the three purposes of higher education.
Further attention for personal development shows in the UK Quality Code for higher education. The code enforces
higher education institutions to meet the expectations of the students and the public. Part of the Quality Code
are a set of expectations which promote student development and achievement that higher education providers
are required to meet. Referring to personal development, indicator 6 states “Higher education providers ensure
all students have opportunities to develop skills that enable their academic, personal and professional progression
(QAA, 2014, p. 16).
Active citizenship
In the reviewed policy documents limited attention is paid to active citizenship. Nevertheless, there are field
specific initiatives that do regulate active citizenship to some extent. An example is the Charter for Active
Citizenship in Higher and Further Education by the Political Studies Association. The charter can be signed by
higher education institutions offering programmes in that field. Referring to active citizenship, it is stated in that
“Universities and colleges have an important civic mission to educate students for citizenship. Universities can be
influential ‘sites of democracy’ founded on a commitment to promoting public debate on campuses and in local
communities. They have a vitally important role to play in addressing the challenges of an interdependent world;
in preparing graduates not only for their roles as workers and consumers, but also as citizens who possess the
knowledge, skills, and motivation they need to bring about positive change in our democracies”. 16
With one particular policy lever the higher education authorities aimed to ensure that disadvantaged students
could still access higher education, despite allowing higher education institutions to raise their tuition fees. To do
so, the government requires higher education institutions that want to charge tuition fee higher than the threshold
(currently £6,000 per year for full-time courses) to enter into access agreements. These agreements set out how
the institutions intend “to safeguard and promote fair access to higher education, for example through outreach
work in schools to raise pupils’ aspiration and attainment, or by giving financial support such as bursaries”. 17 This
access priority is in the underlying strategic document connected to active citizenship as well as to sustainable
employment (BIS, 2014).
Sustainable employment
The public agencies involved in the governance of higher education use several policy instruments that focus on
sustainable employment. However, the authorities also foresee an important role for the sector and individual
institutions to secure employment opportunities for their graduates. That they adhere to this purpose of higher
education, shown in several of the sector’s own initiatives, of which some are partly supported by the government.
An example is the Higher Education Achievement Report, which provides a “detailed picture of student
achievement throughout a students’ time at university, including academic work, extra-curricular activities, prizes
and employability awards, voluntary work and offices held in student union clubs and societies that have been
verified by the institution”. 18
In response to the legislation, strategies and policies focused on sustainable employment, higher education
institutions have increasingly integrated student employability and enterprise within their institutional strategies.
Likewise, an increasing number of institutions is seeking to expand their work experience and internship offers
(BIS, 2012). Consequently, the BIS concluded that “universities and colleges have already undertaken extensive
activity in terms of graduate employability and workforce development. They have worked constructively with
employers on the development of foundation degrees, co-funded provision and a variety of workforce
development programmes” (BIS, 2014, p. 84).
Among the more direct policy instruments is the earlier mentioned Quality Code for higher education. The code
also set requirements for higher education institutions to address aspects of sustainable employment. More
specifically, it determines that “Higher education providers have strategies to promote students' employability
and their ability to articulate their knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. In developing such strategies, higher
education providers work in partnership with students and external stakeholders” (QAA, 2014, p. 16).

16
17
18

See: https://www.psa.ac.uk/charter (accessed 01-07-2016)
See: https://www.offa.org.uk/glossary/ (accessed 18-07-2016)
See: http://www.hear.ac.uk/about (accessed 18-07-2016)
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Referring to employability of postgraduates (PhDs), the department for Business Innovation and Skills issued a
publication ‘The Government’s response to the Postgraduate Review’ in June 2011. In response to postgraduates’
recommendations, the government proposed and linked a number of actions, most of which address sustainable
employment issues. For example, in reaction to the postgraduates’ recommendation to include more transferable
skills as part of their training, the government states the following action: “Research Councils have announced
that their funding for transferable skills training will be mainstreamed as this activity becomes a standard part of
postgraduate research programmes” (BIS, 2011, p. 2).
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Country Fiche: Finland
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation
Number of
Degrees
of public institutions institutions
offered

Total number of
students (2015)

Universities

14

bachelor,
master, PhD

157,436

Universities of Applied
Sciences
(“Polytechnics”)

26

bachelor, master

139,727

Source: Official Statistics of Finland
General legislation and focus
Higher education in Finland represents a dual structure model and is offered by universities (yliopisto) and universities
of applied sciences or polytechnics (ammattikorkeakoulu, yrkeshögskola). Institutions in both sectors have particular
distinctions in their profiles as well as in their core institutional activities. Thus, the focus of universities is on scientific
research and instruction, whereas polytechnics employ a more practical approach, aiming at preparing qualified
graduates for the labour market.
A bachelor degree from the university of applied sciences allows graduates to enter immediately a master study
programme at academic universities, while in order to enrol into a master programme in the polytechnics one is required
to have work experience of at least three years in the professional field. Both universities and polytechnics provide workand research-oriented master programmes which enable students to continue their doctoral studies (organised by
universities).
Recently Finland has approved a range of acts and reforms aiming at modernising national higher education and research
and transforming it into a more dynamic and competitive sector on a global scale. Hence, the Universities Act (558/2009)
constitutes one of the key documents in Finnish higher education policy and guarantees the administrative and financial
autonomy for universities by turning them into independent legal and economic entities (public corporations or private
foundations) and allowing them to choose their profiles and strategic priorities. The Polytechnics Act (932/2014)
comprises the idea to strengthen the polytechnics' role in the system of innovation providing a room for stronger strategic
competence, focus area choices, leadership and decision-making processes at institutional level. Moreover, the latter act
brings new funding model for university of applied sciences, makes them independent legal entities and juridically all
the Finnish polytechnics operate as limited companies. In addition, the legislation also foresees that both universities
and university of applied sciences have to include representatives of stakeholders into their governance structures to
ensure relevance of teaching and research.
Under the Bologna process the reforms on degree structure, student work-load, diploma supplements, learning outcomes
and core content of the study programmes were introduced to the Finnish higher education system with the Government
Decree on University degrees (794/2004). Among main regulations concerning higher education there are also such
policy documents which specify terms and conditions for providing financial aid for students (Act on student financial aid
65/1994), administrative procedures at higher education institutions (Decree on acceptance of previous studies to
replace UAS studies 1080/2009; Administrative Procedure Act 434/2003, etc.) and prescribe instructions with respect
to the implementation of the national modernisation initiatives (Act on the implementation of the Universities Act
559/2009).
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The Strategy 2015 elaborated by the Finnish Ministry of Education put emphasis on five long-term goals which also
identify future development trends in education and research in the context of growing internationalisation, demographic
changes, technological innovations and political agenda. Therefore, the Ministry set aim to secure educational and
cultural equality for all residents of Finland regardless their age, gender, origin, social or financial status. The goal is to
be achieved through providing various opportunities to access high-quality educational and cultural service in the country
and it is also a cornerstone of the Ministry of Education regional strategy 2003-2013 and regional development of higher
education.
Reflecting the EU agenda for modernisation of higher education, where knowledge capital and lifelong learning are crucial
for personal development and self-realisation, the Finnish Ministry promotes intellectual growth and learning at all levels
of education and states its commitment to support the introduction of new forms of learning and teaching. Furthermore,
the strategy foresees the increase of opportunities for participation and inclusion in higher education based on such
concepts as active citizenship, diversity and multiculturalism.
The acceleration of the innovation system and the development of creativity and knowledge are grounded in the strategic
support for educational and economic competitiveness of Finnish society, mainly through increasing public financing
which is expected to contribute to the high quality of higher education and research. Internationalisation is also in the
focus of Strategy 2015, which in particular highlights the need to promote networking in the field of education between
Nordic countries, as well on the European and global levels.
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The Ministry of Education and Culture has been assessing the implementation of the Strategy 2015. Based on this,
further measures and national objectives were outlined in the follow-up Strategy 2020. The strategic goal for universities
to be able to anticipate changes in the society and the economy urges universities to review the content and forms of
the study programmes and ensure the preparation of competent work force. Research, innovation and creativity are
expected to be strengthened, through Ministry's support for profiling of the regions as strong regional knowledge
environments relying on the quality and efficiency of higher education area. Strategy 2020 also underscores the
openness of Finnish higher education to multiculturalism, aiming to guarantee access and equality for all social groups,
including immigrants and minority communities.
Personal development
The Ministry's Strategy 2015 explicitly states the necessity to promote intellectual growth and learning which become
extremely important in terms of self-development and self-realisation. Higher education institutions are expected to
prepare individuals for active life “developing discernment and the ability to analyse the surrounding world and one's
own place in it” (Ministry of Education 2003, 10). In this regard, the renewal of knowledge in the form of updated
learning and teaching strategies should be done at institutional level, taking into consideration the demands of the labour
market and society.
Strategy for the Internationalisation of Higher Education Institutions in Finland 2009-2015 emphasizes the personal
benefits of studying and working abroad such as improvement of language skills and position in the labour market (see
below on sustainable employment). Another reason for the government to support internationalisation is that student
and staff mobility contributes to understanding of a foreign culture and society, developing tolerance and acquiring global
responsibility as an individual (see below on active citizenship). The Centre for International Mobility (CIMO) put in
practice the national objective of promoting internationalisation though a variety of national scholarships, support
programmes for both individuals and institutions, EU and Nordic programmes.
Active citizenship
In the last decades the Finnish government has been paying considerable attention to making higher educational services
affordable for every citizen in the country irrespective of the ethnicity, background or wealth, thus providing “equal
opportunities and rights to culture, free quality education, and prerequisites for full citizenship” (Ministry of Education
and Culture 2014, 9). The new legislation on higher education emphasizes the need to support inclusion and consolidate
the sense of community among students. Hence, all higher education institutions are obliged to involve student
association into decision-making processes on issues of student relevance. For instance, students might be engaged in
the preparation of the curriculum and related planning and administration. Such activities are designed to promote
inclusion and enhance the level of active student participation in institutional leadership.
The Development Plan on Education and Research 2011-2016 acknowledges the importance of disseminating knowledge
about democratic, egalitarian society and sustainable development among students to motivate them to become active
and conscious citizens. Consequently, higher education institutions should elaborate actions and procedures which allow
students to familiarize themselves with the societal values, challenges and developments. In this context cooperation
among universities, non-governmental organisations and various social movements is encouraged.
Concerning issues related to higher education access, both the Polytechnics Act and the University Act explicitly include
admission criteria and procedures. Moreover, one of the initiatives that the Ministry of Education and Culture undertook
to ensure accessibility to higher education institutions was the Inclusive Higher Education (ESOK) project implemented
between 2006 and 2011. The project promoted physical, psychological and social accessibility in teaching and learning
in ten pilot universities in cooperation with non-governmental organisations. Special focus was given to students with
disabilities, learning difficulties, mature students as well as those who are part of a cultural or linguistic minority group.
Additionally, measures to support immigrants' and development of their capacity to study in Finland have been
introduced. Under the Polytechnics Act, universities of applied sciences may provide free education for immigrants along
with preparatory language and career-oriented training that is covered by student financial grant.
Sustainable employment
In order to adjust higher education policies to the shifting demands of the labour market, a wide range of reforms have
been undertaken within the Development Plan on Education and Research 2011-2016. As a result, the Finnish
Government formulates objectives focused on shortening the overall time in training at higher education institutions,
and consequently, enabling students to enter the labour market with awarded qualification one year earlier than at
present. The country also endeavours to increase both the entry and completion rates in higher education as well as to
alter the design of study programmes. According to the government, bachelor programmes should be less specialised
and should concentrate on developing generic skills, empowering students to be more flexible afterwards concerning
choice of master programmes.
The internationalisation policy of the Ministry of Education and Culture foresees measures to attract foreign students to
enter Finnish universities and, upon graduation, to assist them in finding employment in Finland, with a particular focus
on sectors with shortages of labour. In addition, CIMO provides support for incoming student such as exchange grant
programmes, scholarships and trainings which are funded by the EU, the Nordic Council of Ministers as well as the
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Government of Finland. As stated in the Development Plan, these international initiatives should be supported by
appropriate immigration policy and legislation, which are favourable for active employment of foreign graduates.
Progressive policy reforms were also approved by the Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK) which claims to make a
clear distinction in mission and profile between universities and polytechnics in order to avoid duplication of tasks and
responsibilities. Moreover, development of funding criteria and models which could foster cooperation between higher
education institutions and the world of work is planned. For instance, the Government intends to introduce work-based
learning (WBL) at universities that will help to equip students with necessary job skills and competence, as well as to
encourage higher education institutions to participate actively in lifelong learning by providing advanced trainings for
employees with respect to the shifting trends and requirements of the workplace.
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Country Fiche: France
Broad outline of higher education system
Type /
Number of
orientation of
institutions
public
institutions
CPEG
belong
to
CPEG
upper
secondary
schools

Degrees offered

Prepare
to
enter
engineering
or
business schools

Enrolled
students
(2014/15)

Full-time
students
(2013/14)

84.776

NA

106.000 (engi.)
442030
other
privates including
business schools

NA

Grandes écoles

227
engineering
schools,
150
business schools

bachelor,
PhD

IUT + STS

IUT
belong
to
universities and STS
to upper secondary
schools

2 years professional
degree (bachelor for
some IUT)

382.729

NA

Universities

73 public universities
-> 26 COMUE + 5
private universities

bachelor,
PhD

1.531.300

NA

master,

master,

300/450 (depending
groups or individual
2.470.700
NA
institutions)
Source: MESR (2016), see: http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/pid24683/l-enseignementsuperieur-en-chiffres.html
Total

General legislation and focus
There is an important distinction between ‘grandes écoles’ (and two years professional diploma 19), and
universities. ‘Grandes écoles’ (and two years professional diploma) are selective institutions. They prepare
students for well-defined jobs or sectors of activity. Universities are welcoming much more students (about 2/3
of the students) and have a much broader mission. In term of key legislation, two laws have to be mentioned:

The Law no. 2007-1199 of 10 August 2007 20;

The Law no. 2013–660 of 22 July 2013 21.
The 2007 law provided more autonomy to universities, in particular for specialising their training offer to local
needs (more autonomy in term of decision processes and managing funds). The law made explicit a move that
was already happening, but with great barriers: specialisation of the institutions. Moreover, the law requested
universities to create an orientation office.
The 2013 law reinforced the 2007 law. For example, universities have more autonomy for proposing customised
curricula. A national council should accredit them to deliver training for a large area (renewable every five years).
The curriculum they deliver will then be evaluated by the agency for Higher Education Evaluation (HCERES
agency, see also below). In the past, the national council must have approved individual curriculum.
Overall, the legislation focusses on increasing the relevance of university education for the labour market,
especially of the three years diploma.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The main strategy that guided the relevance of higher education in France is the 2007 “plan for study success at
the level of bachelor 2008-2012 (plan pour la réussite en licence)” 22. The primary objective of the ‘plan for study
success’ was to reduce drop out in universities (one in two students at the time, see also MESR, 2013, p. 4), but
it has also aimed at delivering a better diploma ‘bachelor degree’ in view of finding employment. Since the Bologna
process and implementation of the LMD degrees in France, it became clear that universities were not prepared
to deliver a three years professional diploma for a large number of students. They were rather organised for
longer studies such as five years diploma’s and even PhDs. Hence, universities faced the conjunction of:

19
They mainly are technological university institutes (IUT in French) and administrative public institutions (STS
in French).
20
http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/cid55933/presentation-autonomie-des-universites.html
(accessed 01-07-2016)
21

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000027677984&dateTexte=&categorieLien=i
d (accessed 01-07-2016)
22
http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/cid20651/plan-pour-la-reussite-en-licence-730- millions-deuros-d-ici-2012.html (accessed 01-07-2016)
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A strong increase in students with a professional or a technical secondary school leaving certificate rather
than a general upper secondary school leaving certificate (Hetzel, 2006). These students are more likely
to fail in higher education. This is the result of reaching 80% to the level of the baccalaureate.
Mismatch: due to a lack of orientation, students often enrol in study programmes for which they do not
meet the requirements. Students with a professional or technical secondary school leaving certificate
often enrol in study programmes where they have a high probability to fail (OECD, 2014, p. 67)

When discussing relevance, it is also important to note that there are two main types of higher education
institutions in France; ‘grandes écoles’ and universities. The types of institutions are tackling relevance differently.
For ‘grandes écoles’, (and two years professional diploma), relevance is the main reason students chose the
institution. These institutions have built the curricula for a well-defined job or sector of activity and student
compete to join them. Teaching is mostly conducted in small groups, based on real cases, with professional
teachers, and internship is mandatory and part of the curriculum. Their relevance is very high with a very low
unemployment rate few months after study completion. For universities, the recent reforms for the bachelor
degree are routed in the relevance concept because they are aiming at better preparing students for the labour
market.
Unlike most other higher education institutions, universities do not select their students. Indeed, a vast majority
of students are entering non-selective diploma by default (mainly the university) because they were not selected
for a two years diploma such as BTS, or IUT, or for a diploma provided by the ‘grandes écoles’ (entrance to
preparatory schools to ‘grandes écoles’, CPGE, is highly selective). For selective diploma, the access is conditioned
by the preparation of a concourse or by an application based on the appreciation of professors and marks received
during the last two years. Concourse are specific to a group of schools or ‘grandes écoles’ meaning that those
applying must chose a restricted number of institutions they are willing to apply for.
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
Several links to higher education references can be found in the 2007-1199 law of August 10 2007 23:

Article 1: one of the six missions of the university is ‘career guidance and professional insertion’
(“L'orientation et l'insertion professionnelle”)

Article 20: is about producing statistical indicators on study success including professional insertion 24

Article 21: is about setting up a career guidance office in every university to assist students in finding
jobs or helping students to define their professional career. The offices also support finding internships.
Similarly, several references to relevance can be found in the 2007 plan:

‘The new mission of the university: career guidance and professional insertion’ (“La nouvelle mission de
l’Université : l’orientation et l’insertion professionnelle”),

‘Make the bachelor a national diploma qualifying for further studies or professional insertion’ (“Faire de
la licence un diplôme national qualifiant pour la poursuite d’études ou l’insertion professionnelle”),

‘Professionalise bachelor’ (“Professionnaliser la licence”) with training organised on ICT, oral and writing
proficiency, language proficiency, teamwork and working methods, and

‘Enhancing openness towards business sectors’ (“Renforcement de l’ouverture vers les champs de
métiers”) with ‘at least a validated internship in the curriculum for all bachelor graduated students’ (“au
moins un stage validé dans le cursus pour tous les étudiants diplômés de L”) 25
The 2013 law also mentions some specific articles related to higher education relevance 26:

Article 21: is about better informing student about study success and professional insertion in the
domains they are studying before choosing the study programme

Article 24 reinforces the role of the career guidance office for finding internships by having contacts with
the main employers, and preparing students for their internship and for job interviews.
Not all requirements are fully implemented yet. For example, monitoring students’ pathways to the labour market
is a requirement by law, but in practice higher education institutions are not ready for reporting the results for
the whole student population. As a result, they only report statistic for a limited number of diplomas.
Personal development & Active citizenship

23
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000000824315&categorieLien=id
(accessed 01-07-2016)
24
See http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/pid24624/taux-d-insertion-professionnelle-desdiplomes-de-l-universite.html (accessed 01-07-2016)
25
http://cache.media.enseignementsuprecherche.gouv.fr/file/Communiques/01/8/orientationlicence_21018.pdf (accessed 01-07-2016)
26
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000027735009&categorieLien=id
(accessed 01-07-2016)
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In the reviewed policy documents no policies were found that directly connected to personal development and
active citizenship. It could be that these relevance dimension are implicit in the France higher education system.
Sustainable employment
Both the 2007 plan and 2013 law introduced internships, start-ups, new student status for entrepreneurs, and
the like. This is visible in a number of specific propositions in the 2013 law:

Proposition 6 is about doubling the number of students being integrated by an employer while studying
to facilitate vocational integration and open access to higher education.

Proposition 7 is about supervising internships and develop them early in the curriculum.
Among the 21 propositions of the 2013 law, proposition 2 is about decreasing the number of titles for bachelor
degrees to facilitate recognition by the employers, but also by prospective students choosing a diploma
(Legifrance, 2013). Since 2014, the Bachelor's degree is based on two levels (MESR, 2014): large areas (Arts,
humanities, languages; law, economics, management; humanities and social sciences, science, technology,
health) and 45 specialisation (instead of 1,800 bachelor diploma).
In addition to the regulations that mainly focus on sustainable employment, there are a number of two specific
policies that can also be connected to the sustainable employment dimension of higher education. These are:

Plan campus funds 27: initiated in 2007, the "plan campus" provides extra funds to universities to
renovate university buildings and facilities, but under the condition that institutions present a plan for
the modernisation of their organisation. As one of the selection criteria, the institutions’ plan must
discuss the employability of graduates.


PIA 28 funds: Among the initiatives funded by the PIA, the first PIA (2010-2013) of € 35 billion 29 and the
second PIA (2013-2015) of € 12 billion 30 (a third PIA of € 10 billion has been recently approved 31 with
a stronger focus on teaching; € 3 billion) are funding excellence initiatives for education “Les Initiatives





d’excellence en formations innovantes” IDEFI 32 and IDEFI numériques 33. The initiative funds innovative
teaching methods in view to better prepare students for the labour market.
The agency for Higher Education Evaluation HCERES ("Haut Conseil de l'évaluation de la Recherche et
de l'Enseignement Supérieur") is evaluating among others the quality of the training, of the educational
project, and the results in terms of employability. These evaluations are used by the MESR when
negotiating the five years contract of the university. The plan sets the main developments of the
university with the corresponding funds.
Since 2009, 20% of the funding received by higher education institutions is based on performance (80%
are based on the number of students and professors / researchers). As part of the indicators of
performance, the indicator "% of employed graduates three years after completion of their diploma" has
been under discussion between the MESR and representatives of universities (CPU) for being one of the
indicators for the regular funding of universities based on performance, but no decision has been taken
so far. 34

Lastly, and somewhat outside the scope of this country fiche but still relevant due to the size of France, regions
are responsible for the coordination of vocational training and information services to those looking for orientation
since 2014. This includes conducting regional studies on future employers’ needs, draw plans on training needs,
and coordinate with local stakeholders on vocational education (such as the regional office of the employment
agency). Although regions do not have a formal role for universities, they are contributing to university funding
(as well as local authorities) and may have a representative in the university board 35. As a consequence, the
27
Plan Campus dedicated €5 billion in 2008 (€ 1.3 billion from the PIA and € 3.7 billion from selling shares in
the electricity company Edf). Universities were invited to present a plan in a competition for the funds. The
intention was to bring a limited number of French universities to the level of the international playing field.
Twelve universities (original plan: ten) were selected (in addition twelve others have been nominated for
limited funding of about €400 million). See http://www.enseignementsuprecherche.gouv.fr/pid24591/operation-campus.html (accessed 01-07-2016)
28
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training offer of some universities is increasingly influenced by regional / local needs (as universities are
independent, some are adapting faster than others). This specialisation is permitted by the recent 2007 and 2013
laws allowing universities to develop a range of diploma more freely.
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COUNTRY: FRANCE (FOCUS
ON UNIVERSITIES)
INPUT
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

REGULATION

ORGANISATION

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

- Economic Sector Analyses by regions
- Information provided to students on
employment level by sector

-

- Decreased number of titles for bachelor
degree (both general and vocational
bachelors)

-

- Plan campus funds
- PIA funds

OUTCOME

- Universities to monitor statistical
indicators on employability
-

- Performance funding tight to
employability (under discussion)
-

- Mission universities: ‘career guidance
and professional insertion’
- Bachelor diploma as a professional
qualification
- Mandatory internship in bachelor
programmes
- Quality assurance (labour market
relevance requirements)
-

-

INPUT

-

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

PROCESS

OUTPUT

ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP

FUNDING

-

INPUT

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

INFORMATION

- Universities to have career guidance
office
- Bachelor programme to have specific
(transferable) skills
-

46

Country Fiche: Germany
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation of
Number of
Degrees offered
public institutions 36
institutions
(2014/15)

Enrolled
students
(2014/15)

Full-time
students
(2014/15)

Universities

87

Diploma, Lehramt (teaching
qualification), Bachelor, Master,
PhD

1,684,404

n.a.

Colleges of Education

6

Diploma, Lehramt (teaching
qualification), Bachelor, Master,
PhD

24,748

n.a.

Colleges of art and music
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Diploma, Lehramt (teaching
qualification), Bachelor, Master,
PhD

33,809

n.a.

Universities of applied
sciences (without
colleges of public
administration)

109

FH-Abschluss (traditional
degree), Bachelor, Master

739,766

n.a.

General legislation and focus
Germany is a federal state which has also consequences for its higher education system. As part of concurrent
legislation (Art. 72 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany), the federation (Bund) is only
responsible for the fields of admission to higher education institutions and their degrees. Generally, the 16 Länder
in Germany are responsible for the organisation of higher education and the respective legislation. The legal basis
of higher education is, therefore, mainly provided by the legislation of the Länder regarding higher education
institutions (HEIs), colleges of art and music, and universities of applied sciences (Fachhochschulen). The Länder
have also been granted the power to enact their own provisions in deviation from the relevant federal laws (with
respect to admission and degrees).
On federal level, the most important regulation with respect to this study is the Framework Act for Higher
Education (Hochschulrahmengesetz implemented in 1976, last amended in 2007). The legal text does not
explicitly refer to the relevance of higher education. However, according to article 7 teaching and study is
supposed to prepare students for professional careers by providing necessary knowledge, skills, and methods for
each course of study. In this way, students are to be enabled to scientific and artistic work as well as to responsible
behaviour in a free, democratic, and social constitutional state.
The Higher Education Acts of the Länder depict the purposes of the different types of HEIs. The universities are
responsible for developing the sciences through research, teaching, and further training. Colleges of education
provide teacher training, colleges of art and music are caring for music, performing arts and fine arts. Universities
of applied sciences are to provide education with a professional focus. Furthermore, the Higher Education Acts of
the Länder describe the general objectives of HEIs as well as the general principles underlying the system of
higher education, study, teaching and research, admission, membership and participation, as well as staff at
HEIs. Similar to the Framework Act for Higher Education of the federation, the provisions of the Higher Education
Acts of the Länder refer to the task of HEIs to prepare students for professional careers including self-employment
and responsible behaviour in a free, democratic, and social constitutional state. Terms such as sustainable
employment, personal development and active citizenship are not explicitly mentioned in the documents;
however, the defined tasks of HEIs are clearly related to the dimensions of sustainable employment and active
citizenship. Since the 16 Länder bear responsibility for organising the higher education system, it is not possible
to give a detailed picture for the whole of Germany. For this reason, we have included only a limited number of
Länder that provided useful information. In addition, we tried to take account of both Eastern and Western
German Länder.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
Thuringia
Thuringia has developed a strategy for its higher education institutions until 2020 (Hochschulstrategie Thüringen
2020). An analysis of the document shows that relevance as well as the expected benefits of higher education is
often not mentioned directly related to students/graduates, but rather indirectly via the responsibilities of the
HEIs.
In addition, Germany’s tertiary sector also includes state-run or state-recognised Berufsakademien
(professional academies) in some of the Länder. The Fachschulen and Fachakademien (both institutions of
continuing vocational education) in Bavaria are also part of the tertiary sector. However, the institutions
mentioned are not considered as part of the higher education system; for this reason they are disregarded in the
following.

36

47

According to the strategy paper, relevance of higher education or relevance of the institutions providing higher
education refers mainly to the economic utilisation. Accordingly, the HEIs in Thuringia are of particular relevance
to cover the needs of the Thuringian economy for highly skilled employees that are needed to further improve
the state’s national and international competitive position, particularly in growth areas (such as automotive, clean
energy and energy storage, medical engineering, optoelectronic). This task has already been addressed in a
framework agreement between the state government and the HEIs. Under this agreement, the role of HEIs is
emphasised to contribute to the development of the state as a training ground for highly skilled professionals.
Hence, the Thuringian HEIs are requested to help forming and implementing strategies and measures to reduce
the migration of Thuringian graduates and to secure the need for academic professionals (p. 32).
The framework agreement is also covering other aspects, such as culture and politics. For instance, with regard
to the strategic alignment of subjects of the Thuringian HEIs, in humanities the supply of so-called small subjects
is mentioned among other things. Small subjects combine disciplines, which have low staff and material resources
as well as a limited number of students. These fields are considered of high international relevance, providing
highly visible benefits. Specifically, from a cultural, economic and political point of view it is considered necessary
to obtain knowledge and young scientists in disciplines that deal with cultures and languages of the Middle East,
South Eastern Europe and neighbouring regions (pp. 72-73).
There are also requirements for the design of subjects of individual HEIs. In order to enhance its profile, the
Bauhaus-University Weimar (offering subjects such as architecture, constructional engineering, arts), for
instance, is to develop a focus on "art, design, science". It is meant to relate questions concerning the living
environment and the social and cultural relevance in a new way (p. 116).
Brandenburg
The state of Brandenburg has developed a strategy for its HEIs as well. The strategy encompasses the period
2013 to 2025 (Hochschulentwicklungsplanung des Landes Brandenburg bis 2025). The term relevance is not
explicitly mentioned in the document; instead the relevance of higher education needs to be derived from the
context.
Among other things, the Brandenburg HEIs are supposed to help shaping demographic change. They are
considered important anchor points in the regions; with their educational offers they are to provide individual
development opportunities and prevent migration. In this context it is explored whether universities of applied
sciences may strengthen their supply of dual degree programmes or programmes with dual elements in line with
demand (p. 23). With their supposed transregionally attractive offer, HEIs in Brandenburg are to attract students
and scholars from other German Länder and from abroad, thus contributing to immigration (p. 8).
Graduates from Brandenburg higher education institutions are employable on the private and public service
sector. They are not only highly skilled workers, but also contribute to knowledge transfer by bringing new
knowledge to their jobs. The importance of skilled workers as a key factor of production is expected to increase
as the development of the knowledge society proceeds. Trained professionals of all disciplines from the
Brandenburg higher education institutions allow the establishment of new businesses and they contribute to
dynamic site development through starting up their own enterprises. Also for many employers in the educational,
social and cultural areas, the use of highly skilled personnel is necessary (p. 8).
Following the recommendations of the Higher Education Structure Commission, the HEIs in Brandenburg will
complement their existing reporting system by developing a monitoring system for quality-related data (for
example, input-output ratio, retention, study success, dropout, attrition rate). The HEIs will exchange the data
collected and confer at least once a year the development of the data and conclusions from the data analysis.
Once the development of methods has been finalised, the Ministry will decide which indicators are suitable to
achieve a stronger output orientation in the context of indicator-based allocation of funds (p. 41). In this respect,
attributes of study success (measured e.g. by the number of graduates or completion rates) may enter the
funding system of HEIs.
Bremen
Bremen has developed the "Science Plan 2020" which describes the priorities of Bremen's science policy
(Wissenschaftsplan 2020). Improving the quality of teaching is a focus of the ‘Science Plan 2020’. A high quality
of teaching and learning is a basis for the public budgeting system, the acceptance by society and the labour
market. The quality can be assessed on a number of quantitative indicators, such as high study success rates,
good student-teacher ratios, a reasonable period of study, successful participations in national and international
competitions for teaching quality and a high degree of satisfaction of students, graduates, and teachers.
Qualitatively it can be measured by the graduates’ excellent technical, methodological and social skills and their
good chances on the labour market (p. 19).
North Rhine-Westphalia
North Rhine-Westphalia tries to increase the relevance of higher education, inter alia, by improving substantially
the level of information of potential students with a special instrument called studifinder. It is an online portal
that is in use since autumn 2012. On the basis of four detailed test methods, prospective students are offered
the chance to find those study programmes at HEIs in North Rhine-Westphalia, which fit well with their personal
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conditions and interests. The test procedures, which have been developed on the basis of current psychological
findings, cover the areas subject-specific inclinations, professional interests, personal strengths and skills and
work attitudes. Users get a feedback on their fit to a total of 80 fields of study that have been related to 107
occupations. The HEIs in North Rhine-Westphalia have allocated all study programmes which qualify for a
profession to up to six fields of study.
With an integrated instrument, the studicheck, prospective students can also check for specific programmes at
HEIs, whether their skills match the expectations of the desired programme and where they need to catch up.
Furthermore, by means of the so-called studikurs, users can acquire missing knowledge or deepen existing
knowledge through tailor-made e-learning courses.
The studifinder is a process-oriented online tool that prospective students can use as a support for the whole
process of study orientation and which facilitates study entry. The test results can also be introduced at qualified
personal study counselling. The feedback that users receive points explicitly towards student counselling at HEIs
and the Federal Employment Agency with appropriate links. The tool is developed and run by the Ruhr-University
Bochum on behalf of the HEIs in North Rhine-Westphalia. Funding is provided by the Ministry of Innovation,
Science and Research. The basic decisions in the project are being made by the General Assembly, in which all
public HEIs and the Ministry are represented. The special feature of this instrument is that potential students are
not only informed about current study programs. In addition, they also get the opportunity to explore their
interests and abilities and to determine, whether or not higher education is suitable for them, and if so, what
study programmes. According to the Ministry for Schools and Further Education the tool is meant to support
pupils in making well-founded decisions for their future professional careers.
Personal development & active citizenship
Federal level
The German federal ministry of education and research (BMBF) funds studies to collect information on the
dimension of active citizenship: The working group on higher education research of the University of Konstanz
conducts the Student Survey since 1983 (Studierendensurvey der AG Hochschulforschung). This survey is
conducted every two to three years. It covers information on the conditions of living and studying as well as the
social attitudes, the political attitudes and political participation of students in Germany. The Social Survey
(Sozialerhebung) runs since 1951 and is conducted by the German Centre for Higher Education Research and
Science Studies (Deutsches Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung - DZHW) on behalf of the
German National Association for Student Affairs (Deutsche Studentenwerk - DSW) and funded by the BMBF. It is
large scale survey on the economic and social conditions of students' life in Germany and conducted every third
year. It provides high quality data and statistics on student life in Germany and is an important source of
information for decisions makers, higher education professionals, research, and the public. By providing
information on the economic and social conditions of students the Social Survey aims to support policies to
improve these conditions with is, inter alia, related to the social dimension.
The federal level is also involved in student funding, referring explicitly to the social dimension of higher education.
According to the federal law on educational support (Bundesausbildungsförderungsgesetz – BAföG) the state
provides individual grants for students following a needs-based approach. The system was established in 1971
and has been subject to several amendments over the years that focused, inter alia, on the level and design of
financial support to students as well as the burden-sharing between the federal level and the Länder. The explicit
objective of BAföG support is to enable young people to participate in higher education according to their abilities
and interests, regardless of their socio-economic background.
Thuringia
With respect to students’ personal development and active citizenship, the strategy paper does not contain much
information. According to its primary concern, students are to be qualified to take responsibility in society,
business and administration. HEIs are considered being also a crucial factor for lifelong learning. That way
Thuringian HEIs are to initiate new social, economic and cultural developments (p. 5).
Brandenburg
HEIs in Brandenburg are to contribute to the democratic development of civil society. They do this primarily by
fulfilling their educational mandate, regardless of their specialisation in teaching. They support individual
participation opportunities and capabilities of participation and aim at strengthening the participation
opportunities in a democratic society. Their international orientation strengthens tolerant, cosmopolitan thinking
in Brandenburg. The Brandenburg HEIs are to initiate and advance the discourse on the regional and national
economic, technological, environmental and social challenges of society. They do this as part of their
complementary profiles through teaching and research in the artistic, technical and humanistic subjects (p. 8).
Bremen
In teaching, the central objective of Bremen HEIs is to achieve a high quality of studies. Graduates of Bremen
HEIs should have excellent scientific, methodological and social skills that enable them to career paths within and
outside academia. Therefore, competence orientations, the provision of language skills, practical skills, as well as
socio-political, social and ethical references are considered fundamental for modern teaching (p. 18).
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The Bremen HEIs are of high socio-political importance. They provide access to education, thereby offering
opportunities. They thus make a valuable contribution to the personal development of people. They are also
places of innovation and social progress (p. 8).
Hesse
According to the Higher Education Pact 2016-2020, the HEIs in Hesse and the state pursue commonly agreed
objectives in the area "internationalisation and intercultural integration". Among other things, the international
dimension of science and study should be strengthened as well as the further development of international
mobility and international qualifications. This includes measures for a successful integration of international
students and scholars at universities, in the work environment and society. By undertaking respective activities,
the state and the HEIs make at the same time an important contribution to securing skilled employees (p. 6). In
this way, higher education is not only supposed to supply the labour market with highly skilled employees,
moreover, it has also a function of social integration.
Berlin
The state of Berlin promotes as part of its resource allocation model for HEIs a particular aspect of the social
dimension, namely diversity. As part of performance-based funding HEIs receive for first year students with an
immigrant background or from groups of professionally qualified applicants without Abitur 37 an extra amount of
between 10,000-25,000 Euros. That way Berlin wants to set new standards in integration policies and for the
opening of universities to new groups of applicants and professionals (pp. 4, 12).
Lower Saxony
In Lower Saxony the performance-based resource allocation to public HEIs includes a component for the area of
diversity as well. In the field of teaching, international students 38 have been introduced as performance parameter
for both universities and universities of applied sciences. For the allocation of funds it is taken account of the
number of international students, which is attributable to a single HEI compared to all international students in
Lower Saxony (p. 3, 6).
Sustainable employment
Federal level
The BMBF funds studies on the careers of higher education graduates. The German Graduate Panel Study is
conducted every fourth year by the DZHW. It provides representative data on a national level for decision makers,
higher education professionals, and researchers. Among its topics are: course of studies and academic
achievement, occupational careers, experiences, and prospects, further education, starting a family and careers,
or mobility. It aims at supporting policies directed to improve German higher education with relevant information
and data.
The federation and the Länder have launched a programme called "Hochschulpakt Lehre” (Teaching Quality Pact),
which is designed to provide better conditions for studying and better quality in teaching. To support the
programme, the federal government provides about 2 billion Euros for the period 2011-2020. The programme
supports, inter alia, measures to further optimize the conditions for studying and develop innovative study
models. In particular this refers to increasing the practical relevance in bachelor's degree programmes and
designing the introductory phase for an increasingly heterogeneous student population. Accordingly, the
programme affects the employability of bachelor students and the social dimension of higher education.
In 2008, the federal government has issued a memorandum to the National Pact for Women in STEM professions.
Its fundamental and explicit objective is to reduce the shortage of skilled workers in Germany in the fields of
science, technology, engineering and mathematics by better utilising the potential of women. A concrete objective
is, for example, to increase the proportion of female first-year students in science and technical subjects by 5
percentage points on average. Furthermore, the proportion of women is to be increased for new hires in STEM
professions; the proportion should be at least as high as the share of females among the graduates of the
respective subjects. The federal government initially supported the project for a period of three years by e.g.
providing information, offering internships or organising “Technical boot camps”. The National Pact for Women in
STEM professions is an initiative that can be clearly associated with the field of sustainable employment.
Also in 2008, the federal government and the Länder have launched the initiative "Advancement through
Education: Open Universities". The competitive initiative supports projects of HEIs and networks of HEIs aiming
to develop study programmes for employed persons and other target groups. The study programmes are
supposed to ensure a sustainable supply of skilled workers and improve the permeability between vocational and
academic education.
Level of the Länder

Abitur is the traditional higher education entrance qualification in Germany.
International students are defined as students with foreign nationality who received their higher education
entrance qualification abroad.
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Since the early 1980s, there was a negative trend in the development of the annual number of births in the
Eastern German Länder (such as Thuringia and Brandenburg). This trend increased considerably in the first half
of the 1990s when the birth-rate dropped by 56 % within four years. Subsequently, since the first decade of the
Millennium HEIs in Eastern Germany had difficulties filling their capacities. Attracting students and preventing a
brain drain of graduates is, therefore, a key element of higher education strategy.
Thuringia
Together with companies and HEIs the Thuringian Ministry for Economy, Science, and Digital Society aims at
developing strategies to provide students with an attractive prospect for employment or self-employment in
Thuringia. The educational mission of HEIs does not only strive for recruiting powerful young talents for the
academic and scientific system. A central field is also and especially the academic qualification for professional
opportunities outside academia, thus attracting professionals for business, administration and society, who are
essential for the development of a powerful knowledge society in a sustainably developing state (p. 8).
The HEIs’ function as drivers of economic growth should be strengthened. They are supposed to attract students
and scholars from Germany and abroad by providing good conditions for studies and science and bind them to
Thuringia, thus keeping valuable professionals for the Thuringian economy (p.11).
Bremen
Bremen's HEIs have accepted a heavy responsibility resulting from the Higher Education Pact 2020. 39 They
educate a highly increased number of students and thus make a significant contribution to meeting the needs for
skilled personnel in the state of Bremen and the region (p. 19).
The aspect of employment takes on an important role in Bremen’s Science Plan 2020 and affects it in many ways.
The relevance of employment is, for instance, used as criterion to justify the design of study programmes: From
the state’s perspective, a study programme may, inter alia, be established or continued if there is a need for the
range of study courses on the regional labour market (p. 22). In addition to the criteria of the state for the
establishment of study programmes, the following conditions are to be respected in the development of degree
programs: Master degree programmes are linked to research activities or delivered where they meet the
requirements of the labour market (p. 52). The aspect of employment is also used for shaping the profile of
individual HEIs. The objective of the Hochschule Bremen (University of applied sciences), for instance, is to train
highly qualified graduates who meet the needs of the regional, national and international labour market. With
respect to the required interdisciplinary qualifications, special attention is paid to the acquisition of social and
intercultural skills (p. 51).
In order
relevant
between
students

to correctly assess the requirements of the labour market, and thus provide students/graduates with
skills, the Bremen HEIs cooperate with various partners. In particular, the successful cooperation
the HEIs, the Bremen Department of Science, businesses, associations and foundations for attracting
and graduates from STEM subjects for the regional labour market will be continued (p. 24).
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COUNTRY: GERMANY
INPUT

PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

FUNDING

-

-

- Socio-political, social and ethical
references in teaching (Bremen)
- Preparing students for responsible
behaviour in free, democratic state
(Higher Education Acts of Länder)
- Provision of indiv. dev. opportunities
(Brandenburg)
- Excellent social skills of graduates as
target (Bremen)
-

-

-

- National Pact for Women in STEM
professions

- Securing skilled employees by
integrating international students and
scholars (Hesse)
- Prep students for prof. careers/selfemployment (HE Acts of Länder)
- Preventing migration of graduates
(Thuringia, Brandenburg)
- Good chances of graduates on labour
market as target (Bremen)
-

- Maintaining study subjects for cultural
and political reasons (Thuringia)
- Study programmes depending on needs
of regional labour market (Bremen)

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

- Studifinder to improve student choice
(North Rhine-Westphalia)
- National Pact for Women in STEM
professions
- Graduate Panel Study of DZHW

- Performance-based funding
(applicants without Abitur, Berlin)
- Student support system BAföG
- Advancement through education: OU
- Teaching Quality Pact
- Student support system BAföG
- Advancement through education: OU

- Graduate Panel Study of DZHW

-

- Graduate Panel Study of DZHW

-

-

- Performance-based funding: First
year students with migration
background (Berlin), International
students (Lower Saxony)
- Student support system BAföG
- Advancement through education: OU
- Teaching Quality Pact
- Student support system BAföG
- Advancement through education: OU

OUTPUT

OUTCOME

INPUT

ACTIVE
CITIZENSHIP
PROCESS

- Student Survey of AG
Hochschulforschung (federal level)
- Social Survey of DSW and DZHW
(federal level)

ORGANISATION

-

OUTPUT

PROCESS

REGULATION

-

PROCESS

INPUT

SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

INFORMATION
- Studifinder to improve student choice
(North Rhine-Westphalia)
-

OUTPUT

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

- Integration of international students
into society (Hesse)
- Strengthening participation
opportunities in democratic society
(Brandenburg)
- Taking responsibility in society
(Thuringia)
-

-

-

- Development of strategies for providing
attractive prospects for employment
(Thuringia)
-

- Introducing new study programme
relating to social and cultural relevance
(Thuringia)
-
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Country Fiche: Ireland
Broad outline of higher education system
Type
/ Number of Degrees offered
orientation
of institutions
public
institutions
bachelor, master,
Universities
7
PhD
Institutes of
certificates, bachelor,
14
technology
master, PhD
Colleges of
bachelor, master,
7
education
PhD

Enrolled
students
(2014/15)

Full-time
students
(2014/15)

113.703

95.120

91.013

68.440

12.804

9.780

General legislation and focus
Irish higher education institutions are mainly regulated through two laws; the Universities Act 1997 and the
Institutes of Technology Act 2006. The Universities Act determines the objectives of universities. Those
particularly related to higher education relevance include:

to promote the cultural and social life of society, while fostering and respecting the diversity of the
university’s traditions;

to support and contribute to the realisation of national economic and social development;

to educate, train and retrain higher level professional, technical and managerial personnel;

to facilitate lifelong learning through the provision of adult and continuing education;

to promote gender balance and equality of opportunity among students and employees of the
university.
Through several articles in the Universities Act, universities are obliged to comply with the set objectives. For
example, the institutions’ governing authorities are to have regard to the attainment of gender balance and
equality of opportunity. Likewise, institutions’ governing authority are to have policies addressing access to the
university, particular of students with economically or socially disadvantages backgrounds.
As stated in the Regional Technical Colleges Act, 1992 (amended by the Institutes of Technology Act 2006), the
function of Institutes of Technology is primarily to provide vocational and technical education and training for the
economic, technological, scientific, commercial, industrial, social and cultural development of Ireland with
particular reference to the region served by the college. Through specifications similar to those in the Universities
Act, Institutes of Technology are obliged to act in accordance with the set function.
For both type of institutions, the regulations have set conditions for the inclusion of external representatives in
the governing bodies, such as representative of employers, trade unions, and community organisations.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
In 2011 the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 was published. Its main goals is to enable the Irish
higher education sector to successfully meet the many social, economic and cultural challenges in the upcoming
decades. The strategy explicitly aims to enhance quality and relevance, and connect better with the wider needs
of society and the economy. More specifically, the vision for higher education is underpinned by a number of
high-level objectives, such as: “Students will experience an education that is excellent, relevant and responsive
to their personal development and growth as fully engaged citizens within society” (Department of Education and
Skills, 2011; P. 27).
In the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, a framework for change was proposed to configure the
institutions with the national needs. Specifically proposals aim to (Department of Education and Skills, 2011; P.
97):

Retain and improve the diversity of institutional missions while ensuring their relevance to individual,
labour market and societal needs;

Enhance the quality of the student undergraduate and postgraduate experience;

Enhance the role of the sector in actively supporting economic development, particularly through
improved knowledge transfer to the enterprise sector;

Improve resource efficiency, by taking advantage of economies of scale and opportunities for sharing
services; and

Develop system capacity according to national and regional needs.

Particularly for the institutes of technology the strategy sets forth the expectation that the institutions are to have
“very strong links with enterprise to create programmes informed by enterprise needs, co-taught by practitioners
and academics, with constant renewal and change to ensure relevance” (Department of Education and Skills,
2011; p. 103).
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In the implementation plan of the national strategy the institutions are set to engage with employers to facilitate
mobility of students between higher education institutions, business, the professions and wider community to
make the higher education more relevant. Furthermore, higher education institutions are required to have open
engagement with their communities and this engagement is to be in alignment with their mission. Institutions
might demonstrate such engagement by, for example, being responsive to the labour market and skills needs,
“by systematically seeking feedback from employers on the value and relevance of graduates’ skills; and by acting
appropriately on such feedback” (Higher Education Authority, 2013a; p. 38).
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
Irish higher education regulation, strategies and policies appear to mainly focus on the sustainable employment
dimension of higher education relevance. Yet, there is some attention for active citizenship and personal
development in the strategies and policies for higher education.
Personal development & Active citizenship
Equal access to higher education is regulated in the acts governing higher education institutions. In their National
Access Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2008-2013, the Higher Education Authority places the equity
of access agenda in the context of the human right to personal development (Higher Education Authority, 2014a).
Higher Education Authority sees it as their role and strategic objective to ensure that higher education contributes
to students’ personal development (and to social, economic and cultural development) (Higher Education
Authority, 2012).
The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 mentions the “undergraduate curriculum needs to place more
emphasis on generic skills, especially those required for the workplace and for active citizenship” (Department of
Education and Skills, 2011; p. 56 & 57). What exactly these generic skills related to active citizenship are, is not
explicitly mentioned.
Connected to both personal development and active citizenship it is interesting that the Irish Survey of Student
Engagement asks first year, final year undergraduate, and taught postgraduate students to indicate, inter alia, if
their higher education experience contributed to their:

voting behaviour in local, or national elections or referenda

self-understanding (self-reflection)

understanding people of other racial, ethnic and national backgrounds

development of a personal code of values and ethics

their contributing to the welfare of their community
Sustainable employment
Different policy levers have been implemented that link higher education to sustainable employment. Embedding
research centres in higher education institutions is one of them. Competitive funding awarded through Science
Foundation Ireland, Enterprise Ireland, the Irish Research Council and other national and international funders
have been playing crucial roles to embed research centres with higher education institution. These are the efforts
dedicated to provide funding channels for postgraduate researcher training, post-doctoral research, and the
career development of researchers across higher education system and are believed to bring about sustainable
employment.
The Higher Education Authority is a key actor in making higher education contribute to students’ sustainable
employment. This shows, for example, in their Strategic Plan 2012-2016 (Higher Education Authority, 2012, p.
18), which states that the Higher Education Authority “actively engages in labour market analysis and will provide
guidance to the sector in anticipating and responding to skills needs in the economy. This will relate both to areas
of skills shortages (current and forecast) and to the relevance of programmes to the needs of the economy.
Proactive labour market scanning, active engagement with employer views and surveys and responding to student
surveys are essential elements of HEA responsibility.”
The quality of the postgraduate research education in institutions is considered to be vital for the development of
human capital. Quality assurance measures are also intended to imbue doctoral graduates with the transferable
skills needed to advance their careers across a broad range of employment sectors (Department of Education
and Skills, 2015). Related to quality assurance has been the long-standing requirement of the programme
validation process that enforces institutions to seek regular feedback from employers, graduates, labour market
representatives and other relevant organisations or stakeholders (Higher Education Authority, 2014b). As a result,
many institutions use employer groups in consultative and advisory boards dealing with employability,
programme design and content (ibid.).
The National Strategy for Higher Education aimed to facilitate, considering research as an important area to
improve the quality of graduates, the higher education institutions’ teaching using two funding approaches: the
higher education foundation and targeted investments. The former focuses on “high quality undergraduate
teaching and student engagement, reflecting the active research and scholarship of academic staff across the full
spectrum of humanities, social sciences and STEM disciplines” (Higher Education Authority, 2015, p. 35). While
the latter “prioritised an approach to research, especially in science and technology areas focusing on work that
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aims to have an impact on business and employment and is increasingly concentrated in research centres” (ibid.
p. 35).
The Springboard initiative was one of the initiatives launched in 2011 as part of the Government’s Jobs Initiative.
It provides part-time places in higher education in areas of identified skills need. This program targeted
unemployed who would benefit from re-skilling or up-skilling to improve their changes for sustainable
employment. Springboard complements the core state-funded education and training system. Higher Education
Authority is responsible for this initiative on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills (Higher Education
Authority, 2013b).
The Higher Education Authority measures the relevance of higher education qualifications through the ‘First
Destination of University and College of Education Graduates’ survey. Through inputs of bachelor, master and
PhD graduates, measures is not only the relevance of the gained qualification on the domestic labour market, but
also the relevance of the qualification on overseas labour markets.
In another survey, the employers’ insights into the graduate quality and the relevance of their skills to the labour
market are sought. In this respect particular attention is paid to how confident companies are that “in the next
five to ten years there would be a supply of graduates with skills that would meet their needs in terms of the
relevance of workplace/transferable skills, the relevance of subject or discipline knowledge and their attitude”
(McGann & Anderson, 2012, p. 39)
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Country Fiche: Italy
Broad outline of higher education system
Type / orientation
Number of
of public institutions institutions
University

96

Degrees
offered

Enrolled
students (2014)

Full-time
students (2014)

bachelor,
master, PhD

1,849,159
n/a
± 180 (± 120 HEIs in associate
art, music and dance degrees,
Non-university sector
and
63
higher bachelor,
technical institutes)
master
Source: Eurostat Table 1: Number of tertiary education students by level and sex, 2014 (educ_uoe_enrt01)
General legislation and focus
In Italy the major higher education development is represented by law 2010/240, known as the “Riforma Gelmini”
(after the name of the then Minister for Education, University and Research [MIUR]), which came into effect on
29 January 2011. 40 The law is the result of a set of reform plans dating back to the 1980s. The 2011 Reform is
the most important – and controversial – reform of Italian higher education in a decade. Earlier reforms
concerned primarily adapting the Italian system to the Bologna requirements. A second important development
was the establishment in 2006 of the National Agency for the Evaluation for the University and Research System
(ANVUR).
Moreover, the government presents annually the so-called ‘Economy and Finance Document’ (DEF). The DEF is
the medium-term national financial strategy instrument 41, which also covers higher education spending priorities.
For example, the 2015 DEF introduced measures (referred to below) for the so-called “good university” strategy.
Relevance in legislation, strategies and policies for higher education
There are few direct and explicit mentions of “relevance of higher education” in the Italian higher education
regulations and policies. In general, a scan of the regulatory and policy framework pertaining to relevance of
higher education suggests that its primary concern is graduate employability. Moreover, this takes two primary
forms: public / private collaboration in terms of research and emphasis on educational performance, including
graduate employability. Furthermore, there are several indirect references to the role of different educational
programmes in promoting employability and in supporting personal development. There are also some pieces of
legislation that address relevance, albeit as part of wider regulations. Some examples follow.
First, the Ministerial decree providing general planning and evaluation directions for the period 2016–2018
outlines four objectives, related actions and indicators (MIUR 2016). These are used to determine different
funding levels. Three of these objectives are particularly salient to the relevance discourse, i.e. improving the
2013–2015 performance, modernising study and research environment – including teaching methodologies –,
and valorising institutional autonomy. A fourth objective (objective C in the decree) focuses on research. Each
objective has a number of actions and related indicators. Under certain conditions set out in the decree, higher
education providers may choose which objectives and indicators to focus on.
Objective A is to improve earlier performance in two ways, i.e. by:
1.

Strengthening mentoring and personal development of students: indicators include, inter alia,
measures on progression, completion, time to employment, student satisfaction, and labour market
relevance (defined as use of relevant competencies acquired during the programme)

2.

Strengthening international study programmes, measured inter alia by the number of international
degree programmes or international research network and students who accessed Italian higher
education programmes with a foreign entry credential.

Objective B looks specifically at modernising the study and research environment as well as the teaching
methodologies. While most of the indicators address technical facilities and student satisfaction with teaching,
some indicators are meant to assess the extent to which programmes are successful in providing learners with
transferable skills. These indicators look at credits given for internship experiences, foreign experience, active
student engagement, and staff development to promote active learning.
The ‘valorisation of institutional autonomy’ (objective D) requires institutions to choose two groups of indicators
(out of three) and one indicator per group. The groups include research, teaching, and internationalisation. From
2017 part of the extra funding will be allocated based on the indicators chosen autonomously by the institutions.
Objective D is important because it enables institutions to set their own priorities in terms of relevance to the
40
41

See: http://www.camera.it/parlam/leggi/10240l.htm (accessed 01-07-2016)
See: http://www.mef.gov.it/documenti-pubblicazioni/doc-finanza-pubblica/ (accessed 01-07-2016)
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context where they operate. 42 At the same time, it has been said that not enough importance is given to teaching
methodology improvements (CUN, 2016). CUN suggests that this should not be a discretionary institutional
choice, but rather a compulsory element for the extra funding (suggested at 5%). The CUN also calls for a
revision of study programmes to make them more relevant to the labour market, indicating that the relevance
is still rather weak in the Italian context but it is an issue of policy debate (ibid).
Secondly, the 2010 regulation concerning the structure and functioning of ANVUR 43 indicates that educational
activities are evaluated (inter alia) on their contribution to graduates’ employment measured against
international benchmarks. It is interesting to note that the international dimension is considered (in this as in
other policies) intrinsically linked to the question of relevance.
Third, the 2015 ‘Economy and Finance Document’ (DEF, p. 85 ff.) proposes a number of incentives to promote
better teaching and relevance for the world of work. For example, rewarding excellent universities based on
ANVUR evaluation with the 30% premium quota, strengthening mentoring and counselling (before and during
the studies), boosting internationalisation, etc. The same document plans to reward excellent students with
special loans. This policy is not without contest, particularly from students (for example the increase up to a 30%
premium is said to simply encourage competition in an already competitive market, without consideration of
diversity in supply).
Finally, there is an ongoing discourse within Italian higher education about the role of the higher technical
institutes as both enabling entry into the labour market and progression within the university system. 44 Higher
technical institutes offer qualifications at Level 5 on the European Qualifications Framework (internationally
referred to as “associate degrees”). These qualifications (called higher technical diplomas) are possible in six
thematic areas deemed relevant for national and regional economic development, including (i) energy efficiency,
(ii) sustainable mobility, (iii) new technologies for life sciences, (iv) new technologies for the “made in Italy”, (v)
innovative technologies for the arts, cultural and tourism activities, and (vi) information and communication
technologies.
The debates on relevance in Italy have become increasingly important and there is evidence to suggest that it is
an important topic and that policies might be having an effect (at least in terms of the sustainable employment
dimension of relevance). Citing data from AlmaLaurea’s 2015 survey on graduate employment, in its biannual
report on the state of the university and research system, ANVUR shows that students’ perception of the
relevance of their qualifications has improved over time (ANVUR, 2016, p. 22).
Personal development & Active citizenship
In the reviewed policy documents no policies were found that directly connected to personal development and
active citizenship. This could be because personal development and active citizenship generally fall under didactic
improvements or are part of secondary schooling policies. For example, in the MIUR’s website the latter theme
is incorporated in the ‘instruction’ section (i.e. all pre-tertiary education). 45
Sustainable employment
The promotion of employability (especially through internships) is the responsibility of the universities. The issues
presented above apply to all three cycles and both for public and private universities. To promote employability,
universities cooperate and in some cases create consortia with businesses, including grants and internship
agreements. Since 1999 (Ministerial decree 509), counselling activities are compulsory parts of every university’s
teaching planning.
Internships can be done during the studies, but also after graduation (at times together with state exams for
regulated professions). Internships are very flexible – there are no fixed rules on how to organize them. They
may be explicitly decreed in the regulations pertaining to individual courses (at any level), they may also be
agreements between universities and businesses, based solely on offers by businesses or through a student’s
individual initiative. The law 46 does fix some criteria, including (a) the fact that a formal agreement must be
reached between the university and the business with the specific aim of promoting future employment, (b) the
presence of a tutor and (c) that students in internship are fully covered according to existing regulations on work
safety, etc. Many universities have established an internship office specifically dealing with all these matters.
Also student organisations (mostly international and in specific areas such as economics, engineering, law,
42

43

44

45
46

The hope is that this objective will foster an evaluation that takes full account of how higher education can
cater for the needs of Italy’s regional, social, economic diverse contexts
Art. 3 comma 2a
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglioAtto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazioneGa
zzetta=2010-05-27&atto.codiceRedazionale=010G0098&elenco30giorni=false
For example, on 9 June 2016 MIUR organised a national conference on professional tertiary education (see:
http://hubmiur.pubblica.istruzione.it/web/istruzione/dettaglio-news//dettaglioNews/viewDettaglio/39372/11210)
See: http://hubmiur.pubblica.istruzione.it/web/hub/aree_tematiche (accessed 01-07-2016)
Law 196 of 24 June, 1997: http://www.camera.it/parlam/leggi/97196l.htm
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medicine, etc.) have established internship advising points. Graduates are also active in promoting internships.
The Bologna reforms leading to the 3–year degrees have caused changes in admission requirements for several
professions which need a state exam. 47
A paper drafted as part of the DEHEMS project 48 in September 2012 (using data of 2009), and which uses data
collected by AlmaLaurea and STELLA 49 suggests that the difference in employability between Bachelor and Master
graduates is often over-rated (although it is present). In Italy the employment situation of Bachelors has been,
and still is, quite controversial. More than half of Bachelor graduates pursue a Master programme and many
blame for this the low level of employability of Bachelors. The public was also led to believe that Bachelor
graduates are not employable at all, the only exception being graduates in health fields. In fact, more than 42%
of Bachelor graduates are employed one year after graduation; some of them are both working and pursuing a
Master’s degree (Luzzatto et al, 2012).
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Country Fiche: Latvia
Broad outline of higher education system
Type /
Number of institutions
orientation of
public
institutions
Higher education
establishments

Colleges

Degrees offered

Full-time
students
(2015/16)

17 (including 6 universities
and a sports – and maritime
academy)

bachelor, master,
PhD

57,027

17

associate degree,
bachelor, professional
master, PhD (few
cases)

6,599

General legislation and focus
The key Latvian laws that regulate the higher education system are the following: The Law on Education (1998)
- a framework law containing definitions of all types and levels of education which defines general principles and
determines competences of governing bodies; the Law on General Education (1999); the Law on Vocational
Education (1999); the Law on Higher Education Establishments (1995), which respectively regulate the areas of
general education, vocational education and higher education, and finally the Law on Scientific Activity (2005),
which regulates research and all that is needed in higher education institutions to preserve the research done by
academics and students (bachelor and master level).
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The National Development Plan of Latvia for 2014–2020 is the most recent and encompassing strategic document
for the development of the Latvian economy and society as a whole. The Guidelines for the Development of
Science, Technology and Innovation 2014-2020 and the Guidelines for the Development of Education 2014-2020
are the main policy documents on the strategic development of the higher education and science system. The
main objectives of Latvian higher education are to achieve economic well-being and growth through advanced
research, innovation and higher education. Human capital development, innovative ideas and the transfer of
knowledge to business are key priorities. One of the priorities is the transformation of the education system to
serve as the foundation of national competitiveness. As such, the modern education system should comply with
the labour market needs and facilitate the development of competences, entrepreneurship and creativity at all
levels of education.
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
Recent Latvian policy discussions have generated a number of official documents that introduce new policy
measures, as well as form the strategic framework for the development of higher education as integrated with
research and innovations. Of importance here are the Information Note on the Structural Reform of Science,
2014, and the Conceptual Note on the Implementation of a New Higher Education Funding Model, 2015. These
documents are based on the recommendations of the World Bank and bring forth policy initiatives that explicitly
aim at enhancing the relevance of Latvian higher education.
Personal development & Active citizenship
Latvia strives for a high(er) participation rate of young persons in higher education in order to advance their
capacities to function in society and the labour market. Access to higher education is a general objective, therefore
the state provides funding for tuition-free studies at state-established higher education institutions. Around 36%
of all study places at state established institutions are state funded. The state provides support also in the form
of study loans and student loans.
To enhance the quality of higher education and experience of students, internationalisation is regarded as a
means not only of increasing the competitiveness of the higher education system as a whole, but also of personal
development. The focus is both on sending students and staff abroad and on attracting more foreign students to
Latvian higher education from 2.9% to 8% in 2020. To this end higher education institutions are to better promote
their education services abroad and some Latvian state scholarships for foreign students are provided (from 80
in 2012 to 150 in 2020). New structural funds programmes are planned to stimulate the mobility of higher
education staff, students and researchers.
An important measure is to better ensure the quality and relevance of study programmes in universities and
colleges. This is done through the recent establishment of a national study quality assessment agency to be
registered with EQAR by 2019. In addition the state information systems are being improved by adding a unified
study programme database, a system to monitor the professional experience of graduates, registers for academic
and teaching staff. Finally, international accreditation of study programmes is stimulated by changes in the
legislation to be introduced by 2018.
Sustainable employment
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The National Development Plan 2014-2020 stresses that the development of a modern education system that
complies with the labour market needs and facilitates the development of competences, entrepreneurship and
creativity at all levels of education. Various policy documents mention that the number of students that obtain a
degree has to increase in order to fulfil the needs of the labour market. In this regard the formation of innovation
grants for students and academic staff, especially in STEM, to strengthen the cooperation with industry and
support excellence in studies and research can be mentioned. The National Development Plan aims at increasing
the proportion of state-funded study places in STEM subjects from 44% in 2013 to 55% in 2020. The proportion
of STEM graduates is aimed to increase from 19% to 27% in the same period.
Defining learning outcomes are an integral part of licensing study programmes in the process of quality assurance.
Particular emphasis is put on the development of the skills for employability. Since 1999, the colleges offer
associate degree programmes that allow qualified students and employees to study at sub-degree level and
ensure quick transition to labour market. In the National Development Plan it is envisaged the Associate Degree
programmes to grow from 18% (in 2013) to 24% of the higher education sector by 2020. Particularly the number
of STEM-related students is aimed to increase.
In addition to the associate degrees, there are professional programmes, including short cycle education
programmes. These programmes are to enhance employability of higher education graduates and have received
a priority in terms of budget and structural funds. The focus resulted in more professionally oriented programmes
and internships for higher education students in state and municipality enterprises. Though this was already
common practice in colleges, also universities are increasingly required to integrate this employability focus in
more vocationally oriented programmes.
By innovating study programmes to better relate to the needs of the labour market, it is aimed to reduce
unemployment among higher education graduates from 7.5% in 2013 to 5.2% by 2020. One explicit policy aim
for 2020 in this respect is the formation of study direction councils in STEM fields that would ensure the quality
of teaching as well as the orientation towards the labour market through labour market representatives on these
councils. Moreover, since 2013 it is obligatory to have labour market representatives in the highest advisory body
of higher education institutions.
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Country Fiche: The Netherlands
Broad outline of higher education system
Type /
Number of
Degrees offered
orientation of
institutions
public
institutions

Enrolled
students
(2013/14)

Full-time
students
(2013/14)

Research
universities

14 (including
Open University)

bachelor, master, PhD

250,186

243,406

Universities of
applied sciences

37

associate degree, bachelor,
professional master

440,293

378,567

General legislation and focus
The key documentation for the Dutch case are: the 1992 Higher Education Act (implemented in 1993, regularly
updated, e.g. recently to allow for more flexibility in the programme offer, for instance through associate degrees
in the university of applied sciences sector, but not fundamentally changed) and the two recent “strategic
agendas”: the 2011 paper “Kwaliteit in Verscheidenheid” and the 2015 agenda “De waarde(n) van weten”. The
latter documents emphasise that the current system is lacking sufficient diversity in programmes (including
teaching and learning processes) and diversity in institutional profiles to address the needs of students and the
labour market (also see Veerman, et al., 2010).
In article 1.3 the 1992 Higher Education Act the purposes of the higher education institutions are described. In
general, the universities are to provide academic education and the universities of applied sciences are to provide
education with a professional focus. Besides this distinction, the law dictates that all institutions are to contribute
to students’ personal development and their sense of social responsibility.
The 1992 Higher Education Act is a reflection of a changing steering philosophy of the Dutch government that
emphasizes that higher education institutions would be able to perform better (in the neutral sense of the word)
if government would steer “from a distance” and higher education institutions would be granted considerable
levels of institutional autonomy.
Overall, the policy documents suggest that most prominent interpretation of relevance of higher education is in
connection to the labour market, and to a lesser degree to society.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
There are scarce direct and explicit references to relevance in the Dutch higher education regulation and policy
documents. Yet, there are some exceptions. An example of relevance being mentioned “in passing” can be found
in a recent speech of the current Minister Bussemaker: “Participation in higher education has reached record
levels, but the fall-out of the economic crisis (including graduate unemployment) has highlighted more than ever
the need for tertiary provision to be relevant to real-world needs and trends. The debates surrounding the rise in
political and religious tensions around the world have illustrated that "relevance" extends to higher education's
role in preparing engaged citizens” (The Future of Higher Education Conference, 9 March 2016).
The most explicit reference to relevance can be found in the 2011 Strategic Agenda, which sets out a plan for
labour market relevance of higher education (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2011, p. 42).
The key elements are:
The government will start working on better labour market information to support the macro-efficiency
policies and student choice. In “Studiekeuze 123” (a web-based information source on all programmes
offered in the Netherlands) information will be included on the professional profiles and labour market
perspectives of study programmes (employment rates, time to find employment, starting salaries).
The government will carry out labour market analyses for different economic sectors.
Labour market relevance will become a more important criterion for funding new programmes.
The reorganisation of the programme supply in the universities of applied sciences will be discussed
with employers.
Employers themselves contribute more actively by articulating their needs for graduates better
towards higher education institutions. They can also be more active by creating internships and
hosting lecturers of higher education institutions.
There will be support for initiatives for programmes and practice-oriented research that caters for the
needs of employers, like associate degree programmes, professional masters and Centres of Expertise.
There will be support for sectoral plans in sectors that suffer from labour market shortages, e.g. for
the sector plans Physics and Chemistry for the universities and for the universities of applied sciences
and for the sector plan for the three technological universities.
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-

The government will start a research project focusing on the feasibility of including labour market
indicators in a future funding allocation model.

The 2015 Strategic Agenda (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2015) is less explicit on relevance,
partly because much has been set in motion in the preceding strategic agenda. But there are references to
relevance, although quite often a different terminology is used, stressing that higher education should be futureproof and valuable. The most explicit reference to relevance is repeating points made in the 2011 Strategic
Agenda: “Labour market relevance is an important issue in the development of new programmes. Higher
education institutions need to be clear on professional profiles of their programmes and labour market
perspectives of graduates. It is therefore important to include employers or representatives of labour market
sectors in the development of new programmes” (p. 68). Yet, as compared to the 2011 Strategic Agenda, more
attention is given to the quality of education (Auditdienst Rijk / Ministrie van Financiën, 2015). Not only in terms
of knowledge and professional skills, but also in terms of enabling personal development and citizenship of every
student: “In the 21st century ‘Bildung’ stands for: a deep understanding of the world, having a strong moral
compass and empathy, opening new horizons in terms of thinking and doing, and self-development through
curiosity and critical thinking capacities” (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2015, p. 6). In
relation to this the 2015 Strategic Agenda mentions that 21st century skills (including inter alia critical reflection,
cooperation, creativity, handling big data, pragmatic problem solving, and interdisciplinary; see p. 9) are vital,
particularly for personal development and sustainable employment.
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
In the policy documents that relate to, or pre-date, the strategic agenda’s more details on the connection to
relevance are made. These policies concern the supply of programmes, quality assurance system, qualification
framework, analyses of economic sectors, performance funding, student choice and excellence education. We
clustered to policies in the objective of higher education to which the policies relate the most.
Personal development & Active citizenship
In the 1990’s Dutch higher education institutions started to introduce programmes meant to challenge the most
motivated and talented students, particularly in their personal development. These programmes are part of what
is called excellence education and mainly appear in the form of honours programmes and liberal arts programmes
offered by university colleges. The development of excellence education was encouraged by a subsidy programme
(Sirius), which started in 2008 and ended in 2014. During this period developments were annually monitored. In
the overall audit report of the study programme it was concluded that institutions increasingly made their
excellence education of relevance to external stakeholders (Sirius Programma, 2015). Two ways to do so have
been highlighted: encouraging the participating honours students to give back to society and to have the
professional field provide structural input into excellence education. Consequently, indirectly the national subsidy
programme may have contributed to the relevance of higher education to employers and society. Moreover, in
their evaluation of higher education policies the Auditdienst Rijk / Ministrie van Financiën (2015) concludes that
the developed excellence education through honours education are indeed of added value to students’ personal
development (also see Sirius Programma, 2015). Similarly, the 2015 Strategic Agenda (Ministerie van Onderwijs,
Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2015) concludes that the honours programmes allow students to show and work on their
social engagement, personal formation, and citizenship (p. 24).
Sustainable employment
In the history of Dutch higher education, there has been much attention to the regulation of the supply of
programmes. In response to many entrepreneurial activities of higher education institutions intending to launch
new programmes, Ministers have consistently stressed that the macro-efficiency of the system should be kept in
mind. To balance innovation and efficiency, subsequent governments have set regulations. The general format
for those regulations was that higher education institutions needed to argue for the need of a new programme
and that expert committees (initially the Advisory Committee for the Programme Supply, ACO; later the DutchFlemish Accreditation Organisation, NVAO) were to advise the Minister whether the institution´s arguments were
solid and sufficiently convincing. The frameworks guiding the institutions in their applications have changed over
the years, but across the documents the government stresses that new programmes should show relevance to
the labour market, scientific developments and/or societal developments. Whereas “relevance” is not the term
used in the regulations, the term – specifically labour market relevance – is used in the explanatory note to the
regulations (see Beleidsmaatregel ter bevordering van doelmatigheid in het hoger onderwijs, 3 July 2014).
The NVAO is the agency in charge of monitoring quality assurance. Currently the quality assurance system is in
transition. Although still debated, likely the system will introduce different forms of accreditation procedures,
ranging from programme level to institutional accreditation. Regarding the programme accreditation (full
accreditation and light-touch accreditation), relevance shines through in e.g. the explanatory notes to the
Accreditation Protocol. E.g. A to be accredited programme [should show] explicit linkages with contemporary
developments in the professions and the academic domain. Also, a programme should show explicit linkages to
contemporary developments in the profession(s) and the academic domain. In connection to the linkage of the
educational supply and the labour market, the Review Committee concludes that higher educated graduates
perform relatively well on the labour market, also in comparison to other European countries (Reviewcommissie
(2014). Higher education graduates have relatively low unemployment rates and often have permanent
employment contracts after five years.
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The 2011 Strategic Agenda stresses labour market relevance: “The relevance of higher education for the labour
market must increase. Demands from the labour market should be guiding in the development of new associate
degree programmes and professional masters” (p. 33) and “new associate degree programmes will only be
accepted and funded if the relevance for the labour market is proven through meeting the macro-efficiency
requirements” (p. 34). For bachelor and master programmes offered by research universities the labour market
relevance is to be interpreted as less strict; its academic relevance is also to be considered. 50 In relation to the
‘labour market relevance regulation’, the government said – in 2012 – it will study the feasibility of differentiated
funding for study programmes that have a high labour market relevance. 51 Similarly, the Minister of Education
indicated to introduce the opportunity to acquit part of the study loan of students that have completed a multiple
year master programme that have social relevance because of their connection of sectors of the labour market
where there is a graduate supply deficiency. 52
The associate degree was formally added to the Dutch qualification framework in 2013. After the piloting phase,
the state’s advisory body (‘Raad van State’) commented that the experiments have shown that educational form
of associate degrees are of relevance because they allowed a new target group to enter higher education, that
both employees and employers enthusiastically welcomed this new educational form, and that the associate
degrees fill a void in the existing qualification structure. 53 Consequently, the introduction of associate degrees is
also connected to societal relevance of access. Moreover, the Minister of Education indicated that the associate
degrees are to, besides professional knowledge contribute to students’ general formation and research skills. 54
Consequently, associated degrees can also be linked to the personal development dimension of higher education.
A feature of the current quality assurance system is that institutions or study programmes have the possibility to
have an ‘exceptional achievement’ (‘bijzonder kenmerk’) in sustainability, internationalisation, small-scale and
intensive education, or entrepreneurship formally recognised. One of the criteria the NVAO uses in the evaluation
process is relevance: the achievement has to be of particular important to the profile of the institutions, the
importance is recognised within the institution or study programme, and the achievements delivers a relevant
contribution to the expansion and intensification of choice options for students and the labour market (NVAO,
2014). Consequently, the ‘exceptional achievement’ option can be seen as an incentive for institutions to make
certain aspects of their study programmes of relevance to students and the labour market.
The policy – mentioned in “strategic agenda 2011: Kwaliteit in Verscheidenheid” – to do labour market analyses
for different economic sectors was evaluated by the Ministry of Finance. They conclude that the analyses of
economic sectors are an increasingly common phenomenon in higher education (Auditdienst Rijk / Ministrie van
Financiën, 2015). Moreover, the analyses can trigger a reflection on the educational supply related to certain
sectors, which in turn can lead to restructuring smaller programmes into larger programmes or to discontinue
programmes that lack societal relevance.
Since 2012, a small portion of funding for higher education institutions has been based on performance
agreements. The 2011 strategic agenda explicitly mentions that the performance agreements are meant to
improve the relevance of the educational supply. The agreements contain in addition to a number of mandatory
indicators, some indicators related to education quality, which institutions could elect to add to their performance
agreement (Boer, et al., 2015). Among these are the satisfaction of graduates with the labour market relevance
of their study, the number of graduates employed in the region and the starting salary of graduates. A review
committee was appointed to monitor the progress of the institutions’ progress on their performance agreement
indicators (Onderwijsraad, 2015).
In relation to student choice and as announced in the 2011 strategic agenda, the Ministry developed together
with key stakeholders in higher education, including the National Student Union and associations of universities
of applied sciences and research universities, the website Studiekeuze123.nl. Its objective is to offer complete
and trustworthy information about study choice allowing secondary school students (and students enrolled in
higher education) information to compare study programmes. The site helps students to select the programme
that suits them best. In an interview with the director of Studiekeuze123 (September 2014) it was emphasised
that if the labour market in a similar way would make their needs, wishes and expectations transparent, the
website would be suited to contribute to “fine-tuning supply and demand”. Also a consideration for granting
governmental subsidy to Studiekeuze123 was: “a good study choice by (aspirant) students is of importance for
students, higher education institutions and society”.

50
Beleidsregel van de Staatssecretaris van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, de Wet op het hoger onderwijs en
wetenschappelijk onderzoek ter bevordering van de doelmatigheid in het hoger onderwijs (Beleidsregel
doelmatigheid hoger onderwijs 2012), juni 2012
51
See: Kabinetsreactie op het Masterplan Bèta en Technologie: ‘Naar 4 op de 10; meer technologietalent voor
Nederland’
52
See: Kamerbrief Verdere invulling sociaal leenstelsel en onderzoek naar gedragseffecten, 7 juni 2013
53
Raad van State: No.W05.12.0264/I 's-Gravenhage, 5 november 2012
54
See: Kamerbrief 5 juni 2015 betreft De Associate degree krijgt een steviger rol in het onderwijsgebouw
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Country Fiche: Norway
Broad outline of higher education system

Type / orientation
of public
institutions

Number of
institutions

Universities

8

Specialised
university
institutions

8 (5 public)

Degrees offered

Enrolled
students
(2015/16)

Full-time
students
(2015/16)

bachelor, master,
PhD

113,045

n/a

bachelor, master,
PhD

30,238

n/a

college candidate
degree, bachelor,
78,062
n/a
master, PhD (some
colleges)
* Situation in 2015, since January 2016 several mergers have reduced the number of higher
education institutions.
Source:
Students
at
universities
and
university
colleges,
1
October
2015
(http://www.ssb.no/en/utdanning/statistikker/utuvh/aar/2016-0414?fane=tabell&sort=nummer&tabell=262602)
University
Colleges and
others

37 (18 public
univ-colleges)

General legislation and focus
The Norwegian higher education legislation is not very explicit when it comes to relevance of higher education.
In general terms, the ‘Act relating to universities and university colleges’ is intended to make provisions for higher
education institutions (universities, specialised university institutions and university colleges) to conduct activities
that are of high (international) standards. This is indicative of the focus in regulation on ensuring the quality of
higher education and research.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The focus on quality of higher education can also be found in the strategies for higher education (see e.g. MOOC
Commission, 2014). However, for a large part it remains to be seen how the strategies will connect to higher
education relevance. This is partly because the Norwegian higher education system is in transition. Substantial
changes in the institutional landscape have taken place as from January 2016. The changing of the institutional
landscape can be monitored on the Ministry of Education and Research webpages 55 (in Norwegian only).
Moreover, the Ministry of Education and Research is working on a White Paper on quality in Higher Education,
which is expected for early 2017.
The long term plan for research and higher education 2015-2024 mentions relevance in the context of quality
and cooperation. For example, it says that the competitive instruments that were introduced, such as the
Norwegian Centre of Excellence (SFF), Centres of Excellence in Higher Education (SFU) and the Centre for
Research-Driven Innovation (SFI), have had a positive effect on higher education quality. Moreover, these
initiatives created expert communities that “are of such excellent quality and relevance that this alone encourages
trade and industry to invest in research to gain access to knowledge which results in global advantages” (Ministry
of Education and Research, 2014, p. 38).
The Ministry of Education and Research (2014) foresees and important role for educational institutions to
stimulate greater cross-discipline and international cooperation. According to the ministry, cooperation “helps
increase the relevance of the studies and can contribute to making academic environments more exciting for the
students when they select the courses of study they wish to pursue” (Ministry of Education and Research, 2014,
p. 13). Likewise, the internationalisation of higher education goals are also connected to enhancing the quality
and relevance of Norwegian education and research (Ministry of Education and Research, 2015).
Relevance in policy documents and regulation
As described below, the higher education policies that can be connected to the three dimensions of higher
education mainly related to the sustainable employment dimension. Also in these policies the focus on quality
and cooperation are visible.
Personal development & Active citizenship
In the reviewed policy documents no policies were found that directly connected to personal development and
active citizenship. It could be that these dimension of higher education relevance are implicit in the Norwegian
higher education system. In terms of indirect policy measures, highlighted must be the policies that allow
Norwegian higher education to be highly accessible (Clark, et al., 2009; OECD, 2016). Associated with these are
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/utdanning/hoyere-utdanning/innsikt/struktur-i-hoyereutdanning/veien-mot-ny-struktur/id2415316/ (accessed 04-08-2016)
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the study finance system, the flexible pathways to higher education, the high number of higher education
institutions, and the affordability of higher education.
Sustainable employment
In broad terms, the Norwegian higher education legislation ensures that higher education is responsive to society
and to the labour market. Two instances of the responsiveness to society can be found in the ‘Act relating to
universities and university colleges’. First, Section 1.3 encourages higher education institutions (universities and
university colleges) to cooperate with each other, with corresponding institutions abroad, and with local and
regional civic and working life, public administration and international organisations. Second, Section 9.3 concerns
the composition of governing boards of state universities and university colleges. Of the eleven members, at least
four are to be external to the institution. The act does not specify from which constituency the external board
members are to come.
More prescriptive linkages to the labour market are made in the ‘Regulations concerning quality assurance and
quality development in higher education and tertiary vocational education’. It states that NOKUT is in charge of
the external quality assurance of universities and university colleges. NOKUT mainly does so by evaluating the
internal quality assurance systems of the institutions. One of the conditions that internal quality assurance
systems must meet for positive evaluations is that the system is to safeguard and contribute to quality
development for the education as a whole, including practical training. To do so, the system must include all the
processes that are significant for the quality of the study programme, from information to potential applicants to
the completion of the course, including the relevance of the study programme for working life. 56 Consequently,
the internal quality system has to contain measures that link study programmes to the labour market.
Students’ satisfaction on the quality of tertiary education is measured in the ‘Studiebarometeret’. In this national
survey, students are also asked to reflect on particular learning outcomes that impact their employability. The
survey addresses students’ satisfaction with transferable skills, such as oral communication, critical thinking and
reflection, written communication, and cooperative skills.
The distinction between universities and university colleges is not as explicit as in some other binary higher
education systems. However, the study programmes offered by university colleges have a stronger professional
orientation, including engineering, nursing and teachers training (Clark, et al., 2009).
There are three policies that appear to have a direct influence on sustainable employment. Among these is the
‘Centres of Excellence in Higher Education’ initiative (SFU), which is meant to stimulate and reward work that
takes place in the interaction of students, teachers, support services and the knowledge base of the education.
This means that great stress will be put on the R&D base for all types of educational provision. For educational
programmes aiming at specific professions, both the R&D base and relations with the professional field will be of
central importance in the assessments”. 57 Consequently, the excellence centres are to show innovative practices
in their links to professional fields. This is further stressed in the assessment of the centres, which evaluate the
extent to which the provision’s content and delivery are relevant to employment needs and/or further education
or research education.
Secondly, the White Paper on internationalisation (Ministry of Education and Research, 2009, p. 3) states that
“The internationalisation of education should add more relevance in terms of the needs of working life and society
through developing courses and programmes.” Consequently, internationalisation of higher education is
connected to graduates’ employability. To support the internationalisation the Norwegian government has
established several funding programmes that institutions can use to set up collaboration with foreign institutions
or to attract international students (e.g. The NORHED programme, The NOMA programme, and The Eurasia
programme).
Thirdly, for educational institutions, employers, employees and public authorities to have a good understanding
of the of the competence required in working life, the Ministry of Education and Research has established a project
aimed at developing an overarching system for analysis, dialogue and communication of required competences.
The system is to inform the supply of education and future needs in particular subjects (Ministry of Education and
Research, 2014).
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-

-

-
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-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-
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-

-

-

-

- System for analysis, dialogue and
communication of required
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-

-

-

-

- Internal quality assurance systems'
connection to working life

-

INPUT
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EMPLOYMENT

INFORMATION

INPUT

OUTPUT

- Studiebarometeret

- Centres of Excellence in Higher
Education
- Funding for internationalisation
-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

INPUT

-

-

-

-

PROCESS

-

-

-

-

OUTPUT

-

-

-

-

OUTCOME

-

-

-

-

PROCESS
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Country Fiche: Slovenia
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation of
public institutions

Number of institutions
(2016)

Degrees offered

University

5

Bachelor, master, PhD

Free-standing faculties

18

Bachelor, master, PhD

Post-graduate institutions

4

PhD

Non-university HEIs

26

Bachelor, master

Enrolled students
(2015)

69,636
11,162

Source: Ministry of Education, Science and Sport; Statistical Office of Slovenia
General legislation and focus
The main legislation concerning higher education is the Law on Higher Education (the LHE, Zakon o visokem
šolstvu), first adopted in 1993 and amended several times, amongst other in 2004 to ensure adaptation with the
Bologna Process. The legislation as such does not define purposes, principles or goals of higher education as a
whole, i.e. relevance is not explicitly addressed as such. The law instead states that these aspects are to be found
in the strategic documents (article 44, see next section). However, specific aspects of relevance are referred to
in the law (see below), e.g. by stating that there should be equitable access to higher education or by requiring
that a description of a study programme needs to explicitly state generic and specific competences that the
student will acquire.
In 2015 the Slovenian Parliament also adopted the Law on Slovenian Qualifications Framework (LSQF, Zakon o
Slovenskom Ogrodju Kvalifikacij). The Law itself does not address any specific dimensions of relevance of higher
education, though the strategic documents (see below) see its role in particular in relation to employability (see
below).
Apart from this, funding regulation (adopted by the Government in 2011, with minor amendments in 2012, 2013
and 2016) and regulation concerning QA criteria and procedures adopted by the Council of the Slovenian Quality
Assurance Agency (SQAA, adopted in 2014) are also of importance. The funding is based on two pillars – fixed
and developmental, the former concerning full subsidies for teaching costs for 1st and 2nd cycle, and the latter
including funding for QA, internationalisation and social dimension (see below the section on ‘active citizenship’).
Elements of relevance – explicitly referred to as personal development, active citizenship and employability – are
also mentioned in SQAA criteria for accreditation and external evaluation of HEIs and their study programmes.
Namely, HEIs need to demonstrate that they are well integrated with their environment and are involved in
continuous monitoring of the extent to which education they provide to their students allows them to be successful
on the labour market and to participate in ‘social processes and public life’.
Relevance in strategies for higher education
The main strategic document underlying higher education (HE) developments in Slovenia is the National Higher
Education Programme (the Programme, Nacionalni program visokega šolstva), adopted by the Slovenian
Parliament in 2011. It explicitly states that “The two fundamental roles of higher education in society are the
support and empowerment of citizens in their personal development, professional careers and active citizenship
as well as the spiritual, social, artistic, cultural and economic development of the community.” (Slovenian
Parliament, 2011, p.8), thus very closely reflecting the three elements of relevance elaborated upon below. The
Programme defines a total of 46 measures and defines for each of them the timeline, responsible actors, and
funding sources (if necessary). Measure 5 - “the enhancement of cooperation between higher education
institutions with economic and public sectors” – in particular highlights that such cooperation is necessary in order
for HEIs to ensure all three elements of higher education relevance.
Personal development
While there are generic references about the importance of personal development (see above), the policy
measures do not address this aspect very elaborately. That said, it should be noted that the LHE states that study
programmes should foster critical thinking, responsibility, taking initiative and independence in decision-making.
Moreover, when referring to the need of a comprehensive Code of Ethics for HE, the Programme highlights that
these are also important for personal development of students, but does not elaborate the linkages in more detail.
Sustainable employment
Similar to the situation with the ‘personal development’ element of relevance, the LHE also states that study
programmes should ensure development of the ability to communicate within and across professions.
The SQAA criteria for accreditation and external evaluation of HEIs and study programmes on the one hand
highlight that SQAA should conduct its evaluations taking into account the overall mission and goals of higher
education, and should, in particular in relation to vocational higher education, consider changes in the labour
market. When accrediting vocational study programmes, HEIs have to demonstrate that they have concluded
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agreements with companies and other organisations for practical training for the students they enrol and that
this is considered as an integral part of the programme. When re-accrediting programmes, HEIs need to submit
analyses of the results of surveys and other forms of monitoring graduates of the study programme. SQAA criteria
also foresee that, in order to demonstrate how well they are integrated with the environment, HEIs need to
monitor both employment status and competitiveness of their graduates in the labour market. This is also referred
to in the Programme (measure 12) concerning modification of entrance conditions and number of study places:
the SQAA is expected to evaluate the need for some of the study programmes based on the labour market
situation.
The 2011 Programme also included measures concerning the development of the national qualifications
framework (NQF, measure 9), and the corresponding legislation was adopted in the end of 2015 (see above).
The programme foresees that the NQF will be supporting HEIs in creating study programmes, SQAA in deciding
on the suitability of study programmes, individuals with their career decisions and employers with understanding
qualifications and competences of their (prospective) employees.
Active citizenship
Concerning the ‘active citizenship’ element of higher education relevance, policy measures thus far introduced in
Slovenia predominantly concern equitable access to higher education. In that respect, article 7 of LHE ensures
that all citizens of Slovenia, Slovenians without Slovenian citizenship as well as citizens other EU countries have
the right to higher education under equal conditions. Moreover, article 69 also foresees rights concerning
subsidised accommodation, transportation and food, health insurance, while article 81 stresses that allocation of
such subsidies should also take into account the economic conditions of the student and his/her family. As
indicated earlier, the funding regulation foresees no tuition fees for 1st and 2nd cycle study programmes for
students who do not already have a 2nd cycle degree.
References
Government of Slovenia. (2011). Decision on Public Funding of Higher Education Institutions (Uredba o javnem
financiranju visokošolskih in drugih zavodov).
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COUNTRY: SLOVENIA
PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT
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EMPLOYMENT
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CITIZENSHIP
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FUNDING
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REGULATION
-
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Country Fiche: Spain
Broad outline of the higher education system
Type / orientation of
Number of
Degrees
public institutions
institutions
offered
Universities

49 (public), 27
(private)

bachelor,
master, PhD

Enrolled students
bachelor 1.621.895 (2012)
master 321.392 (2012)
PhD
68.865 (2011)

Relevance in the general legislation
Spanish universities were governed and regulated by the central authorities of the Ministry of Education until
1983. At that moment, the University Reform Act transformed them into self-governing autonomous bodies.
The direct responsibility over universities was gradually transferred from the central authorities to the
autonomous regions (Mora et al. 2000).
The higher education system is currently regulated by the Organic Law 6/2001 and the Organic Law 4/2007,
partly amending Organic Law 6/2001. 58 The Organic Law 4/2007 on Universities (“LOMLOU”) and the Royal
Decree 1393/2007 set a new legal framework in order to implement the European Higher Education Area
(EHEA) guidelines and modernise the Spanish university system, aligning it with the European Commission’s
recommendations under the Modernisation Agenda for Universities (EC, 2006). The central goal of the new
law was to modernize European universities in order to make them active agents in the European economy,
fully integrated into the knowledge society and to increase the universities’ autonomy in order to increase
their capability to respond flexibly and quickly to changing needs. The reform claimed its major target was to
stimulate universities to better respond the demands of society and the productive system. Universities should
pursue better training of its graduates and graduates so that they are able to accommodate both social
demands, and demands of the scientific and technological system. Universities are expected to provide an
adequate response to the needs of training throughout life and be open to whom, at any age, is wishing to
access their cultural or educational opportunities. Universities, besides an engine for the advancement of
knowledge, should be an engine for social and economic development, generate opinion, demonstrate its
commitment to social progress and set an example for your environment. In addition, the Law foresees the
establishment of a student statute and the creation of a Student Council in the university governance
structure, in order to articulate the necessary participation of students in the university system. Universities
are also seen as essential transmitters of values, contributing to the achievement of a tolerant and egalitarian
society, in which the fundamental rights and equality between men and women and freedoms are respected.
This law encourages universities to respond to this challenge not only through the incorporation of such values,
but also by establishing systems that allow for achieving parity in representative bodies and greater
participation of women. Public authorities should remove obstacles that prevent women to be active in the
governing bodies of universities and the highest level of public teaching and research (according to their
percentage among university graduates).
Relevance and its dimensions in the strategic plan: “Strategy University 2015”
The Strategy University 2015 (Estrategia Universidad 2015 - EU2015) – and the related ‘Campus of Excellence
Initiative’ (Rubiralta, 2010) - aimed to modernize universities in Spain through the coordination of the
autonomous regional university systems. EU2015 was intended to complete the regulations deriving from the
LOMLOU Universities Act, stressing the concept of higher education as a public service and emphasising the
social dimension of the university, driving the knowledge generated to promote employment, welfare and
competitiveness. Special emphasis is placed on the need to develop structured partnerships with businesses
and with local and regional governments, using the triple helix model, in order to bring about structural and
cultural change in the Spanish university.
A primary goal of EU 2015 is to enhance the capacities of the universities to meet Spain’s social and economic
needs, cultural vitality and international position. The role of the university is to contribute to the
modernisation of the society by introducing new ideas as well as fostering a knowledge-based critical spirit,
to contribute to the social cohesion, cultural and civic values, while also be an agent for economic and
technological development. The strategy claims that knowledge must be placed at the service of society,
increasing commitment to the community, engaging in dialogue with civil society organisations, developing
the social mission of the university. In turn, special importance is given to the social dimension of the Bologna
Process, including the elimination of socio-economic and gender-based barriers which hinder open access to
university education; a policy of scholarships and grants and their portability; and student participation in
university governance.

http://www.mecd.gob.es/educacion-mecd/en/areas-educacion/universidades/educacion-superioruniversitaria/legislacion.html (accessed 15-08-2016)
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EU2015 emphasizes the idea of the student at the centre of the learning process and as active agent of the
educational process by enhancing the processes of participation and representation and the students´ needs.
Accordingly, EU2015 introduces a new concept of the learning process, from degree validation to credit
recognition; it aims to facilitate the system of grants and other financial study aids; and to improve the lifelong learning dimension, so that at any point throughout life, people can improve knowledge, skills and
competences from a social or employment-related perspective. The strategy also aims to improve student
counselling and guidance services and programmes, in order to facilitate access and the correct course
choices, facilitate graduates’ first job-search and professional career development.
The new framework requires increased student participation in the different areas of university life including:
participation in university governing bodies, defining strategic projects, in curriculum and course design,
teaching quality and assessment, etc. These are arguably important component to stimulate an active citizen
attitude among students.
References
BOE (2001) Ley Orgánica 6/2001, de 21 de diciembre, de Universidades
BOE (2007) LEY ORGÁNICA 4/2007, de 12 de abril, por la que se modifica la Ley Orgánica 6/2001, de 21 de
diciembre, de Universidades
Ministerio de Educacion (2010) Estrategia Universidad 2015
Ministerio de Educacion (2011) La contribución del talento universitario en el futuro de la España 2020.
Internacionalización, excelencia y empleabilidad
Mora, Jose‐Gines, Jose Garcia‐Montalvo, and Adela Garcia‐Aracil. "Higher education and graduate
employment in Spain." European Journal of Education 35.2 (2000): 229-237
Rubiralta, M. (2010) The Spanish program of International Campus of Excellence, Gobierno de Espana,
Ministerio de Educacion

78

COUNTRY: SPAIN
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