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In 2002, after the UNICA-seminar on racism in Vienna, the VUB rectorat made way for a research project concerning equal opportunities. The focus was on the situation of the students with a different ethnical background. In concreto the rectorat wanted to find out how big the ethnical diversity was at our campuses, and what the problems and/or accommodations where that these students were facing during their education.

A first exploration of our student group revealed that de diversity in our student population was bigger than supposed: there were approximately  6 to 8% students with a different ethnical background present at the VUB. 2/3 of this group can be traced back to their Turkish or Arabian/ North-African background. 

In comparison: the average rate of presence of diversity in higher education in Flanders is +- 1 to 3%.

When compared to their share in the general population of Belgium, this figure was less glorious: people with different ethnical backgrounds make up almost 10-15% of the population of Belgium. 

There is a problem for universities to attract these people that lies beyond our possibilities though: the schooling system in Belgium is ordered in such a way that during their childhood years, most of the poor and foreign children end up in educational paths that are not preparing for university or higher education. The prevailing system here is that of a cascade, where children start out as equals, but the combination of background and intelligence determines what kind of education they will receive: general, technical or profession –orientated. Universities generally attract students who have participated in the ‘general’ program, which foresees in broad theoretical bases.

But even when this is accounted for, universities still seem to miss their goal. Even those students with different ethnical backgrounds that have attended ASO do not seem to find their way to the VUB. This was a revealing conclusion for the rectorat, which I will  return to later.

Those who do find their way, then suffer great losses in exams: the success rate of our 

ethnical students is 33% average in the first year of enrollment, compared to an average of 48% for Flemish students. Although many professors had a hunch, this also was a big surprise. 

1.  Success rate of  VUB- students 


% 
        
        EU background
Non- EU background
   Total

  Flemish group


First year

35.85 %

     32.21%

33.17%

          47.96%
Higher  grades

79.76%

     66.09%

70.54%

          77.67%

The presence of a vulnerable group at a university indeed increases the social responsibility of the institution: the higher the diversity at our university, the more there is at stake for the social minorities. The unjust loss of ethnical students who are themselves quite capable is devastating for the development of minority groups in de near future: it is right now that we still have the greatest group in our demography from which we can recruit, and this means that the time is more than right, to act. In concreto, these figures made it clear to the rectorat that we were in desperate need for a policy.

Besides significantly lower results, we see yet another interesting pattern occur: the kind of education, in extenso, the study programmes they prefer. Ethnical students seem to be more specific in their choice: they choose those programmes with high status and/or high economical value: 

2.:  Student prevalence in different study programmes


Ethnical 
 students



      N
   %

Flemish students

    N            %


Law



   

     73
   15.9
       Law



   659
   11.02
Applied Economical Sciences
     
     43
     9.3
       Communication Sciences
   452
     7.56

Bachelor in Pol. & Soc. Sciences.*, Medicine    29
     6.3
       Psychology


   422
     7.05

1st bachelor in Psychology & Pedagogy**
      26
     5.7
       Criminology


   373
     6.24

Trade Engineer



      24
     5.2
       Trade Engineer

   318
     5.32

This is no coincidence. More than half of our ethnically different students are descendants of ‘classic’ Turkish and Moroccan/ Arabian (muslim-)migrants. There are two interactions here: 

· The migration. Migration is an activity aimed at bettering of one’s own economical and social situation
.  This requires having a good job and ditto income. Both these parameters are strongly affected by the education degree one has obtained
. The hypothesis is that children of immigrants will be stimulated to obtain degrees that allow them to step up higher onto the social ladder (money and status).

· Background religion
. Turkish and Arabian groups are mostly Islamic groups. Islam as religion puts great emphasis on the different roles of men and women and at the importance of study. The gender roles in Islam reveal a man who is responsible for the economical well being of his family and a woman who is responsible for the household and the raising of children. In a migration situation the woman obtains the possibility of acquiring more responsibility outdoors because of the labor market. She therefore has the means of extending her role through education.

This has as a result that ethnical women who are studying have to find a balance between their traditional ‘caring’ role and their own striving toward more freedom and movement, whereas the men still have to account for the economical well being, and have to meet the demand of family-income.

Prevalence of men in the study programmes


Ethnical men

 

     N
     %             Flemish men


  N
%


Applied Economical Sciences  (AES)
     29
   13.6 
     Law



327
11.8
Law





     28
   13.1
     Trade engineer

203
  7.32
Trade Engineer; Civil  Engineer

     17
     7.9
     Communication Sciences 
177
  6.39

Bachelor Pol. &Soc. Sciences

     15
     7.0
     Computer Sciences

168
  6.06

Communication Sciences


     11
     5.1
     Criminology


165
  5.95

Ethnical men have a preference for those programmes with a high economical value that allows them to either build a career and/or have high income. 

Prevalence of women in the study programmes


Ethnical women



            N          %            Flemish women

         N
       %



Law 




            45         18.3          Psychology
     
      342     10.67

1st bachelor in Pychology & Pedagogy
            22            8.9         Law
                    
      332     10.36

Medicine



            19            7.7         Communication Sciences           275 
   8.58


Psychology



            17            6.5         Criminology

      208
   6.49

Criminology; AES, Bachelor Pol. & Soc. Sciences  14             5.7         Social- Cultural Agogy
      183
   5.71

It is clear that the ethnical women have a high preference for those programmes that provide a high status in their ethnical and social group (as legitimation of the study) and a high degree of ‘sociability’ (client orientated professions such as doctor, solicitor, psychologist….), a possibility to take up a caring role towards society in general, and towards the own population in specific.

It is understandable that boys and girls, unknowingly, base their choice on the social expectations of their reference group. The choices they make are highly pragmatic: they allow them to meet these underlying demands as well as their own aspirations
. 

The ethnical student population has a clear preference for those programmes with high status, high societal appreciation and –especially with the men- high promises on income. We can therefore conclude that there is an important prevalence of cultural and material instrumentality in the choice. In other terms we can even conclude that we have a social emancipatory process going on at our campuses.

In the qualitative approach of our ethnical students, several reasons came up that could explain the situation, especially concerning the lower rate of success.

First, to much focus is being put on the difference: the religion, the non-European background… whereas the social background is never really taken into account. Indeed many of the mechanisms that have been revealed are similar to those poor people are confronted with: poor information, inadequate guidance, high costs, parents that are poorly educated and not involved…

This points to a larger problem: it seems that our whole education system is still focused on one arbitrary group, the middle class male. Diversity in all its forms is subsequently treated as a handicap, rather than a richness. Therefore anyone who deviates from the norm has a hard time finding their way in the institution, finding accurate information, guidance… finding neutral tests and selection procedures, getting the help that fits their needs.

What is the reason that an institution that harbors knowledge, does not succeed in knowing and acknowledging difference in its own working field?

Through the equal opportunities project, it became clear that the VUB - however tolerant we thought our university to be- had one big problem: the lack of top-down and coherent policy concerning equal opportunities. Not only concerning the ethnical diversity, but also in consideration of other groups. 

While everyone, from student to employee testifies the VUB as being an open, tolerant university with respect and tolerance for diversity in the field of ethnicity, gender, disability, sexuality and more… The few statistics we have, however, give evidence of an opposite reality: 

· our minority students have lower success rates at exams

· women make out half of the student population, but only make up for 20% of the professorate  (and this is still better than the average Flemish university). 
· disabled students and staff still have major difficulties entering buildings or getting acknowledgement for their disability

All three of these groups have had a hard time getting promoted in personnel, and getting their needs met in the student population as well as in personnel.

We have to note that concerning the position of women, the VUB has a recent tradition: in the tripartite of the rectorate (one rector and 2 vice-rectors), one has to be a woman. 

In the mean while, universities in the whole of Belgium -and hopefully all over the world- propagate emancipation and tolerance in society. We assume all too easily that this tolerance and human emancipation are a reality in our own institutions, that everyone who is part of the university, will advocate these democratic values on the working field.  As a consequence, no policy has ever been embedded fully at our campuses. The only real centers we have are working in the margins of the field.

For instance: 

We have had a center for disability and study for a few decades now. This center has made a script that has very specifically written out all the steps that need to be taken when confronted with a student with a certain disability.

This script has recently been presented as a working tool. In the meanwhile, the center also still helps out disabled students finding their way at our campuses.

A very good initiative, just like the social services for students, that help them to find a job, houses them and helps them out with possible studying needs.

Another facility we have is the reception desk for foreign students, which helps them to get integrated practically in Belgian Society. 

And last but not least we have a center for womens’ studies (CVRS), housed outside the campus, and conducting research in the field of gender.

What binds all these initiatives is the fact that they, although there is a general affinity with equal opportunities, are condemned to working each on their own, somewhat fragmented, with little authority to weigh on the general policy field, and lacking  structural attention. Because of this, there are very few own statistics available, making it hard to prove a point for other scientists. Even when every general report makes it clear that we should accept reality. To paraphrase prof. De Metsenaere, chairwoman of CVRS: 

‘anyone in the last five years who has succeeded in being ignorant about the under- representation of women at universities and about the many appearances of this phenomena, has had to have been blind and deaf. The reports, scientifical publications, advice, newspaper articles and interviews are almost impossible to keep track of.’

But still, in absence of our own data and our own statistics, no one reacted .

When the results of the equal opportunities project were presented, it was this conclusion - the lack of a coherent policy in combination with hard facts that proved a need-  that struck a nerve. The conclusions in the field of ethnicity were a benchmark for the whole university in the way it dealt with diversity (in the broad sense). And it could, for the first time, prove this with actual facts and statistical information. 

Thus started a discussion on how to take in account a diversity that was often taken for granted and too often forgotten in deed.

A first result was an action project that focuses on the situation of personnel. Not only did we focus on the ethnicity problem here, but the gender situation was taken into account as well. The goal is to improve the presence, visibility and promotion possibilities for women and members of minority groups in the staff. At the same time, the staff will be made acquainted with the issue of equal opportunities so as to provide a healthy atmosphere.

This first project had a multiplicator- effect, bringing on renewed attention for the other equal opportunities fields. In order to make an integrating movement possible, the people already involved in some aspect of the equal opportunities field, are brought together in a project group. Frank Winter, policy advisor of the rectorat, will tell you more about this. 

Our goal is to draw the attention of the whole university so as to make it possible to systematically gather more data and information, and in extenso, to oppose unnecessary dropping-out of students, to acknowledge capabilities in a neutral way and, more generally, to work towards a higher degree of democracy and equal opportunities.

In the equal opportunities report focusing on minority students some advice and solutions were already presented: the use of role models, the neutralization of the bias working in exams and promotions, creating a university atmosphere functioning as an integrating setting, instead of assimilation to the male middleclass, non-disabled model that demands the undivided attention of the staff and student for the rules of institution (no part-time labor, no different exams for different students, no attention for non-European languages… etcetera); attention for mechanisms playing in the influx, the progression in the academic process and the graduation rate /the leaving of the university, both at the level of students and staff. Generally speaking, a real mainstreaming of equal opportunities in all its diversity was asked for.

To be able to meet this demand, the challenge will be to bring in focus the different aspirations and perceptions that are live on the field and to channel them into one direction: a clear and straightforward movement that is well adjusted to the specificity of the VUB:  humanism, tolerance and emancipation.

This brings us to the question of resources: who is going to perform this great deed, with what money?  And this is the weak spot, for almost any engaged university. Every good deed, every change takes a lot of motivation, insight, facts, … TIME and MONEY.

We already have the slight contours of the first necessity, but the economic demand still has to be met. The EU and government have a role in this too.

The best way in getting these necessary funds is pointing out the gains:  more and different knowledge will be obtained, the investment in students will be less expensive (since we regain a part of it) and we adequately use the spectrum of talents so much needed and asked for so much in society today: a way with dealing with a globalised and differentiated reality.
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