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Two remarkable 
decades of 
policies and 
politics in 
European 
higher 
education

• What place for teaching and learning? What place for 
HEIs? Looking back, looking forward 

• The development of higher education policy in 
Europe after 1999-2000 has been fascinating 
(”unprecedented”).

• For most of this period, teaching and learning came 
second, after research, or were largely ignored. 

• Major changes in European higher education (good 
for the most) came top-down, from the spheres of 
European policies (EHEA and EU) or politics. 

• The tide is changing, positively, for teaching and 
learning, but still top-down.

• Is this about politics, policy or pedagogy? What is 
the responsibility of HEIs? (there are problems 
here!) 



Good news for higher education  -
for teaching and learning in Europe

• A new policy framework for teaching and learning has been 
emerging in Europe. 

• Possibly leading to a European model for teaching and 
learning in HE?

• A new model of HEI?

• A new intellectual framework as well? 

• A new ”social contract”? (2021 UNESCO report)

• Other than “frameworks”: new concrete policy initiatives in 
teaching and learning – and new tools in education/teaching and 
learning (discussed at this event)



Major 
changes – not 
to be taken 
for granted



The 
European 

Universities 
Initiative

One of the most daring initiatives even of the EU.

Aims to create de jure not just de facto a new type of HEI (ambitious 
political goal – transnational/European/non-national universities).

Focus on education not just research (new policy balance).

Focus on collaboration and innovation in teaching and learning  - the 
new mantra (intellectual, social)

Concrete new pedagogic and other tools and to address concrete new 
challenges, but together (micro-credentials, FLP)

Very small funding triggering unprecedented change – the leverage of 
international organizations.  



How should 
HEIs position 
themselves?



European Universities Indicatives –what can go wrong? 

• It is almost purely top-down. An enabling framework or a straitjacket? 
Restriction of university autonomy: free to implement, but not to design 
(no strategic autonomy).

• Reform by prompting new models or mass social engineering? 

• EU vs Europe (EU sine Europa)?

• Europe vs the World (Europe sine Mundo?)

• Prescribes format (new and innovative) and policy language, but also the 
content?

• Selection of challenges and tools – who can guarantee it is complete and 
valid? By complying only (blindly), don’t we risk to leave out other 
important elements? 



Institutional responsibility 
and the EUI

• The primary responsibility of the university is 
to its students, their education and learning. 
What about research? What about society at 
large?

• Universities, not public authorities, have the 
primary responsibility for the education of 
students. Public authorities need to create 
enabling regulatory frameworks, not prescribe 
content (curriculum, pedagogy). HEIs 
themselves have the responsibility (obligation) 
to design, not only deliver the content of 
education. 

• Do not forget the institutions’ own 
responsibility for fundamental values. 



A final thought 

• With all caveats: the EUI is a great opportunity for universities in Europe: 
they can transform, adapt in new ways (the emergence/strengthening  of a 
European model of teaching and learning is possible).

• Universities can now exercise institutional responsibility (to students, 
society) together, but not with “comply or lament” attitudes – reflexive 
engagement is needed, must be allowed, promoted and assumed in these 
networks. 

• CIVIS should be praised for doing this!


