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Foreword

Dear reader,

The extraordinary higher education transformation known as the Bologna Process is now reaching its 

10 year crossroad. For the past year, governments, policy makers and academic communities have been 

debating the future of the Process and its new vision, while trying to make an analysis of what has been 

achieved so far.

Any new transformation needs a solid dose of hope, vision and idealism, attributes that are widely ac-

knowledged to be characteristic to students and their representatives. Students all across Europe still 

believe in the process and their cry for more involvement is fully justified by the significant contribution 

they had in the paradigm shift.

The 2009 Bologna With Student Eyes survey (BWSE) is more than a mirror of the Process. The publication 

aims to capture the real effects felt by students all across the 46 Bologna countries and their trust in the 

reform taking place around them. It is a detailed and critical view on what happened beyond legislative 

measures, conference results and structural transformation. And this should be the starting point for a 

new agenda.

We should remember the big picture—establishing the European Higher Education Area—and measure 

the distance towards this ultimate goal. The Bologna Process is all about a vision, a vision of breaking 

down educational borders and creating a European Higher Education Area where learning is encouraged, 

facilitated and enabled in a simplified, integrated way across the continent. The Process should be about 

delivering this vision, translating the concept into a reality on the ground.

The Bologna Process goes beyond immediate economic priorities or obvious attempts to focus exclu-

sively on fortunate small societal groups that contribute to the prestige of a country’s educational system. 

It is an integrating transformation that smoothes political and economical edges, while having social 

emancipation through education at its core.

The relative slow progress since the last edition, when BWSE 2007 already observed a cooling down of 

the implementation engine, continues to be alarming. The core issues are still there: high quality in eq-

uitable education systems, mobility as both a tool for building the EHEA and a goal for societal progress, 
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lifelong learning as a key element to widening participation and socio-economic development. Looking 

at most “traffic light” style maps, it is clear that we have an orange predominance. We need to move with 

full speed ahead to reach the finish line. In this regard, the responsibility should not only lie on the shoul-

ders of higher education national authorities, but should encompass governments as a whole, higher 

education institutions and stakeholders. Higher education is, and must remain, a public responsibility 

and a community.

The recommendations included in each chapter of the survey are a way of ensuring our continuous con-

structive contribution to the development of Bologna Process. BWSE 2009 is the only document provid-

ing a critical overview coming from the academic community before the Leuven / Louvain la Neuve 

Ministerial Conference, and it sheds light on the dark side of the Moon, sometimes pointing out the 

somewhat optimistic and sometimes self-flattering tone of national reports. And we do hope that it puts 

the latest developments in a different perspective, especially in the context of recent student protests 

against some national reforms unrightfully labelled as part of the Bologna Process.

For their work and dedication, I would like to thank Alessia, Alma, Bergthora, Inge, Liam, Mark, Olav and 

Vio. A special thank you note goes to Bruno, as the coordinator of the publication and to Frances and 

Linus for their work in bringing the study into printed form. The research accuracy was constructively 

criticised by Pavel Zgaga, Dionyssis Kladis and Per Nyborg. We also thank our member unions for all the 

work with filling in the questionnaires, providing the information for seeing the real big picture. The 

dedication of all will remain forever engraved in the record of the student movement’s contribution to 

the most important reform process of European higher education ever undertaken.

Ligia Deca 

Chairperson of the European Students’ Union (ESU)
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Executive Summary1	

Repetition is deeply dissatisfying. It suggests a stagnation—a situation of marching determinedly and 

yet somehow never leaving the spot. It demotivates, creating a feeling of helplessness and wasted efforts. 

And it creates distrust and disillusionment in processes that have previously engendered a strong sense 

of commitment and enthusiasm.

In producing this, our fourth analysis of Bologna Process implementation through the eyes of Europe’s 

11 million students, the last thing that ESU wanted was to be doing a “copy-paste” exercise of the Execu-

tive Summary from our last report in 2007. Sadly, in many ways, that is exactly what we are doing. The 

language will be slightly different, the formulation of sentences mildly varied, the data from the survey 

will be new. But the core messages are all-too-familiar for everyone’s liking, a distinctly “déjà vu” feeling 

that strongly reflects a lack of progress with many aspects of the Process.

In BWSE 2007, ESU summarised the situation with Bologna Process implementation as one of an “à la 

carte” menu that member countries were using to hand-pick the reforms and action lines they wanted to 

work on, and turning a blind eye to the rest. The situation in 2009 remains much the same, with the most 

commonly overlooked action line relating to the social dimension, the one element preventing the whole 

Process from being revealed as little more than a hollow skeleton of structural reforms.

Yet amongst the feelings of gloom, there are some encouraging chinks of light that hold out the promise 

of better things to come. Progress is discernable in terms of student participation, quality assurance 

and the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS). In truth, the picture is not one of total stagnation, but 

of patchy progress in some areas and not in others, and of a pace of change that is much slower than the 

stated political commitments intended.

In particular, this edition of BWSE once more highlights the importance of the student perspective of Bo-

logna Process implementation, due to the level of ‘divergence’ in the perceptions of national ministries, 

higher education institutions and students themselves. While it is easy to claim that certain reforms are 

technically in place and to provide supporting evidence for this, listening to the student voice can reveal 

that these reforms are only in place at a rather superficial level, and that the situation on the ground is 

far less glossy than the paper on which such statements are made.
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Student participation is one such area. Despite a number of countries having enacted legislation or put in 

place non-legislative measures to increase participation in institutional governance, this is very often in-

sufficient to change the student reality. In a majority of EHEA countries (64%), the student participation 

situation is not considered to have changed, leaving only one in three where some positive progress has 

been made. Furthermore, many of the changes appear to be at the surface level only, with participation 

often meeting the definition of ‘tokenistic’ more than ‘meaningful’. Students complain widely of not be-

ing considered as equal stakeholders in terms of governance; involvement resulting more from a sense 

of duty rather than an appreciation of students’ value and their ability to contribute to the management 

of higher education institutions.

Mobility is another aspect of Bologna with something of a gulf between perception and reality, and 

where the pace of real change is considerably less than ministers, politicians and HEI leaders would have 

us believe. Despite the regular appearance of commitments to the contrary, the goal of making mobility 

the rule rather than the exception seems almost as elusive as ever.

A key reason for the lack of progress in mobility appears to be the absence of an overall target and under-

pinning mobility strategy for the whole EHEA which leads to different approaches being taken by mem-

ber countries. Until stronger guidance is issued, perhaps in the form of a European strategy for mobility, 

a European Higher Education Area mobility charter or a multi-level financing strategy for mobility, the 

coordinated effort required by the full 46 to remove barriers and actively facilitate mobility will con-

tinue to be found wanting. It is also clear that without firm commitments at ministerial level, the current 

neglect of the need to diversify the mobile student population, particularly in terms of including those 

with special needs and students with families, will continue for the years ahead.

The social dimension of the Bologna Process is crucial if the vision of the EHEA is ever to be realised. 

Despite this, and the firm commitments in the London Communiqué to increasing the diversity of the 

student body to reflect that of the national population and to producing national action plans, only one-

third of national unions of students feel that it is a political priority for their government. Students con-

tinue to report widespread discrimination in terms of those from a low socio-economic background, as 

well as those with children, students with disabilities and those with a job. Student debt, meanwhile, 

continues to increase as fees and study and living costs more generally continue to rise, and at a pace 

that far outstrips what the provision of loans and grants is available to cover, forcing many into part-time 

employment.
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National action plans are designed to be the tool to effectively address the social dimension across the 

EHEA, and yet only a few countries have developed such a plan. In the case of those that have, it has very 

often been without the involvement of the students themselves that it is designed to assist.

It is also impossible to improve the socio-economic conditions of students without a clear view of the 

baseline from which you are starting. While this has been acknowledged for several years, action to fill 

the data collection gap has still not followed this awareness.

On a slightly more positive note, one area where some progress is discernable is that of quality assurance. 

Implementation of the European Standards and Guidelines has commenced, and student awareness of, 

and support or, these is relatively high. Nevertheless, issues remain. The majority of NUSes are keen to 

see a less subjective interpretation of the ESG and an equal focus on all standards, including student 

participation.

An encouraging trend is also visible in terms of student participation in quality assurance processes, with 

the situation having generally improved relative to 2007. Serious issues remain, however, with students 

continuing to face a widespread reluctance in terms of their involvement in actual decision making. The 

student experience also seems to depend heavily on whether it is internal or external evaluations that 

are involved, with the most vocal criticisms being made in terms of the former. Above all, there appears 

to be a clear correlation between the degree to which the ESG are implemented, and the level of student 

involvement in quality assurance, strongly indicating that the former is crucial in terms of delivery of 

the latter.

Progress is more negligible where qualifications frameworks are concerned. Although processes appear 

to be moving in the right direction, they are doing so at something of the pace of a snail. Importantly, stu-

dent support for the principals and ideas of qualifications frameworks remains strong, but many NQFs 

remain far from the completion stage, and worryingly, the level of student involvement in their develop-

ment is reported to be less than two years ago.

The most notable loss of momentum in Bologna implementation can be seen in terms of the three-cycle 

system, where little visible change can be discerned since 2007. Only 61% of unions report their coun-

try to have the three-cycle system fully in place, an increase of just 5% compared to two years ago. In 

addition to there being few visible new reforms, the implementation of the basic system has scarcely 

advanced in recent times, with most unions revealing that the most significant reforms of their degree 

structures took place between the Bergen and London ministerial conferences (2005-2007). Since then, 
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little more has been done, creating an impression of ‘job done’ once the main structural reforms were, to 

some extent, visible, and reflecting something of a ‘tick-box’ mentality—an attitude of something being 

completed if it is technically ‘in place’, regardless of quality or the extent to which it is operational and 

delivering on its original purpose.

Furthermore, poor implementation of the cycles and inadequate understanding of the purpose of these 

reforms has negatively affected students, pressuring them to follow longer periods of study in order to 

reach a position of sustainable employment. There are few cases in which students get a job after the first 

cycle—which was the purpose of the reform—whilst there has also been insufficient promotion of the 

first cycle on a continent generally accustomed to longer degrees.

In the field of research and doctoral education, the confusion related to the status of doctoral students 

gives rise to a lack of their participation in decision-making processes and to a severe inequality in their 

rights and situation, depending on whether they are employed or not within the institution. In addition, 

in some European Higher Education Area countries, we can see an increase in the level of tuition fees for 

the third cycle students, which seriously endangers the implementation of the third cycle as an inclusive 

way of binding education and research.

Even if some progress has been achieved since 2007, lifelong learning is still primarily seen as continu-

ing education and although public authorities are using it as a rhetorical priority, many countries—more 

than half of the European Higher Education Area states—still do not have any strategy or policy at the 

national level. The development of the sector relies mostly on the initiative of higher education institu-

tions, considering that even in the case where public authorities take a bigger role in organising lifelong 

learning, it is most commonly a shared responsibility.

ESU members are calling for a greater involvement from the side of public authorities in order to make 

sure that lifelong learners are not regarded as a special category with fewer rights and support measures 

than students enrolled in ordinary higher education programmes. Proper strategies in the field of life-

long learning must be further developed, while keeping in mind the good practice examples and guid-

ance documents that already exist at the European level, such as the European Universities’ Charter for 

Lifelong Learning or the ESU Statement on Lifelong Learning. Widening participation should be at the 

core of the lifelong learning implementation strategies, together with public responsibility and quality 

assurance.
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There is reason for both cheer and concern where the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) is con-

cerned. The fact that ECTS is now established as the credit system of the EHEA is a real achievement. 

However, there remain six out of the 46 member countries that use a different system and there has been 

little progress in ensuring that the ECTS is able to fully reflect student workload—a core principle of the 

new system.

Crucially, while the ECTS should be a key mechanism for a shift towards student-centred learning, poor 

implementation is resulting in quite the opposite effect. The concept of learning outcomes remains 

poorly understood in most countries, and the flexibility in learning paths that the ECTS should facilitate 

continues to be much more of an aspiration than a reality.

Student enthusiasm reaches a peak when it comes to the Diploma Supplement which brings with it a 

clear added benefit for a relatively small amount of effort. Despite the passing of six years since the Ber-

lin communiqué called for every student to receive the Diploma Supplement automatically and free of 

charge, issuing practices vary considerably across EHEA countries, and worryingly, awareness of them 

among employers and the general public remains persistently low.

In terms of efforts to increase the attractiveness of the EHEA, a tendency can be observed to promote 

national systems ahead of the EHEA as a whole, in the competitive drive for scholars, students and re-

sources. This has significant consequences in terms of the balance and sustainability of the EHEA and 

can trigger active brain drain policies. Full implementation of the “EHEA in a global setting” strategy can 

only work if done at national level by all stakeholders and if its five core policy areas are put in place in 

an equally relevant way.

Recommendations to 2010 and beyond1.1	

Commitments need to be matched by actions—Ministers need to go over all the commitments made in 

ministerial communiqués to date, as well as all the agreed action lines, and comprehensively appraise 

which have actually been fully achieved and which ones still need further action. And crucially, HEIs and 

students need to be brought into this appraisal so that it has complete ownership by those who are es-

sential to its implementation. This should all take place within a framework of national action plans with 

measurable targets to guide the implementation of Bologna.
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From a la carte to a set menu—Ministers need to make an express commitment to implement all Bo-

logna action lines equally. Education ministries in each signatory country need to work with HEIs and 

students in their country to create a genuine partnership that translates words into concrete realities and 

which puts an end to the selective approach that has hitherto been much in evidence.

Moving up a gear with mobility—a target and clear action plan for delivering greater balanced mobility 

across the EHEA needs to be developed and put in place as part of the Bologna Process, in order to coordi-

nate efforts and create the momentum needed for real progress towards the stated objective to be made.

A commitment to education for all that is free of fees and charges and therefore genuinely accessible to 

all socio-economic groups.

National Action Plans for the social dimension—a concerted effort must be made to ensure that nation-

al action plans are developed for all Bologna signatory countries, and moreover that their development 

and implementation is carried out with full student participation.

Stronger student participation—where it does not already exist, legislation is needed to ensure a mini-

mum level of student involvement in institutional governance, and where such legislation or other meas-

ures exist, they need to be fully implemented so that students are fully involved in the decision-making 

process related to their education. Students must be both considered and treated as equal partners in 

institutional governance.

Action on NQFs—much greater efforts need to be channelled into developing a National Qualifications 

Framework for each Bologna signatory country, with the full involvement of students and other stake-

holders. This should be done as quickly as possible, although quality and inclusiveness are far more im-

portant than delivery by the initial deadline.

Evaluating and expanding the ESG—a process of evaluation of the European Standards and Guidelines 

should be initiated in a consultative way to review current progress with their implementation, as well 

as the level of understanding of, and commitment to, them from all stakeholders.

Increasing the student contribution to quality assurance—further work is urgently needed to ensure 

that students are regarded and treated as equal partners in both internal and external quality assurance, 

and that the good practice examples in evidence are universally followed by all signatory countries.
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Student-centring the learning process—improve student participation in building student-centred 

learning systems that are underpinned by a coherent simultaneous implementation of all Bologna Proc-

ess structural tools.

Fulfilling the potential of the ECTS—critically assessing ECTS implementation in terms of both learn-

ing outcomes and student workload, for all the Bologna cycles, moving beyond the simultaneous co-

existence of the old and new degree cycles and fully secure the correct Bologna three cycles, and remove 

access obstacles to progression between cycles, with a special attention to mitigating the causes for low 

vertical mobility between the first and second cycle.

Enhancing employability—implementation of the full three cycle system needs to be prioritised and 

delivered in a way that fulfils its original purpose—to create flexibility in learning paths and greater 

options for employability, essential given the current economic crisis that Europe and the wider global 

community are facing. The full implementation process should be accompanied by consultation of, and 

communication with, both employers and society as a whole in relation to degrees to ensure a common 

level of understanding about their purpose and value in light of the three cycle system changes.

Mainstreaming Lifelong Learning as an integral part of the education system—lifelong learning 

should be envisaged as part of the framework for the widening participation challenge; an essential 

part of efforts to create more open and responsive institutions that welcome new audiences. Quality as-

surance and public responsibility should be at the core of national strategies for lifelong learning, with 

stakeholder participation ensuring the ownership of the academic community over this essential prior-

ity for the decade to come.

Developing doctoral education by ensuring equal support to all doctoral students—doctoral students 

need to be equally supported, regardless of their status—as employees, students, young researchers etc. 

In addition, doctoral students’ participation in the development of the link between education and re-

search is essential and national student unions should be involved in decision-making processes related 

to the third cycle and research in general.

Developing a relationship with the rest of the world based on cooperation and sustainable develop-

ment—the reinforcing of relationships must be done with mutual respect and acknowledgement of dif-

ferent contexts and of the need to learn from counterparts, whilst ensuring that it is done with full stake-

holder involvement. International mobility also needs to be enhanced with a commitment to protect the 
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rights of international students, to ensure access to relevant and accurate information, to provide a high 

quality of education and ensure a refusal to adopt policies conductive to brain drain.

ESU strongly believes that the implementation of these recommendations would enable the realisation 

of the EHEA as originally envisioned, and bring the Bologna Process to a successful conclusion over the 

next decade.
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Introduction2	

The Bologna With Student Eyes (BWSE) report has become a tradition of the Bologna Process itself. The 

reality check that the fourth edition tries to bring to the debate is again based on the students’ perspec-

tive of the national implementation of the reforms, analysed in a synthetic way from a Europe-wide 

perspective. The unique experience that only students can have as specific members of the academic 

community and the learning process makes their views essential and unique—even if the views and 

practices of governments and other stakeholders can result in setting aside student participation as a 

second-class action line.

2009 has been the year of debate—do we continue the work towards building a true European Higher 

Education Area or do we strive to find new and catchier action lines that governments can easily captivate 

audiences with in their speeches? Countries seem keen to reassert their commitment in key areas such 

as the social dimension, mobility, lifelong learning, etc. But at the same time, the need for clear X-rays 

of implementation at European, national and institutional has increased. The purpose of this report is 

to shed light onto the progress made since the London ministerial conference and, at the same time, to 

bring attention to students’ views on how to move forward with greater speed and support from the aca-

demic community—the core element in the success of any higher education reform.

The report is divided into 12 chapters in which relevant parts of Bologna Process reforms are discussed. 

The primary source of data is a detailed questionnaire, which included a range of qualitative and quan-

titative items. This questionnaire was drawn up by the elected representatives of ESU, based on a review 

of past surveys and including new concerns arising from signals on problematic areas, given by the ESU 

members in the past two years. The questionnaire received the critical contribution of CEPS—Centre for 

Educational Policy Studies, whom we wish to thank. Most suggestions were integrated either in the struc-

ture of the questionnaire or in the way the answers were interpreted. There are, however, lessons learned 

about that should be fed into any upcoming exercises.

The BWSE 2009 report maintains the basic structure from the previous edition with some small addi-

tions. For the accuracy of the overview, it tried to take into account the priorities recognised by ministers 

in the London Communiqué and to assess the progress made in those specific areas. Structurally, recog-

nition of prior learning was included in a larger chapter devoted to lifelong learning, the Diploma Sup-

plement was addressed in a separate chapter from cycles and credits and employability was added to the 

other chapters. A description of the respondents, national unions of student members of the European 
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Students’ Union, was also inserted, to allow the reader to further explore the character and structure 

of the organisations that allow for building up the Bologna With Student Eyes. The concept of the report 

included a research validity check done by CEPS. After the drafting process had started, the research 

centre made an analysis and gave powerful recommendations for a sample of the chapters that served 

as inspiration for others. This element is a specific feature of the 2009 edition in comparison to the 2007 

one. The main rationale behind this way forward was given by the intention to continuously improve the 

quality of the survey, with the aid of experienced experts in higher education policy.

The initial draft survey was created in October of 2008 and tested with three unions from separate re-

gional contexts in Europe: SYL from Finland, SUS from Serbia and VSS-UNES-USU from Switzerland. Their 

comments allowed for a significant restructuring of the questionnaire and enabled us to detect some its 

shortcomings early on. We wish to express our gratitude for the contribution that these specific unions 

brought to the final version of the questionnaire. The actual data collection process took place from No-

vember 2008 onwards. Respondents were 36 national unions of students from 33 countries. The answers 

provided were also compared to other findings in the national reports presented by national authorities 

for the stocktaking exercise when available and appropriate. In addition, several other research papers, 

reports and policy documents were referenced in the various chapters. The report was written in March/

April 2009 and reflects the information available at that specific point in time.

BWSE 2009 focuses mostly on the perceptions of the national student unions. These perceptions, be-

longing to one of the key stakeholders in the reform that the Bologna Process encompasses, are a sound 

testimony of the level of satisfaction and involvement of the unions.

We hope that this report lifts the veil on the real grassroots implementation of the agreed reforms, as 

students are experiencing it every day. A further wish is that the results of the BWSE 2009will help in im-

plementing the Bologna Process reforms in a coherent and qualitative way so that all present and future 

students will fully benefit from the paradigm shift that the pan-European reform process is supposed to 

bring—high quality higher education based on student-centred learning and accessible for all.

Enjoy the reading and welcome to reality! 

ESU team 2008-2009
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Social dimension3	

Introduction3.1	

At the start of the Bologna Process in 1999, the social dimension was not mentioned in the ministers’ dec-

laration. It was only in Prague in 2001, when the students got involved, that the social dimension became 

part of the Process. The ministers stated that they reaffirmed the need, as called for by the students, to 

take account of the social dimension in the Bologna Process. However, it was only in Bergen in 2005 that 

the Ministers stated that the social dimension would become an integral part of the Bologna Process. In 

2007 in London, the Ministers defined the following goal:

“The student body entering, participating in and completing higher education at all levels should 

reflect the diversity of our populations.”

Ministers stated that higher education should play a strong role in fostering social cohesion, reducing 

inequalities and raising the level of knowledge, skills and competences in society. The importance of 

students being able to complete their studies without obstacles related to their social and economic back-

ground was reaffirmed. They promised to continue their efforts to provide adequate student services, 

create more flexible learning pathways into and within higher education, and to widen participation at 

all levels on the basis of equal opportunities.

They would also report on these efforts, which would be integrated into the stocktaking

“Similarly, we will report on our national strategies and policies for the social dimension, including 

action plans and measures to evaluate their effectiveness. We will invite all stakeholders to partici-

pate in, and support this work, at the national level.”

They also concluded that data had to be gathered, in conjunction with the BFUG, to be presented at the 

next Ministerial Summit:

“We recognise the need to improve the availability of data on both mobility and the social dimen-

sion across all the countries participating in the Bologna Process. We therefore ask the European 

Commission (Eurostat), in conjunction with Eurostudent, to develop comparable and reliable indi-
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cators and data to measure progress towards the overall objective for the social dimension and stu-

dent and staff mobility in all Bologna countries.”

The report of Eurostat and Eurostudent is written. ESU welcomes the data gathered and hopes it will serve 

for policy development in the coming months. The data gap however is still deep and more efforts will be 

needed to get a clear picture of the social dimension of the EHEA.

The lack of data also has a big impact on the content of this chapter. Most student unions do not have data 

at their disposal to answer the questions we asked based on adequate research. The chapter aims at giving 

an overview of the situation regarding the social dimension, according to the perception of the student 

unions. It points to problems student unions face in their every day work. Some answers however point 

to a lack of awareness and a request of unions for more sound data.

Conclusions3.2	

Even though the social dimension is an action line of the Bologna Process, many unions report that it is 

not a political priority for the government. The unions believe that several groups are under-represented 

in higher education or face discrimination when in higher education. Most problems are reported in rela-

tion to students from a lower socio-economic background, as well as students with disabilities, students 

with jobs and students with children.

Many student unions complain about the economic conditions of their students. In many countries, stu-

dents have to pay tuition fees and often additional fees are charged. In most countries, study costs are 

not measured, but many unions believe they have increased in the past few years. The loans and grant 

system is often insufficient to cover all these costs. Student debt is increasing and many students have to 

work in order to get by.

Only a few countries have worked out a real social dimension strategy and most unions were not includ-

ed in the drafting of the national action plan for the social dimension. However, some governments have 

taken active measures to improve the social dimension in their respective countries.

In spite of some data collection efforts, there is still a huge data gap waiting to be filled.
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Recommendations3.3	

The social dimension should be a priority within the Bologna Process and must be made more concrete in 

the coming years. ESU believes that the following recommendations are necessary conditions and steps 

towards a social European higher education area.

Bologna events should be a platform to debate initiatives to remove barriers to higher education and 

Ministers must commit to giving the social dimension the same amount of attention as is given to the 

other action lines.

Ministries must deliver on their National Action Plans and all Bologna signatory countries qq
should develop a strategy to improve the social dimension of their higher education. Stake-

holders, including national student unions, should be involved in both the development and 

implementation of the strategy.

A target to increase participation across the EHEA by 2020 should be established in the Bolo-qq
gna Process, but must be implemented in a balanced way that ensures participative equity and 

fully accessible higher education, so that the expansion of higher education is accompanied by 

a real democratisation of HE participation.

Anti-discrimination legislation covering higher education must be set up so that all kinds of qq
discrimination can be fought.

The aspiration of widening access must be recognised as a benefit to society and not just to the qq
individual, and therefore must be publicly financed.

Tuition fees are a financial barrier to higher education and they therefore must be abolished. qq
Where tuition fees exist, they should be evaluated critically and where there are currently no 

tuition fees, they should not be introduced. This critical evaluation should also include other 

fees associated with studying. We already know that tuition fees affect some student groups 

harder than others. Studies on the impact of the introduction of tuition fees should be under-

taken. Following on from this, measures should be taken to compensate the burden of tuition 

fees particularly on those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, through grants, sliding 

scales of repayment, bursaries etc.
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The United Nations Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which states that “High-qq
er education shall be made equally accessible to all, […], in particular by the progressive intro-

duction of free education”, should be respected by all Bologna countries.

Comparable data on support provisions such as living conditions, guidance, counselling, fi-qq
nancial support and the socio-economic background of students must be independently col-

lected from all Bologna signatories and used to map the progress of this action line and to 

spread best practice.

Study costs should be monitored regularly and student financing should be based on covering qq
all costs of living and learning. Student financing must be adapted to the outcomes of this.

Ministers must work towards a generous, parent-independent system of grants that supports qq
the student as a learner, meaning that money to cover the costs associated with living and 

learning as a student is guaranteed.

Student services should be subsidised sufficiently to provide student housing, transportation qq
discounts, healthy food provisions, sport facilities, medical care, discounts for cultural activi-

ties, etc. Student services must be accessible to all students, including international students. 

These services must pay special attention to making studying and student life accessible to 

disabled students.

Analysis of the answers3.4	

Social dimension as a policy priority

Student Unions from only 14 countries (Finland (SAMOK), Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Luxemburg, Mac-

edonia, Malta, the Netherlands (ISO), Norway, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Switzerland, UK) consider the so-

cial dimension to be a real priority for their current government. Unions from 14 countries (Austria, Bul-

garia, Estonia, Germany, Georgia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands (LSVB), Poland, Serbia, Sweden, 

Ukraine, and Portugal) claim that the social dimension is not a priority for the government. The unions 

from Belgium—Flemish Community, Czech Republic, Denmark, France and Finland (SYL) state that their 

government sees the social dimension as important but that they don’t always see it in reality. The un-
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ions also link this to budgetary decisions. Most unions believe the government is not investing enough in 

higher education. Some unions are fearing budget cuts as a result of the crisis or a government change.

“The current economic climate has resulted in budget cuts and a delay in the National Action Plan 

2008 – 2013”. 

USI, Ireland

“The Minister increased public funding for Universities and promised to do so in future. Over the 

course of a few years, this could improve the social dimension and the quality of higher education 

in Spain. We hope the promised increase will still happen after the elections.” 

CREUP, Spain

Even less student unions believe that the social dimension is a priority for all the higher education insti-

tutions in their country. 9 unions claim the social dimension is a priority in HEI’s, 14 state the opposite. 9 

unions say the situation depends on the HEI: to some it is very important, to others it is not.

The vast majority of unions (30) state the social dimension is a priority for their student union. They de-

velop policy on the issue, they lobby for better conditions for students, they participate in projects, etc.

Is the social dimension a prior-fig. 1—
ity, according to the student unions, for 
the government, the higher education 
institutions and the student union?

●	Y es
●	N o
●	 Some degree

5
Government HEI Student Unions

14
14 9

14

9 2
30
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Obstacles to access, participation and completion3.5	

Most unions report that there is a clear lack of data on the social dimension. Therefore it is difficult to 

identify under-represented groups and problems of discrimination. However, based on scattered data 

and the everyday experience of unions, they identified the problems below. We asked the unions if they 

are aware of problems of certain groups of students. Many of the characteristic below are interrelated 

and so the problems reported for one group, are often also a problem for other groups mentioned.

Students from a lower socio-economic background

Student unions from 28 countries identify the participation of this group as very problematic. Many 

unions complain about financial barriers that keep potential students away from higher education. The 

reasons given are high fees, costs for accommodation and transport, etc. Another problem reported is 

that student financing is insufficient to cover all costs. In some countries students cannot get a loan if the 

bank believes the student is not eligible. But student unions also mention debt aversion among students 

as a factor. Another problem mentioned is that sometimes these students are not encouraged in the same 

way to go to higher education. It is also reported that not all students can prepare equally for entrance 

exams because some have to work and have less time to prepare for them. Other students can afford 

private lessons to be better prepared.

Some unions were able to provide some data on this:

VVS (Belgium-Flemish Community)

A key factor is the occupational status of the parents: Only 22% of children whose father is an unskilled 

labourer go to higher education, compared to 80% of students with a father in a management role (aver-

age is 54%). The degree of schooling of the parents is also important: Only 25% of children whose mother 

does not have a primary degree gets access to HE compared to 83% of those whose mother has an HE 

degree. (HIVA, 2001)

Financial resources are equally a crucial factor: the participation of the richest 20% in society is twice as 

great as the participation of the poorest 20% in society. (Bea Cantillon 2005)

EÜL (Estonia)

Students whose parents have third level qualifications are twice as numerous in higher education com-

pared with students of low educational background. (Source: EUROSTUDENT III)



23  Social dimension 

USI (Ireland)

Participation rates for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds differ depending on the specific 

grouping (skilled manual, non-manual etc.). However, in no case do they exceed 50% and some are as low 

as 27% in terms of the children of non-manual workers (National Access Plan 2008 – 2013). It is believed 

that the costs of entering and participating in higher education and the limited opportunities to com-

bine work and study are amongst the obstacles (National Access Plan 2008 – 2013). The Higher Education 

Authority (HEA) Survey of New Entrants to Higher Education 2004 showed that one of the key determin-

ing factors in whether someone participates in higher education is the socio-economic background of 

the parents, in particular the father.

NUS UK (UK)

In 2004, just 10 percent of people from the poorest fifth of families acquired a degree by the age of 23, 

compared with 44 percent of those from the richest fifth. The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 

regularly collects data for each HEI on the make-up of the student body and benchmarks this data. These 

Performance Indicators can be found at: http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php/content/view/1166/141/

“To study in higher education means financial problems for the families.” 

Hungary, HÖOK

Ethnic-cultural minorities

15 NUSes report that this group faces obstacles regarding access to HE. Problems reported are language, 

cultural expectation, social norms, low self-esteem, lack of support, prior education that does not give 

access to higher education, etc.

Migrant children

12 unions state that migrant children face obstacles when accessing higher education. An even bigger 

group (14 unions) reports to have no knowledge about this. Reported problems are a lack of information, 

language, lack of social support, etc.
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Students from less economically developed regions

Unions from 16 countries report problems for this group. The obstacles reported are differences in the 

quality of teaching in secondary education, an absence of higher education institutions in the region, 

high costs when moving to the city, poor transport links, shortage of student housing in the city, etc.

Students with disabilities

Even though many unions say that efforts have been made to increase the participation of these stu-

dents, nevertheless, unions from 23 countries state that this group faces access problems. The obstacles 

reported are physical inaccessibility, lack of awareness from other students and teaching staff, lack of 

necessary provisions, etc.

“As of 2005/2006 only 3.2% of the total undergraduate student population was drawn from students 

with disabilities (National Access Plan 2008 – 2013). The main obstacles for this have historically been 

low levels of support and resources for these students, along with low educational expectations.” 

USI Ireland

Gender

There are 9 unions that report obstacles for male and/or female students. Under-representation in higher 

education is linked to higher dropouts in secondary education and gender stereotypes in study choice.

“There is a lot of gender segregation. There is a general idea in society about what a woman should 

do or not do and what a woman is good at and not good at, Computer science, for example, is 

the kind of subject that is usually stereotyped as a subject that men are good at. Female students 

might face obstacles in these kinds of fields. 

Male students applying for some programmes, especially those that are ‘typically feminine pro-

grammes’ might face some obstacles. Men can have limited ideas about what kinds of job are ap-

propriate for them and therefore dismiss some options even before they consider seriously apply-

ing.” 

SAMOK, Finland
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LGBT students1

Only 2 unions report obstacles, but 15 NUSes claim to have no knowledge about this. This points to a pos-

sible lack of awareness. There is almost no research available on the issue.

Discrimination that LGBT students face is most often in terms of social norms and constructions. 

They can’t talk about their social life as openly as other students and can therefore be left out from 

social events. The education itself (materials, lectures etc.) can include heteronormative assump-

tions that LGBT students may find offensive. 

SAMOK, Finland

Students with jobs

25 unions believe that students with jobs face problems accessing higher education. The reasons given 

are many: inflexible curricula, lack of evening lectures, absence of part-time programmes, higher fees for 

part-time students, losing the grant when earning too much, lack of time and energy to study, etc.

Students with children

NUSes from 21 countries report obstacles for students with children, such as lack of affordable childcare 

provisions, lack of flexibility, etc. They sometimes get more student financing, but it is still often not 

enough to cover the extra cost for day-care.

“NUS UK will be publishing a major new report in February 2009 on Student Parents. In Scot-

land, a campaign has been launched to ask for better developed childcare support so that stu-

dent parents could access education without the childcare obstacle (www.theparenttrap.org.uk)” 

NUS UK-UK

Students +35

According to 16 NUSes, these students can encounter problems. Many of them report that certain benefits 

students receive are only awarded up to a certain age. This can be loans and grants, higher fees, no more 

student discounts, etc. The age difference with classmates is also mentioned.

1	 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual
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International students13.6	

The current mobilisation of efforts and interest is not detached from a financial incentive: foreign stu-

dents, especially from outside the EU (in the case of EU countries) are not subject to the same regulations 

and can be asked to pay significant amounts in tuition fees. 77% of respondents answered that tuition 

fees already exist for these students (although in some of these cases, tuition fees also exist for national 

students). 9% of respondents indicated that proposals for reducing them have been put forward, but a 

group of 11% stated the opposite, announcing an increase. Besides the large group of 77%, we can also find 

that 17% of respondents indicated that discussions on the introduction of tuition fees for these students 

have been initiated.

Considering that the international mobility of students seeking higher education qualifications is a phe-

nomenon which is expected to increase in the coming decades, we can see the motivation for higher 

education institutions and governments to take a bigger share of what is regarded by some as a very ap-

pealing market. The figures are increasing at the current time and this can potentially benefit both inter-

national and domestic students by providing a more enriching study experience. We asked the national 

unions of students what their perception was regarding the number of international students in home 

campuses and were clear about the need to separate Erasmus students from this group. The answers were 

very clear, with nearly 85% of them (27 out of 32) indicating an increase of this student body in recent 

years. Whether this is a reflection of a true increase or rather a more attentive attitude regarding this 

Introduction of tuition fees for fig. 56—
non-European/non-EU students
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phenomenon, it illustrates a shift in the way home campuses are regarded and sets a different framework 

for the level of impact that international mobility has over domestic students.

International students are however not always treated in the same way as domestic students. In the case 

of tuition fees, we have identified the practice of introducing them and even considering increasing them. 

Twenty student unions reported that in this regard, international students are treated differently from 

domestic students. In fact, in all the items considered (housing, social benefits, right to work, financial 

support and tuition fees) the majority of the respondents considered that this group was treated differ-

ently.

Growth of the number of inter-fig. 57—
national students in home campuses
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This difference in treatment is not necessarily a negative aspect. Students 

pay a substantial amount of money and are sometimes regarded as a spe-

cial group in need, or entitled to separate facilities and arrangements. The 

most common can be language and culture courses, but also special ac-

commodation arrangements or services, tutoring systems and study pro-

grammes delivered in English. All respondents answered positively in 

terms of the existence of special arrangements for international students, 

with the exception of one (Bulgaria).

Housing

Social Benefits

Tuition Fees

Right to Work

Financial Support
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The presence of international students on campus has an enormous potential for developing “interna-

tionalisation at home”, a process in which a student can experience cultural diversity and exchange ideas 

and knowledge with people from other countries while staying on his/her own home campus. Unfortu-

nately, international students are mostly kept apart from the remaining student body. 63% of respond-

ents were clear about this fact, and only two unions (Czech Republic and Sweden) indicated that they are 

fully integrated into life with other students.

Existence of special arrange-fig. 59—
ments for international students
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Considering that these students are in a special situation, we asked the student unions to report back as 

to the level at which they saw their rights being catered for and two thirds indicated that the institutions 

appear to be catering for this group, and a majority of respondents considered that international students 

receive less protection from public authorities. The respondents were also quite self-critical: although a 

majority considered that they had been addressing the rights of international students in both national 

and local structures, a significant number of national unions (over one third) admitted that they haven’t 

been paying enough attention to this aspect.

at institutional level

at national level

at the national  
student union

0 4 8 12 16 20

at the local  
student union

11

17

16

13

10

20

10

18

Are the rights of international fig. 61—
students being addressed or catered 
for?

●	 yes
●	 no



157  Attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area 

The UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for quality provision in cross-border 13.7	
education

The London Communiqué inserted the ”UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for quality provision in cross-border 

education” as a relevant document to be taken into account when developing the work on enhancing the 

attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area. Introducing a quality culture within cross-border 

education is very challenging since quality assurance mechanisms are more difficult to set up, informa-

tion is less easily accessible and degree comparability becomes more complicated.

In the survey ESU carried out in 2007 regarding the level of interaction of its members with the inter-

nationalisation of higher education, student unions were asked to self-assess their level of awareness 

regarding this document. The results are frankly low and indicate an immediate need for governments 

and higher education institutions to further involve them in all activities in the field.

Two groups of unions amongst the respondents lacking in awareness were then identified: unions who 

are not aware of the guidelines due to being relatively young and therefore still building up a robust 

structure for student representation (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Georgia and Ukraine) and unions who have 

other pressing political issues to deal with at the national level or who have yet to discuss the dissemina-

tion of the Guidelines internally (Denmark, Iceland, Italy, Sweden, United Kingdom).

Despite this relatively low level of awareness, the relevance of it was recognised by most unions for differ-

ent purposes, from policy making to advocacy on behalf of the students they represent. The survey itself 

helps in bringing attention to this document and has had positive effects. When questioned about the 

possible benefits of the guidelines, the benefit considered to be the most important one for ESU members 

was the provision of an international framework for quality assurance in cross—border higher educa-

tion that can inform policy at national and institutional levels (20 responses). This is closely followed 

by improving the quality of cross—border higher education (16 responses) and raising awareness of the 

cross—border higher education quality issue (15 responses).
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Level of awareness of the fig. 62—
UNESCO-OECD Guidelines for quality 
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Most important benefits of fig. 63—
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Profile of the national unions of students14	

This publication is based on the answers to a survey developed by the elected representative of the Euro-

pean Students’ Union. However, this could never been done without the contribution of the national un-

ions of students that took the time to answer to the long questionnaire and were also available to further 

clarifying the results of this survey.

This section is built as a short guide through our different respondents. It will hopefully help you to iden-

tify and understand who is behind the knowledge we compiled.

Austria

ÖH —Österreichische HochschülerInnenschaft/Austrian National Union of Students.

Legal status: OH is a public institution, and since 2008 has also been representing college students. All 

students are represented by OH as membership is compulsory at both the local and national level. All 

representatives are students and according to the Student Union Act they have to work voluntary.

Belgium—Flemish community

VVS—Vlaamse Vereniging van Studenten/National Union of Students in Flanders

Legal status: VVS is a non-governmental organisation representing all students in Flanders. In Belgium 

there are two more organizations of French-speaking students, FEF and Unécof. The local student unions 

are the members of VVS. The student status is only a condition for delegates to the general assembly. For 

the EC up to 1/5 of the members don’t have to be students.

Bulgaria

UBS—Union of the Bulgarian students

Legal status: UBS is a NGO; its members are individual students on a voluntary basis. UBS is not the only 

union in Bulgaria, the other NUS is called Assembly of Students’ Councils NASC. The status of being a 

student is the condition to be elected to UBS’ structure. Five people work at national level and they are 

elected in the Executive Board.
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Croatia

CSC—Hrvatski studentski zbor/Croatian student union,

Legal status: CSC is a public institution, but in Croatia there is also another NUS called CSU. Local student 

unions are the members of CSC, and the membership of students in these unions is voluntary. All the 

people working for the NUS are students.

Czech Republic

SKRVS Studentská komora Rady vysokých škol/Student Chamber of the Council of Higher Education 

Institutions

Legal status: The Student Chamber is an autonomous part of the Council of HEIs, which is a representa-

tive body established as a result of a common agreement of all higher education institutions in the Czech 

Republic. SKRVS is the only student organisation represented in HEI bodies. The status of being a student 

is a compulsory condition for election and also in order to have voting rights in the body to which stu-

dents are elected.

Denmark

DSF—Danske Studerendes Fællesråd/National Union of Students in Denmark

DSF is a non-governmental organisation, and it is the only organisation of students in Denmark. Local 

student councils are the members of DSF. The membership of students is on a voluntary basis. Elected 

bodies and employees are mostly students. To be elected to the NUS structure, it is compulsory to be a 

student.

Estonia

EUL—Eesti Üliõpilaskondade Liit/Federation of Estonian Student Unions

Legal status: EUL is a non-governmental organisation, but most of its member unions are publicly organ-

ised. EUL is the only student organisation in Estonia. Local unions are members of EUL, and membership 

of EUL is voluntary. To be elected to EUL’s structure it is compulsory to be a student. Employees, however, 

don’t need to be a student. The board and the employees work full time.
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Finland

SAMOK—Suomen ammattikorkeakouluopiskelijakuntien liitto/ 

Union of Students in Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences

Legal status: SAMOK is non-governmental organisation representing student unions of universities of 

applied sciences in Finland. The other Finnish student organisation is SYL, representing university stu-

dents. Local unions are members of SAMOK and membership is on a voluntary basis. The executive board 

works full time, and the status of being a student is compulsory to be elected.

SYL—Suomen ylioppilaskuntien liitto—the National Students’ Union in Finland

Legal status: SYL is an independent non-governmental organisation. The highest decision-making body 

is the General Assembly. SYL represents university students; there is another student organisation for 

polytechnic students (SAMOK). The members of SYL are local student unions who affiliate on a voluntary 

basis; for students it is compulsory to be member of a local union.

France

FAGE—Fédération des associations générales étudiantes/Federation of General Student Associations

Legal status: FAGE is a non-governmental organisation, one of five national unions in France. Local un-

ions are the members of FAGE and the membership of students is on a voluntary basis. The status of be-

ing a student is the only condition for election into FAGE’s structures. The elected executive committee 

consists of 11 members.

Georgia

SOLG—Students’ Organizations League of Georgia (SOLG)

Legal status: The Union “The Students’ Organizations League of Georgia”, is a voluntary, non-governmen-

tal, non-entrepreneurship, non-political and a socially registered union which brings together student 

organisations formed at the Higher Education Institutions of Georgia. Local unions are the members 

of SOLG and membership of these is on a voluntary basis. Having the status of a student is necessary in 

order to be elected to SOLG’s structure.
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Germany

FZS freier zusammenschluss von studentInnenschaften (fzs) —The National Union of Students in 

Germany

Legal status: fzs is a registered non-governmental organisation in Germany, with local unions as its 

members. Membership of fzs is voluntary. Students are compulsory members of the local student un-

ions except in the federal states of Bavaria, Baden Wurttemberg and Saxony-Anhalt. Student status is 

compulsory in order to be elected to fzs’ structure, but the local unions have the power to set up their 

own statutes and decide on that.

Hungary

HOOk—Hallgatói Önkormányzatok Országos Konferenciája

Legal status: Hook is a public insitution and the only student organization in Hungary. Individual stu-

dents are members of Hook. Membership is compulsory and automatic. The status of being a student 

is also compulsory in order to be elected to Hook’s structure. Secretariat staff are not obliged to be a 

student.

Iceland

SHI—Stúdentaráð Háskóla Íslands/The Students Council at the University of Iceland

Legal status: SHI is a voluntary, non-governmental, non-entrepreneurship, non-political and a socially 

registered union. There is another student organisation in Iceland called BISN. Individual membership 

is compulsory and automatic. Employees are generally students as well as the chairperson and the secre-

tary general who works full time.

Ireland

USI—Union of Students in Ireland

Legal status: USI is a non-governmental organisation, and there are no other organisations of third level 

students in Ireland. USI represents both individual students and local unions, and the membership of 

students is decided upon by each third level institute. This is normally done through the means of a ref-

erendum. Student status and registration to USI is compulsory in order to be elected to USI’s structure.
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Italy

Udu—unione degli universitari; University Students’ Union

Legal status: Udu is a non-governmental organisation. It isn’t the only student organisation in Italy, but 

few of the other organisations are national unions. Local unions and individual students can both be-

come member of Udu. Membership is on a voluntary basis. To be elected to Udu’s structure it is compul-

sory to have student status.

Latvia

LSA-Latvijas studentu apvieniba/Student Union of Latvia

Legal status: LSA is a non-governmental organisation and the only student union in Latvia. Local unions 

are LSA’s members and the membership of students is compulsory according to the law. Student status is 

mandatory in order to be elected to LSA. Some of the elected people, however, are no longer students.

Lithuania

LSAS—Lietuvos studentu atstovybiu sajunga/ 

The National Union of Student Representations of Lithuania

Legal status: LSAS is a non-governmental organisation, one of two in Lithuania, the other being Lithua-

nia’s National Union of Students (LSS). Local unions are members of LSAS, and membership is on a volun-

tary basis. Student status is not a condition of being a member of the office or President of LSAS. Members 

of the Council must be students.

Luxembourg

UNEL-union national des étudiantes de Luxembourg/National Students’ Union of Luxembourg

Legal status: UNEL is a non-governmental organisation. In Luxembourg there are other student organisa-

tions, for example LUS, the student union of the University of Luxembourg.
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Macedonia

NSUM Национална студентска унија на Македонија-National Student Union of Macedonia

Legal status: NSUM is a non-governmental organisation, and it is the only student organisation in Mac-

edonia. Individual students are members of the national union. Membership is compulsory. The only 

condition to be elected to NSUM’s structure is being a student —elected people work part time.

Malta

KSU—Il-Kunsil ta’ I-Studenti Universitarji; University Student Council

Legal status: KSU is a non-governmental organisation and the only NUS in Malta. Individual students are 

members of KSU and membership is compulsory. KSU is a national union and a local union at the same 

time.

Netherlands

LSVb—Landelijke studenten vakbond/Dutch National Union of Students.

Legal status: LSVb is a federation, independent from any public institution, but largely funded by the 

Ministry of Education and our member unions. There is another student organisation in The Nether-

lands, named ISO. Local unions are members of LSVb, it is possible to have individual membership but 

it barely happens. Membership of students is on a voluntary basis and to be a student is compulsory in 

order to be elected to the structure. Indeed, elected people have to take a break from their studies.

ISO—Interstedelijk Studenten Overleg

Legal status: ISO is a non-governmental organisation; in the Netherlands there is another student organi-

zation called LSVb. Local student unions are the members of ISO, and individual membership of these is 

not compulsory. Elected people work part time. Almost all of them are students.

Norway

NSU—norsk student union/National Union of Students in Norway

Legal status: NSU is a non-governmental organisation representing university students in Norway. There 

is another student organisation called Stl that represents students at University-Colleges. Local student 

unions are the members of NSU; membership of students is compulsory, but it is voluntary for local 
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unions to join the NUS. The status of being a student is compulsory in order to be elected to NSU’s struc-

ture.

StL—studentenes Landsforbund/Norwegian Association of Students

Legal status: Stl is a non-governmental organisation. In Norway there is another student organisation 

called NSU that represents university students. Local unions are the members of StL; the membership 

of local unions is voluntary but, in general, membership at the local level is collective. Any student or 

person who works full time as an elected representative for a student union can be elected to a position 

in StL.

Poland

PSRP—Parlament Studentów Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej (PSRP)/ 

The Students’ Parliament of the Republic of Poland

Legal status: PSRP is a public institution and the national representation of student self-government 

structures within the provision of the law on universites. Local student parliaments are the members 

of PSRP; the membership of students in the parliaments is compulsory but individual membership is 

not formalised. The work of elected people is usually part-time, except for the president who works full 

time.

Portugal

Faire—Fórum Académico para a Informação e a Representação Externa/ 

Academic Forum for Information and External Representation

Legal status: FAIRe is a Federation of Student Structures in Portuguese Higher Education. FAIRe is a non-

political, non-governmental organisation. Today, FAIRe has a number of associates throughout the mul-

tiple sub-systems of Portuguese higher education. Local unions are members of FAIRe, and student status 

is the basis for election to the structures of FAIRe. In addition to this, students need to be nominated by 

their own local union in order to be elected. In Portugal, there are other two organisations; one is for stu-

dents of Polytechnics and is itself a member of FAIRe, and the other one is for students of private sector 

institutions.
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Romania

ANOSR—Alianta Nationala a Organizatiilor Studentesti din Romania/ 

National Alliance of Student Organizations in Romania

Legal status: ANOSR is a non-governmental organisation, one of several national student unions in Ro-

mania. Local unions are the legal members of ANOSR, and student membership is on a voluntary basis. 

The work is not salaried and is de facto full time work.

Serbia

SUS—Studentska unija Srbije/Student Union of Serbia

Legal status: SUS is a non-governmental organisation; it is de facto recognised as an NUS if no other stu-

dent or youth organisation is recognized by law as a national union in Serbia. Local unions are the mem-

bers of SUS, there is no individual membership. Individual membership on the local level is not compul-

sory in Serbia. To be elected to SUS’ national structure, it is compulsory to have the status of a student, 

and these representatives work part-time.

Slovenia

SSU—Študentska organizacija slovenije/Slovenian Student Union

Legal status: SSU’s legal status is defined by the Students’ Association Act passed by the Slovenian Par-

liament in 1994, and SSU works in accordance with the Student Constitution passed in November 2002. 

There is no other student organisation in Slovenia. All individual students are members of SSU. People 

elected to the structure of SSU have to be students, and they work part time.

Spain

CREUP—Coordinadora de Representantes de Estudiantes de las Universidades Publicas

Legal status: CREUP is a non-governmental organisation and is the only student organisation in Spain. 

Local unions are the members of CREUP and student membership of these unions is not compulsory. 

There are two conditions to being a member of CREUP: be part of a public university and have a democrat-

ic way of electing student representatives within the HEI. To be a student is a condition of being elected 

to the NUS structure.
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Sweden

SFS—Sveriges förenade studentkårer/The Swedish National Union of Students

Legal status: SFS is a non-governmental organisation, and the only national student union in Sweden. 

Local student unions are the members of SFS, student membership is not compulsory anymore. To be 

elected in the NUS’ structures the student status is not compulsory, elected people in SFS work full time 

and get paid.

Switzerland

VSS-UNES-USU —verband der schweizer studierendenschaften/union des étudiant-e-s de suisse/

unione svizzera degli universitari/The Union of Students in Switzerland

Legal status: vss-unes-usu is registered as a non-governmental organisation representing local student 

unions whose membership is voluntary. In Switzerland there is other NUS representing 3 universities 

called vsh-aes. The status of being a student is not compulsory in most parts of the structure of vss-unes-

usu except for the co-presidents and president.

United Kingdom

NUS UK—National Union of Students UK

Legal status: NUS UK is a voluntary membership organisation. NUS UK is a confederation of local student 

representative organisations in colleges and universities throughout the United Kingdom and Northern 

Ireland which have chosen to affiliate and which pay a membership fee. Students’ associations make the 

decision to join or not join NUS UK—on the local level membership of the student unions is automatic, 

unless the students exercises their right not to be a member. Officers have to be students at the time of 

their election, once elected they are deemed to be members of NUS—there are limits on the number of 

times you can hold a position. The National Executive consists of 27 members.

Ukraine

UASS—Ukrainian Association of Student Self-government

Legal status: UASS is a voluntary association of student self-government bodies and local student NGOs, 

which are representative, democratic and student-controlled. UASS is registered by the Ministry of Jus-

tice as a nationwide youth NGO in accordance with the law. UASS is also registered by the State Tax Ad-
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ministration as a non-profit organisation. UASS has, according to the law, individual membership and 

the student status is compulsory for the UASS membership. 
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