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Identification of the challenges for higher education system(s) in reaching their potential 

 

Present day global societies as well as the world of tomorrow need Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

more than ever. Research-intensive universities (RIUs) train the global citizens of tomorrow, who can help 

invent and implement evidence-based solutions to the many problems that face our globe. Climate 

change, public health issues, migration and the economic crisis are only a few examples of problems that 

are exceeding national boundaries and cannot be solved with ‘old’ solutions. Research-intensive 

universities play a crucial role in providing the evidence, suggesting solutions, engaging with society and 

educating and training people to become responsible citizens and to take up leading roles in a changing 

society. Research-intensive universities are important regional actors, but they also act on a global level 

and take a global perspective in fulfilling their missions. Research-intensive universities are crucial players 

for the future. This should be reflected in the funding, support and autonomy these institutions get from 

governments and in  the actions or initiatives from the EU that affect them.  

 

Funding 

Long-term, stable funding is crucial for research and education. Frequent changes to funding, and to the 

regulatory and governance arrangements of universities create uncertainty and impair institutions’ ability 

to be pro-active and plan for the long term, putting the sector’s effectiveness at risk. 

Equally damaging both to funding and to planning are the large cuts made in government spending on 

higher education in many European countries in recent years. These cuts threaten the quality of the 

higher education system. Governments should realise the economic value added by universities and invest 

in them, perhaps especially in times of crisis. In a study of the LERU member universities by BIGGAR 

economics1 in August 2015, it was clearly demonstrated that investing in RIUs pays off. Not only are 

universities important employers, they are also engines of local and regional economic growth, through 

innovation and the education of a workforce for the knowledge economy. 

 

Diversity 

Research-intensive universities are part of a diverse higher education landscape in which different types 

of institutions have different roles, have different links to the labour market and produce graduates with a 

very different skill set. Diversity provides choice to students in terms of subjects offered, learning styles 

and living environments (residential or non-residential). It is important that this diversity is cherished. The 

increased emphasis on rankings, and the temptation on the part of national governments, the EU and 

international institutions to introduce systems that rely on crude or reductive metrics, together may result 

in creating perverse incentives for institutions. 

 

 

                                                 
1 http://www.leru.org/files/publications/LERU_Economic_Contribution_-_Report.pdf 
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Relevance 

The role of RIUs is to equip students with the knowledge and skills they need to become responsible 

(European) citizens and leaders. This demands continuous interaction with external parties (business, 

NGOs, government), in a variety of ways, such as through internships, alumni relations, inclusion of 

business and labour market representatives on advisory boards, and, to a certain extent,  teaching and 

learning practices that enhance skills that are vital in the labour market. 

At the same time too narrow a conception of relevance generates an unhelpful focus on technical skills 

that is contrary to the broader purpose and value of education. Very able students taught in research-

intensive universities have a highly transferable skill set without being trained vocationally or with too 

rigid a focus on the labour market. This is particularly important given the changing nature of the labour 

market and the fact that today we can’t know yet in which professions future graduates will find 

employment. It is important for universities to teach  students to think and not what to think, in order to 

prepare them for a flexible labour market.  

Autonomy 

It is important for European universities to find the right balance between autonomy and accountability. 

Financial, legal and political constraints are there to stay, but within these universities need the freedom 

for creativity. Institutions such as HEIs cannot be managed the same way as industrial companies, and 

governments also need to appreciate and encourage their creativity in working with them.  

The different missions of universities - research, education and service to society - can best flourish if 

universities have institutional and academic autonomy Innovation will not emerge if HEIs lack the room to 

experiment and develop new approaches to education. Without room to maneuver they will not be able to 

produce graduates who meet the demands of the future and they cannot live up to high public 

expectations. 

 

Teaching – research nexus 

Many RIUs emphasise the link between teaching and research as an intrinsic part of their mission. 

Maximising the synergies between teaching and research must, however, be an ongoing effort as there are 

many options still to explore, especially through the use of new, digital technologies. Developing 

distinctive models of research-based education, which provide opportunities for students at all levels of 

the curriculum to participate in cutting-edge research alongside researchers, has the potential to provide 

novel, demanding, interdisciplinary and applied learning experiences, preparing students for life and 

employment in a changing national and global landscape. 

 

HE institutions in the digital era 

Another challenge is how to reposition HE institutions in the face of the rapid development of the online 

delivery of courses and degree programmes and, more broadly, in light of the new ways in which young 

people use, and share knowledge in our digital era. The traditional qualities of HE institutions such as 

personal interaction with teachers, mentoring and feedback, or formative student culture, will gain 

renewed importance. And HE institutions should place emphasis on how to integrate IT in all its forms in 

their teaching and learning, in ways that enhance the positive effects of blended learning, both in terms 

of knowledge and skills. 

 

Internationalisation 

Technology has made the world much “smaller” and the economy and labour market will become even 

more international in the future.  Therefore an international skill set will be increasingly important for HE 

graduates. These international skills include an open mindset, the ability to easily connect and establish 

relationships with people from other cultures or backgrounds, and preferably knowledge of foreign 

languages. International student exchange will continue to be the best way for students to acquire these 
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skills and as many students as possible should be able to have this type of experience. It is however clear 

that not all students can spend actual time abroad. Therefore “internationalisation at home” needs to be 

further developed. One way of realising this is through virtual exchanges, virtual classrooms, discussion 

fora etc. Another way is through having a broad international staff and student mix within one institution. 

Both universities and government should work to facilitate this. 

 

There is a risk that recent re-nationalisation trends could also hamper cooperation and permeability 

within European higher education institutions. Universities should counter-act such tendencies by 

cooperating more closely  on an inter-institutional level.  

 

Multicultural classroom 

The international and the multicultural, meaning socially-inclusive, classroom will become increasingly 

important in the future since it enhances social understanding. Talented young people from 

underprivileged groups still have difficulty accessing higher education in general and research-intensive 

universities in particular. The causes are different from one country to another but it is clear that there 

are many similarities in the challenges. Governments need to provide sufficient scholarships for 

underprivileged students and support universities to improve or increase the outreach activities they set 

up to attract talented young people from underprivileged backgrounds. Secondary and even primary 

education institutions face many of the same challenges. Realising a multicultural classroom in higher 

education is a goal Europe already seeks to reach, but which it will need to better addressed in the 

future. 

 

 

Priority areas for reform efforts in higher education for both institutions and governments 

 

- Ensure sufficient, stable long-term funding of HE. The financing systems need to be tailored to the 

characteristics of higher education in each country. 

- Institutions and governments should recognise the importance of institutional autonomy and of 

reducing restrictions in order to enhance the effectiveness of public investment in universities.  

- Intensifying the relationships between academic study programmes and the world of work. More could 

be done to foster entrepreneurship and innovation in the higher education sector, and to encourage 

stronger links between universities and business.  

- Develop practices in HE learning and teaching and degree structures that allow for optimal and 

functional use of ICT-enhanced learning and train and facilitate academic staff accordingly: blended 

learning, online delivery and/or supervision and feedback of courses, learning activities that invite 

students to use and develop their computer and information literacy and that enhance critical 

thinking skills with regard to online data and online information, assignments and projects that use big 

data, digital library services, mobile-phone friendly systems for practical study information and as 

electronic course environments, etc. 

- Reinforcing the traditional added value of campus institutions, by investing in the formative student 

experience (outreach projects, community building, active citizenship, student organisations) and in 

teacher-student and student-student interaction in all study programmes (‘academic community’).  

- Global connectivity is essential to the success of universities, so additional reforms to encourage 

student and researcher mobility, and to remove real or perceived barriers in the immigration and visa 

systems, are needed. 
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EU added value in the modernisation of higher education institutions 

 

European cooperation is vital in supporting transnational research collaboration and promoting student 

mobility.  In both of these areas, the EU has fulfilled and is fulfilling a vital function. Cross border 

collaboration increases efficiency, increases impact and heightens the quality of research but also 

provides unique intercultural experiences for students and researchers that contribute to building a 

European identity. 

The EU has through its Research Framework Programmes done a great deal to promote and facilitate 

excellent research and research collaboration, to underpin research infrastructure, and to improve a focus 

on addressing key societal challenges. Horizon 2020 has increased the focus on the links between research 

and innovation as well as between research and the successful application of new ideas. Within Horizon 

2020 the EU has continued to fund one of the most important cross-EU initiatives, viz. the European 

Research Council (ERC).  

EU cooperation supports the exchange of best practices among institutions. It also offers researchers 

higher mobility, leading to a broadening of the “academic market”, both for the institutions and 

researchers.  

Erasmus (Plus) has facilitated students in developing an international and intercultural outlook, which has 

been immensely enriching for many students, as well as delivering a set of transferable skills. It has also 

been very useful in the development of European platforms between teachers and staff of many 

institutions, for exchanging best practice, benchmarking programmes, and developing joint initiatives.  


