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Preface
Inclusion & Diversity have been core values of the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) since its 
inception. 

ASEF is an intergovernmental not-for-profit organisation which connects the peoples of Asia 
and Europe through intellectual, cultural and people to people exchanges. We encourage 
collaboration to find innovative and sustainable solutions for common global challenges. ASEF 
is the sole permanent institution of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), a political dialogue process 
between 51 countries, the European Union and the ASEAN Secretariat. 

Education is one of ASEF’s key thematic areas. In this field, we connect youth, students, educators 
and higher education leaders with policymakers across both regions. ASEF has been creating 
bi-regional networks and promoting inclusion & diversity in higher education in several ways:

� Providing opportunities and platforms for young people, experts and policymakers to   
   exchange ideas;
� Organising workshops and capacity building trainings;
� Cooperating with organisations and networks that advocate for and enhance inclusion &  
   diversity. 

Through these activities, we contribute to the vision of the ASEM Education Process (AEP): 
“promote inclusive and equitable quality education and training through equal and mutually 
beneficial Asia-Europe partnerships, leveraged by people-to-people connectivity”. Our flagship 
project series in education, the ASEF Regional Conference on Higher Education (ARC), is the 
Official Dialogue Partner of the ASEM Education Ministers’ Meeting (ASEMME), a biennial 
platform for policy dialogue. 

The 8th edition of ARC puts inclusion in higher education at the centre of the dialogue. Since 
December 2020, we have been working with 25 experts from across Asia and Europe on the 
ʻARC8 Outlook Report 2030: Inclusive and Diverse Higher Education in Asia and Europe’. Each 
expert has brought different insights and perspectives to the table, which were all integrated 
in the development of this unique publication.

The experts reviewed the status quo of inclusion & diversity in four areas in higher education, 
also within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, relying on previous research and data 
available as well as highlighting their own experiences and expertise in the field. The experts 
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ASEF Executive Director 

also identified potential risks that could jeopardise 
inclusion in coming years, and opportunities that 
should be leveraged to enhance inclusion in the next 
decade. This stocktaking enabled them to propose 
recommendations addressed to ASEM policymakers 
and ASEM university leaders to advance inclusion 
in higher education on our common path – towards 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

My sincere gratitude goes to the accomplished higher 
education and student organisation representatives, 
our ARC8 experts, whose knowledge and wisdom 
is captured in this report. I would like to thank my 
colleagues in ASEF’s Education Department for their 
strong commitment to inclusion & diversity and for 
realising this project. 

I hope that the ARC8 Outlook Report 2030 will be 
an inspiration and serve as a good basis for policy 
discussions and exchanges at the regional, national, 
and institutional level. 
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and the lack of face-to-face interactions, and set a fantastic example of bi-regional collaboration 
and open exchange of knowledge and ideas. 
Our experts are, in alphabetical order: 

� Dr Dina AFRIANTY, President of Australia-Indonesia Disability Research and Advocacy Network 
(AIDRAN), La Trobe University, Australia

� Dr Graeme ATHERTON, Head of the Levelling Up Center, University of West London; Director 
of the National Education Opportunity Network (NEON), United Kingdom

� Dr Mislav BALKOVIĆ, Dean, Algebra University College, Croatia
� Prof Dr Melinda BANDALARIA, Chancellor and Professor, University of the Philippines Open 

University, The Philippines
� Ms Marcela CHAVEZ OCAMPO, former Director of Outreach and Capacity Building Erasmus 

Mundus Association (EMA)
� Mr Walter CHONG, Deputy Director (Academic) Lifelong Learning Centre (L3C), Brunei 

Darussalam
� Ms Ginisha DEWANI, Partnerships Liaison Coordinator, International Association of Political 

Science Students (IAPSS)
� Dr Nopraenue Sajjarax DHIRATHITI, Vice President for International Relations and Corporate 

Social Communication, Mahidol University, Thailand
� Ms Irina FERENCZ, Director, Academic Cooperation Association (ACA)
� Dr Sheikh Lukman S A HAMID, Director, Lifelong Learning Centre (L3C), Brunei Darussalam
� Mr Martin HAMMERBAUER, Board Member of the European Students’ Union (ESU)
� Dr Wayne HOLMES, UCL Knowledge Lab, University College London; UNESCO Consultant 

on AI and Education, United Kingdom
� Dr Keiko IKEDA, Division of International Affairs, Institute for Innovative Global Education, 

Kansai University, Japan

Acknowledgements

Acknowledgements



ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Inclusive and Diverse Higher Education in Asia and Europe

8

� Dr Alexandra IOANNIDOU, Internationalisation Unit, Executive Department, Leibniz Centre 
for Lifelong Learning (DIE); Secretary and Board Member, European Society for Research on 
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The ARC8 Outlook Report 2030 on  ̒ Inclusive and Diverse Higher Education in Asia and Europe’ 
was initiated with the objective of better understanding the current state, policies and practices 
of inclusion in higher education and identifying actions that could accelerate greater inclusion 
in a post-pandemic era. 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how fragile the achievements of the SDGs 
are. According to the Sustainable Development Goals Report 20201, COVID-19 is reversing 
decades of progress on poverty, healthcare and education. A green and equitable economic 
recovery is not possible without the support of innovative higher education systems and a 
renewed commitment to inclusion in higher education, if we are to deliver on our promise on 
leaving no one behind. 

In July 2020 UNESCO invited Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to put the values of inclusion 
and equity on their recovery roadmap, develop new partnerships, inclusive online learning 
solutions, and improve policies together with national officials and international organisations 
in the next decade.2 

The ASEM Education Ministers also highlighted at their last Ministerial Meeting in 2019 that 
the ASEM Education Process should aim at ensuring inclusion and equality in education by 
building comprehensive education systems that are accessible to all.3

It was in accordance with these calls, that ASEF decided to set inclusion as the focus of the 8th 
ASEF Regional Conference on Higher Education (ARC8). We invited a selected and balanced 
group of higher education and student leaders from Asia and Europe to explore risks and 
opportunities for inclusion in the next decade, and to make recommendations to government 
officials and university leaders on how to foster inclusion and diversity in the final decade for 
the Agenda 2030. 

Introduction

1 Sustainable Development Goals Report 2020. Published by UN in July 2020, New York. 
2 Speech of Ms Stefania Giannini, Assistant Director-General for Education, UNESCO at the Higher Education Sustainability 
Initiative Special Event, 8 July 2020. 
3 Conclusions by the Chair. 7th ASEM Education Ministers’ Meeting (ASEM ME7), 15-16 May 2019, Bucharest, Romania titled 

Introduction

ʻConnecting education: inclusion, mobility and excellence in support of the Sustainable Development Goals.’
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The ARC8 Outlook Report outlines emerging issues that could grow into major challenges and/
or opportunities in the coming 10 years related to inclusion in higher education. Inputs for the 
report came from an in-depth consultation process and from previous research done by Asian 
and European stakeholders. The Report consists of 4 chapters which analyse the future of 
inclusion from different perspectives:

 1  |  Inclusive Learning and Teaching in a Digital World
2 |  Inclusive and Flexible Lifelong Learning Pathways
3 |  Inclusive International Mobility of People and Knowledge
4 |  Equitable Access and Success in Higher Education

Each chapter defines possible risks and opportunities prevailing in these fields in the next 
decade, and concludes with two sets of recommendations for:

� ASEM policymakers, to serve as a basis for policy dialogues and as an input to their discussions 
on the ASEM Education Strategy and Action Plan 2030. 

� ASEM university leaders, to propose capacity building directions for institutions and inspire 
joint action to make universities more inclusive in the next decade. 

The insights presented in this Report are by no means a complete or exhaustive analysis of 
inclusion in higher education. For some chapter sections, reliable and comparative data was 
not available or the appropriate methodologies to measure inclusion in certain scenarios were 
not yet put in place to provide evidence-based findings. In order to complement the content, 
short case studies have therefore been included to illustrate good practices on a regional and/
or national level.  

Inclusion is an ongoing process. This ARC8 Outlook Report 2030 offers valuable examples 
from Asia and Europe and recommendations by experts that will enrich this process, with the 
hope to contribute to concrete actions in this current decade. 

Introduction
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Chapter 1. 
Equitable Access and Success in Higher 
Education 
Written by: Atherton, G., Riaz, N., Tupan-Wenno, M., Wan, C.D., Afrianty, D., Hammerbauer, M.

1. Introduction
Access to higher education refers to participation by students from all backgrounds. Equitable 
access refers to the participation by students who are either in the minority in a particular 
country or come from a ‘disadvantaged majority’ who on average earn less or experience 
greater social or economic challenges than a minority population. The nature of the specific 
minorities or disadvantaged majority is defined by the social, economic and political context of a 
particular country (Atherton, Whitty & Dumangane 2018). These groups are usually (although not 
exclusively) drawn from one or more of the following categories: a low income/socio-economic 
group, students belonging to ethnic and religious minority backgrounds, female students, 
students with disabilities, students belonging to sexual or gender minorities, older students or 
those from rural backgrounds. 

Equitable access only becomes a desirable policy goal if it is associated with productive 
outcomes and ‘success’ for those who attend higher education from minority or disadvantaged 
majority populations:  What constitutes such ‘success’ needs to be seen in the broadest terms 
though: While employment related outcomes such as higher earnings, occupational progress 
and employment in graduate occupations are extremely important it is not the only metric of a 
successful higher education experience. Developing the capabilities of students to be productive 
citizens and their ‘humanistic‘ identities is also very important. Evidence shows that increased 



16

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Equitable Access and Success in Higher Education Chapter 1

higher education participation can lead to greater civic engagement or improved health outcomes,  
etc. (see OECD Education GPS). There are also subject areas where students may not derive 
significantly higher earnings than non-graduates but who contribute in very significant ways 
to society and also derive great personal satisfaction from their work, for example the arts and 
creative specialisms, public service related courses etc. 

While it is essential that productive and successful outcomes for individual graduates and for 
society are defined in the broadest way, the achievement of these outcomes is also crucial. 
Hence, this chapter concentrates on equitable access and success. Achieving both goals 
is challenging. Generic policies that do not focus on the particular needs of specific groups 
will not necessarily be sufficient. Equitable access and success in higher education requires 
policies and practices that are intentional focused and linked to clear targets and (performance) 
indicators (Engbersen, G. en P. Scholten, 2018). 

2. Higher Education in Asia & Europe: 
The Context 
There are nearly 30 million tertiary students in Europe. As Figure 1 shows these students are 
distributed very unevenly across different countries. The largest European higher education 
system of the ASEM constituency is Germany, with over 3 million students. Luxembourg has less 
than 7,000 students. Most of the ASEM countries have less than 500,000 students, but there are 
several other large systems including Spain, France and the United Kingdom (Eurostat, 2018). 

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Source: Eurostat, Number of Tertiary Education Students in Europe 2018.

According to research by uniRank there are 2,725 officially recognised HEIs in Europe of which 
1,922 are public (i.e., officially affiliated to or run by the state, national, or local governments) 
and 777 are private (uniRank, 2021).

There are over 3 times as many higher education students in Asia than Europe, with an estimated 
100 million students in 2016 (Calderon, 2018). This number has likely increased over the past 
five years. However, the larger number of students in Asia compared to Europe is also linked 
to the different size of population in this region. When participation by population is examined, 
Europeans are over 3 times as likely to participate in higher education as Asians. Participation 
in higher education in Asia will grow significantly by 2040. This growth builds on the pattern over 
the past four decades, when global higher education enrolment increased from 32.6 million in 
1970 to 182.2 million students in 2011. 46% of student enrolments were in the East and South 

Figure 1 � Number of Tertiary Education Students in Europe 2018t



18

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Equitable Access and Success in Higher Education Chapter 1

Asia region (UNESCO-UIS, 2013). This growth was fuelled by a convergence of demographic 
trends, public preferences, policy decisions and external economic circumstances.

It is forecasted that by 2030 the numbers of higher education students may increase by nearly 
70 million from its 2016 level in Asia, while in Europe over the same period the increase may 
be under 5 million. 

Looking at individual countries, there are significant differences in enrolment in higher education 
between countries. As Figure 2 shows, the Gross Enrolment Ratio ranges from nearly 100% in 
South Korea to less than 10% in Pakistan (The Global Economy, 2017). 

Figure 2 � Gross Enrolment Ratio in Tertiary Education Asia 2017

Source: The Global Economy website, 2017

The private sector is an important player in higher education in both Asia and Europe. For 
example in India, private universities, colleges, and stand-alone institutions account for over 
65% of higher education enrolment; in Bangladesh, the private sector share is over 40%; and 
in Pakistan private HEIs cover 20% of all enrolment. A substantial share of students are also 
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3. Equitable Access and Success in 
Asia & Europe: What Does the Data Show?

enrolled in distance education programmes or external degree programmes. The share of 
these students is approximately a quarter in Bangladesh and Pakistan. In addition, some of the 
countries also have massive open online course (MOOC) programmes. There is variation in the 
quality and relevance of these courses, and data on student take-up and completion are limited.

There are significant differences in the amount of data available in Asia and Europe. While in 
Europe data is collected systematically by agencies supported by the European Commission, 
there are no equivalent arrangements in Asia. Across both regions, there is also a greater range 
of data collected with regard to the access in higher education by minority or disadvantaged 
majority populations as opposed to their success even in terms of graduate employment 
outcomes. 

Data on equitable access is most commonly collected by proxy measures of socio-economic 
background. As Figure 3 shows there is a very strong correlation across European countries 
between parental education background and higher education participation. Europe includes 
countries of vastly different sizes and average levels of GDP. Yet across all of them higher 
education participation is closely related to the parental background of parents. (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018)

Figure 3 � Proportion of first-cycle new entrants with highly educated 
parents and the corresponding percentage of people aged 45-64 with 
high educational attainment (ISCED 5-8) across European countries

Source: European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 
2018, p155

Data on Asia is available in certain countries and 
shows distinct inequalities by measures of social 
background. Figure 4 shows differences in higher 
education attainment across different countries in 
Asia comparing average attainment levels with those 
from the least wealthy groups (UN ESCAP, 2018).
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Figure 4 � Distance of the worst-off group from the average in higher 
education attainment for individuals 25 to 35 years of age over time, 
earliest–2010s across selected Asian countries

Source: UN ESCAP, Inequality of Opportunity in Asia and the Pacific. Education, 2018. p17 

In both regions the evidence of strong policy commitment at the national level to address 
inequalities in access and success in higher education varies. As with data on participation 
and success, commitments to addressing inequality are more visible. Reflecting a broader 
trend where the terms used to describe equitable access and success differ across countries 
and regions the European Commission uses the term ‘social dimension’ to describe this area 
of work (Crosier, Haj, 2020). The responsibility for undertaking activities to address the social 
dimension across Europe is the responsibility of individual countries. However, there is an expert 
group comprising representatives from several European countries which aims to support the 
development of policy in this area (Crosier et al., 2020). 

Despite the efforts of the European Commission, only 6 out of 39 countries have national targets 
in place to enhance participation of underrepresented groups in HE, with another 9 countries 

Equitable Access and Success in 
Asia & Europe: The Policy Landscape
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Figure 5 � Number of education systems in Europe monitoring the 
composition of the student body, by stage and by students’ characteristics, 
2016/17

Source: European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018, p169

having targets in place which are not being followed. One of the initial problems here with regard 
to establishing and then working toward targets is that data is not being collected systematically 
on who enters HE by social background on the individual level. As the table in Figure 5 shows 
only 20% of countries collect data on the socio-economic background of entrants to higher 
education (European Commission, 2018).

This data implies that commitment to access and equity varies across European countries. 
There are examples of countries with defined national strategies/frameworks in place to increase 
participation and completion for students from lower income and other under-represented groups.  
These countries include Austria, Croatia, Ireland and  the  United Kingdom. For example in Austria, to  
ensure the implementation of measures in the National Strategy on the Social Dimension of 
Higher Education, the Federal Minister can retain up to 0.5% of the overall budget allocated to 
HEIs if they do not meet or show they are working effectively towards the established targets in 
performance agreements between the government and HEIs. Similar performance agreements 
can be seen in the United Kingdom. 
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Figure 6 � Percentage of first-cycle students who pay fees, 2016/17 
in Europe

Source: Source: European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018, p181

As part of the work at the European level to support and monitor the social dimension, European 
countries have been classified looking at a composite of measures to support access into higher 
education for learners from low income and other under-represented groups. These measures 
consist of monitoring the student body at entry; long-term quantitative objectives; support 
provided through different access routes and financial support.

As Figure 7 shows, less than 10% of the countries assessed are adopting all 4 measures with 
a third adopting 3 and another third adopting 2.  

Across Europe policies regarding how the cost of HE is met significantly vary. Figure 6 shows 
that the majority of students in European countries pay some form of tuition fee. However, this 
can vary between a fee that covers 100% of students in a country to less than 10%. In 26 
European countries, socio-economic criteria influence how much students pay. Likewise, there 
is great variation in the level of support provided to students to cover living costs (European 
Commission, 2018).
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Figure 7 � Scorecard of measures to support the access of 
under-represented groups to higher education, 2016/17

Source: European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018, p192
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Figure 8 � Equity Targets across countries 

Similar data for Asia as illustrated in the Figures above is less available at present. In 2018, the 
report ‘All around the world – Higher education equity policies across the globe’, was launched 
at the first World Access to Higher Education Day (WAHED). The report looked at equitable 
access to higher education policies in over 70 countries, including 21 Asian countries (Salmi, 
2019). The report found that the majority of countries did have targets in higher education policy 
documents related to progression for specific equity target groups, with low-income groups 
being the most commonly mentioned. However, as is shown in Figure 8, less than 20% of the 
countries had any targets related to higher education access for these groups. 

Source: Salmi. J (2019) All around the world – Higher education equity policies across the globe
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As part of the 8th ASEF Regional Conference on Higher Education (ARC8) in September 2021, 
the ʻASEM National Equity Policies in Higher Education’ report will be launched. This Report 
will add considerably to the knowledge base regarding the policies in place in Asia and Europe. 
The forthcoming Report gathered data from Ministries of Education in over 47 countries and 
their work on equitable access and success. Early analysis of this data suggests that the picture 
across the two continents varies greatly. The majority of countries are at the early stages in 
developing policy frameworks to support equitable access/success in higher education. 

Within the ASEM constituency, there is one higher education system that is very mature and 
one that is rapidly maturing:

In Europe, a strong policy framework is in place to support equitable access and success in 
higher education based upon the work of the European Commission. However, it does not 
appear to be translating into the kind of actions and progress that it could do. 

Summary – Mature and Maturing Systems 

In Asia, there are not yet the cross regional systems of policy formation in place as in Europe. 
This is an area where in forthcoming years large growth and development of higher education 
systems is likely. Evidence of the region’s rapid development can be clearly seen in the 2020 
Times Higher Education Asia University Rankings. In general, university rankings should not 
be given a disproportionate level of importance when measuring the success of a university 
to an overall system. Nevertheless, they do act as a relevant indicator of progress. HEIs from 
the six major regional economic powers make up all the top 24 spots of the rankings. Japan 
has the most ranked institutions with 110, followed by China with 81. As the higher education 
system in Asia develops and expands, there are huge opportunities for universities to commit 
to equitable access and success supported by tangible policies and practices. 

Following the overview of equitable access and success policies and practices in higher education, 
with a focus on minority or disadvantaged majority populations in Asian and European countries, 

4. Key Issues and Recommendations: 
Improving Equitable Access and Success



the authors identified various risks and opportunities for equitable access and success in the 
next decade and summarised them in 4 ‘spotlight areas’. Policy makers and higher education 
leaders are encouraged to turn their attention to these ‘spotlight areas’ that conclude with 
recommendations for policymaking and institutional planning.

Across both regions completion rates and achievement levels at elementary and secondary 
education levels are increasing on average – including for those from minority and disadvantaged 
majority groups. This will present challenges for higher education systems and institutions as 
more qualified people from different social groups emerge. They will bring with them different 
approaches to education & learning, cultural practices and often face greater issues in terms 
of affordability and out of university support for their learning.
This will require the creation of an inclusive and accessible learning environment in HE to enhance 
belonging, reduce the risk of students leaving their course before completion and support them 
to progress to successful post-higher education outcomes. This needs to be underpinned by a 
holistic approach that is based on the continuous improvement of the student journey through 
higher education from pre-entry to post graduation destinations and experiences.

System-level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to consider 
A more qualified population, in particular young people at secondary level, provides the opportunity 
for more equitable access as it implies that students from minority and disadvantaged majority 
groups will meet the matriculation thresholds for entry. 

In turn, a potentially more diverse student body creates the opportunity to further develop an 
inclusive environment based on the students’ requirements. This happens by direct communication 
with them and mapping their needs. Higher education policy making can be strengthened by 
recognising the role of student representatives and encourage their participation in discussions 
about national and local inclusion-related measures, giving space to their natural drive to seek 
new solutions. Good practice examples are the Students-4-Students model, co-ordinated by 
the Center for Diversity Policy (ECHO) in the Netherlands and supported by the Dutch Ministry 
of Education; or the Multinclude & #IBelong projects funded by the European Union. 

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
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Spotlight 1: Focusing on Students and Inclusivity

26



27

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Equitable Access and Success in Higher Education Chapter 1

Supporting equitable access without addressing issues of capacity and quality puts students 
from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds at the risk of having unfulfilling student 
experiences and poorer post-higher education outcomes. Issues of capacity and quality are 
particularly pronounced in Asia. In China only about 16% of faculty members in HEIs hold doctoral 
degrees, with another 35% holding only a Master’s degree MOE China (2011).  In Viet Nam, 14% 
of the university instructors hold a doctorate, with another 46% holding a Master’s degree. Quality 
assurance has to be better linked to equitable access and success (MOET Viet Nam, 2013).

A focus on employment related outcomes such as higher earnings, occupational progress and 
employment in graduate occupations in defining success in what higher education delivers also 
presents a risk to policymakers. Such outcomes, as well as overlooking the broader benefits 
of higher education to individuals and society, are harder to achieve to the same extent when 
higher education systems expand. By focusing on employment metrics alone and setting them 
at unrealistic levels, policymakers set themselves and their systems up to risk and potentially 
be seen as failing when they start to expand and admit more diverse groups of students. 

• Embed perspectives from students from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds 
in the development of policies related to equitable access and success. 

• Commit to a holistic view of the higher education experience and what successful post higher 
education outcomes means by recognising the value of the broader contribution that graduates 
make to society and the benefits to health, civic engagement etc. of higher education study.

• Manage the contribution of the private sector to equitable access and success in Asia and 
monitor closely the quality of higher education offered to students in such institutions.

• Support high-level policy commitments to equitable access and success with more concrete 
commitments including:

• Improving data collection
• Introducing performance agreements between HEIs and the government with targets for 

equitable access/success
• Funding national co-ordinated programmes of engagement between HEIs and learners 

from low income and other under-represented groups
• Preferential admission arrangements for minority and disadvantaged majority learners
• Providing adequate financial support for minority and disadvantaged majority learnersEq
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The available evidence suggests that students from minority and disadvantaged majority 
backgrounds are on average in Europe more likely to feel they do not belong in higher education 
(Eurostudent VII, 2020). However, the evidence also shows that this lack of belonging and 
connection with their university is not confined to students from minority and disadvantaged 
majority backgrounds. It can affect all students and is related to the inevitable differences in 
age and experience between the majority of the student body and those who lead HEIs.

An opportunity exists to address the risk of disaffection and under-achievement amongst all 
students by seeing equitable access and success as an opportunity to focus on improving the 
overall education experience. This includes the overall campus climate, an inclusive curriculum 
in specific subjects, staff understanding of diversity in the student body and, equally important, 
the diversity of the higher education institution staff. 

As at system level, there is an opportunity to hear more clearly the voices of students as the 
ultimate beneficiaries of the higher education experience via proper student participation in 
local affairs through elected (not cherry-picked) representatives and acknowledging them as 
the essential partners they are. 

Developing a more diverse student body will provide an opportunity to train and enable academic 
staff in more inclusive learning and teaching practices to meet the needs of a changing student 
population and benefit students from all backgrounds.

Without greater, additional support during their studies one risk is that students from minority 
and disadvantaged majority backgrounds will fail to achieve successful post higher education 
outcomes – both employment and non-employment related. Equitable access must lead to 
successful outcomes for students from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds. It 
is therefore crucial to keep track of student satisfaction rates which act as important indicators 
of potential lack of achievement of student potential. 

If HEIs do not advocate for broader measures of post-graduation success, there is also a risk 
that they will put themselves and their students under undue pressure to reach unachievable 
employment related outcomes. Relying on narrow employment related outcomes only will 
undermine their uniqueness of purpose as institutions of higher learning and their function in 
society. 

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of 
Higher Education Institutions to Consider
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• Recognise that students from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds are a distinct 
category made up of specific differing groups who need additional support to enter and 
succeed in higher education. 

• Examine existing good practices and put in place measures for teaching, professional 
and administrative staff to exchange practice internally and with other HEIs to ensure the 
development of inclusive environments. 

• Provide opportunities for students to shape the institutional approach to equitable access 
and success.
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Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 1

Increased global connectivity will be a major feature and force of economic and social activity 
up to 2030 and beyond. Likewise, it will also accelerate the communication and exchange of 
different ideas and perspectives. 

Creating an inclusive learning environment in higher education to enhance belonging, greater 
access, retention, and success requires a student-centered focus. It asks for a sense of 
awareness on a system, institutional and academic staff level, to better connect and engage with 
an increasingly diverse student population in an often polarised societal context. An inclusive 
mindset and implicit and explicit perceptions of ‘others’ within society and in HE specifically 
are conditions to take into account, also in view of different generational opinions and attitudes. 

Spotlight 2: Generational Differences In Opinions and 
Attitudes
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Investing resources in equitable access and success can act as evidence of policymakers’ 
commitment to supporting those aged 18-30 to progress in their lives economically and non-
economically, and connect with the needs and aspirations of this generation. As the report by 
the European University Association (EUA) highlights, more diversity in HE will come with a 
diversity of thought, skills, and perspectives: “Diverse research environments are demonstrably 
more creative and produce better results.” (Claeys-Kulik, 2019)

Enhanced equitable access and success in higher education also provides the opportunity 
for policymakers to better understand the kind of more inclusive ‘mindsets’ that underpin the 
opinions and attitudes of many in emerging generations.

A failure to provide the routes into and through higher education for those from minority and 
disadvantaged majority backgrounds risks adding to greater polarisation in society. Groups 
might be pushed into more adversarial positions with older generations as they feel excluded 
from the economic and social opportunities others have. 

System-level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to consider 

Other developments in addition to changing demographics of students and staff and a growing 
international student population are changes in the perception on gender and sexuality, increased 
global engagement and exposure to other cultures and experiences, physically and virtually. 
This is seen, for example, in the growth of social movements which have at their centre diversity 
and inclusion, such as MeToo, Black Lives Matter, Asian Live Matter, Marches for Science. 
These social movements have evoked expressions of solidarity and called on HEIs to be more 
accountable with regard to their histories and institutional approaches to diversity and inclusion. 

If opening admission to higher education is to lead to successful outcomes for students from 
minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds, it is important that policymakers and 
higher education leaders are able to put in place the necessary policies/practices that aim to 
understand the specific ‘generational mindset’ as expressed via social movements such as 
those described above. 
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• Work with HEIs to develop collaborative platforms where students and leaders from across 
different generations can develop dynamic equitable access and success policies that connect 
with broader changes in economy and society.
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Recommendations for Policymakers - 2

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider

A more diverse student body will aid HEIs in understanding generational differences. This will 
benefit all students and staff as it contributes to their ability to deal with issues related to race, 
disability, age, socio-economic background and discrimination. 

Developing a greater understanding of generational differences by prioritising equitable access 
and success will support the development of a more effective research environment which 
evidence suggests is related to diversity in organisational environments (EUA, 2019).

HEIs make the development of organisational practices that recognise differences in opinions 
and attitudes across generations more difficult and risk laden if they do not combine this work 
with equitable access and success. As illustrated above, much of the generational differences 
in mindset are related to issues of equity and diversity. Attempting to understand this mindset 
without practical commitments to equity and diversity risks being seen as lacking authenticity 
by young people. 

There is also the risk that the inclusive and holistic approaches described under Spotlight 1 will 
be hard to achieve without a commitment to working to understand generational differences 
in perspective and attitudes. 
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Spotlight 3: Equitable Access and Success In Times of 
Disruption  

• Prioritise work to develop an inclusive, intergenerational mindset within the institution that 
recognises and celebrates perspectives and views of different generations.

• Develop flexible programmes of study as well as a variety of delivery modes which allow 
those from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds at all stages of life to move 
through higher education in a manner that suits their needs.

• Capture the wider benefits to learning, teaching and research of prioritising equitable access 
and success by taking a holistic institution wide approach to planning and practice. 

• Ensure that the curriculum remains inclusive and relevant in a time of rapid economic and 
social change so that everyone can benefit from higher education.Eq
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As the present pandemic has shown, higher education is as exposed to disruptive forces as 
any other sector, if not more. These include wars and natural disasters, major technological 
changes as well as significant shifts in policy and funding which can change the direction of 
higher education at the national and regional level. The COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted  
that it is students from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds whose progression 
into and through higher education is threatened the most by major disruptions at the level of 
the system/Higher Education Institution. However, simultaneously such disruptions can present 
opportunities to move forward the equitable access and success agenda. Achieving greater 
access and success for learners from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds requires 
a level of disruption and innovation as existing practices need to be changed anyway. If the 
appropriate structures are in place and equity is placed as a policy/Higher Education Institution 
priority, external disruptive factors can provide a window for the necessary changes to begin.

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 2
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Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider

Existing practices focused on equitable access and success can be brought to the fore at times 
of disruption to benefit students from minority and disadvantaged majority backgrounds and 
the whole student body. An illustrative example is the use of assistive technology to support 
students with disabilities which provides an insight into innovative delivery and technology 
focused learning solutions at the system wide level.

Disruptive times (including the present pandemic) present policymakers with the opportunity to 
challenge their own practices, and those of HEIs with regard to equitable access and success 
which may be harder to achieve in ‘non-disruptive’ times. 

Unless the funding for higher education is secure and at an adequate level, the risk remains 
that systems will be unable to develop and lack the resilience to manage external disruptive 
forces. This will have the most significant impact on those from minority and disadvantaged 
majority backgrounds. 

The different nature and context of HEIs must be reflected in policymaking towards the sector. 
If approaches from other contexts are borrowed, again such institutions will not be able to cope 
with disruptive forces and access and success of students from minority and disadvantaged 
majority backgrounds will be constrained. 

• Integrate equitable access and success objectives into post COVID-19 planning to ensure 
that the impact of the pandemic is not felt disproportionately by students from low income 
and other under-represented groups in Higher Education.
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Recommendations for Policymakers - 3

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest



34

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Equitable Access and Success in Higher Education Chapter 1

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

• Consider potential disruptions, as seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, during institutional 
planning, and attach relevant funding to ensure that progress made towards more equitable 
access and success is not hampered 
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As at the policy level – disruption related to greater online learning provides an opportunity to 
invest and develop assistive learning technologies which can enhance equitable access and 
success for all learners from minority and disadvantaged backgrounds including students with 
disabilities. 

If HEIs do not place equitable access and success in their strategic planning, which includes 
considering disruptive forces, they risk jeopardising and putting at risk any gains they have 
made in this area. COVID-19 was hard to plan for, but the default response, the rapid shift to 
online learning, negatively affected those who did not have access and resources for virtual and 
distance learning. This highlights the importance of detailed future planning which safeguards 
equitable access and success

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 3

Spotlight 4: Collection of Data
The earlier sections of this chapter illustrated major gaps in understanding where equitable 
access and success were concerned in Asia and Europe, also because of insufficient data on 
participation and outcomes by background characteristics. Insufficient data is due to a number 
of factors:

� The political will to gather data on equitable access and success may be absent as it can 
reveal inequalities which policymakers rather would not highlight. 

� Political will may also be lacking as equitable access and success are not seen as policy 
priorities. 

� Data on equity may be highly sensitive in many countries and therefore protected for legal 
(privacy) reasons.

� Investment in effective data collection systems is costly. 
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Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider

By producing and disseminating accurate and comprehensive data policymakers are able to 
identify more clearly relative differences between different groups related to access and success 
in higher education and form policy responses accordingly.

Investing in the collection of data on equitable access and success in higher education also 
enables a fuller picture of inequality at the societal level. This provides the opportunity to identify 
where other policies, for example at the secondary school level, can be used to achieve goals 
related to access and success.  

Opportunities may exist to integrate the collection of data on higher education participation and 
outcomes by background characteristics into existing data collection exercises, for example 
national censuses, thus achieving resource efficiencies. 

Insufficient data makes comparative analysis of progress at the national or institutional level 
difficult and gauging the return to investment in equitable access and success policies challenging. 

Improving the collection, analysis and dissemination of data is crucial however if advancements 
in equitable access and success in higher education up to 2030 and beyond are to be achieved. 

• Examine the potential for advancements in information technology, integration with national 
social surveys and incentivise HEIs to improve data collection.
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

Chapter 1

Collection of data on who enters institutions and the progress of students, if framed correctly 
and preferably done collectively across institutions, can provide the foundation to make the 
case to policymakers for resources to address equitable access and success issues. 

Developing data collection mechanisms related to student entry and success is essential if 
activities developed to address equitable access and success are to be evidence-based and 
thus more likely to be effective.

Without the adequate quality of data, collected in a way that is informed by the generational 
mindset described in Spotlight 3, developing an inclusive approach to learning, teaching and 
institutional practice will be difficult as inequalities and injustice will remain hidden from view. 

Lack of an evidence base, related for example to a broad set of higher education outcomes 
as argued for in Spotlight 1, will make it hard to secure resources both within HEIs and from 
policymakers for equitable access and success work.

• Establish systems of data collection, that are culturally and legally permissible for the specific 
country, which collects information on the background of students and their progression 
through the institution. 
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Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Chapter 2. 
Inclusive Learning and Teaching in a Digital 
World 
Written by: Balkovic, M., Chavez, O.M., Dhirathiti, N., Holmes, W., Ikeda, K., Negrescu, V., 
Patrick, J.

1. Introduction
Introducing learning and teaching platforms based on digital technology has been an on-going 
process for more than a decade now all across Asia and Europe. Within the two regions, the 
initiative in introducing digital technology to teaching and learning has been discussed at 
the supra-national level in the case of Europe, while governments and HEIs in Asia seem to 
individually plan and implement the policy respectively at its own pace. With diverse contexts 
and backgrounds of countries in Asia, policies at the national and institutional level can be 
examined primarily based on the specific contexts of each country’s educational systems and 
orientations. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has abruptly changed the scenario and pace 
of implementing digital technology in teaching and learning in these regions. These changes 
were exponential. It was inevitable for every country and its respective education institutions to 
consider the way in which teaching and learning can be delivered and provided through digital 
and on-line technology. As mentioned by the OECD, “One change likely to remain after the 
pandemic ends is the intensified use of digital technologies in the delivery and management 
of higher education” (Weko & Morley, 2020). 
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Inclusion is seen as one of the policy outcomes when discussing integration of digital technology 
into teaching and learning in higher education. While there is literature examining factors leading 
to digital exclusion in using technology as a delivering mode of education (Clarida et al., 2015), 
factors to consider leading to the successful use of digital technology in teaching and learning, 
especially during the COVID-19 era, are just as important. This section suggests that there are 
a few pillars that both national governments and HEIs may need to consider when introducing 
digital technology into traditional teaching and learning processes and methods, and into other 
HEI functions.

The first dimension to consider is the diversity of education providers, for example who are the 
key players providing knowledge? As will be discussed later in the chapter, education providers 
in today’s digital world vary greatly. In some parts of the world, especially in East Asian countries, 
the national and local governments have played a significant part in developing courses; while 
in some other geographical locations, the private sector has played an integral part in delivering 
digital content. Again, in some countries, shared resources at the regional level or even at the 
global level is the main approach used by both national governments and HEIs. These shared 
resources are being developed and used not only to cut the cost of production, but also to 
ensure quality and efficacy. Furthermore, such content and approaches are being evaluated by 
numerous users and learners. This also raises the issue of inclusiveness, with new key players 
other than just the traditional HEIs acting today as content providers, and primarily offering 
online courses for upgrading skills rather than for diplomas or degree certificates. Although 
such on-line content is not part of higher education per se, it should not be neglected, due 
to an increase in the recognition of prior learning (RPL) used by HEIs. These approaches can 
transform non-formal content and approaches into formal diplomas and certificates issued by 
HEIs. Lack of inclusiveness here could originate not only from technology but also from language 
barriers for some learners. Concretely, some of the established commercial digital content 
platforms are playing an increasingly dominant role, creating difficulties for small countries (and 
their learners) which are not capable of producing content in their own language or adapted 
to their educational curricula. Also, the ability and knowledge of teachers for teaching using 
digital platforms and approaches are of vital importance for knowledge provision: first, in order 
to provide high quality teaching in these circumstances to all their students, and second, to try 
to enhance the inclusion of marginalised learners as much as possible.

2. Inclusion in Digital Teaching and Learning: 
Dimensions to Consider 
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The second dimension of examining digital technology as a conduit to increase inclusiveness 
in teaching and learning is a focus on the diversity of the knowledge recipients. One of the 
key pillars of integrating digital technology into the traditional teaching and learning is to ensure 
accessibility, sustainable growth and inclusive society (Draffan & Rainger, 2013; Tan, 2021). When 
national governments or HEIs are planning to transition teachin and learning into a blended or 
a full online method, factors such as learner demographics – including gender, age or cultural 
background, geographical location, and personal or life experiences – are vital to the digital 
teaching and learning design. While integrating technology into teaching and learning can 
have positive implications, both national governments and HEIs have to ensure that the digital 
teaching and learning system used will not undermine inclusion further.

The third dimension is the consideration of platforms, infrastructure and appropriate devices 
to offer digital teaching and learning. The choice of technology should ensure the inclusion of 
learners from different backgrounds, locations and experiences (including level of basic IT skills) 
as previously discussed. HEIs, in both continents, are the key implementers, deciding how to 
design or redesign the teaching and learning environment to suit all learners and to enhance 
digital engagement. In other words, digital technology should be seen as an enhancer and not 
as an impediment to teaching and learning for the majority of learners in a given setting. 

The sub-sections below introduce practices in Asia and Europe to reflect the status quo of 
inclusive digital teaching and learning, including the examinations of four different levels: the 
European supra-national policy level, national level, institutional level and individual adjustments 
of various governments and HEIs in both continents.

In this section the authors examine the Europe-wide policies only, as there are no overarching 
policies in Asia currently that could be reviewed similarly. 

Digital dimension of higher education has become one of the key strategic priorities at the 
EU level with Green and Digital Transitions being one of the six priorities of the Commission 
Communication on Achieving the European Education Area by 2025 (European Commission, 
2020A), and operationalised further  in the Digital Education Action Plan (European Commission, 
2020B), resetting education and training for the digital age, both adopted in September 2020.  
Moreover, in the Council Conclusions on Digital Education in Europe’s Knowledge Societies 

3. Regional Policy Overview
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(Council of the European Union, 2020A) the Ministers for Education of the EU Members States 
recognised that digital education technologies open up new possibilities as well as challenges 
for learning and teaching, and are an important factor in ensuring high‐quality and inclusive 
education and training. These policy directions were further reinforced through European 
Parliament’s Resolution on ‘The Future of European Education in the Context of COVID-19’ dated 
22 October 2020 (European Parliament, 2020), and in 2021 through the European Parliament’s 
Report on shaping digital education policy (European Parliament, 2020).

The digital dimension of higher education in the policy documents at the EU level comprises 
several components, such as: pedagogical use of digital technology to support and enhance 
teaching, learning and assessment, development of digital resources and tools, enhancing 
innovative pedagogies and digital skills of teachers and learners, as well as assuring equal 
access to digitally supported high-quality and inclusive higher education opportunities and 
availability of necessary digital devices, both for students and staff. Moreover, higher education 
is expected to respond to the changing labour market, growing influence of artificial intelligence, 
new job profiles and the demand for widespread digital competences. The COVID-19 pandemic 
gave additional impetus to a wider European digital agenda as the EU Ministers for Education 
summarised in their first reaction to the COVID-19 crisis, in the Council Conclusions on Countering 
the COVID-19 Crisis in Education and Training, adopted during the Croatian Presidency of the 
EU Council in 2020 (Council of the European Union, 2020B). The High-Level Event titled ‘To 
Engage, to Care, to Foster – Digital Education Shaping Today’s and Tomorrow’s Societies’ which 
took place on 24 May 2021 in Lisbon under the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union also promoted best practices in digital education (Council of the European 
Union, 2021).

The same digital agenda goes beyond the EU, encompassing 49 European countries of the 
European Higher Education Area (Bologna Process), including the United Kingdom (post-Brexit). 
As stated in the 2020 Rome Ministerial Communiqué, adopted in November 2020, the European 
Ministers for Higher eEducation committed to “reinforcing social inclusion and enhancing quality 
education, using fully the new opportunities provided by digitalisation”. Moreover, the Ministers 
committed, among other things, “to supporting higher education institutions in using digital 
technologies for learning, teaching and assessment, as well as for academic communication and 
research, and to investing in the development of digital skills and competences for all” (EHEA, 
2020A). In the Annex III to the 2020 Rome Ministerial Communique, the Ministers agreed to 
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The Asian Context

4. National Policy and Implementation 
Overview in Asia & Europe

support HEIs in creating “tailor education provision to the needs of different types of learners 
and to build a culture for equity and inclusion” by, among other things, “exploring opportunities 
offered by digital technologies” (EHEA, 2020B).

Asia has experienced diverse policy transitions from traditional to digital teaching and learning 
across the region. However, it is undeniable that national governments have played a key 
role, together with different other players, in gravitating countries towards the integration of 
digital technology in higher education. Countries in East Asia especially China and Japan, 
have established a general policy on enhancing teaching and learning experience before the 
COVID-19 outbreak. China, for example, has launched open platforms for teaching and learning 
with Chinese MOOCs, some of which have been developed by leading Chinese universities 
including XuetangX, CNMOOC and iCourse International (Dong et al., 2017). The national 
government has been a strong supporter of providing national-quality, provincial-quality and 
institutional-quality courses covering a vast array of subjects for students (Tlili et al., 2019). 
The national policy announced by the Chinese government known as ‘disrupted classrooms, 
uninterrupted learning has been echoed throughout the country (Liu, 2020).

In Singapore and Hong Kong, not only are national governments developing support for digital 
teaching and learning, but there is also a serious involvement of the private sector and non-
profit organisations in using digital technology to harness for learning and classroom teachings. 
In this sense, digital learning is enhancing necessary skills, be it the so-called 21st century 
skills or other innovative learning experiences. Many digital platforms are known as ‘leapfrog 
pathways’, as they highlight how innovation and digital technology can help education develop 
from traditional one-way teaching and learning to an approach in which students are able to 
develop the skills needed for the future (Winthrop & Ziegler, 2019).

While the government has been playing a vital role in introducing and supporting digital learning 
platforms in China, the COVID-19 pandemic has played as an external force (‘gaiatsu’) for a 
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country like Japan to establish initiatives towards online and digital teaching and learning. 
Although Japan’s market for online learning is expected to grow by 50% by 2023, the government 
suggests that the COVID-19 outbreak has been the key factor accelerating the growth (Nikkei 
Asia, 9 March 2020). However, compared to China, Japan is still only slowly taking up digital 
technology in education which requires many supporting systems such as mobile payments 
and an extensive network of open platforms. Similar to Japan, in Southeast Asia it is evident 
that the COVID-19 pandemic has played a major role in expediting national policies for initiating 
and reviving the countries’ digital learning and teaching platforms. In Malaysia, the Ministry of 
Education announced a platform in 2020 called ‘DELIMa’ or the ‘Digital Education Learning 
Initiative Malaysia’ which offers applications and services required for educators and students 
to collaborate online. The platform promotes the core tenets of the country’s approach to 
education transition: inclusiveness, lifelong learning and the commitment of the future digital 
needs (Sharon, 2021).

The collaboration between government units is also vital to the success of digital teaching 
and learning, especially post-COVID-19. Indonesia is a good example of a cross-ministerial 
collaboration, including the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Religious Affairs, that is 
addressing the shift to online learning and geographic or socio-economic diversity across the 
country. The collaboration has provided students and education institutions free access to 
online learning, teaching and learning materials as well as other financial reliefs.

The digital dimension of teaching and learning in higher education has been embedded in wider 
national policies on quality teaching and learning that are most often part of overall national 
strategies for higher education. According to the Report on National Initiatives in Learning 
and Teaching in Europe (Bunescu & Gaebel, 2018), prepared by the European University 
Association (EUA) in the framework of the EFFECT Project “having a dedicated national 
strategy or framework for learning and teaching is the least widespread approach”. The digital 
dimension of higher education has often been seen as an important component of widening 
quality education opportunities for disadvantaged groups of students. Digitalisation has been 
seen as contributing to, at least, components of higher education policies that are quality and 
inclusion (social dimension in higher education).
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The COVID-19 pandemic has affected and put unprecedented pressure on higher education 
systems and it has brought major challenges to learning, teaching and assessment. From the 
outbreak of the pandemic, the EU Member States made efforts to ensure the continuation 
of learning and teaching, by shifting to distance teaching and learning and by using digital 
solutions. A key issue was assuring the safety of teachers and students. However, according to 
the available reports, there were different starting positions between the EU Member States as 
well as between HEIs across the EU in terms of digital maturity of the systems and institutions: 
the availability of digital learning and teaching tools and the level of development of digital skills 
of students and teachers, including their digital pedagogical competences.

As stated in the Council Conclusion on Digital Education in Europe’s Knowledge Societies, 
“experience of digital education technologies across the Union differs and depends to a great 
extent on policy and governance frameworks, infrastructure and technical facilities as well as 
financial and human resources. These include in particular well‐prepared teachers, trainers, 
educators and other pedagogical and administrative staff, including institution leaders in 
education and training” (Council of the European Union 2020A). And the digital gaps across 
the Union, already existing between the institutions and among the staff and students, have 
increased further with the COVID-19 pandemic.

With the pandemic, various platforms for exchange of information and good practices between 
the Ministries of Education were established. The EU Member States frequently reported that 
they found that the biggest challenges for higher education were:

� Enhancing digital pedagogies, to avoid replicating traditional face-to-face forms of teaching 
and learning;
� Assuring good quality teaching and learning experience and skills development through 
practical training and work-based learning, since these parts of curricula cannot be easily 
transferred into a digital environment;
� Assuring that the achieved learning outcomes correspond to intended learning outcomes, 
and that assessment methods are reliable, so that students may demonstrate that they have 
achieved the intended learning outcomes;
� Creating alternatives to European and international learning mobility opportunities, by using 
virtual mobility.
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5. Institutional Adjustments: Good Practices 
for Digital Learning and Teaching

During the COVID-19 pandemic, impromptu measures were launched as part of campus 
management. Many universities and education institutions had already adopted long-term 
measures for the “new normal” campus operations. In general, before COVID-19, China and 
most of East Asian countries followed national policy guidelines for introducing digital teaching 
and learning as part of the education plan. However, for the other Asian countries, government 
policies and the implementation at the institutional level only became concrete after the start of 
the pandemic. Education institutions are typically focusing on investment for IT infrastructure 
especially the campus IT networks and coverage, the training of staff on online and virtual 
teaching and learning, and impromptu situational-based provisions such as free sim cards 
and financial supports. Each country achieved a different degree of successful preparation, 
with some contextual reservations. Japan, for example, has been struggling with the transition 
from traditional paper-based educational system. The reluctance to adopt digital learning and 
teaching has been associated with concerns about inappropriate content and equal access to 
the digital modes of learning.

Apart from Chinese-speaking countries, where the investment in IT infrastructure appeared to be 
in place long before the COVID-19 pandemic, others are struggling with the abrupt transition. As 

Another set of challenges, highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic, involves ensuring inclusion 
and equal access to quality distance learning opportunities – because many students, especially 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds, lack digital skills and/or access to technology or the 
Internet. A fear shared by the EU Member States is that the wide scale shift to digital teaching 
and learning may reinforce pre‐existing structural, social-economic and gender inequalities. In 
summary, the perceived effect of the pandemic is that it further accelerated the already ongoing 
digital transformation of higher education systems across the EU, and that it brings challenges 
and opportunities – both to assuring the quality of higher education, as well as to inclusion in 
higher education systems across Europe.
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mentioned in the previous section, the national policy announced by the Chinese government on 
‘disrupted classrooms, uninterrupted learning’ has been well accepted by education institutions 
with the focus on contextualised alternatives to online education, specifically students from 
under-privileged individual groups and/or communities (Liu, 2020). This is an example of how 
both governments and education institutions are addressing the ‘digital divide’, especially when 
examining the long-term issue of access to digital learning and teaching platforms and activities.

Turning to Southeast Asia, major universities in Thailand, for example, have provided instructors/
educators with special training on online course design, teaching tools and online evaluation 
methods and have developed institutional policies towards a future of hybrid digital learning 
and teaching. As seen in some institutions, budgets have been dedicated to the support for 
academic staff, to develop online teaching and learning skills and materials. Ad hoc reactions 
can also be seen in many universities in Thailand, Indonesia and other countries. Many have 
reacted to the COVID-19 situation based on their respective contexts by providing free SIM 
cards, tablets or other mobile units for students, to enable them to access from home the online 
teaching seamlessly during the lockdowns. As mentioned, one of the most important dimensions 
is the investment in IT infrastructure, including IT bandwidth and coverage, as well as online 
teaching platforms and solutions, such as Webex, Microsoft Teams, Zoom and so on. Not only 
the investment in IT infrastructure which is deemed necessary for the successful implementation 
of digital teaching and learning, but the co-utilisation of resources is also as important. Many 
existing online courses and platforms developed by respective education institutions need to 
be shared. The ASEAN University Network for Technology-Enhanced Personalised Learning 
(AUN-TEPL) is one such example where leading universities under the ASEAN University Network 
(AUN) are working together to explore the possibilities of sharing online resources, headed by 
universities in Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia. These teaching and learning resources which 
have been established based on the initial response of the institutional needs from surveys 
from 51 members of the ASEAN +3 University Network in 2018. The network aims to become 
a platform on which further collaboration could be pursued and shared through technology-
enhanced personalised learning (AUN-TEPL, 2021).
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The most recent Survey on ‘Digitally enhanced learning and teaching in European HEIs’ (Gaebel 
et al., 2021), involving 368 HEIs from 48 countries of the European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA) was conducted by the European University Association (EUA) and published in January 
2021. It brought some important findings on the digital dimension of teaching and learning in 
higher education, distinguishing between before and since the start of the COVID-19 crisis, and 
compared with a similar survey conducted in 2014.  According to the report, with the outbreak of 
COVID-19, all institutions managed to pivot to blended and online learning. However, resources 
were in many regards insufficient. For example, while 90% of HEIs had online library services in 
place before the pandemic, 65% reported that they wanted to enhance them as an immediate 
reaction to the crisis.

Moreover, three-quarters of the respondents indicated that they had concrete plans to boost 
digital capacity beyond the crisis. The majority of institutions (88%) reported having a strategy 
for digitally enhanced learning and teaching (DELT), usually integrated into a wider institutional 
strategy. Finally, the HEIs reported that the urgent switch to distance teaching and learning 
did not assure sufficiently developed pedagogical approaches, which sometimes affected the 
quality of the teaching and learning. Before the pandemic, blended learning (which they define 
as “combining face-to-face classroom teaching and the innovative use of ICT technologies”) 
was the most popular delivery mode, used in 75% of institutions across the EHEA. In response 
to COVID-19, some institutions also started to provide hybrid learning and teaching (“physical 
classroom learning in combination with online attendance: some students attend in the 
classroom, others attend at the same time remotely online”). Also, before the pandemic, online 
degree programmes were provided by one-third of institutions (36%), while the number of 
HEIs that offer MOOCs increased since the survey conducted in 2014. In addition, short online 
non-degree courses (such as micro credentials) were offered by 50% of institutions. Digital 
assessments slightly increased before the pandemic, in both conventional and online learning, 
again compared to 2014.

The number of HEIs using digital credentials is still relatively low. A quarter of the institutions (25%) 
offers virtual mobility for its students. Meanwhile, the majority of institutions include training for 
generic and sector-specific digital skills, as well as ethical and data literacy and safety skills as 
part of their curricula. However, digital skills are often only included in some study programmes 
or as a voluntary offer. The survey concluded that Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) and online 
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6. Individual Adjustments: Students’ and 
Educators’ Inputs and Readiness for Digital 
Learning and Teaching

labs could be strengthened as could online services for prospective students. Finally, over 
60% of institutions indicated that they include staff and students in the governance of digitally 
enhanced teaching and learning, had a dedicated budget to support digital transformation, and 
established clear policies and processes for deciding on new technologies. However, about 
every second institution also recognised the need to enhance or develop horizontal policies 
on data protection, cyber security, prevention of plagiarism, ethics, intellectual property and 
examinations and testing. 

Four major determinants on digital teaching and learning in Asia mirror those in Europe, as 
elaborated in the following section. These determinants include attitudes towards digital teaching 
and learning, technical capacity of digital mode of delivery, knowledge of use on both instructors’ 
and students’ side and effectiveness of digital teaching and learning methods. 

First, the attitudes of students towards digital teaching and learning affects the outputs and 
outcomes of the platform inclusiveness. According to the PISA survey in December 2020, 
less than 20 percent of students in some East Asian countries including Japan supported the 
use of digital technology as part of their classroom experiences (Obe & Okutsu, 2020). On 
the other hand, a country like Singapore has started to address the issue of ‘digital natives’, 
the young generation of students who have grown up around technology both in breadth and 
depth (however, ‘digital natives’ as a useful term has long been disputed in academia, Helsper 
and Eynon, 2010). Their experiences in learning and teaching embedded in the use of digital 
technology are much wider and deeper than before, which changes the interaction between 
them and educators. Students in Thailand have expressed their disappointments with full digital 
teaching and learning methods as a campus life is considered important for their teaching and 
learning experience. The data, which was elicited from approximately 1,300 students through 
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the Mahidol University Student Council in April 2020, also demonstrates that around 50% 
of students reported ‘ready’ while 49% reported ‘not ready’ for the full online teaching and 
learning due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Among those who were not ready, the unfavourable 
learning environment and the coverage of the Wi-Fi/internet signals were reported as the highest 
obstacles at 70% and 52% respectively (Mahidol University Student Council Survey, 2020).

With respect to the ability to use the digital technology, educators need to be given professional 
training to enable them to be able to use digital tools effectively. Hence, digital technologies 
which are being integrated into post-COVID-19 teaching and learning contexts begs questions 
of the readiness of teachers and educators to be effective facilitators. Meanwhile, students need 
to be ready to optimise their own blended learning journeys, made available by the technologies 
(Natarajan, 2020). Correlated with the ability to use digital technology is the opportunity to 
access the technology itself. The digital divide is still a major problem in countries in Southeast 
Asia, considering both geographical and economic factors. In Thailand, for example, only 25% 
of students are reported to have computers for accessing online learning, while the majority of 
students, 66% use their mobile phones to study online (NXPO, 2020).

In terms of the effectiveness of the digital teaching and learning, more studies will be needed 
in the future to evaluate the inputs, process and outcomes. As of now, the phenomenon in 
Singapore of active engagement of major stakeholders coincides with a new paradigm of co-
production of public services, education included, in which the end users or those who once 
were recipients of public services are becoming more involved in formulating and implementing 
the policies from the start. Education is one such public policy area, in which policymakers both 
at the national and institutional level need to adjust their mindsets to provide opportunities for 
students to participate more, especially through digital technologies. However, for some other 
countries in East Asia, major national policy directions are the key determinant for the success 
and effectiveness of the transition from traditional teaching and learning to a new approaches 
using digital technologies. A huge investment by the governments and clear policy directions 
set apart countries like China from relatively slow responders like Japan. However, with the 
economic leverage, countries in East Asia will soon be able to adapt at a quicker pace towards 
introducing digital technology in teaching and learning as their long-term strategies at the 
national and institutional level. Finally, for Southeast Asian countries in particular, the role of 
institutional leadership will play a major part in preparing educators and students to transition 
to the ‘new normal’ of digital teaching and learning.
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1 |  ICT specialists who need training in ethics (including privacy and bias) and where  
            universities need to ensure diversity,
2 |  learners who will enter fields where the professional practice is already disrupted by  
            digital technologies, for example medicine and law,
3 |  learners who face unpredictability in how digital technologies will impact their careers,  
            but who still require knowledge about them.

As for students more generally, the results of the Survey (Doolan et al., 2020) conducted by the 
European Students Union (ESU) and the University of Zadar, Croatia, identified that students 
felt a lack of stability due to the COVID-19 outbreak, while a significant number reported mental 
health problems and fears about losing work and about the future. Therefore, governments 
and institutions are expected to cater for the wellbeing of their students and teachers. Plans to 
further digitalise higher education also needs to address the fact that students revealed a clear 
preference for face-to-face teacher-student interaction.

Finally, the results of the discussions on the first reactions to implications of COVID-19 for the 
Bologna Process, held at the Split BFUG Meeting in June 2020, included two main findings in 
relation to digitalisation in higher education:

1 |  There is a need to improve the quality of online learning and teaching, in particular in 
relation to teacher skills development and practical elements of curricula and appropriate 
assessment methods.

2 |  There is a challenge of an adequate infrastructure for accessibility of a good quality of 
teaching and learning resources. There is a need to provide appropriate devices to all 
students, in order to overcome digital gaps between institutions and students. Meanwhile, 
the digital skills of teachers need to be improved, and teachers and students need to 
have access to a good quality learning material.

The European Context

According to ‘Learning and teaching paper #7: Digital skills - Where universities matter’ 
(Jørgensen, 2019) published by the EUA in 2019, in the discussion on digital skills developments, 
it is suggested that universities have a key role for all three groups of digital skills needs. The 
needs of three different groups of learners are distinguished:
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Spotlight 1: Diversifying the Learning Process by Digital 
Tools

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

New technologies are opening HE to a more diverse range of students

Following the review of the status quo and good practice examples across Asia and Europe, the 
authors identified various risks and opportunities for an inclusive digital learning and teaching 
environment in the next decade and summarised them in 4 ‘spotlight areas’. Policymakers and 
higher education leaders are encouraged to turn their attention to these ‘spotlight areas’ that 
conclude with recommendations for policymaking and institutional planning. 

7. Key Issues and Recommendations: 
Improving Inclusion in Digital Learning 
and Teaching

New generation online learning platforms, that enable anytime/anywhere access and blended 
learning possibilities, have increased the number and types of people who are able to engage 
in learning in HE, from traditional post-formal education HE students to lifelong learners at any 
stage of their career, who can interleave the learning with their work or family responsibilities 
(Lock et al., 2021). 

In turn, this has led to a massive increase in the variety of available courses and micro credentials, 
which is beginning to influence a reconceptualisation of Higher Education's very purpose (from 
prioritising preparing young people for their future lives, to enabling all citizens to constantly 
grow their skills and expertise) (Kohler et al., 2021).

Finally, higher education is increasingly collaborating with external private-sector partners, which 
brings both opportunities (for example, innovative approaches that existing HE structures either 
preclude or impede) and risks (for example, HE both becoming more dependent on and losing 
expertise to the private-sector). In particular, it is important to guard against both technology 
becoming the master rather than the servant of HE, causing institutions to lose sight of their 
educational objectives, and the privatisation of HE by inattention, accident or stealth. 

Other risks include the variability and flexibility made possible by new generation learning 
management systems that bring complexity and a potential lack of focus. These are speculative 
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New technologies are enhancing communication 

but still need to be carefully considered. Complexity, in addition to opening choices, can mean 
more people making wrong choices, for their personal development and thus for national 
outcomes. Meanwhile, a lack of focus can mean a lack of strategic direction, leading to the 'wrong' 
subjects being offered, studied and valued, thus compromising a country's skills development.

A new generation of communication technologies (such as Zoom, Teams, VooV and Google 
Hangouts) are facilitating a massive increase in collaborative research and teaching, both within 
and between countries, bringing new opportunities for institutions, educators and students to 
share and cooperate across national boundaries and time zones, benefiting all participants and 
their regions/countries (Wu et al., 2020). 

However, a real risk is that these might lead to dependencies on proprietary and/or monopoly 
systems, and to compromising quality and/or reputation. In particular, undermining quality and 
reputation might compromise a country's aim to establish its position in the global context, and 
its ability to attract investment and international students. 

The net result is that this increasing dependence on communication technologies might lead to 
a thinning out of a country's stable of HEIs, with offerings being consolidated and/or effectively 
replaced by some global brands (such as MIT in the USA and the University of Oxford in the UK, 
or one of the MOOC platforms such as Coursera). “In 50 years there will be only ten institutions 
in the world delivering higher education" as quoted by Sebastian Thrun, co-founder of the 
MOOC platform UDACITY (Leckhart & Cheshire, 2012). 

• Use available technology and COVID-19 momentum to reconceptualise part of higher 
education’s very purpose, from prioritising preparing young people for their future lives, to 
enabling all citizens to constantly grow their skills and expertise.

• Invest in HEIs digital capacities (to develop digital teaching and content) in order to avoid their 
overdependence on private sector/international providers.
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Institutions can leverage the potential of new technologies at several sub-levels. At the institutional 
sub-level, new technologies offer ways to better manage the learning process, from recruitment 
to assessment. For example, automatic systems have been developed to undertake an initial 
sifting of applications, to quickly identify those that need more detailed attention and those that 
do not meet minimum requirements. In addition, there has been a massive growth of automatic 
online assessments proctoring technologies that aim to facilitate trustworthy examinations at 
a distance. 

At an educator sub-level, new technologies can save teachers time, as they delegate tasks to 
machines (such as marking assessments). Data-driven technologies can sometimes make it 
easier to monitor student progress, identifying those who are at risk of failure in order to prioritise 
pro-active support ahead of remediation. Hybrid or blended approaches to teaching also become 
possible, combining the benefits of both off-line and on-line teaching and learning. In addition, 
the capabilities of communication technologies mentioned earlier also provide HE educators 
with much simplified opportunities to share and collaborate across research and teaching. 

Finally, at the student sub-level, an increasing range of new technologies, such as those driven 
by Artificial Intelligence, are providing opportunities for adaptive learning. They enabling each 
student to follow their own pathways through the learning material to the prescribed learning 
outcomes, making, it is argued, their learning increasingly ‘efficient’. New technologies can also 
improve access to extracurricular activities and student governments, as well as foster cross-
campus and cross-border student representation and collaboration activities.

For each opportunity, however, there is an associated risk. For example, at the institutional sub-
level, applications sifting software has been criticised for being inaccurate and non-inclusive 
(Burke, 2020). Similarly, exam proctoring technologies are extremely controversial. It has been 
argued that they are intrusive, non-inclusive, massively add to student anxiety, and often 
inaccurate (preventing some legitimate students from even sitting their examinations) (Young, 
2020). Even if the technology is improved to address these concerns, the question remains 
whether it is fair or sensible to delegate such life-changing decisions to machines. 

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider

New technologies can enable better ways to manage, teach and 
engage in learning
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At the educator sub-level, while data-driven technologies might provide additional information 
that teachers can use to enhance their teaching, we also have to remember that the data are 
proxies for only a small fraction of student learning. In particular, the data does not reflect offline 
learning opportunities such as reading books, field trips or collaboration, nor complex constructs 
such as student engagement. Furthermore, teachers should move away from the resurgent 
focus on educational content. New technologies make content easily available (especially in 
the form of Open Educational Resources). HEIs and teachers should, instead, focus on the 
teaching and learning. Teachers in HEIs need to ensure that the technologies that they employ 
do not adopt a mode of teaching that they have themselves rejected. Technologies should be 
chosen that complement the teacher’s approach, not that constrain or redirect it.

Accordingly, we have to guard against too much trust being placed in data-driven analyses, 
outcomes can be informative but rarely definitive, and against ‘what can be measured’ becoming 
the overriding target of teaching. In addition, we have to recognise that student monitoring, 
although undertaken with the best of intentions, can all too often be little more than student 
surveillance, which many would suggest has no place in education (Stokel-Walker, 2020). HEIs 
and teachers need to be ever-vigilant for the unintended consequences of some technologies. For 
example, while data-driven monitoring of student ethnicity might aim to address discrimination, 
poor implementation might end up exacerbating rather than mitigating the problems.

Finally, at the student sub-level, adaptive technologies may well increase efficiencies (the time 
taken to progress towards prescribed learning outcomes), but contemporary examples tend 
simply to automate superficial understandings of poor and outmoded pedagogic practices, 
often attempting to replicate face-to-face classroom practices online rather than leveraging 
the possibilities of the new technologies. In so doing, they compromise the student experience, 
ignore the social dimensions of learning, and deny student agency and representation. In 
addition, data-based technologies raise substantial data-based issues such as data privacy, 
fairness, accountability, transparency and ownership, each of which needs to be unpacked in 
the particular context in question.
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Spotlight 2: The Social Dimension of Digital Learning

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Communication technologies are increasing human connections
New technologies are rapidly introducing new opportunities for human connections for HE at 
a system level. Enabling people to cooperate across boundaries inevitably helps nurture better 
understanding between disparate groups, both within and between countries:  addressing and 
mitigating fears of the ‘other’, normalising intercultural sharing of ideas and values, reducing 
cultural tensions, making student democracy more accessible, and thus improving overall 
social well-being. 

However, there are again simultaneously risks (Tomprou et al., 2021), with contemporary 
communication technologies all too often being purposed for nefarious reasons. Scandals 
such as that centred on Cambridge Analytica (Lapowsky, 2019) show how the data hoovered 
up by social media can be abused to promote so-called populist agendas thus undermining 
progressive calls for equity and inclusion. Similarly, social media itself has a tendency to 
develop echo-chambers (Barberá, 2020), by sharing only posts that both complement and 
exaggerate an individual’s existing biases, while providing an unstoppable platform for fake-
news, unsubstantiated slurs, and abuse. 

• Recognise that technology is a tool with many possibilities, while ensuring that these multiple 
possibilities do not obscure, dilute, cloud or complicate the institution’s core purpose. 

• Ensure that institutional goals always come first, for which technology should always be the 
servant.

• Explore the unique possibilities of practices and purposes which technology offers instead 
of simply automating traditional practices (for example, instead of automating examinations, 
use technology to devise new methods of assessment and accreditation).
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New technologies also offer ways in which human values can be promoted and facilitated. For 
example, tools supported by Artificial Intelligence are being developed to enable people with 
disabilities. These include technologies, albeit still immature, that are able to automatically 
describe the content of images, to enable those with vision difficulties; and other technologies 
that convert between speech and sign language, to enable those with hearing difficulties. Such 
technologies are designed to, and have the potential to, make social interaction, including 
education, more inclusive for people with disabilities. 

However, other new technologies, especially those that automate processes and decision 
making, can undermine human values and equity. For example, they can increase rather than 
reduce gaps in access and inclusion, as the requisite technologies are not easily available to 
all, leading to a Mathew Effect of the already-privileged benefitting more than those who are 
currently excluded. Although they might appear ubiquitous, mobile phones, tablets and laptop 
computers are not available to all, within higher-income as well as lower-income countries, 
meaning that all too many people around the world are by definition excluded from the promising 
developments. If you are unable to access the Internet, because of lack of infrastructure or lack 
of device, you will be unable to access the benefits that the technologies have been designed to 
bring. Forgetting this self-evident but all too often unnoticed reality can only make things worse.

Tools to promote human values

• Provide space and technical support to ensure that the potential of communication technologies 
for inter- and intra-national collaborations can be leveraged, without excluding any stakeholders 
(including teachers and students), and without causing mental-health issues.
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The global shift to online teaching and its consequences

Unrecognised possibilities and hidden risks of over-emphasis on 
technology

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider

It was thanks to the affordances of communication technologies (such as Zoom, Teams, VooV 
and Google Hangouts), that during the COVID-19 pandemic HEIs were able to continue offering 
education to its students, albeit in limited form. Around the world, classes shifted to online 
delivery – even if for many, including those studying practical subjects such as medicine or 
mechanical engineering, the online version was rarely adequate. Indeed, the shift to online 
teaching led many institutions to make structural changes to their programmes and to offer 
new opportunities for their students. Similarly, these technologies helped enable more cross-
border advocacy collaborations between student governments, such as the Global Student 
Government initiative.

However, the risks of online teaching and learning are increasingly becoming clear. Most 
importantly, the replacement of human face-to-face learning and personal interactions with 
online virtual engagement has been shown to impact negatively and seriously on the mental 
health of many students. Again, this highlights that participating in HE involves far more than 
narrow conceptions of academic achievement. It might sound trivial, but students also need 
access to non-academic human interactions (from sports to arts, social events, and student 
representation and advocacy), if the full potential of their time in HE is to be realised. In short, 
using online as a ‚better-than-nothing’ option, in the face of a global crisis, is one thing; using 
it as a permanent approach requires much research and careful consideration.

Finally, communication technologies also need to be fully accessible to students, their governments 
and organisations, so that the student voice is heard and not left behind. The risk is that, with 
poor access, students might be put at more of a disadvantage in education policy making 
processes and negotiations with other education stakeholders.

The development of a range of new technologies from adaptive tutoring to learning analytics 
opens up hitherto unrecognised possibilities. For example, adaptive tutoring promises to 
enable every individual student to experience a personalised learning journey throughout their 
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time in HE; while learning analytics helps identify those students who are at risk of failing, so 
that their teachers can intervene before the event horizon is crossed. The argument is that 
these technologies will enable more students to succeed in HE, while teaching is made more 
efficient and teachers are saved time. However, despite these economic and arguably laudable 
aspirations, the key risk is that of unintended consequences. Without doubt, the ambition of 
the developers is to enhance the learners' experience of HE. However, using such technologies 
inevitably means handing over decision making to automatic systems, increasing student 
surveillance, and homogenising learning outputs rather than enabling student self-actualisation, 
thus undermining human values. 

An over-emphasis on the technology can mean adopting an instrumentalist and techno-solutionist 
approach, assuming that the technology helps solve social problems (such as those centred on 
access to and success within HE, which remains highly correlated with family income, gender 
and ethnicity). For example, learning analytics that includes ethnicity data aims to help address 
structural inequalities, and may well help many individual marginalised students. However, it 
does nothing to address the underlying structural inequities, and instead might unintentionally 
help sustain them. Further, these technologies that collate data on students’ presence and 
behaviour on campus are by another name Big Brother-like surveillance tools, with unintended 
consequences for human values that are yet to be fully worked out. Similarly, it is important 
that student advocacy and representation not be replaced by automatic feedback mechanisms 
that isolate student voices and hinder collective student action.

Technologies which are going to be used should not tend to take over decision-making 
responsibility from teachers and institutions. While some technologies offer to save teacher 
time and to personalise student experience, they could end up as simple surveillance systems 
that require students to engage with individual screen-based activities for hours at a time, thus 
ignoring the importance and value of social or collaborative learning. Instead, technologies 
should be chosen to complement a teacher’s approach, not to constrain or redirect it.

HEIs should identify and consider carefully what technologies will improve access (in terms 
of socioeconomic status, geography, age, migrant status and so on), and what technologies 
might reduce access – to avoid benefiting the already privileged at the expense of those who 
are all too often excluded.



59

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Inclusive Learning and Teaching in a Digital World Chapter 2

Spotlight 3:  Multidimensional Collaboration through Digital 
Education 

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

The development of newly emerging inequality 
Advancement of technology has enabled online education and lifted off various physical 
distance hurdles, yet this also has created heavy dependence on access to technology (more 
specifically, Internet infrastructure) for education. There is a risk that accessibility to such digital 
environments will result in a wider divide among those with access and those without. 

Research (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001) pointed out that as Internet penetration increases, the 
stakeholders should shift their attention from the ‘digital divide’ that is to highlight inequality 
between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ differentiated by binary measures of access to or use of the 
new technologies,  to ‘digital inequality’, by which they refer not just to differences in access, 
but also to inequality among persons with formal access to the Internet. Although some 20 
years later, the COVID-19 impact on the education sector has revealed such inequalities in both 
developed and developing countries and regions. 

Access to technology is a multidimensional concept. It is not only the accessibility of technology 
and access to information, but it also refers to further requirements that are necessary to 
appreciate digitally enhanced education, such as technical or cognitive skills, the rights to use 

• Do not assume that the online learning approach will be suitable in non-critical times as it has 
been during the COVID-19 pandemic. Face-to-face teaching and learning and engagement 
have repeatedly been shown to be better for learning and for students’ more general well-
being. 

• Include a broad range of social and cultural experiences so as to not reduce student life in 
HE to a narrow range of academic activities
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Investment in digital education availability as a step forward to build 
civic and democratic inclusivity. 

specific sources of information, and access to hardware all of which have to be considered. 
These further requirements may often be considered as unrelated individual constraints, yet 
these skills must be taken into consideration when we need to come up with remedies to bridge 
the gaps. 

Digital inequality is a very real challenge, but not insurmountable. Digitally enhanced education 
remains a realm of great possibility. Policymakers must understand this new kind of inequality 
and use the great potential of digitally enhanced education to mitigate it. They need to ensure 
that digital learning is equitable, securing all learners’ rights to education, and their rights within 
and through education to realise their potential and aspirations. They also need to ensure that 
it is inclusive, creates a ‘culture of belonging’ by responding to the diversity of needs among 
all learners, through increasing participation and reducing exclusion from and within education. 
The most critical and urgent first step to realise such an equitable and inclusive vision of digitally 
enhanced education is to improve online infrastructure at a national and regional scale. 

When digital penetration and skills have increased, one can expect greater potential for digital 
technologies to contribute to strengthen democratic processes by different groups in society. By 
effectively connecting the civic sector and education sector, future community development can 
aim for better changes. Engagement in student government democracy can also be improved. 

One important awareness to be addressed here is that there are underrepresented populations 
in the digital sphere.  Many people have been left out of the benefits of digital technology. Digital 
dividends co-exist with digital divides. In many cases, we observe that digital technologies have 
expanded opportunities in various domains. However, their aggregate impact has fallen short  
and is unevenly distributed (World Bank, 2016). The further consequences from this uneven 
distribution is obvious. Digital technologies are transforming the worlds of business, work, and 
service delivery at a very rapid speed. Those who are left behind will be even more detached 
from the changes, resulting in neglect of basic human rights in the digital age (United Nations, 
2019). What we need to prevent now is the potential risk of engendering a winner-take-all society 
(and economy) because of this uneven distribution. 
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

Teaching is no longer an independent activity

A good digital education stands upon one’s well-established digital literacy. Investing in digital 
literacy through education will benefit not only older generations and those with disabilities, 
but also students and youth, those disadvantaged by their lower income level, or those who 
are located in rural regions with less established infrastructure. 

• Lay the foundations of an inclusive digital society, in which people use technology to build 
better lives in a more sustaining, trusting world, as a lesson learnt from the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

• Improve online infrastructure, providing a basic lifeline for education, to educate each member 
of society. Individuals should be given an opportunity to cultivate sufficient digital literacy 
skills through publicly provided training. 
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HEIs have to accept that learning is no longer a silo activity (in fact, it never has been). Moving 
away from the idea that learning is a one-way process is the new mindset required because the 
collaborative nature of education is growing. Learners in digitally enhanced context are enabled 
to become active contributors rather than passive consumers. It is also important that the 
organisations foster supportive mindsets, adopt necessary digital tools, provide skills training, 
and support collective representation that help learners become empowered.

This dramatic transition triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, for the education sector to pivot 
to digital platforms, has revealed multiple gaps and shortcomings in how online learning has 
been adopted in educational institutions. Some forms of emergency online learning are being 
criticised for failing to adhere to sound pedagogical principles (Hodges et al., 2020). Accordingly, 
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62

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Inclusive Learning and Teaching in a Digital World Chapter 2

there is a need to put on a critical set of lenses to be wary about the (mis)conception that digital 
educational technologies offer quick fixes to every possible problem without further investigation 
into their intertwining pedagogical, political, social, and individual consequences. 

In order to avoid the risk that ed-tech businesses sell untested solutions into the education 
sector, individual institutions should further cultivate their own expertise in digital education.

The private sector as a potential, useful partner in the paradigm 
shift to digitally enhanced education for greater inclusion
Many universities, both globally and locally are starting to expand their capacity for offering 
online programmes at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, as well as to develop online 
and blended courses into qualifications. With the impact of COVID-19, the trend to adopt digital 
tools for education at HEIs has increased. 
 
HEIs could work in partnership with private industry to re-design the skill learning process. 
Currently a considerable portion of learning is done informally, through ‘osmosis’ or by experience. 
However, private industry should not be allowed a controlling interest in education decision 
making or otherwise undermine publicly funded education and student representation within 
education systems. However, while collaboration can be useful, there are also various potential 
risks. While private company tools may enable universities to provide digital education at 
scale, such a collaboration can also generate an inflexible business model based on ‘one size 
approach’ due to the service design in package. This may lead to only ‘privileged’ students 
being supported, who are deemed marketable for the private company, going against becoming 
more inclusive. There can also be a reputational risk of close association with a particular private 
partner, and HEIs should be wary in cases where negative news on the company’s service 
develops (Czerniewicz & Walji, 2019). 

Before buying into a new technology, particularly if that technology is proprietary or possibly 
controversial (such as e-proctoring or student monitoring technologies), HEIs should also 
undertake in-depth and comprehensive risk analyses, from the perspective of institutions, 
teachers and students (especially in terms of data privacy and student health). They should 
also adopt a critical attitude, questioning robustly the claims of the vendors. HEIs also need to 
avoid becoming dependent on proprietary and/or monopoly technologies. Free technologies 
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Inclusive opportunities to provide higher level education to wider 
population

can be seductive, but HEIs should not assume that the technology will always be free or will 
always be accessible, or that its future development (especially if it is free) will be in sync with 
the needs of the institution.

Technology is now being increasingly used as an assistive equipment for students with special 
needs. There are many tools that can provide support for those with visual disabilities, hearing 
impairments or mobility issues. People with visual impairments, for example, can greatly benefit 
from technologies in education (for example, Visolve, the software tool that transforms colours 
of the computer display into the discriminable colours for various people including people with 
colour vision deficiency).

A wider deployment of assisting technology could also build confidence of pre-HEI students to 
seek tertiary and continuing education. Universal design of learning platforms will also enable 
individual learning speeds for any students with or without disabilities.

Learning goes beyond the classroom in novel and potentially challenging ways, which makes 
it important to manage access to sensitive information and potentially harmful content. For 
K-12 education in particular, parents and carers now have additional responsibilities due to 
the increased use of digital applications for schoolwork. When parents and other carers don’t 
have the required digital skills, it can be challenging for them to be fully involved in their child’s 
learning. This can result in yet further social exclusion. 

Limitations of the technology by universities may hinder opportunities
In a time when measures for public health have severely strained education, digital teaching and 
learning has become the ‘new normal’. However, identifying the right instruments and learning 
how to use them can be overwhelming for many educators. Teachers noted limited opportunities 
for engagement afforded by some technologies that they used, and others noted that there 
was often limited access to certain technologies by faculty and students. The limitations of the 
technology provided by universities may have contributed to the limited delivery options available 
to faculty. Coupled with limitations of foundational knowledge of online learning pedagogy 
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• Create institutional guidelines on how to select appropriate digital instruments, which should 
be produced in collaboration by institutions, different sectors, and different stakeholders 
including teachers, students and even parents. Structured conversations and building a 
community around the use of digital technology can help reframe the institutions’ strategies 
(Volungeviciene et al., 2021) and support the selection of appropriate technologies, reflecting 
on regionally-specific agendas and available synergies. 
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development; which depends on high quality appropriate pedagogy. Exchanging good practices 
with other institutions, peer support and mentoring groups are all useful strategies to help 
educators make the best use of technology to support teaching and learning. 

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 3

(Kilpatrick et al., 2021), access to technology compounds an already challenging scenario in 
which faculty were not fully prepared to leverage advanced technologies to support learning. 

To remedy this risk, administration should look for ways to support faculty with learning designers 
and graduate assistants, as well as providing appropriate professional development opportunities. 
Faculty should develop digital literacy, if only to help them determine which technologies can support 
which types of engagement and teaching. HE teachers and others need high quality professional 

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

New technologies require the development of new skills
The technological progress generated by exponential technologies (for example, Artificial 
Intelligence) (Sherpa.ai, 2020) has become key to the business sector and the global economy. 
However, it has been difficult for HEIs to keep up with the fast pace of technological advancement. 
In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the growing mismatch between society’s skills 

Spotlight 4: Quality of Digital Opportunities 
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• Foster upskilling initiatives among government, HEI and Entrepreneurs by generating 
opportunities for exchanging information regarding the skills needed in the job market.

• Allocate funding for universities to develop competency-based training and incentivise HEI 
to incorporate exponential technologies to their curricula. 
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and the jobs needed (WEF, 2021). According to the Future of Jobs Report 2020, “companies 
estimate that, by 2024, around 40% of workers will require reskilling of up to six months, and 
94% of business leaders report that they expect employees to pick up new skills on the job – a 
sharp uptick from 65% in 2018” (WEF, 2020). 

As a result, competency-based education demand is increasing steadily. According to Bechtel et 
al.’s analysis (2021), the ‘gig working’ economy is linked to the ’gig learning’ economy. Employers 
now are requiring highly specialised skills that HEIs are not providing. Since people need to be 
employed, they are often opting for on-demand nano learning offerings that correspond to a 
niched skills-based educational credential that is obtained faster than traditional degrees (WEF, 
Bechtel et al, 2021). That is why some students are opting for getting this knowledge from non-
formal institutions (for example, technology companies that offer certifications). 

Now more than ever, HEIs need to bridge the skills gap between the job market needs and Higher 
Education degrees, develop competencies in exponential technologies (including AI) for teachers 
and students and adopt an agile approach for incorporating new topics into the curriculum.

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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The cost of higher education in many countries is very high. With the outbreak of COVID-19 
and the shift to online forms of distance learning, students are wondering if it’s worth paying 
the same for their education, given their perception regarding the quality of online programs 
and their economic difficulties. For example, in Japan, universities reported a drop in students’ 
enrolment to higher education degrees due to financial difficulties and students’ mental health 
(Kakuchi, 2021). In the UK, students think that their higher education programme presented poor 
value for money (Hall, 2021a), many students refused to pay their fees and some demanded 
tuition fee compensation (Fazackerley, 2021). As a result, HEIs might consider that the rising 
prices can make education unattainable for students. They now have an abundance of choices 
and the possibility to study virtually anywhere in the world. 

Both universities and students have limited resources and they are trying to adapt to new ways 
of learning. In contrast, according to (Govindarajan et al., 2021) “...while traditional universities 
are facing budget cuts and financial pressures, the valuations of EdTech disruptors have 
skyrocketed, and they’re awash with funds.” To help students and professors, some institutions 
published digital learning solutions with online resources as MOOCs (such as Coursera, EdX, 
FutureLearn, etc.) and self-directed learning content (such as YouTube, Khan Academy, etc.).  
Now, students wonder if it is fair to continue paying high tuition costs (Hall, 2021b).

As a result, universities need to start changing their business models as digital technologies 
advance, which is starting to cause disruptive changes to the education model.  Govindarajan, 
Srivastava, and Enache (2021) analysed how Harvard and MIT already started doing that by 
keeping a residential model for a few students but also providing high-quality education to 
the masses at affordable prices. In addition, the authors recommend that universities stop 
having their entire value chain in house and start thinking about unbundling the value chain 
and outsourcing areas where others have more competencies (Govindarajan et al., 2021). With 
the increasing demand for competency-based education, as well as students opting for free or 
subscription-based, informal education, additional pressures are put on HEI business models.  

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

In an era of abundant content, HEIs need to be affordable and 
change their business models. 
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Increasing quality of digital learning programmes by increasing their 
inclusivity.

HEIs now compete with the creative industries in terms of students’ expectations when they 
consume videos/films/series on streaming platforms, podcasts, or video games. Since students 
are spending more time online and are becoming content creators themselves, they are becoming 
sensitive to the quality of online productions. For example, interfaces with a seamless user 
experience, excellent audio quality, and professional video production are expected from any 
HEI programme. 

In addition, platforms need to develop more effective ways for students to connect with teachers 
and their peers, given that social interaction plays a key role in the effectiveness of online learning 
(Baber, 2021). The creation of online communities to support online programs is crucial to build 
trust among students and eliminate the sense of isolation (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). 

Students’ engagement in online learning programmes encompasses 
meeting high-quality standards in media production, user experience, 
and social interaction

According to the World Health Organization, about 15% of the world's population lives with 
some form of disability. Digital technologies bring online education the possibility of removing 
barriers and generate inclusion through the implementation of international digital accessibility 
standards (such as EN 301 549, WCAG) in all public websites, software, eCourses, MOOCs 
and apps. In addition, assistive technology that uses AI and Machine Learning (ML) can be 
used to develop, identify, and remediate accessibility violations in an institution’s digital offer. 
The standards comprise recommendations that help people with a wide variety of disabilities. 
HEIs can contribute to make their online offer more inclusive by making any content that is 
displayed online (text, images, sounds, code, or markup that defines structure, presentation, 
etc.) accessible to people with disabilities. Simple accommodations that have long been 
recommended but rarely implemented include:
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• Ensure that the quality of digital content in terms of the platform’s user experience, learning 
design, audio and video quality is high and respects shorter attention spans and gig learning 
economy. 

• Prioritise learning platforms that have a good user experience, are customisable and allow 
integration in a wider ecosystem.

• Consider latency (the time it takes for data to travel from one point to another) when doing 
live virtual or hybrid events and invest in good internet connection.

• Design concise and actionable content that adapts to shorter attention spans. 

• Understand the dynamics of the self-education industry and the gig learning economy, given 
that young people are less eager to invest a long time on developing a competency. In
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Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 4

� Text: providing a screen reader and enabling functions that allow the user to modify text size, 
spacing, line height. 

� Video, sound, and images: providing descriptions, closed captioning, and pre-recorded sign 
language (when applicable).

� Readability: allowing users to modify the contrast of pages and have tools that will help the 
user read better (for example: a page mask or adding an index with the page structure). 

� Maximising the compatibility with other assistive technologies. 
� Not using content that causes seizures or physical reactions (W3C 2021).

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Written by: McDermott, D., Dewani, G., Ferencz, I., Parczyk, O., Sugimura, M., Vo, H.T.

1. Introduction
If there has been one unifying theme in the higher education contexts of Asia and Europe over 
the past 50 years, it is that of massification. On closer inspection however, this phenomenon 
is subject to significantly differentiated approaches across both regions. While massification 
of higher education has resulted in provision of access to a university-level education for 
millions more than would have pursued further study in previous generations, the question of 
inclusion, alongside that of access, has persisted for many groups within Asian and European 
societies. Massification is, in effect, a double-edged sword and when addressed within what 
has traditionally been a more exclusive context of higher education and internationalisation, 
the question of inclusion becomes all the more subjective.
 
Even those who do secure a place at a university of their choice may find their access to what 
is termed an ‘internationalised university experience’, either through a mobility programme or 
other modality, be mitigated by geographical, political, structural, and/or social factors beyond 
their control. While the number of students who do study abroad has more than doubled over the 
past 20 years (OECD, 2020) the prevailing norm of exclusivity rather than inclusivity of such an 
‘internationalised university experience’ is evident. Previous research on participation patterns 
in short-term credit mobility also undeniably shows that short studies or placements abroad 
are in particular taken up by students with a higher socio-economic background. Therefore, 
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international higher education activities can unwittingly broaden inequalities between different 
groups of students (Eurostudent VI, 2018).
 
Comparing approaches to widening access to higher education in general, and to inclusion in 
international higher education in particular between the Asian and European regions, we notice 
a number of similarities in the growing interest in these issues in recent years. There are also 
some important differences in the scope of related actions and the extent of cross-country 
harmonisation of approaches. In the European context, the inclusion-related agenda has been 
driven by decades-long developments in the Bologna Process (European Higher Education Area), 
in which the social dimension of higher education has been one of the more prominent topics 
on the policy agenda since the 2007 London Ministerial Conference on the policy framework 
of the European Union in the area of higher education. While country differences remain in the 
scope and approach to inclusion related work, these two frameworks largely provide European 
countries with a unifying frame of reference, against which progress was and will be further 
monitored. 

A mapping survey carried out by the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) amongst European 
HEIs in 2019 showed that a staggering 74% of responding higher education professionals 
had not attended any inclusion related training in the previous three years, despite this being 
an essential aspect of their jobs (ACA, 2019). Professional associations such as the European 
Association for International Education (EAIE) and the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education 
Organization (SEAMEO) have already been supporting the professionalisation of educators and 
practitioners also in the area of inclusion. However, these activities can be further enhanced 
through national-level support and action, and that a cross-regional approach, through the 
creation of communities of practice in specific service areas could be highly beneficial to both 
regions. 
 
The disruption and fragmentation that the COVID-19 pandemic has wrought on education 
systems globally has raised renewed questions of access and inclusion in international education, 
particularly as new digital modalities of delivery come to the fore and as new divides emerge. 
As societies in Asia and Europe begin to emerge from the grip of the pandemic, the likelihood 
that international higher education mobility and the wider internationalisation agenda will return 
to a pre-2020 approach is improbable. At the same time, the call to make international higher 
education activities more inclusive, and thus beneficial and impactful for all, rather than only 
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2. Dimensions of Inclusion in 
Internationalisation between Asia & Europe

for a minority of students, becomes ever more forceful. Consequently, it can be expected that 
the inclusion related agenda in both regions will account for many of the transformations the 
sector will undergo post-pandemic. We therefore stand at a critical inflection point in the context 
of international higher education which allows us to examine the status quo and to highlight 
the need for a more inclusive approach to the international mobility of people and knowledge 
in Asia and Europe. 

Within the context of inclusion in internationalisation the following dimensions are unpacked 
and given further consideration in the succeeding Spotlight Areas: 

International Education Quality Assurance, Recognition and Inclusion
� What is the opportunity for creating more cohesive qualifications recognition and credit 

transfer systems within and between Asia and Europe?
� Is widespread adoption of UNESCO’s Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications 

a route to achieving a ‘zone of trust’ between and within Asian and European Higher Education 
Systems?

� How can Asian and European institutions contribute to augmented quality assurance, 
recognition and inclusion between Asia and Europe?

Digitalisation and Online Alternatives for Internationalisation
� How can Asian and European countries and universities work together on digital transformation 

of internationalisation initiatives? 
� What are the opportunities for more inclusion in digital internationalisation activities by Asian 

and European students? 
� What are the potential impacts on inclusion due to the proliferation of digital modalities of 

international education? 

Universal Design for Inclusion in Internationalisation
� How can the recognition of different Asian and European approaches to internationalisation 

inclusion be leveraged as a development opportunity?
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3. Defining Inclusion in Internationalisation

� How can we ensure inclusion efforts move away from a ‘one size fits all’ approach to a more 
contextual universal design inclusion policy?

� What is the potential for promoting greater ‘reverse mobility’ with and between Asia and 
Europe?

Diversify the Learning Process in International Activities
� What are the opportunities for novel programme structure and outcome-based education 

approaches to augment international education programmes? 
� How can global issues such as climate change and its effects be integrated more cohesively 

in international education curricula?
� What are the opportunities for designing pre-departure programmes for Asia and Europe 

international mobility?

Internationalisation Support Services
� What are the opportunities to ensure more inclusive internationalisation support services 

for students and staff? 
� What are the policy dimensions that foster more inclusive internationalisation support services 

for students and staff? 
� How can Asian and European countries work together to foster more cohesive support 

services for greater inclusion?

Within a wider conceptualisation of internationalisation in higher education as “the intentional 
process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions 
and delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of education and research 
for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society” (de Wit et al. 2015), 
inclusive internationalisation can be seen as “a comprehensive process of strategically planning, 
concretely designing and taking targeted measures to ensure that all actors in higher education 
can have access, can concretely take part and also enjoy the full benefits of internationalisation 
activities” (Delap & Ferencz, 2021). In a nutshell, inclusive internationalisation touches all 
students, enabling not only equal access to international higher education modalities, but also 
fair participation and support, and full benefits of this participation for all students. 
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The Asian Context

4.1. The Regional Higher Education Context

As a starting point, it is important to understand the status quo of internationalisation, as well 
as inclusion in internationalisation, in the multiple and diverse contexts of Asia and Europe. This 
requires unpacking the breadth and depth of internationalisation inclusion policy and strategy 
initiatives being pursued by Asian and European governments, regional entities, organisations, 
and HEIs. The authors approach this along three vertical levels:
 
1 |  The Regional Higher Education Context
2 |  National Higher Education Contexts
3 |  The Context of HEIs and their International Students

4. Inclusion in Internationalisation in 
Asia & Europe: The Status Quo

When we consider Asia is the largest and most populous continent on earth, it is very difficult 
to draw generalised conclusions about it as a single region. It is perhaps even more difficult 
to generalise about the socio-cultural experience and the diversity of education systems in a 
region that is itself home to five distinct regions, namely Central Asia, East Asia, South Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and Western Asia.

As internationalisation and inclusion are systemic approaches to education development, it is 
valuable to determine the locus of activity in the field in any given geography and indeed multiple 
geographies when considering a region as large as Asia. This can provide a sense of where 
developments and innovation in the field are concentrated but also where provision is lacking. 
Establishing this can enable steps to be taken for more equitable and inclusive distribution of 
provision.
 
The ten member states comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have 
become a nexus of the most cohesive regional policy development on internationalisation and 
inclusion in Asia, in particular since the proclamation of the ASEAN Community by ASEAN 
Leaders at their 27th Summit in Kuala Lumpur on 22 November 2015. Despite its motto ‘One 
Vision, One Identity, One Community’, ASEAN is one of the most culturally diverse regions in 
the world with a staggering array of different ethnic groups, each with their own distinct culture, 
language and traditions.
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There is a growing need for awareness of the importance of inclusion to the regional education 
agenda in ASEAN. On 2 November 2019, the ‘Bangkok Declaration on Advancing Partnership 
in Education for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in ASEAN’ was adopted by 
ASEAN Heads of State at the 35th ASEAN Summit in Bangkok, Thailand. The Declaration agreed 
on the following three actions:

1 |  Awareness Raising on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
2 |  Promotion of Education for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
3 |  Advancing Partnership to Achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
 
It emphasised “the crucial role of inclusive, equitable and quality education as well as the 
promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all in realizing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development’ and stressed “the strategic value of partnership by bringing together national 
governments, international communities, civil societies, the private sectors and other actors in 
achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”.
 
These actions will be carried forward by the new ASEAN Work Plan on Education 2021-2025 
under Outcome 3 and specifically Output 3.1 which mandates ASEAN to:
 
“Establish policy forum to coordinate initiatives, monitor the regional achievements, barriers, 
and provide direction on the provision of access to higher education, including through digital 
transformation means.”
 
There are significant inter- and intra-regional higher education internationalisation initiatives 
being pursued with the ASEAN Secretariat’s Education, Youth and Sports Division (EYSD) by the 
ASEAN +3 (APT) (China, Japan, Republic of Korea) and the ASEAN +6 countries, incorporating 
ASEAN +3 and Australia, New Zealand and India. Europe is another significant partner for ASEAN 
in this sector through its multi-year programmes, and this is underpinned by the elevation of 
the EU to the status of a Strategic Partner of ASEAN in December 2020.
 
The ASEAN Plus Three (APT) Working Group on Mobility of Higher Education is an intergovernmental 
meeting under the ASEAN Plus Three Education Ministers Meeting (APTEMM). It was set up 
on Japan’s initiative to enhance the quality-assured mobility of higher education within the ATP 
region. The APT Cooperation Work Plan 2018 - 2022 is the guiding document of this cooperation 
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and it outlines the key objectives to “Strengthen education systems and improve access to 
education” (3.12 p13). The overarching aim of the APTWG is to establish a higher education area 
for East Asia alongside precursor initiatives such as University Mobility for Asia and the Pacific 
(UMAP), the AIMS Programme (Asian International Mobility for Students) 2009 the CAMPUS 
Asia Programme (Collective Action for Mobility Program of University Students in Asia) 2011. 

The ASEAN higher education community is a significant component of this vision. It is perhaps 
not a coincidence that China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Australia and New Zealand have 
ratified the Asia-Pacific Regional Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher 
Education, better known as the Tokyo Convention, which came into force on 1 February 2018. 
It is interesting to note however that no ASEAN Member State has signed up to the Asia-Pacific 
Regional Convention framework as of yet. It remains to be seen what approach ASEAN will 
take on this and other initiatives with its Dialogue Partner neighbours to the north and south 
particularly against the backdrop of increased international education cooperation. 

The EU remains the single largest Dialogue Partner contributor to ASEAN’s higher education 
internationalisation initiatives, and this is spearheaded by the Support to Higher Education in 
the ASEAN Region (SHARE) Programme which has been in operation since 2015 and has just 
been extended to the end of 2022. The €15 million SHARE Programme is the EU’s flagship 
higher education cooperation initiative with ASEAN and is delivered by a consortium comprised 
of the British Council, the, the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), the Netherland’s 
international education agency (Nuffic), and the European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (ENQA).
 
SHARE’s overarching objective is to strengthen regional cooperation, and enhance the quality, 
competitiveness, and internationalisation of ASEAN higher education, contributing to the development 
of an ASEAN mobility scholarship programme and an ASEAN Higher Education Space.

The SHARE Programme has disbursed over 500 scholarships for ASEAN students to study 
abroad since its launch in 2015. SHARE’s approach to supporting regional higher education is 
inclusive; the programme engages with ASEAN and relevant non-ASEAN entities to build on 
existing initiatives and to serve as a platform for engagement with the wider Higher Education 
community of practice in the region. 
 



79

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Inclusive International Mobility of People and Knowledge Chapter 3

Through the SHARE Programme collaboration is strengthened between international educational 
organisations in ASEAN Member States and the EU to enhance the quality of education in areas 
in line with the new ASEAN Work Plan on Education 2021-2025. The SHARE Programme is a 
key partner for ASEAN in the delivery of Outcome 3 of the Work Plan:
 
“Enhanced regional capacity in higher education as part of lifelong learning provision, including 
the harmonisation of ASEAN higher education.”
 
The SHARE Programme continues to be a good example of an inclusive, multi-stakeholder, 
regional approach to education policy development through its ability to engage ASEAN 
Member States, non-ASEAN entities, and regional and international organisations towards the 
achievement of common aims and agendas. 

For example, during the 12th SHARE Policy Dialogue on ‘Creating a Resilient & Sustainable 
ASEAN Higher Education Space’ a new high-level ASEAN Working Group on Higher Education 
Mobility (AWGHEM) was launched, including higher education stakeholder organisations from 
across ASEAN, the wider Asian region and Europe. A panel centred on the topic of ‘Equity, 
Diversity, and Inclusion in ASEAN’s Internationalisation’ had panellists highlighting the importance 
of international cooperation as well as the voice of youth stakeholders in moving forward towards 
Agenda 2030 for Equitable, Diverse and Inclusive Higher Education. As part of its overall and 
specific objectives the SHARE Programme will conduct a study  on Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
in the intra-ASEAN internationalisation of higher education context.

There is indeed work to be done across the wider Asian region when it comes to greater equity, 
diversity and inclusion within international mobility of people and knowledge, but it is evident 
that there is a renewed interest and appreciation of its importance. Some of the key points for 
further and more detailed exploration are as follows:
 
� The need to establish a well-managed regional repository for data on Internationalisation 

Inclusion in Asia
� The need to establish key criteria and metrics by which to measure progress on Internationalisation 

Inclusion
� Maximising policy cohesion through entities such as ASEAN and Asia-Europe Dialogue 

Partners to raise the agenda of internationalisation inclusion with national governments and 
their HE systems
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� Exploring best practice cases from Asian institutions to serve as exemplars of policy and 
strategy for other institutions in the region

The focus on increasing participation rates and widening access to higher education in general 
in Europe has been a constant policy and action concern for the last few decades with the 
‘social dimension’ being set as a policy goal in the Bologna Process at the London Ministerial 
Conference in 2007. However, the focus on inclusion in the internationalisation of higher 
education is a more recent concern, and until very recently it centred on one specific type of 
international activity – outgoing credit mobility – and one particular group of underrepresented 
students – students with disabilities (and from 2017 onwards – ‘students with special needs’).
 
The Bologna Process, the 2018 Paris Ministerial Communiqué and the 2020 Rome Ministerial 
Communiqué reaffirm in much stronger language the inclusion agenda in higher education, and 
the latter’s ‘Principles and Guidelines to Strengthen the Social Dimension of Higher Education in 
the EHEA’ expressly spell out. Under point 8, the key priorities for inclusive international mobility 
for the European Higher Education Area provide the broadest and clearest policy guidance 
produced to date within the Bologna Process on inclusive mobility and internationalisation. As 
stated in the document, “international mobility programs in higher education should be structured 
and implemented in a way that foster diversity, equity, and inclusion and should particularly 
foster participation of students and staff from vulnerable, disadvantaged or underrepresented 
backgrounds” (Annex II, 2020:7).

In the EU context, and particularly in the policy space linked to the implementation of EU’s 
programme on education and training – Erasmus+, there has been a strengthening of the social 
inclusion objectives of the programme since 2017 onwards. This has been in response to 
both a wave of terrorist attacks in Europe and to growing nationalism (globally, and in specific 
EU member states), which revealed the importance of intercultural dialogue to preventing 
radicalisation, through more inclusive international education. 
 
Consequently, there has been a growing focus on inclusion in key European level policy 
documents. In the ‘2017 Renewed EU Agenda for Higher Education’ the European Commission 
committed to directing Erasmus+ support to help HEIs develop and implement integrated 
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institutional strategies for inclusion. Additionally, the Commission’s proposal for the Erasmus+ 
2021-2027 programme, published in 2018 aimed to triple the beneficiaries of the programme, 
outlining inclusion as one of the programme’s horizontal priorities. 

In the EU framework, the inclusion agenda was pushed significantly further by the European 
Parliament, which during inter-institutional negotiations in the early stages of the programme’s 
preparation insisted on the integration of a completely new chapter on Inclusion in the Erasmus+ 
programme regulations, calling, inter alia, for national level inclusion strategies and for indicators 
to monitor progress.
 
The recently launched new generation of the Erasmus+ (2021-2027) programme has inclusion 
as one of its cross-cutting priorities. This extends across all fields and levels of education, as 
well as all international education activities funded by the programme, from student and staff 
mobility (in physical and blended forms), to joint programme development and different forms of 
partnerships and international collaboration. The most comprehensive current policy guidance 
for Erasmus+ programme countries is provided by ‘Erasmus+ and European Solidarity Corps 
Inclusion and Diversity Strategy’ (European Commission, 2021) which puts forward a shared 
understanding of target groups – namely ‘people with fewer opportunities’ – which foresees 
an increase in commitment, defines roles and lists support organisations for advancing the 
inclusion work in this context.
 
A number of further developments are expected in the coming period, from the operationalisation, 
at national level, of the central European concept of “people with fewer opportunities”, to the 
related development and launch of national level strategies supporting the EU-level strategy. Each 
programme country will be expected to set specific national priorities and to give precedence to 
particular groups of people with fewer opportunities, within this broader, supranational framework. 
What follows will be the harmonised operationalisation of these definitions and related data 
collection systems. The latter task will be particularly challenging due to the existence of different 
traditions and barriers to data collection in European countries, that will make the identification 
of the target groups for different countries and HEIs more difficult.
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The Asian Context

4.2. National Higher Education Contexts

National contexts of higher education access and inclusion in Asia are invariably influenced 
by larger historical, ethnographic, and socio-economic conditions. These in turn have a 
direct effect on the national approach to inclusion in higher education and concomitantly on 
internationalisation policy. While supranational, intergovernmental, and regional initiatives can 
influence policy in national contexts, the prevailing political and social norms of the country 
will hold far greater sway over policy decisions as regional integration is considerably looser 
in Asia than in Europe. What follows are some examples of national strategies inclusion and 
internationalisation in three of the largest higher education systems in Asia. 

India’s National Education Policy (NEP, 2020) approved in August 2020 after 12 months of 
public consultation, sets out a 20-year blueprint to nearly double its higher education capacity. 
Within the introduction to the NEP reference is made to India’s adoption of the Sustainable 
Development Goals in 2015 and particularly to SDG4 to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” by 2030. The report goes on to say 
that, “Such a lofty goal will require the entire education system to be reconfigured to support 
and foster learning, so that all of the critical targets and goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development can be achieved”.

India’s aspirations for internationalisation are asserted as “having larger numbers of international 
students studying in India and provide greater mobility to students in India who may wish to visit, 
study at, transfer credits to, or carry out research at institutions abroad, and vice versa.” (p. 39) 
and this considered in the context of “making quality higher education opportunities available 
to all individuals’ and ‘ensuring equitable access to quality education to all students…’ (p. 41) 
particularly from Socio-Economically Disadvantaged Groups (SEDGs).

Some of the key Indian Government initiatives to ensure equity and inclusion in higher education 
are as follows:

� Earmark suitable Government funds for the education of SEDGs  
� Set clear targets for higher Gross Enrolment Ratios (GER) for SEDGs
� Enhance gender balance in admissions to HEIs
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China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development 2010-2020 
(UNESCO, 2010) set as a Strategic Goal the aim of “Delivering equal education to everyone. 
Education should remain public welfare-oriented in nature, and equal access to it shall be 
safeguarded. All citizens should have access to fine education according to the law”.

Since then, further efforts have been made by the Chinese authorities to develop inclusive 
education. In 2016, policymakers in China began developing a medium- to long-term plan for 
education development. As part of this process, “ensuring inclusive and equitable high-quality 
education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all” were integrated into the goals 
of China’s education modernisation. 

In 2018, China simultaneously became the world’s largest source of foreign students and the 
largest destination for studying abroad in Asia. In 2019, the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of China and the State Council issued ‘China’s Education Modernisation 2035’ (PRC, 2019), 
which proposed the strategy of “creating a new pattern of education opening-up”. This heralded 
a new form of internationalisation of Chinese higher education with a greater emphasis on quality 
and competitiveness. It is clear that the policies that China enacts vis-à-vis internationalisation 
will have ramifications for the wider Asia and indeed Europe.

Australia’s Department of Education and Training’s Higher Education Support Act 2003 (HESA, 
2003) is the most recent official document defining the country’s national higher education 
priorities in its approach to ensuring equity and inclusion in Australian higher education system. 
The objects of this Act are to support a higher education system that “is characterised by quality, 
diversity and equity of access”.

Produced in 2009 ‘Transforming Australia’s Higher Education System’ (Australian Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009) sets out the country’s national higher 
education strategy in response to the 2008 Bradley Review of Australian Higher Education 
(DEEWR, 2008), which proposed funding strategies to provide equitable higher education. 
Within these policy documents the following target groups were identified: 

� Low-income students
� Gender groups
� Minority groups: indigenous population, people living in remote regions, holdersof humanitarian 

visas
� Students with disability
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In 2016 Australia published its National Strategy for International Education 2025 (Australian 
Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2019), the first such document for the sector. 
The National Strategy was set out based on three pillars:

1 |  Strengthening the fundamentals of Australia’s education, training and research system  
           and our regulatory, quality assurance and consumer protection arrangements
2 |  Transformative partnerships between people, institutions and governments, at home  
            and abroad
3 |  Competing globally by responding to global education and skills needs and taking  
            advantage of emerging opportunities

The sole reference to inclusion in the strategy is evidenced in ‘Goal 9: Embracing opportunities 
to grow international education’ which states, “Australia will embrace opportunities to grow 
international education by being more innovative, inclusive and responsive to the needs of 
students and employers”.  It can be surmised that the approach to international education in 
Australia has been considerably more commercial in nature. This is borne out by how lucrative 
an export it has been for the country. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, international education 
was amongst Australia’s third largest export and most valuable service industry. It generated $28 
billion for Australia’s economy in 2016-2017. Australia held roughly 6% of the global study abroad 
market with over 800,000 overseas students, studying at 169 different education institutes of 
which 43 are universities (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2017).

The European Context

European countries are at different stages and have varying levels of experience with strategies 
in widening participation in higher education in general, and with widening participation in 
international higher education activities (mobility included) in particular. Whereas some countries 
are highly experienced in the identification, monitoring and take up of targeted measures 
towards target groups and their participation, others are only now starting to address these 
issues centrally and strategically.
 
In the EU context, under the framework provided by the Inclusion and Diversity Strategy, 
national-level agencies are actively exchanging information on their processes of national 
strategy articulation. Of particular concern in this context is the issue of how to define the 
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groups of people with fewer opportunities in a manner that makes the definitions comparable 
across countries, while also accounting for national histories and data collection traditions to 
be accommodated. 

To date, good examples of national level strategies in the European context come from Austria, 
Croatia and Ireland – three countries with stand-alone, dedicated strategies for advancing the 
social dimension in higher education, and including elements of internationalisation – particularly 
in student mobility. 

For example, Austria’s National strategy on the social dimension of higher education - Towards 
more inclusive access and wider participation (Austrian Federal Ministry of Science, Research 
and Economy, 2017) takes stock of measures already in place to support students from 
underrepresented groups and groups with specific needs, and outlines target areas and 
quantitative goals for the period up to 2025. The strategy encompasses measures for improving 
access and participation of underrepresented groups in international student mobility and the 
improvement of related support services. Similarly, the Irish National Plan for Equity of Access to 
Higher Education 2015-2021 (Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 
and Science, 2015) and the Croatian National Plan for the enhancement of Social Dimension of 
Higher Education 2019-2021 (Ministry of Education, 2019), set key goals, priorities, and actions 
in the specific national contexts.

Another interesting example comes from the Flemish Community of Belgium, where a specific 
body – the Support Centre Inclusive Higher Education (SIHO) – was created and acts as a 
liaison office between government and policymakers, other public authorities, and Flemish 
HEIs, supporting the development and implementation of equity measures for inclusive higher 
education. The centre advises the government and HEIs in inclusion-related work, translating 
policy advice into practice.

At the level of mobility funding agencies and programmes, agencies in different countries have 
put specific action plans in place and launched campaigns to address the low participation 
of students from underrepresented groups. Beyond the Erasmus+ programme, national level 
programmes increasingly address specific groups with fewer opportunities. For example, in 
Germany, under the DAAD – German Academic Exchange Service’s campaign ‘Studieren 
Weltweit – ERLEBE ES!’, which was designed to promote study abroad, specific attention is 
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given to students without a higher education background (‘first time academics’), including 
students with migratory background. This is in response to the statistic of 48% of all German 
students coming from non-academic backgrounds, for example, being the first generation to 
pursue higher education in their family and 20% having a migration background. Specific tools 
and support measures have been developed for this group of students, to increase participation 
(ACA Reflection Paper, 2019). 

In the Flemish Community of Belgium, the Ministry of Education & Training, internationalisation 
organisations, and HEIs cooperate to ensure that students from ‘underrepresented groups’ 
account for at 25% of ministry funded scholarships for study abroad. The implication of the 
25% rule is that, to use the full budget, HEIs have to make an effort to identify these students 
and encourage them to apply for a mobility grant. Furthermore, the grant amount for students 
from underrepresented groups is 200 euros per month higher than the regular grant amount. 
The Flemish Ministry of Education and Training aims for 33% of mobile students to come from 
underrepresented groups by 2020 (Brains on the Move, 2013). 

The Asian Context

4.3. The Context of Higher Education Organisations, Institutions, 
and Students

In addition to decades of intra- and inter-regional student and staff mobility within and between 
Asia and Europe, there has been a proliferation of campuses established as a result of partnerships 
between Asian universities and institutions of higher education from other parts of the region 
and the world. This transnational approach to higher education internationalisation can have a 
positive effect in bringing broader based, quality education provision and inculcating a global 
mindset amongst students. However, this has also been criticised for being divorced from the 
local context and imposing ‘Western’ curricula taught by foreign-educated academics. While this 
does not negate the value of a global perspective, institutions operating in such environments 
should be mindful and inclusive of the local education context.

Perhaps to ensure that those regional and local contexts of education are emphasised and 
strengthened, a number of notable alliances and networks have been established between Asian 
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universities. These groups of institutions often convene to discuss contexts of common interest 
and cooperation. They act as platforms for policy and strategy formulation on internationalisation 
and other initiatives of collective strategic importance. 

Covering the broader geography and context of higher education in Southeast Asia is SEAMEO, 
the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organisation (SEAMEO), a regional intergovernmental 
organisation established in 1965 to promote regional cooperation in education, science and 
culture in the region. Within this structure is SEAMEO RIHED, the Regional Centre for Higher 
Education and Development. SEAMEO RIHED’s main objectives are fostering access, excellence 
and synergies in higher education aiming to contribute to the development of the region. 
SEAMEO RIHED implements the Asian International Mobility for Students (AIMS) Programme 
which promotes intra-regional student mobility between 78 participating universities across 7 
Southeast Asian countries, Japan and Korea. 

Another grouping of HEIs is the ASEAN University Network (AUN). Established in 1995 following 
the signing of its Charter by six ASEAN member state ministers responsible for higher education, 
the AUN began with a membership of 11 universities from 6 ASEAN countries. It now comprises 
of 30 universities from the ten member states of the ASEAN Community. The AUN facilitates 
policy dialogue, regional cooperation and collaboration amongst universities, academics and 
scholars in ASEAN and further afield. It is a key delivery partner for ASEAN on the higher 
education components of the ASEAN Work Plan on Education 2021-2025. 

One of the newest of these groups is the Asian University Alliance (AUA) which was formed in 
April 2017 with 15 founding member institutions from across Asia. The mission of the AUA is 
“to jointly address regional and global challenges, specifically related to higher education and 
economic, scientific and technological development, by strengthening collaboration among 
member institutions.”  In addition, the “AUA acknowledges and promotes shared identity and 
values in working towards this mission” (AUA, 2021). The AUA also affirms its commitment to 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals throughout Asia, specifically in the areas of inclusive 
quality education and lifelong learning.

Home to one of the youngest populations in the world, Southeast Asia’s youth are increasingly 
engaged in the regional conversation on the future of the region. One such organisation which 
provides a platform is the ASEAN Youth Organization (AYO) which was established as a Foundation 



88

ARC8 Outlook Report 2030: 
Inclusive International Mobility of People and Knowledge Chapter 3

The European Context

in Jakarta on 15 August 2013. It received official recognition from the ASEAN Secretariat in 
2018 and has since grown to over 16 chapters and 200 team members (AYO, 2021). The AYO 
is an active contributor to regional policy forums on ASEAN higher education integration, youth 
employment, and equity diversity and inclusion.

In Europe, the evolving inclusion-enhancing practices of individual HEIs, are complemented 
by more strategic endeavours of the European Universities Alliances. These are EU-funded 
strategic collaborations of HEIs that aim to develop and test new innovative approaches to 
teaching and learning, integrating all university missions, with a view to generating ground-
breaking transformations. Several alliances are piloting new international education activities that 
are designed to be more inclusive and more sustainable. For example, the Young Universities 
for the Future of Europe (YUFE) alliance – bringing together 12 HEIs and 4 associates – aims 
to bring a radical change and become “the lead¬ing model of a young, student-centred, non-
elitist, open and inclusive European University based on the cooperation between HEIs, public 
and private sector, and citizens”. The network relies on ‘inclusive governance’, placing students 
at the centre of the decision-making process and involving the whole YUFE quadruple-helix 
ecosystem (universities, government, citizens and enterprises). 

The Aurora European University centres its vision on the principle of “matching academic 
excellence with societal relevance”, countering the popular assumption that academic excellence 
equals exclusivity. The nine members of the alliance and 12 associate partners strive to make 
education, research and innovation as responsible and beneficial as possible to society. 

The ENLIGHT Network, another European University Network which seeks to promote equitable 
quality of life, sustainability & global engagement through higher education transformation is 
set, inter alia, to develop a structural and technical framework for inclusive, seamless and green 
mobility, and provide the tools for flexible learning.

While in 2021 these strategic alliances are in the early stages of their development, and will 
need time to test the feasibility of their visions and the impact of foreseen innovations, they have 
a clear potential of changing the status quo of inclusiveness in international higher education 
activities. However, this will depend on their capacity to change institutional enabling structures, 
secure university leadership and academic support.
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In Europe, representative student organisations at supranational level, such as the Erasmus 
Student Network (ESN) or the European Student Union (ESU) have been particularly vocal and 
effective in advancing the inclusion agenda. Their work was channelled through initiatives like 
the Inclusive Mobility Alliance (IMA) – gathering 21 organisations with high expertise in higher 
education and youth mobility and disability. This grouping put forward 17 recommendations 
targeting EU, national and local level stakeholders and sought to make the Erasmus+ programme 
more inclusive for all. Projects like Social Inclusion and Engagement in Mobility (SIEM) looked 
into the barriers for students from disadvantaged backgrounds to take part in international 
student mobility and developed training material to be used by ESN Sections across Europe. 
This has enabled greater engagement with the target group and ensured more people have 
augmented access to mobility opportunities.

For Asian and European HEIs and related national organisations to comprehensively address 
inclusion and equity in the sector, political commitment and the definition of clear goals are an 
imperative. But beyond this, resources must be earmarked for the design and delivery of systems 
which fully support the nuanced intersectional experiences of staff and students who may have 
found it difficult to access and take full advantage of international learning opportunities in the past.

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Spotlight 1: International Education Quality Assurance, 
Recognition and Inclusion 

5. Key Issues and Recommendations: 
Improving Inclusion in Higher Education 
Internationalisation 
Following the review of state-of-the art inclusion initiatives in higher education at the regional, 
national and institutional level, the authors identified various risks and opportunities for enhancing 
inclusion in internationalisation in the next decade and summarised them in 5 ‘spotlight areas’. 
Policymakers and higher education leaders are encouraged to turn their attention to these 
‘spotlight areas’ that conclude with recommendations for policymaking and institutional planning. 

The period between the late 1990s up to the beginning of 2020 saw a proliferation of cooperation, 
exchange, partnershaips, and inclusion which facilitated an explosion in student mobility across 
borders and higher education systems. According to the OECD’s Education at a Glance 2020 
(OECD, 2020), the number of internationally mobile higher education students as a percentage 
of total tertiary enrolment grew from 2.2% in 1998 to 5.6% in 2018. That equates to an average 
annual growth rate of 4.8% per year over the two decades to 2018. 

This is now seen a ‘golden age’ of international education and student mobility which has witnessed 
a sharp reversal in growth in the space of 18 months since the World Health Organisation’s 
declaration of the COVID-19 Pandemic. As the world’s HEIs and wider communities continue 
to adapt to the shock of the new context it is important to remember the inter/intra-regional 
initiatives and components, largely within Asia and Europe which have made such widespread 
international student mobility possible. 

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Issues of inclusion in Quality Assurance and Recognition are by their very nature large system 
level concerns. The critical mass of student mobility generated by the Erasmus Programme 
and other regional student mobility programmes necessitated quality assurance systems and 
qualifications frameworks architecture to support the process. In Europe this led to the Bologna 
Process and the creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which stretches 
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from Greenland’s Baffin Bay (GMT -2) to Russia’s Bering Sea (GMT +12). Systems supporting 
student mobility programmes and institution to institution partnerships such as Qualifications 
Frameworks, Quality Assurance Frameworks, and Credit Recognition and Transfer Systems 
have created the opportunity and economy of scale of higher education ‘zones of trust’ within 
Asia and Europe. This architecture, still being built and refined over decades, will support the 
next phase of higher education cooperation and partnerships between Asia and Europe, thus 
enabling the augmentation of learning pathways between both regions which are more relevant 
and responsive to the needs of students, employers, and both Asian and European communities

Following its piloting on the Erasmus Programme from 1989 the European Credit Transfer 
System (ECTS) became the standard for comparing attainment and performance of higher 
education students across the European Union and EHEA. It is considered to be the most 
widely used credit transfer system in the world and has been looked to in the development 
of similar schemes in other countries/regions. The ECTS enabled greater ease recognition, 
transparency and trust across the EHEA, and this has become even more seamless since the 
launch of the Europass Digital Credentials Infrastructure on 1 July 2020. In Asia there have 
been similar initiatives on the development of architecture to facilitate recognition and ease 
of credit-bearing student mobility. The ASEAN Credit Transfer System (ACTS) was initiated by 
the ASEAN University Network (AUN) to facilitate student and academic mobility in the ASEAN 
region. SEAMEO RIHED has engaged with the Asian Development Bank on a joint project on 
Academic Credit Transfer for Asia (ACTFA) Project with members of the Greater Mekong Sub-
region University Consortium (GMS-UC). Since 2015, the SHARE Programme has worked 
alongside regional stakeholders on a credit bearing student mobility scholarship facilitated 
by the ASEAN-European Union Credit Transfer System (AECTS). A core benefit of the AECTS 
allows for credit transfer between participating ASEAN and EU institutions. This work continues 
apace, including a digital transformation of the AECTS for the purpose of developing greater 
cohesion of student mobility architecture between a nascent ASEAN Higher Education Space 
and the European Higher Education Area.

The Asia-Pacific Regional Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher Education 
came into effect in 2018 under the framework of UNESCO, and, in 2019, UNESCO's Global 
Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education (UNGCRQH) was 
adopted by the 40th session of the UNESCO General Conference in 2019 (UNESCO, 2019). 
This Global Convention is the first United Nations treaty on higher education, which aims to 
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expand access to higher education around the world by facilitating international exchanges of 
students, teachers, researchers and job-seekers, and to strengthen international cooperation 
in higher education contributing to raising its quality worldwide (UNESCO, 2019). 

The broader adoption of UNGCRQH by ASEM Member States can accelerate further alignment 
and cooperation of Asian and European Higher Education Systems. The current reciprocal 
initiatives being pursued within and between both regions can be further scaled and leveraged 
for this purpose.

The risk of not pursuing further alignment of Asian and European architectures of recognition and 
quality assurance risks leaving these regions’ systems of higher education in silos, fragmented, 
and less equipped to meet the connectivity needs of modern learners and their future employers. 
Zones of trust depend on network effects and the larger the network the more positive the effect 
will be for Asian and European HEIs and their communities. 

• Pursue the expansion and coalescence of their respective zones of trust to facilitate greater 
transparency, readability, reciprocity, and transfer of credentials to strengthen inter-regional 
cooperation, exchange, and student and staff mobility.
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Recommendations for Policymakers - 1

When it comes to participation in international education programmes and partnerships, 
universities must consider their institutional missions and contexts, but equally the aspirations 
of their students. Narrow offerings of international programmes mitigate the opportunities 
available to students and risk depriving students of an all-important internationalised curriculum. 

Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider
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• Endeavour to be active contributors of institutional expertise and student participants to 
regional harmonisation, recognition, and mobility initiatives. 
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Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 1

While many institutions in Asia and Europe continue to pursue and maintain bi-lateral partnership 
and student exchange agreements with individual universities in other regions, this undoubtedly 
risks being a less scalable and potentially less inclusive form of internationalisation than that of 
larger multi-lateral systems of student exchange. Also, universities benefit their home countries 
and wider regions when they participate in regional harmonisation, exchange and mobility 
programmes. This fosters a stronger regional identity as well as contributing to the efficacy 
and scale of regional systems. 

Institutions participating in larger scale regional or international student exchange programmes 
can offer more internationalisation opportunities to their students to participate at potentially 
lower costs to them and their host institutions. In addition, the existence of well-established 
mechanisms of quality assurance, recognition and credit transfer ensures a high-quality 
internationalisation experience for students, staff, and their institutions. 

Spotlight 2: Digital Transformation of International Education  

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

While digital forms of higher education and international education have been with us for some 
time, the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic saw an exponential rise in their utilisation across 
higher education systems. Education Ministries and HEIs in Asia and Europe scrambled online 
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to maintain the continuity and integrity of their education provision in the face of protracted 
lockdowns. 

Initially this was a less than smooth transition of methodologies and modalities, the renewed 
interest in teaching and learning innovations has been considered favourable. However, as with 
any seismic shift, some things are lost and are not easily replaced. Students miss out on the 
tangible and intangible benefits of international mobility such as cultural exposure, access to the  
labour market, and lifelong friendships. This is particularly true of the context of international 
education in Asia and Europe. This remains a risk for a generation of students.

Many higher education systems had been engaged in offering online components prior to the 
pandemic, they were never, and still aren’t, viewed as an alternative to in person learning and 
physical mobility. Virtual Exchange (VE) and Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) 
had largely resided within the domain of Internationalisation at Home which has been defined 
as “…the purposeful integration of international and intercultural dimensions into the formal and 
informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning environments” (Beelen & Jones, 2015). 

With physical student mobility hampered to the greatest extent in peacetime, there was a 
sudden rush to integrate VE and COIL into internationalisation strategies and initiatives. Pre-
pandemic one such programme was already demonstrating the value of regional system level 
Virtual Exchange between Europe and another region. Between 2018 and 2020 the European 
Commission’s Erasmus+ Virtual Exchange (EVE) initiative engaged more than 28,000 young 
people (18 – 30) from Europe and Southern Mediterranean countries in virtual exchange and 
training. The E+Ve, 2021 is Europe’s largest Virtual Exchange initiative to date. The approach 
to this virtual exchange was balanced with 49% of participants coming from outside Europe. 
This is in contrast to the invariable imbalances of physical mobility. Virtual Exchange is by its 
very nature reciprocal, sustainable, equitable and inclusive. 

Just as with the systemic nature of Quality Assurance, Qualifications Frameworks Recognition 
and Credit Transfer, higher education internationalisation through Virtual Exchange is subject to 
network effects and its inclusiveness is all the more evident when delivered at scale. However, 
it also requires many of those supporting components of physical mobility, particularly Quality 
Assurance and Credit Transfer. The case for credit recognition for Virtual Exchange/COIL 
programmes is all the more salient considering the rise of digital credential recognition such as 
the development of the Europass Digital Credentials Infrastructure and other such initiatives.
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

• Formulate a roadmap on the development of interoperable systems of virtual exchange and 
digital credentials for augmented international education between Asia and Europe.

In
cl

us
iv

e 
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l 

M
ob

ili
ty

 o
f P

eo
pl

e 
an

d
K

no
w

le
dg

e 

In recent years, there has been a steady drumbeat of commentary aimed at university leadership 
worldwide of the need for digital transformation initiatives to be adopted as a priority. Long 
before the COVID-19 pandemic was a concern, there was speculation that the rise of digital 
modalities of higher education such as MOOCs would make the concept of the local university 
obsolete and be effectively replaced by elite institutions in partnership with private sector 
providers (Leckhart & Cheshire, 2012). This has not and remains unlikely to come to pass due 
to the continued context specific nature of national and regional higher education systems.

That said, digital transformation is not simply an incentive to be explored or a nice to have, but 
rather an imperative to be grasped by HEIs in Asia and Europe. Digital transformation is not only 
a technological revolution but an institutional revolution and a clear and present opportunity for 
universities in Asia and Europe to facilitate greater mobility and exchange of students at scale 
between regions, countries and institutions. Digital modalities of education have been hailed 
as being more inclusive, however, this does not take cognisance of the significant percentage 
of university students in both regions who do not have the necessary resources to benefit fully 
from this option outside the classroom. The so called ‘digital divide’ remains a risk.
While Europe is generally considered to be leading on this agenda, in higher education at least, 
according to a European University Association report entitled ‘Digitally enhanced learning and 

Recommendations for Policymakers - 2
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teaching in European higher education institutions’ (Gaebel et al, 2021) only 25% of European 
universities offer any form of Virtual Mobility within their institution. In the same report it is 
observed that one-third of respondent institutions use digitally signed credentials, whereas 67% 
reported not using them or being uncertain as to their usage. Due to the key initiatives being 
pursued by the European Commission’s Digital Education Action Plan (European Commission, 
2021), European universities will likely see significant demand for such offerings over the course 
of the coming decade.

For example, in Japan, significant work on Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) 
initiatives is being led by the Institute for Innovative Global Education (IIGE) at Kansai University. 
IIGE acts as a platform for COIL initiatives in Japan under projects supported by Japan’s Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). The Institute is currently engaged 
in research on the extent of and opportunities for implementing VE/COIL in the ASEAN region 
through a SHARE Programme funded project led by the Institute’s Vice-Director and an academic 
from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). On another SHARE funded project, experts from 
Malta and Indonesia are leading a project on ‘Mapping and Identification of Digital Credentials 
in ASEAN’ to pursue digital transformation of the ASEAN–EU Credit Transfer System (AECTS) 
mechanism.

It remains to be seen whether regional initiatives on the implementation of mechanisms of Virtual 
Exchange / COIL and digital credential systems will be multipliers of Asia – Europe institution-
to-institution cooperation but it is valuable for the institutions of both regions to explore and 
promote this further through joint research and project based initiatives.

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Spotlight 3: Universal Design for Inclusion in 
Internationalisation

• Develop representative and targeted Communities of Practice of Asian and European universities 
to explore enhanced cooperation through digital transformation to inform policy development.
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While implementing further measures for inclusion is favourable, true inclusion is not achieved 
by implementing such measures through an ad-hoc approach. Instead, inclusion measures 
need to be incorporated into the structure of programmes prior to their inception in the form of 
‘universal design’. In their publication ‘Guideline Universal Design: from policy to practice’ the 
Support Centre Inclusive Higher Education (SIHO, 2019) of the Flemish Community in Belgium 
outlines the context of Universal Design in education as follows: 

“Universal design sees diversity as a general basis and emphasises the use of flexible goals, 
methods, materials and forms of evaluation to provide effective education for all students. Instead 
of approaching accessibility as a side issue or only on a case-by-case basis, universal design 
focuses on designing education, products, environments and services that meet the needs 
of different students from the outset so that all students can participate and receive learning 
opportunities.” (SIHO, Pg. 2)

Moving towards universal design is an opportunity on both a system and institutional level. Inclusion 
efforts need to turn away from a ‘one size fits all’ approach and develop comprehensive context-
specific measures. A mindset shift is required to help create education and internationalisation 
policy that supports universal accessibility for everyone.

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 2
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System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

When looking the prevalence of system wide inclusion efforts across Asia and Europe it is evident 
that initiatives in Europe are funded more generously and perhaps therefore more established. 
However, this divide can be transformed from risk into an opportunity by acknowledging and 
appreciating the regional scope and the diversity of the concept “inclusion” itself. The Recognition 
of different Asian and European approaches to inclusion in internationalisation can be leveraged 
as a development opportunity for actors from both regions to assess and collaborate on.

This can be achieved through consistent dialogue, reflection on good practices, and determining 
areas for improvement in the contexts of both regions. This will in turn aid in the identification 
of suitable policies and initiatives that respect regional traditions and approaches while moving 
the inclusion agenda forward. Augmented inter-regional collaboration and knowledge sharing 
through coordination of student and expert communities has the potential for more cohesive and 
aligned policy development which ultimately benefits both regions through an economy of scale. 

A first step in this process is increasing the awareness of Universal Design for Learning and the 
need for greater inclusion in international education opportunities. Currently, there is a dearth of 
awareness of the need for inclusion-related measures in internationalisation programmes and 
expectations regarding optimal levels of inclusion vary greatly between and within regions. This 
can lead to different priorities and, thereupon, varying quality of measures facilitating inclusion. 
For a phenomenon such as inter-regional internationalisation this can lead to an asymmetry of 
access that creates destructive imbalances in opportunities for an internationalised education. 
Part of the required rethinking of the concept of inclusion is to move away from considering 
diversity and inclusion exclusively as a ‘bottom-up’ approach. Unless addressed collectively at 
systemic level these imbalances can widen to a point that inter-regional cooperation is severely 
mitigated. 

• Identify, align, and promote policies and good practices on inclusive mobility and exchange.
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Recommendations for Policymakers - 3
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

HEIs’ interpretation of inclusion issues in international education are essentially determined by 
the regional, national and local contexts they operate in. Their considerations on the necessity 
of implementing certain measures or identification of ‘underrepresented groups’ within their 
societal contexts can diverge greatly. Yet within their spheres of operation HEIs are often acutely 
aware of the most pressing issues of inclusion in their internationalisation activities.

However, it is often the case, and particularly in Europe where funding for improving inclusion is 
ample, that those who are closest to these issues in HEI’s are not directly consulted on policy 
and strategy measures that will ultimately be cascaded to their institutions. If we persist with 
such top-down generalisations of internationalisation without having the benefit of the lived-
experience and needs of the institutional context, little meaningful progress will be made. 

Optimisation of the drive towards greater inclusion means being more inclusive of HEIs and 
their views on policy and strategy. On this basis, sustained and systematic collaboration by 
Asian and European HEIs in the policymaking process is an imperative for ensuring awareness, 
outcomes, and impact for inclusion in international higher education. 

Engaging with the real inclusion contexts of HEIs in Asia and Europe counteracts the ‘luring 
power of assumptions’ and misconceptions about the status quo of inclusion at different levels 
across both regions, as well as the nature of specific measures and their implementation.

Greater inter-regional and inter-institutional engagement between the higher education 
communities of Asia and Europe among both faculty, staff and students can further contribute 
to the suitability and efficacy of the policy development process.  

Asian and European HEIs will significantly benefit from greater knowledge transfer between 
their institutions, because only through sharing experiences will they be able to offer support 
for disadvantaged students on greater scale. This is an initiative which needs to be taken and 
comprehensively supported by the senior leadership of HEIs.

Specifically in the context of international mobility of students between Asia and Europe, there 
is a significant imbalance in the numbers from Asia pursuing their studies in Europe as opposed 
to those from Europe taking up study in Asia. In this context, an opportunity that is often not 
utilised sufficiently is the promotion of reverse internationalisation and mobility. 
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Spotlight 4: Diversifying the Learning Process in International 
Education Activities

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Concerted engagement on this between institutions in both regions could address these 
imbalances and further strengthen people-to-people connectivity. This would be a win-win for 
both regions.

• Support policy development by initiating dedicated policy dialogues between Asian and 
European universities and organisations on inclusive mobility practices and policies 
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Adapting new approaches and dimensions in the curriculum and learning methodologies is 
an opportunity which necessitates higher education policymakers look beyond the subject 
specific aspects of the higher education curriculum and embrace outcome-based education 
and transversal skills in international education. 

The European Parliament has called for a greater focus on inclusion and learning outcomes 
within internationalisation since its study on ‘Internationalisation of Higher Education’ (EP 2015), 
wherein it stated:

“…internationalisation has to become more inclusive and less elitist by not focusing predominantly 
on mobility but more on the curriculum and learning outcomes. The ‘abroad’ component (mobility) 
needs to become an integral part of the internationalised curriculum to ensure internationalisation 
for all, not only the mobile minority.” (p. 29)

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 3
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider

This idea of the ‘internationalised curriculum’ has since been incorporated into Internationalisation 
at Home (IaH), a significant body of practical approaches to ensure all university students receive 
global perspectives whether they study abroad or not. 

Ensuring that the internationalisation experience, be it physical mobility or IaH/Virtual Exchange, 
is captured in student’s learning outcomes is a common denominator of learner centredness, 
outcome based education, and quality assurance of international education activities. 

• Raise awareness on the importance of outcome-based education and transversal skills in 
internationalisation initiatives between Asia & Europe. 
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As has been a longstanding assertion of the well-known internationalisation of education theorist, 
Prof. Hans de Wit, that “You cannot define the what, how and outcome of internationalisation 
strategies without first having answered the ‘why?’”  (De Wit, 2015)

Failure to answer that singular question in terms of university students’ learning outcomes on 
their international programmes, may suggest the universities should reconsider the content or the 
methodology. Otherwise, there is a risk of internationalisation for the sake of internationalisation 
which neither benefits the institution nor the student.

Universities in Asia and Europe increasingly have the opportunity, and indeed the responsibility, 
to integrate social and global issues into their curricula as meaningful internationalisation 

Recommendations fo Policymakers - 4
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Spotlight 5: Internationalisation Support Services                                    

components. The shared contexts of the SDGs and particularly climate change as part of 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) are common to Asia and Europe and therefore 
present valuable learning and engagement opportunities for students from both regions whether 
via virtual exchange programme or a flipped classroom methodology.  There are also good 
opportunities to design pre-departure blended virtual mobility programmes for Asia and Europe 
international mobility programmes to maximise learning prior to mobility windows.

• Incorporate Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) within their international education 
programmes.
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There is heightened political ambition in both Asia and Europe to widen participation and 
inclusion in international education activities, and in particular in student mobility. There is also 
a necessity to reflect on the concrete practices and existing support services, both at system 
(regional and national) and at institutional levels. 

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 4

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Both national level bodies (agencies) and authorities have been shown to have important and 
complementary roles to play in the provision of appropriate support services, both for incoming 
(be they degree-seeking or credit-mobile) or outgoing students, as well as for mobile staff and 
academics (Kelo et al., 2010).  
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The provision of services to mobile students is typically divided along the four main stages 
of an international mobility experience: pre-arrival/pre-departure, on arrival, during the period 
of study/stay, and post-mobility. The support services provided by national level bodies and 
authorities typically concern, with some exceptions, the pre-arrival/pre-departure stage, and 
have two important categories of recipients – the to-be-mobile students and the HEIs in the 
respective country.

Among the standard services offered by national level bodies to mobile students in both Asia 
and Europe, though with some great variety between and within the regions, are as follows: 
(Kelo et al., 2010): 

� General information: typically provided online, through fully branded national websites 
(‘Study in…’) and through specific promotion events (higher education fairs, road shows, 
promotional campaigns, etc.). 

� Funding information: covering tuition fees information (if applicable), cost of living details, 
scholarships and other funding opportunities related to study in the host country. 

� Visa information: information for incoming students, in particular, to navigate the visa and 
immigration processes.

Whereas the greatest opportunity is provided at present by the increased political interest in 
widening participation in mobility and internationalisation activities in the two regions, the main 
risk comes from a potential gap between this level of policy ambition and existing practices. 
The further adaptation and professionalisation of support services to support wider participation 
must become a measurable objective as well, and be backed by systemic and systematic 
actions. In this process, two considerations seem particularly important:

� Broader and deeper collaboration at national level, between the different authorities involved 
in promoting international mobility, as well as in supporting students with fewer opportunities 
through financial and other supports (IMA, 2019; ACA, 2019).

� The portability across jurisdictions of the additional support that students from disadvantaged 
groups receive also during their mobility experience (for example,. disability aid, financial 
aid for students from lower socio-economic background, etc.). 
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider 

• Further policy development on the formulation and adaptation of good practice internationalisation 
support services through the lens of inclusion across Asia and Europe
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The provision of appropriate support services, that are carefully designed to help overcome 
some of the typical barriers, has been proven to positively correlate with greater participation 
in internationalisation activities, and with better outcomes, in academic, personal development, 
and career progress terms (Kelo et al, 2010). The services offered at institutional level depend on 
multiple factors, from the organisational culture, the staff readiness, to the resources available, 
inclusive of financial aid solutions. HEIs themselves typically offer the full array of support 
services for international student mobility, covering all four stages from:

� Pre-arrival/pre-departure: for example, information on housing and accommodation, visa 
application support, pre-departure briefings, information on local work regulations, etc.

� On arrival: finding housing, orientation (general and programme), arrival pick-up, local 
administrative procedures 

� During study/stay: support with academic problems, language support, library and research 
support, academic tutoring set-up, faith facilities provision, etc.

� Post-mobility period: for example, re-integration, articulation of learning outcomes for the 
mobility period, career advice, etc. (Kelo et al, 2010).

Recommendations for Policymakers - 5
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With inclusion in the spotlight in both Asia and Europe, there is a great opportunity to further 
adjust both general services (available to all students) as well as specialised services for 
international mobility, to better address the needs of students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
and increase their participation. The challenge for HEIs in both regions stems from the complexity 
of integrating these adaptations into:

� Existing organisational culture, as most institutions have yet to shape a fully-fledged culture 
of inclusion, shared by the entire academic community, and 
� Institutional fabric, specifically in the functioning of offices and departments that are involved 
in the delivery of the general, as well as specialised services. 

To overcome these obstacles, a number of factors seem important:

� Leadership commitment: Leadership plays a central role in building the capacity of own staff 
(both academic and administrative) and services in these new areas of responsibility, through 
in-house or external training and professional development.
� Breaking institutional silos: Different offices must share responsibility and actively collaborate 
to provide a 360° type of support to the mobile students (Christina Bohle, 2021). 
� Closer collaboration between home and host institutions: Closer and more open dialogue 
between the home and the host institutions, avoiding labelling or stigmatisation of disadvantaged 
students, but aiming to set up needs-based, tailor-made support services is a must for widening 
participation (Van Hees & Montagnese, 2021). 
� Systematic capacity building: Opportunities for staff of HEIs in the practice of fostering 
wider inclusion. 

These overarching transformations should enable a closer accompaniment of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, through the collaboration of above mentioned services, and 
throughout their international experience journey, to ensure they can actively participate and 
well as take advantage of the full benefits of this experience. 

• Explore best practice cases of internationalisation support services from Asian and European 
institutions to serve as exemplars of policy and strategy for other institutions in the region.
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Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 5
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Inclusive and Flexible Lifelong Learning 
Pathways
Written by: O Tuama, S., Bandalaria, M. , Chong, W., SA Hamid, S.L., Ioannidou, A., 
Xhomaqi, B.

1. Introduction
Lifelong Learning (LLL) has acquired considerable prominence in educational policy in the last 
25 years and is a core concept of the educational and training policies of the United Nations, 
the OECD, the European Commission, and the World Bank. The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda, 
with the Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” by 2030. The first principle 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights assert that European citizens have “the right to quality 
and inclusive education, training and life-long learning in order to maintain and acquire skills 
that enable them to participate fully in society and manage successfully transitions in the labour 
market”.

LLL highlights the importance of learning during the life course, especially in adult life, and 
promotes a broad understanding of learning as a life-wide process. Lifelong learning is more 
than K-12, higher education, vocational education and training, and professional training; it 
includes a broad spectrum of learning provisions including basic, liberal, health and civic adult 
education through a variety of modalities within and beyond educational institutions (formal, 
non-formal and informal learning).

Significant drivers of policy reform in this field emerge at the international level. The influence 
of inter-, trans- and supranational actors (UNESCO, OECD, EU and World Bank) is evident in 
their publications, reports, and recommendations While education policies fall under national 
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2. Inclusive and Flexible Lifelong Learning 
Pathways 

jurisdiction, lifelong learning policies and practices vary considerably across countries. They 
are influenced by each country’s education and training system, labour market institutions, the 
type of economy, and welfare state arrangements, and they intertwine with other policy areas 
(economic, social, labour market policies).  

Country-specific institutional arrangements (for example, legislation, financial regulations, 
governance model and the involvement of non-state actors) impact on how inclusive and flexible 
a country’s LLL policies and practices are. These differences lead to different outcomes in terms 
of inclusion and participation in LLL, and also in terms of national policies. Many countries in 
Asia, and all countries in the EU, have national programmes in place to promote LLL. For an 
overview in ASEAN region. The publication ‘Lifelong Learning in Transformation: Promising 
Practices in Southeast Asia’, published by the UNESCO Institute of Lifelong Learning in 2017 
provides and overview for ASEAN (Yorozu, 2017), as well as the SEAMEO Education Agenda 
2015-2035 (SEAMEO, 2018). For an overview in the European Union, see European Parliament 
| Lifelong learning (europa.eu).

Chapter 4

To identify inclusive and flexible lifelong learning pathways, we must first define them.

Inclusivity addresses accessibility, availability, and affordability of learning provision over 
the life span (Boyadjieva & Ilieva-Trichkova, 2019). This would include affordability, geographical 
proximity, cultural inclusion, digital infrastructure and digital learning opportunities. Inclusivity 
in LLL has many layers of complexity, including: 

� Inclusion for All (No One is Left Behind): LLL provision for all regardless of their background, 
age, gender, socioeconomic status, location, disability etc., whilst also considering the 
intersectionality of these types of factors (e.g., a female learner with disability from a rural area);

� Context Coherence: recognition, both in terms of validation and value, but also by ensuring 
that validation is equally adept at engaging with learning and ensuring seamless transitions 
between formal, non-formal and informal learning;

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/lifelonglearning/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/lifelonglearning/
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3. What Do We already Know?

� Learning needs and interests: lifelong and life-wide learning must be understood in the 
context of the learner’s interests, wishes or needs for personal development and growth, 
and not solely by external factors. LLL should ultimately aim at allowing individuals to be 
active, well-rounded citizens.

For some additional discussion see also position papers by LLL Platform ‘21st Century Learning 
Environments’ 2019 and ‘Lifelong Learning for Sustainable Societies’ 2020. 

Affordability is impacted by factors such as the level of course fees, any mitigating impacts of 
public funding schemes (for example, subsidies), the availability of paid leave, training or study 
leave, and instruments like individual learning accounts.

Flexibility refers to open and navigable systems and the degree of permeability between 
different educational sectors that enable personal progression over the life span. This includes, 
amongst others, the existence of multiple entry, exit and re-entry points or the availability of 
admission systems that enable transition from one educational sector to another (e.g., from 
vocational education and training to higher education and vice versa, from adult education to 
higher education etc.)

Research has shown that legislation, (public) funding arrangements, and the involvement of 
different stakeholders (state and non-state actors) have a decisive impact on how inclusive and 
flexible LLL systems are (Desjardins, 2017). By assessing country-specific legislation, governance, 
and financial regulations, we can identify how much emphasis has been put on providing 
inclusive and flexible LLL opportunities and if concrete measures have been implemented (a) 
to widen participation and reduce inequalities in, and barriers to access in LLL and (b) to create 
open and permeable education systems.

These are important aspects and questions regarding inclusiveness and flexibility: 

� Is there national/regional legislation promoting a holistic and integrated LLL system, which 
also ensures adequate LLL opportunities for all?  

� Is there a countrywide LLL structure that is flexible, diverse, and accessible to all learners? 

http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/LLLP-Position-paper-21CLE.pdf
http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/LLLP-Position-paper-21CLE.pdf
http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LL4SS-4.pdf
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Germany 

� Is LLL considered a policy field of shared responsibility and collective endeavour between 
state and non-state actors? 

� Are there financial incentives (e.g., subsidies) and other supports (e.g., recognition systems) 
that encourage participation in LLL, particularly for the most vulnerable and excluded groups? 

� Are there tailored social policies to enable individuals, and groups to overcome situational 
and institutional constraints to participation in LLL (e.g., subsidies, paid education leave, 
family assistance, childcare)?

� Are there systems of validation and recognition of prior learning in place thereby enabling 
alternative learning routes?

� Are there quality assurance mechanisms in place guaranteeing high standards of LLL offerings? 
Are there supports and processes aimed at tackling ‘the digital divide’, which represents 
both a societal divide and a barrier to access to LLL. This includes connectivity- especially 
for vulnerable and excluded groups-, digital literacy, access to internet and IT, and space 
and time to engage online.

� Are there policy measures in place to increase the skill levels of the population, to support 
employment, career progression, career change and the achievement of societal goals like 
the SDGs?

� Are there policies in place to promote LLL for all the adult population, across all age ranges, 
including older adults?

The following case studies from ASEM countries illustrate policies and good practices in some 
of the areas and questions raised above.

In Germany the Weimar Constitution of 1919 laid the foundations for understanding adult learning 
and education (ALE) as a common good to be promoted and publicly funded by state authorities 
at the federal, regional, and local level. Germany’s specific institutional arrangements enable 
the implementation of measures aimed at reducing barriers and inequality in access in ALE and 
the realisation of ALE as a common good. The legal provisions and the funding arrangements 
connected to them guarantee a substantial availability of adult learning opportunities throughout 
the country that are accessible to all people, cover a broad range of topics, and serve a plurality 
of purposes. ALE in Germany is a policy field of shared responsibility between state and non-state 
actors.  Since 2019, a National Skills Strategy is in force that aims to address the challenges 
posed by the digital transformation of the world of work and to establish a new culture of lifelong 
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Norway

Malaysia

learning. For more information see National Skills Strategy (bmas.de), OECD iLibrary | Continuing 
Education and Training in Germany , DVV_International_Analysis_Financing_Popular_ALE_Web2.
pdf (dvv-international.de)

Norway has a LLL policy framed by the EU, OECD, and other international policies. The central 
plank of the policy is that LLL should enhance the quality of life of citizens, and the citizens 
should have access to education and skills development throughout their lives. It supports a 
comprehensive LLL encompassing  formal, non-formal and informal education, responding both 
to labour market and wider societal needs. Norway is a leader in PIAAC scores on proficiency in 
literacy, numeracy and problem-solving in a technology-rich environment, but still has significant 
levels of poor foundational skills, especially among young people and migrants. The government 
issued a white paper in 2016 aimed at developing a whole-of-government approach to address 
these issues. Responding to an OECD Skills Strategy Diagnostic Report, the government hopes 
to reduce complexity in the system, develop a better balance and effective skills agenda, and 
directly address education and training for lower skilled adults. It has set out a five point strategy 
that includes a whole-of-government approach on skills, closer alignment between skills and 
the economy, addresses skills shortages, a national action plan on continuous education and 
training, and the creation of a comprehensive career guidance structure. This has led to several 
new policy initiatives and the generation of a white paper in 2020 for a comprehensive LLL 
policy. Norway has a long tradition in adult education which promotes a culture of cooperation 
between both governmental and non-governmental players including adult learning associations, 
Folk High Schools, Flexible Education Norway, universities, and university colleges. For more 
information on Norway’s LLL policies visit the Eurydice National Education Systems Platform. 

Malaysia is committed to a long-term programme to enhance the quality of life of its older 
population and to create a ‘value-based knowledge society’. In purasuit of this mission, it 
runs an extensive programme to address digital literacy of older people, especially in rural 
communities. Other notable activities include the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) lifelong 
learning campaign, which commenced in 2004, under the Community Education Development 

https://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/EN/Topics/Initial-and-Continuing-Training/national-skills-strategy.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=7
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/fr/employment/continuing-education-and-training-in-germany_1f552468-en?_ga=2.238481920.1034171841.1629365020-1348415119.1575306077
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/fr/employment/continuing-education-and-training-in-germany_1f552468-en?_ga=2.238481920.1034171841.1629365020-1348415119.1575306077
https://www.dvv-international.de/fileadmin/files/Inhalte_Bilder_und_Dokumente/Materialien/Analysis/DVV_International_Analysis_Financing_Popular_ALE_Web2.pdf
https://www.dvv-international.de/fileadmin/files/Inhalte_Bilder_und_Dokumente/Materialien/Analysis/DVV_International_Analysis_Financing_Popular_ALE_Web2.pdf
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/norway/lifelong-learning-strategy_en
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Singapore

Bureau. It conducts various activities and programmes solely for older adults. These include 
the acquisition of skills for everyday living, like English language classes, basic computer skills 
classes, Mandarin language classes, and health classes. They also provide short courses, with 
high levels of participation, such as typing Chinese characters correctly for text messaging, 
and English courses for taxi drivers. To increase participation and promote such activities and 
programmes, it conducts ‘talks’ and activities in community learning centres and in shopping 
malls in order to reach people from all walks of life:  
� Blueprint on Enculturation of Lifelong Learning for Malaysia 2011-2020: Lifelong Learning 

is the Third Pillar of Human Capital Development.
� Blueprint on Lifelong Learning for Islamic Education 2017-2025.

In Singapore, Lifelong Learning is delivered through an initiative called SkillsFuture. SkillsFuture 
is a national movement that makes lifelong learning the central vehicle to reframe all pre-
employment and continuing education and training activities such that irrespective of the life 
stage of the citizens, they can develop their careers as well as attaining skills mastery in their 
chosen fields. 

In 2020, Singapore introduced ‘The Next Bound of SkillsFuture’ to further support Singaporeans 
in developing to their fullest potential throughout life with five key initiatives:
1 |  Strengthen the enterprise pillar of the skills ecosystem
2 |  Enhance workplace learning capabilities
3 |  Scale up SkillsFuture work-study pathways
4 |  Encourage and facilitate lifelong learning
5 |  Scale up career transition programmes for mid-career workers

The Future Economy Council reiterated the aims of the Next Bound of SkillsFuture in preparing 
workers and businesses for the future: 

“As technology advances and our companies build new capabilities, jobs will be reshaped 
in significant ways. Jobs will need to be re-designed, and our workers will need to learn new 
skills. Workers who are more skilled can contribute more to their companies – the fortunes of 

https://www.skillsfuture.gov.sg/nextbound#aboutthenextboundofskillsfuture
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Cambodia

Indonesia

our workers and our companies are therefore deeply intertwined. We will need to enable our 
workers to learn the right skills to work more effectively with technology. And as the economy 
transforms, we must help displaced workers move to other good jobs, and enable our senior 
workers to continue working if they wish to. We should build on the strengths of our people. 
They have a strong foundation in their school years and can look forward to the Next Bound of 
SkillsFuture.” — Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat

SkillsFuture can be seen in the context of a longer policy trajectory in Singapore going back to 
‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’ (TSLN) which was launched in 1997. It was envisaged as a 
paradigm in which education was seen as a life-long process that supports creative thinking, was 
aligned to economic development, a knowledge-based economy and developing a workforce 
that was creative, inquisitive and equipped with critical thinking skills. It aimed at engaging all 
key stakeholders including students, parents, companies, community organisations and the 
government. This in turn was preceded by the even older Skills Development Fund (SDF) which 
was established in 1979 (Sung, 2011)

Several Asian countries have a constitutional and/or legislative framework to support LLL. 
Among these are: 

� Constitution, Articles 65: "The State shall protect and upgrade citizens' rights to quality 
education at all levels and shall take the necessary steps for quality education to reach all 
citizens." 

� Constitution, Article 66 „The State shall develop a complete and uniform education system 
throughout the State so that citizens have an equal chance of improving their livelihoods.”

� National Policy on Lifelong Learning (issued in 2019): aims to enhance learning opportunities 
and skills development for all individuals.

� Constitution 1945: Every citizen has the right to access education (Article No. 31, P.1).
� National Education System Act No. 20 (2003): Every citizen has the opportunity to improve 

their education throughout their life (lifelong learning) (Article No. 5, P.5).
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Lao PDR

Philippines

Thailand

Viet Nam

� Education Law No. 03/AN (enacted on 8 April 2000 and amended in 2007): all Lao citizens 
have the right to education without discrimination based on their ethnicity, origin, religion, 
gender, or social status.

� Decree on Lifelong Learning No.208/GOV, dated 23 March 2020.

� Republic Act. No. 11510 (enacted in 2019): Section 13 – Provision of an ALS CLC (In the 
Philippines, continuing education is called alternative learning, a parallel learning system to 
provide a viable alternative to existing formal education instruction, thus providing learning 
opportunities to those who are out of school

� Promotion of Non-Formal and Informal Education Act, B.E. 2551 (2008).
� National Education Act (1999): „Educational provision will be based on […] lifelong learning 

for all.” (Chapter 1).
� National Education Guideline

� Law on Education 2019: Continuing education enables people to learn while in-service, to 
learn continuously and for lifelong (Section 2).

� Framework for Building a Learning Society of Viet Nam: “State agencies, economic and social 
organizations, armed forces units, communities and families are responsible for creating learning 
opportunities and providing favourable conditions for everyone to pursue lifelong learning.”

Photo taken at ARC7,  May 2019, Bucharest
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Legal and financial regulations provide the policy framework to enhance inclusiveness and 
flexibility in the provision and take-up of learning opportunities. Actual participation rates in LLL 
illustrate whether the policy measures implemented have an impact. LLL refers to formal, non-
formal and informal learning opportunities throughout life, but Adult Learning and Education 
(ALE) makes up the biggest part of LLL in terms of participation, financing, programmes offered, 
and teachers and trainers involved. Making ALE provision inclusive, available and flexible is 
important, as it is a voluntary activity (as opposed to school/higher education) and as ALE often 
conflicts with other activities in an individual’s life course (work, children and elderly care etc.) 

In framing inclusivity, we can use three ‘A’s’ as indicators of success, namely accessibility, 
availability and affordability.  Some examples of these ‘A’s’ are:
� Participation rates in ALE (accessibility)
� Profiles of participants and non-participants (accessibility)
� Costs, public funding, and private spending in ALE (affordability)
� Availability of relevant and accessible programmes

Regarding flexibility we may look at qualitative indicators, for example:
� Existence of recognition and accreditation system of prior learning
� Existence of a National Qualification Framework
� Wide-range of delivery modes (face-to-face, in the community/workplace, online, hybrid/

blended, etc.)

We can gauge Inclusivity through international and national databases on students’ enrolments, 
as well as surveys like the Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competences 
(PIAAC), the EU-Adult Education Survey, and National Adult Education Surveys. These provide 
evidence on access by measuring participation rates in ALE. International surveys show that 
participation rates in ALE vary widely across countries and identify high participation and low 
participation countries. 

Participation rates in ALE tend to be distributed unevenly across and within countries. Research 
shows that initial educational inequalities persist over the life span. In terms of participation, 
initial education attainment has the highest predictive power, followed by employment status. 
The highly educated are more likely to participate in LLL, whereas marginalised groups (often 
older adults, minority groups and adults with disabilities) show very low participation rates. In 

4. Where Do We Stand?
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a range of countries, ALE provision has decreased for vulnerable groups such as adults with 
disabilities and residents living in rural areas (GRALE IV, p.20).

Reasons for non-participation in LLL can be broadly classified as constraints on supply side 
and availability (providers) and the demand side (learners). Following Cross (1981), barriers to 
participation in adult education and training can be situational, dispositional and institutional. 
Situational barriers are related to a person’s life situation at a given point in the family life 
cycle and working life. Dispositional barriers refer to personality traits or personal qualities 
acquired through early school experiences. Institutional barriers include institutional practices 
and procedures that discourage or prevent participation. 

Dispositional barriers can be intractable, but are not insurmountable, requiring nuanced 
responses that mitigate impacts of previous educational experiences. Targeted policies can help 
to overcome situational and institutional barriers and enhance inclusive and flexible learning 
pathways. These policies are not limited to education and training, but intertwine with other 
policy areas. LLL policies act as a multifunctional instrument to achieve personal and societal 
goals such as employability, personal development, democratic citizenship, social cohesion, 
innovation, and economic growth. 

There is insufficient data on private and public spending on LLL. The 4th Global Report on 
Adult Learning (GRALE) reported that 33% of the 107 countries that provided information on 
public spending in ALE spend less than 1% of their educational budget on ALE. However, 
19% reported spending more than 4% of their educational budget on LLL, among them are six 
ASEM countries: Finland, Germany, Lao PDR, Bhutan, Malaysia, New Zealand, and Thailand 
(GRALE, p. 53). 

Crucial policies to foster the development of inclusive and flexible LLL pathways include: public 
spending on open and flexible education and training; recognition, validation and accreditation 
systems; targeted investments and programmes for those who are hardest to reach; active 
labour market measures; and welfare policies to enable individuals to overcome structural 
constraints (e.g., family assistance, childcare, subsidies). Specific institutional features that 
enable the provision and take up of adult learning and education can play a role in fostering 
higher and more evenly distributed levels of participation (Desjardins & Ioannidou, 2020).
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System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Spotlight 1: Digitalisation in Lifelong Learning

Following the overview of access to and affordability of lifelong learning in both regions, the 
authors identified various risks and opportunities for enhancing inclusion in LLL in the next 
decade and summarised them in 4 ‘spotlight areas’. Policy makers and higher education 
leaders are encouraged to turn their attention to these ‘spotlight areas’ that conclude with 
recommendations for policymaking and institutional planning. 

5. Key Issues and Recommendations: 
Improving Inclusion in LLL

Digitalisation can enhance access to lifelong learning, but there are significant challenges and 
barriers as well as design and delivery opportunities and risks. Extensive new digital resources 
are being developed in LLL, with a significant acceleration and expansion arising through 
agile responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. The availability and continuous advancement 
of assistive technologies in ICT will expand opportunities. This should act as an incentive for 
further investment as it indicates a high probability for ROI (Return on Investment) success. 
Investment in digital technologies, infrastructures and connectivity can enable a more inclusive 
LLL framework, provided it is matched by measures to tackle the ‘digital divide’. 

Lower-skilled and poorly qualified people tend to be captured in a vicious circle of limited 
opportunities to advance due to their social origins, economic status, poor pay and conditions 
of employment, and insufficient training and learning. These challenges are exacerbated through 
the ‘digital divide’. Here we refer to low digital competencies that hamper active engagement by 
a significant proportion of the population. However, we must also include poor and substandard 
infrastructure as well as access to available infrastructure which are significant components of 
the digital divide. Moreover, the creation of more flexible, available and affordable opportunities 
for learners is needed, as are support mechanisms for educational institutions to keep pace 
with the change. The pace of change demanded by digital and green transitions is challenging 
the ability of educational providers to respond in an agile and flexible way. Providers at all levels 
need supports to reduce bureaucracy, and national systems need to have a renewed focus on 
flexibility and quality assurance.
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

Collaboration across all ASEM countries is essential to share knowledge and to deliver 
best practice in digital LLL in higher education. The proliferation of new modes and means 
of technology assisted learning offer HEIs an unprecedented opportunity to expand their 
engagement with all learners. The confluence of agile responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
maturation of long-established LLL approaches (open sources, open education, MOOCs), and 
the emergence of new technologies and methods offer an unprecedented opportunity in the 
digital LLL space that all HEIs should seize with vision and commitment. However, the ‘digital 
divide’ is a real challenge and unless HEIs actively address this there is a risk of creating new 
forms of exclusion and inequality. Addressing the ‘digital divide’ must be a high priority to ensure 
the inclusion of the most vulnerable and excluded groups and learners of all ages. For some 
this will require a shift in culture and the adoption of more inclusive teaching methods. In this 
context, HEIs should have the courage to adopt unconventional VLEs in order to reach and 
engage LLL learners across the whole of community. Some good examples of using messaging 
apps, social media, podcasts and traditional media like television, radio and print indicate the 
scale of innovate potential that exists. Additionally, when introducing new digital technologies 
for either administration or learning, HEIs must ensure they are accessible across all ages and 
identities, not least learners with special needs and different abilities.

• Ensure that no one is left behind in the digitally enhanced learning environment through 
coherent and joined-up policy approaches that address the digital divide. 

• Invest in infrastructure that is fit-for-purpose, future proofed and accessible to all citizens 
regardless of economic status, identity or place of domicile. 
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Recommendations for Policymakers - 1
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System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

Spotlight 2: Robust, Flexible and Forward Looking Lifelong 
Learning 

While a digitally enhanced, post-COVID-19 education and learning landscape offers unprecedented 
opportunities for HEIs to envision future possibilities, there is a significant risk that they may 
not have the agility to capitalise on these opportunities. HEIs must engage with educational 
providers in other sectors to create access routes, credit accumulation and award-building 
opportunities for holders of micro-credentials gained in other sectors including via non-formal 
education. Digitally delivered micro-credentials offer an important means for Lifelong learners 
to upskill and reskill. In this field, it is crucial that HEIs create mechanisms to allow learners 
build major awards through the accumulation of micro-credentials.

Furtermore, HEIs must pay attention to digital skills deficits in their own staff, to ensure that 
they can avail of digital opportunities and support learners in using digital platforms.

• Develop strategies that leverage the full opportunities offered by the enhanced digital education 
and learning landscape, based on
• agile and flexible responses that harness opportunities by availing of the full range of 

technical possibilities,
• flexible modes of delivery and credit accumulation,
• collaboration with relevant stakeholders, and
• inclusion of all learners and staff in terms of digital skills and knowledge development.
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National and Regional Qualification Frameworks must keep pace with the changing landscape 
where non-formal and informal LLL play an increasingly important role. Mobility for learners 
and workers can be supported by Mutual Recognition Agreements regionally and/or across 
all ASEM countries that include RVA (Recognition, Validation & Accreditation) and QA (Quality 

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 1
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions to 
Consider

Assurance) mechanisms. To ensure that all lifelong learners are included, the role of RPL and 
VNIL (Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning) needs to be formally recognised as part 
of the national qualification’s framework and occupational skills standards. This agenda can 
be promoted within ASEM, SEAMEO, EU, ASEAN etc. Quality Assurance has to remain a key 
focus in LLL. While increased participation is critically important, a strong balance has to be 
maintained so that this does not dilute the quality of the programmes offered.

• Recognise the value of all domains of learning including non-formal, informal and formal, as 
well as the full range of citizen learning needs throughout their lives (including older adults) 
and across their entire lives (including work, leisure, citizenship and social responsibilities). 

• Build a robust future oriented LLL approach that contributes to societal resilience for the 
global grand challenges like climate change, migration, security, health and wellbeing and 
which is sufficiently inclusive that no one is left behind.
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In helping countries in the ASEM region benefit from the opportunities inherent in good LLL 
policies HEIs need to be stronger advocates of LLL in the policy domain regionally, nationally, 
and internationally, including within the ASEM framework. At institutional level HEIs must show 
more leadership in availing of LLL opportunities by developing a much wider range of university 
level LLL programmes, and by introducing more open and flexible access, delivery models, study 
periods, and award type to accommodate as broad a range of learner as possible. HEIs are 
uniquely positioned to  advocate an equity agenda in LLL that addresses the different starting 
points of individuals and groups and has sufficient flexibility to recognise prior learning and 
respond with programmes that respect diversity in content and delivery.

Recommendations for Policymakers - 2
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Spotlight 3: Enabling a Universal Entitlement to Lifelong 
Learning

Collaboration, networking and partnership building in LLL offer society huge opportunities to 
re-calibrate in the face of the massive challenges faced by climate change and related regional 
and global risks. Also here, HEIs have the opportunity to demonstrate leadership and  be more 
proactive in engaging with stakeholders in the design of LLL programmes that meet the needs 
of learners throughout their life course (including older learners) and that respond to green, 
economic and social agendas. HEIs need to be cognisant of, and build cooperative synergies 
with, other LLL sectors such as TVET, professional associations, industry, civil society, which 
are also orienting themselves towards regional, national and/or international standards.

• Address “questions that affect profoundly the destiny of all” (Boyer 1990, 77) through a set of 
LLL policies and instruments that enable all of society to be actively engaged in the learning 
needed to navigate a perilous future defined by climate change and an existential threat to 
humanity.
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“A universal entitlement to lifelong learning that enables people to acquire skills and to reskill 
and upskill. Lifelong learning encompasses formal and informal learning from early childhood 
and basic education through to adult learning. Governments, workers, and employers, as well 
as educational institutions, have complementary responsibilities in building an effective and 
appropriately financed lifelong learning ecosystem”. 
—Work for a Brighter Future: Global Commission on the Future of Work
International Labour Organization (2019)

Recommendations for HEI Leaders - 2
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System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

ASEM countries should endeavour to develop national LLL strategies that encompass the full 
lifelong and life-wide dimensions of learning. Many countries have partial policies that only 
address sectors of a specific field, for example labour market skills or digital skills. LLL policies 
need to have a stronger focus on societal sustainability and better balance priorities like work-
based skills and employability with a broader skills and knowledge agenda, that includes climate 
change, SDGs, democratic citizenship, equality, active ageing, and inclusiveness. Only if LLL 
policies are linked together in a whole-of-government approach, they will successfully address 
both shorter and longer term societal goals that encompass social, ecological, and economic 
targets. LLL policies need to address some age-based discrimination that militates against 
offering support to older adults. This is also often reflected in official statistics that don’t count 
learning among older adults.

Policy-makers should consider mechanisms towards recognising lifelong learning entitlements and 
extending the public offering for more public investment in education throughout life, rather than 
just focussing on compulsory or core education. Tools like individual learning accounts (ILAs), which 
consist of individual budgets for every citizen to continue learning from the ‘cradle to the grave’ are 
being trialled in a number of ASEM countries to deliver a universal LLL entitlement. 

LLL policy should be driven by evidence of society wide benefits that, while very important, 
extend significantly beyond economic and labour-market gains. Therefore, LLL policies need 
to acknowledge that human capital is not the only outcome, learners also gain identity capital, 
social capital, and cultural capital, which enable them to participate and contribute more to all 
areas of society (Ó Tuama, 2016). One of LLL’s greatest potential is that it delivers individual 
and societal dividends in areas like health, well-being, civic engagement, and active ageing 
(Schuller et al., 2017; Schrader et al., 2020). This potential can only be fulfilled if more resources 
are channelled into research on all aspects of LLL.

In general LLL policies should be actively informed by evidence that indicate positive outcomes 
from financial and non-financial incentives, active labour market measures, open and flexible 
education and training systems, skills recognition system, programmes targeting the most 
vulnerable groups, childcare, and family assistance (Blossfeld et al., 2014, Desjardins and 
Ioannidou, 2020). Policies to create lifelong learning guidance services would enhance returns 
for public investment as well as greatly enhancing both individual and societal benefits in terms 
of knowledge of career options, skilling, up-skilling, re-skilling as well wider life choices and 
community engagement.
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

• Develop national LLL policies that are cognisant of and respond to the entire lifelong learning 
agenda which
• encompass not only those related to work, but also
• recognise the significant impact it can have in all domains of society, not least in building 

resilience, reflexivity, knowledge and skills to meet global challenges. 
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HEIs have the opportunity to lead in public engagement as elite learning and research institutions 
with a key role in LLL, but also one that is complementary to the contributions of all other 
educational sectors. HEIs should continue to develop strategies to support societal commitments 
to universal entitlements to LLL. HEIs should play a leading role in LLL research

• As highly influential institutions, be proactive influencers in the creation of regional, national 
and international policies that support universal access to lifelong learning.
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Spotlight 4: Multi-Sectoral Partnerships and Collaboration 
in LLL

System Level Opportunities & Risks for Policymakers to Consider 

ASEM cooperation can play a key role in facilitating international conversations that can assist 
countries in benchmarking themselves against and learning from best practice, assist with 
rankings (institutional/national) and achieve better LLL outcomes for their citizens and their 
national systems. Additionally there needs to be a more visible role for international civil society 
cooperation, like the LLL Platform, as this can help articulate common understandings of LLL, 
help break down silos, promote a more holistic and inclusive agenda, and introduce innovation 
and flexibility into the LLL system.

Applying a whole-of-country approach to LLL, as for example established in Brunei Darussalam, 
can facilitate cross-sectoral cooperation and partnership and benefit from strong political drive. 
These whole-of-country approaches need to accommodate diversity, dialogue, multi-stakeholder 
engagement, flexibility, reflexivity, inclusivity, and learner autonomy. Generating policies that 
facilitate cross-sectoral cooperation among all actors in LLL education and training systems 
avoid duplication of effort, enable seamless transitions for learners and help create a more 
holistic and integrated LLL sector There is a need for more progressive policies that create 
flexible pathways for learners to move from one system or level to another. This is required even 
within the Bologna Process in European. LLL policies need to include sufficient flexibility to 
enable greater learner autonomy, such that individuals can contribute to the creation of bespoke 
pathways towards better career prospects and wellbeing. Best results can be achieved through 
the inclusion of all key stakeholders.

LLL policies need to address contemporary complexity, change and uncertainty, and help 
equip people to be resilient, reflexive, and responsive to challenges posed by climate change, 
migration, health, security, and other major regional and global risks. This is best achieved in 
cross-sectoral partnership.

Policy-makers need to acknowledge the role of all domains of learning including formal, non-
formal and informal learning and harness the individual, community, national and international 
benefits from a more holistic and inclusive approach. LLL Platform has done a position paper 
on 21st Century Learning Environments (LLL Platform, 2019), where they explain how diverse 
the learning environments are and how Europe could address this issue by creating synergies 
among these environments.
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Opportunities & Risks for Leaders of Higher Education Institutions 
to Consider

• Promote, support and incentivise multi-sectoral partnerships and collaboration in LLL, which 
drive greater engagement between all stakeholders such as HEIs, TVET, other educational 
providers, industry, the third sector, professional associations, governmental agencies, regional 
development agencies, social partners, community groups and citizens.

• Emphasise building mutually beneficial networks for better outcomes for adult learners and 
the wider society.
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HEIs are uniquely placed to animate and lead collaborations at local, national, and global levels 
to help realise unrivalled community benefits in LLL, economic development, social cohesion 
and addressing grand challenges like climate change, migration, security, health, knowledge 
creation and dissemination and resilience building.

This is only made possible by cooperating with other educational sectors and creating a more 
holistic approach to education and training and to increase access for underrepresented groups. 
HEIs need to play a more proactive role, in partnership with other educational sectors, to provide 
a range of flexible learning pathways, to give opportunities to as broad a range of learners as 
possible to realise their educational, career and personal life goals.

• Be proactive partners, respectful of the role of other stakeholders, in building mutually beneficial 
partnerships and networks to ensure the delivery of universal lifelong learning for the mutual 
benefit of all of society.
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The Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) promotes understanding, strengthens 
relationships and facilitates cooperation among the people, institutions and 
organisations of Asia and Europe. ASEF enhances dialogue, enables exchanges 
and encourages collaboration across the thematic areas of culture, economy, 
education, governance, public health, sustainable development and media. ASEF 
is an intergovernmental not-for-profit organisation located in Singapore. Founded 
in 1997, it is the only institution of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). 

ASEF runs more than 25 projects a year, consisting of around 100 activities, 
mainly conferences, seminars, workshops, lectures, publications, and online 
platforms, together with about 150 partner organisations. Each year over 3,000 
Asians and Europeans participate in ASEF’s activities, and much wider audiences 
are reached through its various events, networks and web-portals.

For more information, please visit www.asef.org 

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) is an intergovernmental process established 
in 1996 to foster dialogue and cooperation between Asia and Europe. ASEM 
addresses political, economic, financial, social, cultural, and educational issues 
of common interest in a spirit ofmutual resepect and equal partnership. 

ASEM brings together 53 partners: Australia, Austria, Bangladesh, Belgium, Brunei 
Darussalam, Bulgaria, Cambodia, China, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, India, Indonesia, 
Ireland, Italy, Japan, Kazakhstan, Korea, Lao PDR, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 
Malaysia, Malta, Mongolia, Myanmar, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Pakistan, the Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Romania, the Russian Federation, 
Singapore, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand, the United 
Kingdom, and Viet Nam, plus theASEAN Secretariat and the European Union. 

For more information, please visit www.aseminfoboard.org 
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