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Abbreviations 

 

EHEA  European Higher Education Area  

EU  European Union 
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HEIs   Higher Education Institutions  

ICT   Information and communication technologies 

IR   Internal research 

ISCED   International standard classification of education  

LGBTQIA+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual/Transgender, Queer, Intersexual and Asexual 

NCES   National Center for Education Statistics 

NTS   Non-traditional student 

PHE  Professional Higher Education  

PHEI   Professional Higher Education Institution 

STEM  Science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

VET  Vocational Education and Training   
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1 Management Summary

Higher Education Institutions in Europe are 
experiencing a steady growth of an increasingly 
diverse student body. Especially the 
Professional Higher Education (PHE) 
Institutions, with their rather strong practical 
orientation, are attracting a large number of 
new student groups, the so-called non-
traditional students (NTS). In order to embrace 
this increasing diversity, higher education 
institutions need to adapt structurally and 
culturally to the needs of these students and to 
enable inclusion in the everyday study 
experience. One way of doing this is in 
partnership with the existing student quality 
assurance and representation structures 
within the universities, the student 
organisations. But even here, non-traditional 
students are not sufficiently represented to put 
their needs on the agenda.  
 
The InclusiPHE project addresses this issue and 
tries to find ways of supporting non-traditional 
students in terms of student engagement and 
to break down structural and cultural barriers 
in order to create a more inclusive higher 
education environment inside and outside the 
classroom.  
 
Before guidelines or recommend-dations for 
action can be designed, the barriers and 
problems need to be closely examined and 
analysed in order to derive the needs of the 
NTS. The aim of this first research phase will be 
to  
 

 Identify the different types of non-
traditional students  

 Identify the different dimensions and 
levels of student engagement in PHE 

 Identify the challenges and barriers for 
student engagement in PHE  

 Identify the best practices for inclusive 
student engagement in PHE  

 Identify the different perspectives on 
inclusive student engagement  

 Identify ideas for inclusive engagement 
in broader society 

An iterative multi-approach research design 
was set up, aiming at taking advantage of the 
multiple institutions involved in the InclusiPHE 
project and to use their respective networks 
and resources in order to gather qualitative 
information. An internal research was 
conducted within the PHEs and partner 
organisations. Based on the results, four PHE-
internal and one international focus group with 
a total of 34 experts discussed the identified 
topics in order to gain a deeper understanding 
of the challenges and barriers for inclusive 
student engagement in PHEIs. 

The non-traditional student 

The term non-traditional student is context-
dependent, can be permanent but also 
temporary or episodic and cannot always be 
traced back to exactly one diversity feature. In 
this report, NTS are identified as belonging to 
at least one of three groups: underrepresented 
students, disadvantaged students or 
vulnerable students. Within PHE institutions, 
the following diversity characteristics were 
identified by the partners as being associated 
with non-traditional students: Impairments, 
Migration background, Mature students, 
Gender imbalance, Gender identity, expression 
and sexual orientation, Socio-economic 
background of the parental home, Caretaking 
responsibilities, International background, 
Alternative education path, Re-entering 
studies.  

Nothing less than a complete shift in the way universities see their role in society will be enough. 

Universities need to shift their mission from educating the few to educating all. Today, more than 

ever, we are in urgent need for universities to lead the way in educating everyone but especially the 

most vulnerable people in their communities and around the world. (Jalbout 2019, p. 1) 
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Student Engagement  

Student engagement has several forms and 
dimensions and is often discussed in the 
context of higher education in connection with 
teaching & learning. Within the InclusiPHE 
project, the focus is primarily on student-led 
organisations as political actors and co-
creation partners in the design processes of 
higher education structures. Student 
engagement can be expressed at different 
levels such as course level, faculty level or 
international level. The focus can be 
educational and programme- as well as target 
group-oriented. 

Problems and Challenges 

Even though non-traditional students are a 
very large heterogeneous group, they report 
similar problems and barriers in terms of 
student engagement. Five problem areas could 
be identified and analysed more precisely.  

 time and finance problems  
 visibility problems of student 

engagement results and opportunities  
 identification problems with the work 

and goals of student-led organisations  
 image problems of student-led 

organisations  
 accessibility problems of student-led 

organisations  

Needs and Potentials  

Based on the problems and challenges, 
different potentials and needs could be derived 
to make student engagement but also higher 
education institutions in general more 
inclusive. These are at different levels and 
require structural or cultural adaptations by 
institutions or student-led organisations 
themselves. Possible identified potentials are:  

 Offering different participation 
opportunities  

 Increasing the visibility of diversity  

 Strengthening support systems for NTS 
 Increasing points of contact between 

student-led organisations and NTS  
 Strengthening networks between 

different levels of student-led 
organisations  

 Professionalising, informing and 
sensitising the teaching staff to the 
needs of NTS 

 Involving non-traditional students in 
the development of guidelines and 
policies 

 Rewarding student engagement 
financially or in form of credit points 

 
Conclusion  
 
The InclusiPHE project aims at making 
Professional Higher Education more inclusive 
and student engagement more open to all 
students. In a first step, a broad research has 
been conducted in order to better understand 
the characteristics of non-traditional students 
and the barriers and challenges they face in 
higher education. Some potentials and good 
practices have already been identified - and the 
next InclusiPHE steps will be to address them. 
For this purpose, the InclusiPHE consortium 
will set up Strategies and Guidelines for 
Inclusive Student Engagement in PHE 
ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
develop an online toolkit and training 
resources for Inclusive Student Engagement. 

Altogether, the conducted research has 
revealed that the term non-traditional student 
is very broad, but the issues related to student 
engagement are similar for most non-
traditional students. So far, student 
engagement within student-led organisations 
has been insufficiently addressed in relation to 
inclusion. The InclusiPHE project tries to close 
this gap and to give practical recommendations 
for action. In order to achieve these goals, both 
the student-led organisations and the PHE 
institutions need to identify, reflect and reduce 
their structural and cultural barriers. This 
process will be challenging, but it is essential 
for a more inclusive higher education.
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2 Introduction 
 

The world is changing, and so is higher education. The challenges of tomorrow cannot solely be 
ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ but by equipping all students with the necessary skills for doing so. 
However, this ambitious undertaking is not an obvious one. It needs students to engage with their 
institutions beyond classes and lectures, to become a full part of their higher education institutions. 
However, in order for students to do so, they must feel like their institution is a place for all of them - 
welcome - and for this, all parts of the study journey must reflect the diversity of the student body. 
However, many students face specific challenges and barriers for becoming an integral part of the 
institution. In order to address these barriers, we must understand them and work towards 
representing all students on different levels. All students must feel welcome in student engagement 
and representation in order to reflect barriers and challenges for making higher education institutions 
adapt and change. 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are becoming more diverse with a new and more heterogeneous 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ άƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ education, social and family background, gender, age, life-situation, 
ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜǎέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 
expanding higher education, of opening access and of new labour market requirements asking for 
highly qualified graduates (Schuetze et al. 2002, p. 311 f.), asking for new strategies in order to do 
justice to the different facets of cultural and social background, the individual educational and 
experiential background and the living circumstances of the students (Nibuhr et al. 2012, p. 4). 

This also holds true for Professional Higher Education Institutions (PHEIs) which the InclusiPHE project 
will focus on - they typically attract a more diverse range of students with a higher proportion of non-
traditional students compared to more classical universities. There tend to be more adult students, 
lifelong learners, parent students, students from a migrant background, students with an impairment, 
etc. At the same time, PHE curricula have specific characteristics that influence student engagement 
which is often overlooked in European and national higher education policy discussions, such as 
shorter times spent in the institution due to many students studying at shorter courses and 
considerable time spent on practical placements outside the institution. 

For a Professional Higher Education Institution to be truly inclusive, it needs to reflect its diverse range 
of students. To achieve this, a PHEI should not just consider its study programmes and teaching and 
learning processes, but also aim for fully inclusive student engagement. Student engagement not only 
relates to student activism and student involvement in decision-making bodies, but also to the 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀtions themselves. All of these elements of student 
engagement do not fully reflect the diverse student community in a PHEI and can be difficult to access 
for non-traditional students and underrepresented student groups. The InclusiPHE project intends to 
contribute to a more inclusive student environment by raising awareness for full student inclusion and 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ tI9Lǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ 
make student engagement fully inclusive. This report is the first step and the basis for addressing the 
related challenges in making Professional Higher Education more inclusive. It sets out to identify and 
understand the barriers and challenges that non-traditional students are facing when it comes to 
inclusive student engagement in Professional Higher Education. 
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Info Box: The InclusiPHE Project 

On 25 May 2018, European Ministers of higher education adopted the Paris Communique in 

which they reiterated their commitment to the goals and policies of the European Higher 

Education Area, whilst also acknowledging that ñfurther effort is required to strengthen the 

social dimension of higher educationò, since ñthe student body entering and graduating from 

European higher education institutions should reflect the diversity of Europeôs populationsò and 

that there is a need to ñimprove access and completion by under-represented and vulnerable 

groups.ò 

The InclusiPHE project connects the social dimension of HE with another fundamental pillar of 

the EHEA - students' engagement - and has as main objective to contribute to creating a more 

inclusive environment at PHEIs, by creating sets of interventions aimed at increasing non-

traditional studentsô engagement in the life of their academic institution. To respond to the 

needs and challenges of wider society students need to obtain key competences for active 

citizenship. These competences can be developed through studentsô engagement to 

University governance and participation in decision making at various levels, inclusive 

strategies by student-led organizations, inclusive curricula, participative working methods and 

partnerships between PHE providers, local communities and civil society organisations. Also 

to maximise the retention and success of non-traditional students, an inclusive learning 

environment is central and research has demonstrated that student retention and success is 

improved through effective student engagement and sense of belonging. 

InclusiPHE will explore the complex engagement of different students in the life of their 

institutions. The project aims to improve policies, mechanisms and practices for inclusive 

engagement of all students regardless of their background and circumstances - to engage 

students in all aspects of teaching & learning journey, quality assurance & institutional decision 

making, within the life of the institution and student life in the wider sense, and also enabling 

them to fully embrace the democratic values of Higher Education (HE) in their interactions with 

wider society. 

The InclusiPHE consortium consists of 8 members and is led by Mondragon University (Spain). 

Other partners are the European Students' Union (Belgium), the European Association of 

Institutions in Higher Education ï EURASHE (Belgium), the Institute for the Development of 

Education (Croatia), Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology (Malta), Knowledge 

Innovation Centre (Malta), Duale Hochschule Baden-Wuerttemberg (Germany), University 

College Leuven-Limburg (Belgium). 
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2.1 The report 

 
This report is the first step and the basis for addressing the related challenges in making Professional 
Higher Education more inclusive. It is the result of an iterative and multi-approach research conducted 
in the first half of the year 2021 and providing the basis for the next steps of the InclusiPHE project. 
The objectives of the research undertaken are summarized in the following figure. 

 

Fig. 1 Objectives of the InclusiPHE research report 

 

2.2 InclusiPHE and related EU projects 

 
The InclusiPHE initiative is the first one to consider inclusive student engagement barriers and 
challenges specifically for non-traditional students in Professional Higher Education. However, it builds 
on results of other initiatives and is complementary to them in contributing to a more inclusive, equal 
and social future higher education. Involved partners have already been involved in other current and 
ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ I9 ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 
of disadvantaged students and will add to the expertise and knowledge base that InclusiPHE builds on, 
in particular: 

 IDEAS (Identifying Effective Approaches to Enhancing the Social Dimension of Higher 
Education), aimed to increase equitable access, participation & completion of Higher 
Education across Europe 

 ESSA (European Students Sustainability Auditing), aimed at improving levels of student 
satisfaction by allowing them to engage with real-world issues in the sphere of social 
responsibility 

 IBelong (Towards a sense of belonging in an inclusive learning environment), which uses a 
novel approach to creating interventions at HEIs that would assist disadvantaged, non-
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traditional students feel at home at University, developing their sense of belonging and this 
increasing retention rates and academic success of non-traditional students. 

 NEXUS (Promoting the nexus of migrants through active citizenship), which is looking at the 
role civic education plays in inclusion of disadvantaged communities with a special focus on 
newly arrived migrants 

 STUPS (Student Participation Without Borders) which aims to strengthen and promote the role 
of students in the good governance of Higher Education institutions and in student 
participation to fight inequalities 

 .²{9 ό.ƻƭƻƎƴŀ ǿƛǘƘ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Eyes), starting in 2020, including collection of data through 
National Unions of Students in Europe, covering all the aspects of the social dimension of HE. 

Other initiatives related to the challenges addressed by InclusiPHE: 

 ENGAGE Students (Promoting Social Responsibility of Students by Embedding Service Learning 
into Education Curricula), focusing on social responsibility of higher education institutions at 
students and teachers level. 

 IN-EDU (INclusive communities through Media literacy & Critical Thinking EDUcation), focusing 
developing good practice in media literacy and critical thinking education via inclusive, non-
formal learning programmes which combine training and events at community level 

 SIEM (Social Inclusion and Engagement in Mobility), focusing on making international mobility 
opportunities more inclusive, enabling students from all backgrounds to study, work or 
volunteer abroad. 

 EPFIME (Inclusive Mobility), focusing on how national authorities and higher education 
institutions can collaborate more strongly to ensure the quality and the transferability of 
support services for both incoming and outgoing students with disabilities in exchange 
programmes. 

 STEP (European Student Engagement Project), contributing to the recognition and 
improvement ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ 

 MEDUSA (Master to Educate in Diversity and Social Inclusion), aiming at the development of 
an international online Master in diversity education and social inclusion able to foster positive 
attitudes towards students with special educational needs. 
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