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THE END OF FREE ENTRY ?

Can university admission tests and numerus clausus provisions make higher education more cost-efficient and more socially responsible ?

« Kick off » of the concluding panel discussion 

by

Jean-Paul LAMBERT, Recteur des Facultés universitaires Saint-Louis

1. Let me, straightaway, put forward my deep conviction about the questions which are at stake today : « Can university admission tests and numerus clausus provisions make higher education more cost-efficient ? ». YES, of course, but this is a purely mechanical effect which needs no further developments. « Can these measures make higher education more socially responsible ? ». The answer is definitely NO, since they will inevitably eliminate – or deter – potential students coming from poorer socio-cultural background. 

2.  I  will explain why, although such a debate is latent for decades, it is not by accident that it comes just now to the surface with a renewed vigour.

3. First, let me remind a few facts :

a)  the « success rate » of « first generation students » at university is steadily increasing since the early nineties – and sharply increasing for 3 years - peaking now at 44 %, an historic maximum over the whole period for which such statistics are available, namely the last 30 years. 

b)  the « success rate » of « first generation students » at university is now equal to that registered in the non-university sector of higher education, as well in the shorter « professional » studies (3 years), as in the longer non-professional path (5 years).

c)  out of 100 students entering university, 72 will finally obtain a higher education diploma, either at university or in the non-university sector. This very good score is much higher than it was one or two decades ago and is still increasing with time. This phenomenon is due to the extended possibilities of « reorientation », either within the university sector, or from university to the non university sector.

4.  Taking account of these facts and figures, how can it be explained that the debate about admission restrictions at the university resurfaces now with a particular vigour ? The explanation is, according to me, to be found primarily (at least for the French part of Belgium) in the conjunction of two elements : the poor financing of the university, on one hand, and the university financing system, on the other hand. On the first hand, one knows that, during the last 30 years, the university budget – per student – has shrunk by about 50 % in real terms. On the other hand, one knows that, for about ten years, the overall budget allocated to the universities has been confined to what is called a « sealed envelope », irrespective of the (increasing) student population. So, when the student population increases (as this is the case since the late nineties, after a temporary drop), the universities have to cope with an unchanged budget, for taking care of these additional students. The temptation is thus strong, for university managers and professors (and for some political leaders) to recommend some measures of restriction at entry, anticipating that, with unaffected finances, the universities would, more comfortably, be dealing with only « selected » (and thus better) students.

5. Giving way to this temptation would inevitably result in a serious democratic setback since all the available studies show that the students originating from modest socio-cultural background enter university with – on average - poorer qualifications than their wealthier fellow students and that – more often than the others – they need one year to make up for their initial handicap. Even the « softer » version of the discussed propositions (namely the compulsory, but not binding, orientation test) will no doubt exert a strong socio-cultural bias, according to recent research that reveals the prevalence of an ex ante « self-selection » process which primarily affects the more modest part of the student population.

Thank you for your attention.
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