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Focus group discussions on the quality assurance of the training of students from vulnerable groups and

on microcredentials.

This deliverable should present the results of the planned two focus groups discussions — on the quality
assurance of the training of students from vulnerable groups (students with special educational needs and
migrants) and on microcredentials. The objective of the focus group discussions was to provide valuable
information and base for elaboration of indicators, related to the social dimension of higher education —
about social inclusion of students with special educational needs and migrants; as well as to test the
application of microcredentials. As it is stated in the project: “The focus group discussions will allow free
exchange of opinions, points of view and suggestions between number of high qualified quality assurance

and educational experts, practitioners and other stakeholders.”

This deliverable includes two reports. The first one presents the research of the Bulgarian and Romanian
teams on the social inclusion of students from vulnerable groups - students with disabilities (special
educational needs) and migrants. This research covers more than two focus groups —in Bulgaria four focus

groups and one online survey; in Romania — five focus groups.

The second report presents the results from two focus group discussions on microcredentials, carried out

by the Bulgarian team, the report follows the same structure as the other two.

The research is done by team members of NEAA and ARACIS.The issue of the access of migrants and
people with disabilities to the European higher education system
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Part 1 : Report on the Research Done on Social Inclusion of Students
with Disabilities and Migrants in the Bulgarian and Romanian HEls

Introduction

The Importance of Inclusive Education

Education, and higher education in particular, is undoubtedly a path to better social mobility for
young people. Studying at university is an opportunity to improve personal and professional
skills, benefit from social relations and increase employability (Hewett et al. 2017). Moreover,
according to a 2021 OECD report Education at a Glance?, young adults (25 to 34 years old) with
a higher education degree can earn on average 38% more than their peers who have only
completed secondary education. Whilst higher education bears the promise of social mobility
(Piketty, 2021, p. 254), “there are still too many capable students who are excluded from higher
education systems because of their socio-economic situation, educational background,

insufficient systems of support and guidance and other obstacles”?.

That is why the problem of social inclusion of all social groups in higher education is becoming very
relevant and is a prerequisite for achieving the global goals for sustainable development. Inclusiveness is
incorporated in the Goal 4 of the World Development Goals: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote life-long learning opportunities for all....Inclusion and equity in and through
education is the cornerstone of a transformative education agenda, and we therefore commit to
addressing all forms of exclusion and marginalization, disparities and inequalities in access, participation
and learning outcomes... to making the necessary changes in education policies and focusing our efforts

on the most disadvantaged, especially those with disabilities, to ensure that no one is left behind.” 3

The phenomenon of immigration is gaining more and more scope in Europe in recent years. It can

! Education at a Glance , OECD, 2021

2 European Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2022, p. 14

3 Education 2030 Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action toward Inclusive and Equitable Quality Education
and Lifelong Learning for All, 2015, p.1
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be observed that the phenomenon is accentuated during major international crises, such as the
war in Syria or Ukraine. European statistics show that only in 2017, there were approximately 21.6
million people in the European Union with other citizenship than that of an EU member state
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019), and of the total number of immigrants, a large
proportion is between the ages of 18 and 34, i.e. atheoretically eligible category for the European
higher education system. Their integration is a challenge in general and their integration in the

European higher education system is an even bigger challenge.

There are multiple problems, from learning the language of the host country to adapting to the
specific demands of the European higher education system. The needs are also various, such as
adequate guidance, provision of training programs, vocational, and psychological counseling,
social assistance, and so on. In this context, most European countries do not have yet a
comprehensive and coherent policy for their inclusion in higher education (Vasiloupoulos &

loannidi, 2020).

On the other hand, in recent years, an increasing number of students with disabilities are
accessing the European higher education system (Ring & McKernan, 2008). Inclusion of people
with disabilities in higher education refers to the extent to which higher education institutions
support students and staff with disabilities to have equal access to university and equal
opportunities to perform well compared to their non-disabled peers (Evans & Zhu, 2022). The
same authors show that students with disabilities generally have less access to university, higher
chances of dropping out of school, and lower graduation and employment outcomes than their

peers without disabilities.

At the European level, over the last few years, several political commitments have been made to
strengthen diversity and inclusion in higher education, starting with the Paris Declaration of the
EU member states of March 2015 on the promotion of citizenship and the common values of
freedom, tolerance, and non-discrimination through education. This is also reflected in
documents such as the 2015 Yerevan Communiqué and the 2018 Paris Communiqué on the
Bologna Process. All this series of documents reinforces the importance of the social dimension

of European higher education. More recently, regarding social inclusion in higher education, one
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of the most important documents outlining principles and implementation recommendations at

the level of European higher education is the 2020

Rome Communiqué (annex Il). This document, based on the report of Advisory Group No. 1 on
Social Dimension (Advisory Group 1 on Social Dimension, 2020) includes a set of 10 general
principles (Social Dimension Strategies, Flexibility, Lifelong Learning, Data Collection, Guidance
and Counselling, Funding, Staff Training and Institutional Mission, Mobility, Community
Engagement and Policy Dialogue), which, according to the authors, should be understood as
general-level statements that serve as a basis for conceptualizing different policies to improve

the social dimension.

Starting from the documents mentioned above, a series of studies were carried out at the

European level to monitor the implementation of the social dimension of higher education.

Thus, in a relatively recent report, entitled Equity and Inclusion in European Higher Education
Institutions. Results from the INVITED project, Claeys-Kulik et al. (2019) published the results of
the INVITED project of the Association of European Universities, which aimed to support
universities in developing strategies to ensure equity, diversity, and inclusion. The report
presents a broad picture through quantitative data collected from 159 higher education
institutions in 36 European systems, collected through a survey and follow-up interviews
between autumn 2018 and summer 2019. Unlike other similar studies (e.g. Towards Equity and
Inclusion in Higher Education in Europe, 2022) which rather targeted macro-level indicators
(national policies and strategies), this report focused on institutional approaches (challenges and
success factors). Beyond the conclusion that ensuring the social dimension of higher education is
still in its infancy, the project's design and data provide a wide range of possible institutional
strategies, dimensions of diversity, ways of measuring success, levels of analysis, barriers, and

ways to overcome of them in ensuring the social dimension/equity/inclusion.

Another study carried out in 2022 by the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice starting from
the general principles and recommendations of Annex Il of the Rome Communiqué (2020),

developed a report entitled Towards Equity and Inclusion in Higher Education in Europe in which
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an analysis is made at the level of European countries on how the 10 principles are absorbed at
the level of national higher education systems. The report briefly explains how the principles and
guidelines of the Rome Communiqué (2020) relate to equity, presents the methodological
challenges related to their implementation, explains how to choose the indicators based on
which the analysis was made, and, finally, presents the data collected, including in the form of
maps and rankings, according to the scores obtained by each national higher education system
on those indicators. The conclusion was that few countries have taken the necessary follow-up
measures since the adoption of the general principles and recommendations of Annex Il of the

Rome Communiqué in November 2020.

Based on the same set of general principles and recommendations, U-Multirank conducted and
published a study entitled Guidelines for Developing Social Inclusion Indicators at Higher
Education Institutions: how to Develop Relevant and Internationally Comparable Indicators?
(Kaiser et al., 2022) carried out in the period 2020-2022, and aimed at identifying some indicators
of social inclusion in higher education and developing a guide for building these indicators at the
level of higher education institutions. The study included both a qualitative component
(interviews) and a quantitative one (survey) on a sample of European higher education

stakeholders (policymakers, practitioners, and student representatives).

The key concept for our study is “inclusive education”. It is defined as “a process of strengthening the
capacity of the education system to reach out to all learners” by “addressing and responding to the
diversity of needs of all children, youth and adults through increasing participation in learning, cultures
and communities, and reducing and eliminating exclusion within and from education”. This needs some

education “changes and modifications in content, approaches, structures and strategies”*.

The concept of inclusive education shifts the focus from the student “as the problem to seeing the
education system as the problem”. The first “emphasized that the source of difficulties in learning

comes from within the learner and ignored the environmental influences on learning”. The second puts

4 Policy Guidelines on Inclusion in Education. UNESCO, 2009, p.8-9
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accent on the need to reorganize education institutions in such way that all students “can learn

effectively, including those categorized as having special needs”. ®

5 Policy Guidelines on Inclusion in Education. UNESCO. 2009, p.14.
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Objectives of the Research. Target Groups

Objectives.

The aim of the study is to assess the prerequisites for social inclusion in the higher education system of
two specific groups — students with disabilities, or more precisely — students with special educational
needs (SEN), and migrant students from the perspectives of the main actors in the education process:
lecturers and students. Key to social inclusion in HEIs are all stages of the student’s life cycle — access to
higher education, participation in learning process, but also in the social life of the university, as well as

the opportunities that the HEI provides for professional realization.
The study sets the following objectives:

To identify the perceived level of ensuring the social inclusion of students with disabilities and migrant
students in Bulgarian and Romanian HEI in the whole “life cycle” of the students in the HEI, related to:
Accessibility to higher education: the connection between secondary education and HEIl; physical access
and access to information

Learning process

Social contacts and participation in the university social life

Graduation and professional realization

To identify how the relevant actors (experts and students) define the success in ensuring the social
inclusion of the two groups, as well as the specific barriers (problems), faced by the two groups of
students and possible solutions for them.

On the basis of the study research to formulate some recommendations for better social inclusions of
the students with SEN and migrant students.

To identify possible indicators for the assessment (the success) of a higher education institution in

ensuring the social inclusion of these two groups

This report will present the results concerning the first two objectives of the study. Proposals for
indicators concerning the social inclusion of students with disabilities and migrants will be presented in
Deliverable D2.3. Policy proposals to address the existing problems will be formulated in Deliverable

D2.13.
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» Target groups.

The study focuses on two main groups of students experiencing social inclusion problems — that
of migrants and students with special educational needs (SEN). The challenges in the social
inclusion of those two groups are different, that is why the report will have two parts, one
dedicated to migrant students and one — to students with disabilities. In turn students with
disabilities include several subgroups depending on the nature of their SEN. We will briefly

outline some of the challenges faced by those different groups.

The social inclusion of migrants and refugees poses many challenges, many of which go beyond
the framework of higher education — adaptation to the social environment, the existing —to one
degree or another — xenophobia and discrimination, the recognition of their secondary education
documents. Their inclusion in the education system is very important, because “the lack of access
to education puts them at risk of economic dependence and social exclusion”. Participation in
education “allows refugees to recover a sense of purpose and dignity after the trauma of
displacement, violence and persecution”. Education is the prerequisite they “to enter the labor

market and become economically self-sufficient, breaking the dependency cycle”.

Speaking the official language of the receiving country is very important because this not only “fosters
understanding and acceptance between refugees and host communities” but also “increases their access
to economic opportunities”®. “Being unable to speak the local language of the host community is another
barrier to social inclusion, since learning the local language is key in order to fully participate in all aspects

of society.””.

The challenges facing students with SEN are of a different nature, primarily related to access — both
physical access and access to adapted materials in some cases. It should be specifically noted that they
cannot be considered as a single group, and their adequate social inclusion depends on their specific

educational needs.

¢ Social inclusion of refugees, p.6
7 lbid., p. 3
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As far as people with physical disabilities are concerned, if we look at the group of people with motor
impairments, the simple ability to access public spaces, venues, schools can be a major constraint to their
chance of being a part of the community, be that as a social circle, as an educational institution, as a work

environment.

When talking about people with audio-visual impairment (deaf, blind, mute) face similar challenges in
accessibility to social, education and work life as the previously discussed group, while facing a new barrier
— communication. The difficulties faced are two-faceted — as the wider population is not versed in
“alternative” communication (sign/tactile languages) it is challenging for both disabled people and their
non-disabled peers to be “heard” and understood. “Alternative” languages are a much less ubiquitous

than spoken ones.

As far as learning disabilities are concerned, these can vary from dyslexia to autistic spectrum
disorders. While the previously mentioned “groups” of disabilities can be accommodated with relatively
universal methods (e.g. wheelchair, lifts, brail typewriters, TTS/STT technologies), learning disabilities in a
lot of cases require a much more different, in-depth and personal approach. Depending on the nature and
severity of the disability, many of the challenges like accessibility and communication can exist, in both

similar and differing ways.

Mental health represents another important category. It is up to discussion to what extent
mental issues should be considered objective disabilities according to their severity and impact on quality
of life. Many mental health conditions can be effectively treated at relatively low cost, yet the gap
between people needing care and those with access to care remains substantial. Effective treatment
coverage remains extremely low (WHO, s.a.)®. When speaking about higher education specifically,
according to a 2016 study by Bruffaerts et. all. suggests that mental health problems are directly
associated with lower academic performance (Bruffaerts et. all. 2017, p 17). Low academic performance,
in turn, is associated with dropout in the short-term and loss of human capital for societies in the longer

term (Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2007).

In all aforementioned “groups” of disabilities the most important aspect of social inclusion is

“accessibility” - physical accessibility (physical access to public venues, including educational institutions),

8 https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health#itab=tab 1
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accessibility to communication, accessibility to information (resources, databases translated into

“alternative” languages, etc.).

Finally, we should note that addressing the problems of social inclusion of migrant students and
students with SEN poses different challenges for the students themselves and their teachers, which

require different policy solutions for these two main actors in the educational process.

Methodology

Since we are talking about two groups with different problems, affecting in different ways the
two main participants in the educational process - students and teachers, the Romanian and
Bulgarian teams decided that the one focus group envisaged in the project would be extremely

insufficient. That is why both teams expanded the scope of the study.

Description of the research done by the Bulgarian team.

Bulgarian team conducted 4 focus group discussions —two with university lecturers and practitioners
and two with students; as well as an online survey sent to all Bulgarian HEIs via the Survey Monkey

platform.

Description of the focus group discussions:

On 11™ of January 2024, in Sofia — with 6 university teachers from different universities in different
cities: one each from Sofia University “St. KI. Ohridski”, Plovdiv University "P. Hilendarski", Thracian
University - Stara Zagora, Veliko Tarnovo University "St. Cyril and Methodius", Southwestern University
“N. Rilski” and Shumen University "Ep. K. Preslavski". Duration — two hours.

On 1%t of February 2024 — with 5 Ukrainian students — migrants, 3 girls and 2 boys; 2 from Odessa, 1 from
Berdyansk, 1 from Nikolaev and 1 from Dnepropetrovsk. They are studying in different specialties at
Sofia University and Technical University - Sofia, the language of study for 4 of them is English, for one -
Bulgarian. Ukrainian students were selected because they represent the largest group of migrant
students in Bulgaria. In principle, the group of migrant students in Bulgaria is not large and we could not
gather a second group, representative of different countries. Duration — 2,5 hours.

On 28™ of February 2024 in Sofia - with 7 lecturers and practitioners from the National Sports Academy,
teaching mostly in the specialty "Adapted physical activity and sport “, but specialists in different types

of sport. Duration — 2 hours.
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On 29™ of February 2024, in Sofia — with 9 students with different type of disabilities, 3 girls, 6 boys,

studying different specialties at National Sports Academy. Duration - 2,5 hours.

All the focus group discussions were conducted face to face, moderated by the members of the

Bulgarian research team.

Online survey with the Bulgarian HEls:

An online questionnaire with open questions was developed and sent via Survey Monkey platform to all
HEls in the country, concerning the social inclusion of migrant students, with a focus on refugees; and
students with special educational needs (SEN). The period of online stay of the survey was from
Febr.15™ to March 15%, 2024. 22 HEIs answered: 18 - state, 4 - private; 9 - located in Sofia, 13 - in other
cities.

This investigation also served as a pilot test for possible indicators, evaluating the social inclusion of

students with special educational needs and migrants in HEI and is related to Deliverable D2.3.

Description of the research done by the Romanian team.

Procedure. Five focus groups were held, of which those with expert participants were held face-
to-face, while meetings with students were held online. At the beginning of each meeting, the
participants were informed of the objective of the study and the fact that the confidentiality and
anonymity of the answers will be respected in all forms of presentation of the study results. The

modal duration of the meetings was an hour and a half.

Participants. Two categories of respondents participated in the study, experts and students
selected voluntarily. In the expert category, 8 experts in special psychopedagogy, inclusive
education, multiple disabilities, counseling, and psychotherapy for people with disabilities were
interviewed, respectively 3 experts in mobility and international students. In the
student category, 16 foreign/immigrant students organized in two groups were interviewed,
representing the Republic of Moldova, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Guinea, Brazil, Bangladesh, and

Ukraine, respectively 8 students with visual, hearing, or motor disabilities.
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> Topics discussed in the research:

The topics followed the objectives of the study. Four problem areas were discussed, related to the 5

dimensions of the student’s life cycle in the HEI.

Problem areas Topics related to the stages of social

inclusion in higher education

Assessment of the existing situation - identifying the = Outreach, related to the connection

level of ensuring the social inclusion of students with = between secondary education and HEI

disabilities and migrant students in Bulgarian HEIs —  Access to the HEI

achievements and problems. Learning process

How the relevant actors (teachers, experts and Social contacts and participation in the
students) define the success in ensuring the social university social life

inclusion of the students with disabilities and Graduation and professional realization

migrant students, as well as the specific barriers
(problems), faced by these two groups.

What are the solutions for the identified barriers
(problems).

What are the possible indicators for the assessment

of the successful social inclusion of these two groups

Research Results: Analysis of the Social Inclusion of Students with Disabilities

As already noted, this report will present the results concerning the first two objectives of the study.
Proposals for indicators concerning the social inclusion of students with disabilities and migrants will be
presented in deliverable D. 2.3. Policy proposals to address the existing problems will be formulated in
deliverable D2.13. We present the results of the research in alphabetical order of the countries - first the

results of the Bulgarian team, then the results, presented by the Romanian one.

1. Bulgarian Study
1.1. Assessment of the existing situation - the level of ensuring the social inclusion of students with
disabilities
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Status of information and ethical issues in its collection.

It turned out that there is no full information about the students with disabilities. Teachers from the FG
commented that there are ethical problems in gathering information. Information could be collected
only for students who have submitted documentation that they have been certified by a Territorial
Expert Medical Committee (TEMC, in Bulgarian “TELK”). In practice, there are many more students with
special educational needs, but they are uncomfortable admitting their disability, it manifests itself
during their studies. Students with dyslexia are especially "invisible". Given that there is data on
students certified by TEMC — such data was provided to us by the HEls, it is good to collect it, but that's
it. It is better to collect information about the conditions that HEIs should have and do have to

guarantee a high quality of their education and good social adaptation.

The HEls that responded to our questionnaire gave us much more information about students with SEN
than about refugee students, with a large part of them providing good conditions, but there is no data
about the professional realization of these students. From 22 HEIs we received the following answers: 6
answers — o students; 6 — below 10; 1 — NA; 9 — over 10 students, see the table. The absolute leader in
the education of students with SEN is the private New Bulgarian University — 142, followed by

Southwestern University — 69 and Ruse University — 49.
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HEI

New Bulgarian University

Southwest University

Ruse University

Economic Academy, Svishtov

Technical University, Gabrovo

National Sports Academy

Medical University, Pleven

Medical University, Plovdiv

University of Forestry

Outreach

START - Social Inclusion, Tolerance, Acceptance and Realization for all Students

Number of students with SEN Graduated

142 0,5%

69 (63 with TEMC over 70%)

49

35 Below 1%

24 0.76% BD, 0.26 MD
19 0.01%

18 100%

14 0.04%

10 Below 1%

The teachers from the NSA raised the following problem in the FG — students do not know how to

choose where and what to study, no one advises them. This raises the question of the missing

connection between secondary and higher education and the need to deploy a wider network of career

consultants to provide such a connection. This support is especially necessary for young people with

SEN, to save them from possible disappointments during their studies.

Physical access

All HEIs have provided some physical access to their buildings and auditoriums - from access to external

spaces, incl. sports grounds, through ramps and elevators, sanitary units, parking spaces, to designated

places and halls for students with disabilities. New Bulgarian University is the leader in that - there is a

tactile guide strip, Braille signs, elevators, ramps, separate toilets, separate seats in the classrooms, etc.
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Ruse University has equipped a special office for students with physical disabilities. However, the
problem is about the overall provision of all the buildings of the relevant universities, in the focus groups

discussions there are quite a few critical comments and proposals in this regard.

Access to information and learning materials for students with visual and hearing impairments.

Unlike physical access, providing access to information through specialized software for students with
visual and hearing impairments is much worse. 14 out of 22 HEIls respond that they do not provide
access to information for students with visual impairments. 8 respond positively /RU, NBU, NSA, PU, SA,
HTMU, SWU, TU -Varna/ with the most frequent answers being specialized software, personal assistant,
audio lectures; use of Braille, specialized software, specific frequency and visualization /SA/, special
reading room, adaptation of library materials, voice synthesizers, assistive software, etc. /NBU/.Ruse
University copes well - with donations from students and professors and their voluntary work a website
for the blind students has been developed. Also, another important acquisition is computer programs
with a voice reader, and the lectures for the Social Work major are in text and audio format. There is

also a specially equipped place in the library for students with visual impairments.

Access to information for students with hearing difficulties is not provided by most HEIs —only 5 have
provided such access. Those that use specialized software or sign language translation are RU, NSA, SA,
VUSI and NBU. NBU is again an excellent performer — it provides printed handouts, adapted fonts,
employees and teachers are trained to use sign language. The desired effect is also achieved through
specialized platforms — this is the situation at TU Gabrovo: “The electronic platforms of TU-Gabrovo are
designed to meet the principles of Internet accessibility. It is recommended to use PDF and other text
documents that are read by screen readers. The navigation mechanisms are clear and meaningful. TU-
Gabrovo has adopted a Standard for conducting a distance form of education adapted for students with
SEN, included in the Regulations for organizing and conducting a distance form of education at TU-

Gabrovo.”

Comprehensive support for adaptation

Support for social inclusion can have many manifestations — at the beginning — during orientation in the
new place, in the learning process, for full inclusion in social life outside of training, in professional

realization. It can be psychological or pragmatic. The most comprehensive support is received in the
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specialized Centers for support for Students with SEN. From the research we identified the following

centers:

NBU - Center for supporting students with special educational needs
SU - University Center for Assistance to Students with Special Educational Needs
NSA - Center for Competence in Sports, Adapted Physical Activity and Educational Technologies

VTU - project "Establishment of a university unit for psychological support of students and doctoral
students with special educational needs"

MU Pleven - Student Assistance Center: Newcomers, Foreigners, Refugees and Others
VUM - Center for well-being and services for students

It would be good for all students, but especially for those with disabilities, to have medical centers or
specialized medical care at the university. This is provided in 12 of the 22 responding universities, and
not in 10. The situation is similar with the answers to the question of whether psychological support is
provided — 12 HEls answer this question positively, 10 — negatively. Psychological support is provided by
specialist psychologists, from the Departments of Psychology or they are directed to specialist

consultants.

The learning process

As for adapting teaching methods, most HEIs do not provide answers concerning specific methods, but
claim that these methods are in accordance with the specific needs of each student, i.e. an individual
approach is applied, as well as an individual plan. There are individual consultations, tutoring is also
mentioned, “the assistant of the person with a disability is given the opportunity to be present”; “study
and exam materials are provided, printed in larger font, as well as a greater number of additional

consultations”. Some answers refer to the services offered by electronic platforms; others claim that

interactive teaching methods are used.

A few examples: “Communication, mediation, mentoring and support from tutors. Normatively

regulated by the Regulations on Academic Mentoring at SA “D. A. Tsenov””.

The TU — Gabrovo: “Electronic digital learning environments offer students with SEN multimedia-
presented learning content. Modern communication and information technologies provide an
opportunity for effective training for this category of users. Individual support is provided through:
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additional consultations with teachers; assistance in obtaining specialized and auxiliary literature;

assistance in preparing coursework and scientific papers; assistance in obtaining exam materials."

NBU: "After assessing the individual needs of each student - software provision, adaptation of learning

materials, forms and methods of assessment, adaptation of the learning environment".

18 out of 22 HElIs claim that digital access to online courses is provided for all students, there is only one
negative answer, and three unclear answers. Most use digital platforms for online learning, but it is
unclear how many of them are adapted for students with SEN. This is certainly the case at TU Gabrovo,
where distance learning is very well developed and the platforms are adapted for people with

disabilities.

Participation in the social life

As for inclusion in social life, there are 17 positive answers, but most of them are too general — “they
participate on an equal basis with other students”, “have access to all initiatives and sports facilities”,
and rely mainly on the initiative of the students and the Student Councils. Here are a few examples:
“Students with disabilities are included in all extracurricular events of the university, as far as their
condition allows” /SWU/; “Student activists help them in Student Dormitories. Two years ago, at the
proposal of the Student Council, they were awarded scholarships. Celebrations are organized” /VTU/.
“Various initiatives and activities organized by the departments, Student Council, Career Center and
Center for International Activities, in a formal and informal environment, with opportunities for
communication and smooth socialization” /SA/. It is worth noting the initiative of the Ruse University,
where they established a "special club for young people with disabilities under the name "Different and
Equal", where the students with SEN participate in activities, events and activities both in Bulgaria and
abroad. They conquer peaks with specially made and carried by students' carts, so that everyone can be

"Together in the mountain" (“Students with disabilities conquer the canyon of Rusenski Lom”, 2008).

Probably, there are really no problems with participation in social life of the students with disabilities,
and in the FGD it was claimed that the colleagues of students with SEN are friendly, help them, do not

isolate them, and that there are no problems in communication.

Professional realization
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We saw that there is no data on the professional realization of students with SEN. At the same time, in
16 out of 22 HEls there are Career Centers, which are said to be active. But they probably do not deal
with the professional orientation and realization of these students, because this implies specific
information. Some HEls are more active in this regard: RU - "The Career Development Center monitors
the offer of special jobs and directs them to students with disabilities" NSA - The Career Center
"provides information to students about alternative employment in various organizations and sectors of
physical education, sports, tourism and public health”. TU Gabrovo: “Support in terms of career
development of vulnerable students is in ensuring mediation and assistance in meetings with potential
employers, emphasis on visits to employers during the organization of practical activities,
implementation of group and individual work to facilitate communication when applying for and

retaining a job, monitoring and support in career guidance and professional development”.

But for the participants in all FG, both teachers and students, professional realization is the key problem.

1.2. Barriers (problems) in the social inclusions of students with disabilities.

15 of the HEIs do not indicate any problems, related to the social inclusion of students with SEN. 13 — do
not give any suggestions. Based on the answers given, as well as on those from the FGD, we can

highlight the following problems:

Problems in access and learning environment

The most frequently mentioned are the financial problems affecting both access and adaptation of
learning methods: Lack of financial resources for the construction of a comprehensive, interconnected
infrastructure and information environment - specialized facilities with a smooth transition between
buildings and floors, specialized software, technical means and equipment, specific library environment

and library resources, psychological and health mentoring, etc.

Problems faced by the students with disabilities

Psycho-ethical issues

For the participants in the FG discussions, both teachers and students, one of the problems is the
discomfort of some students with SEN to admit their disability, and even the focus on them - they want
to be accepted like everyone else. Teachers commented: "There should not be too much care, as not to
affect their self-esteem". At the same time, however, hiding disabilities can lead to problems with
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assessment, there are such cases mostly with dyslexia. Dyslexia is usually not noticed in classes and is
"discovered" only during various forms of assessment - teachers often do not assume that it is a specific
problem and write low grades. The opinion of TU Gabrovo: “The main problems are related to prejudice,
low self-esteem, difficulties in learning the course material, fear of failure and dropping out”. There was
no mention of discriminatory attitudes towards students with SEN in the FG discussions, on the
contrary, it was claimed that both students and teachers are tolerant and supportive. However, it is
good to verify this through research. A balance of attitudes towards students with SEN is needed,
sensitivity to their psychological, not only to their physical condition, but also not a paternalistic

attitude.
B) Problems in professional orientation and professional realization.

The participants in FG discussions drew attention to the necessity of more active work of the centers for
professional orientation in schools and of psychological consultations of these students to present and
direct them to certain specialties. As already commented, difficult access to the labor market is also

reported.

Problems related to teachers and employees working with students with disabilities.

The teachers from the FG in the NSA knew all their students — past and present — by name, with their
problems, had held a series of conversations with their parents and had consulted them and their
children to explain to them which specialty and what type of realization would be most useful to them.
They and all other teachers, participants in the FGD drew attention to their own excessive workload
(along with the academic teaching) in their work with students with SEN, which is associated with
enormous responsibility. They are consultants, trainers, psychological counselors, which leads to fatigue
and ultimately to a certain decrease in their dedication to students with disabilities. All this additional
work is not paid. The HEIs also shared that there is a shortage of financial resources for logistical support
and professional socio-psychological mentoring. This is an additional burden for the teachers and
employees working in the Support Centers and the management relies on their enthusiasm and

goodwill.

The proposals for solutions to the registered problems, as well as the vision for the indicators will be

presented in D2.13 and D2.3.
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2. Romanian Study

2.1.Assessment of the existing situation - the level of ensuring the social inclusion of students with

disabilities
Students’ perspective.

Evaluating globally, the respondents appreciated that students with disabilities benefit from a
series of facilities that contribute to ensuring the social dimension, such as assistance during
exams, mime-gestural interpretation, etc. Beyond that, students with motor disabilities raised
several issues specific to this type of disability. The first was that of wheelchair ramps, showing
that not all university buildings have ramps, or their slope sometimes makes them unusable.
Another problem reported was that sometimes successive classes are held in different buildings
or different areas of the city, with not enough time between them for a student with motor
disabilities to arrive on time. The third problem mentioned was that sometimes when repair
works, and renovations are done around the university buildings, the access ways are blocked or

partially blocked and students with motor disabilities have difficulty accessing the buildings.
Experts’ perspective.

From the perspective of experts, the social dimension in the relationship with students with
disabilities must be ensured mainly through a unitary strategy/policy at the university level which
will then be found also at lower levels: faculties, specializations, and ultimately individual staff
behaviors didactic and non-didactic. Thus, teachers must adapt the elements of the general
strategy to the particular teaching, learning, and assessment activities. Under this aspect, the
respondents signal a gap/incongruence between the university's policies regarding ensuring

diversity regarding students with disabilities, and the actual practices in this regard.
Defining success in providing the social dimension for students with disabilities
Students’ perspective.

A first highlighted feature is the provision of all resources so that a student with disabilities can

manage independently in the university environment (e.g. maps of buildings for the blind,
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bibliographic materials adapted to each type of impairment, etc.).

The second characteristic mentioned is communication. This includes not only communication
with teaching staff or non-teaching staff of the university but also communication with other

colleagues.

The third characteristic is the congruence between the institution's formal procedures and
policies and their implementation in the field. In other words, from the perspective of the
respondents, policies, strategies, protocols, and formal procedures regarding students with

disabilities should not be just forms without substance.

The fourth characteristic mentioned is inclusion from all points of view, formally and informally,

both in the educational process and in student organizations and extracurricular activities.

Experts’ perspective.

From the perspective of experts, a successful university in ensuring the social dimension regarding
students with disabilities is a university that closely follows the respects of the values of equality,
equity, diversity, and inclusion. A university that has a vision and a strategy in this regard,
which is in turn taken over by the university staff and implemented in the daily activities with the

students belonging to this category.

Measuring the success of a higher education institution in providing the social dimension for students

with disabilities

Regarding the concrete ways of quantifying the success of ensuring the social dimension, the
suggestions of the respondents, both students and experts, were structured according to the

stage of the educational process.

Students’ perspective

Accessing. At this stage, the main indicators resulting from the interview were: 1.
Meetings to present the educational offer for potential students with disabilities 2. Online

promotion, in which the services it can offer for students with disabilities are explicitly exposed 3.
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Services of career guidance, and vocational counseling.

Admission. Regarding admission, the most important aspects highlighted were: 1.
Preparation for the admission exam 2. Assistance with the admission exam (extra time, separate

space, if necessary, assistance with writing, etc.)

Retention. During the course of the studies, regardless of whether it is about the
bachelor's or master's degree, the main indicators mentioned were: 1. Psychological counseling
services for students with disabilities, medical services 2. The allocation of mentors or tutors for
groups of 2-3 students with disabilities, to guide them throughout study program 3. Adaptation
of examination methods (oral exams, extra time, writing support) 4. Adaptation of bibliographic
materials, course presentations (Braille, audio), adjusting the volume of information, etc. 5. The
existence of scholarships for financial support 6. Mandatory training for teachers to raise
awareness of the problems of students with disabilities, models of interaction with this category

6. Monitoring the results of this training

Graduation/post-graduation. For this sequence, the indicators identified by the students
were the following: 1. Facilities for participating in the graduation ceremony with other students
2. Monitoring the evolution of graduates 3. Centralized information related to employment
opportunities 4. Providing support for integration into the labor market 5. Offering internship
opportunities, and collaboration with private companies 6. Post-graduation counseling related to
insertion on the labor market 7. Facilitating the connection of graduates with private companies

8. Mediating the relationship between disabled graduates and employers
Experts’ perspective

Accessing. From the experts' perspective, the main indicators for this stage could be: 1.
Activities to promote university specializations among potential students with disabilities,
especially specializations compatible with certain disabilities. These can be identified through an
analysis of the specializations most sought after by students with disabilities (the existence of
promotional materials adapted for this category of potential students. 2. The existence of a

strategy to open the university to special high schools (summer schools, workshop 3. The
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existence of a structure, and teams designated to carry out the promotion activity 4. Vocational

guidance services for potential students.

Admission. For this stage, the experts listed the following indicators: 1. Accessibility in the
university buildings where the entrance exams are held or the processing of competition files 2.
The provision of complete and transparent information related to the accessibility services
(assistance/support) that the university offers for specific activities (e.g. registration assistance).
3. Special places for students with disabilities, accompanied by very clear information related to

the eligibility criteria for those places.

Retention. The indicators offered for this stage were: 1. Opportunities to express
requirements related to flexibility of teaching, learning, and examination methods 2. Partnerships
of the university with organizations/foundations/companies to ensure certain services for
students with disabilities in interaction with the university (e.g. translation into mime-gestural
language for deaf students, adaptation of tactile resources for the blind, assistance for people
who cannot move, etc.) 3. Ensuring an infrastructure that allows accessibility in university
buildings, lecture halls, seminars, and laboratories 4. The degree of participation of students with
disabilities in the didactic activities but also in the more general social activities organized by the
university 5. The collaboration of the university with the students' families 6. The training of
teachers to adapt the methods of teaching, learning, and assessment to the specifics of students

with disabilities

2.2. Barriers (problems) to ensuring the social dimension/equity/inclusion and ways to overcome them
Students’ perspective.

The main barriers identified by students were poor management and legislative barriers. As
solutions to overcome them, the following were mentioned: 1. The existence of an online
interface where students with disabilities can present their problems and needs, and the

university can support them or assign them a support person 2. The number and regularity of
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meetings with students with disabilities to obtain feedback related to the measures implemented
and the need for new measures 3. Representation of the category of students with disabilities in
the management structures of the university (e.g. faculty council, board of administration) 4.
Universities to benefit from support in the implementation of the measures aiming to ensure the
social dimension (e.g. from the Ministry of Education) 5. The development of hybrid higher
education (with an emphasis on the online component) would favor students with disabilities (it

would compensate for the access difficulties of some students). 6. The flexibility of teaching staff.

Experts’ perspective.

The first barrier pointed out by the experts, manifested in the way the flexibility of the
assessment methods (longer time for the examination, oral examination, etc.) was the teachers'
fear of not violating regulations at the institutional level (the fear of not disfavoring the other
students). The proposed solution to overcome this barrier is the development at the university
level of clear policies related to the management of students with disabilities, accompanied by

implementation guidelines to be popularized among university, teaching, and non-teaching staff.

A second barrier pointed out was the fact that respect for diversity (an open attitude towards
diversity) is not necessarily an intrinsic characteristic but must be educated, and trained at the
level of university staff through explicit programs. The solution would be the introduction of
inclusive education courses, skills for diversity, and awareness for both students and university

staff.

The third barrier identified is represented by legislative gaps regarding the status of persons with
disabilities or disabling conditions. The solution would be to provide feedback to decision-makers

from university representatives to fill in those gaps.

The fourth barrier reported was represented by the fact that there are certain stereotypes of
teachers according to which, if they adapt their methods to the specifics/needs of students with
disabilities, this would decrease the quality of higher education (the quality of teaching the
respective subject). The solution could be, on the one hand, the existence of a university-level

strategy regarding ensuring the social dimension for students with disabilities, popularized among
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teaching staff, and on the other hand, their participation in training aimed at ensuring equality,

equity, diversity and inclusion of students with disabilities.

A last barrier highlighted by the experts was the fact that the social dimension is not included in
the evaluation of universities and in establishing the rankings. From this point of view, universities
do not have a strong motivation to introduce policies/strategies to ensure the social dimension.
Also, at the institutional level, teachers are not evaluated in terms of ensuring the social
dimension. The solution to this problem would be the lobby universities and other institutions
for the introduction of ensuring the social dimension as an indicator of university performance.
Also, at the institutional level, the solution would consist of the introduction of some indicators
related to the involvement in adaptation activities of teaching methods for students with

disabilities in the teacher evaluation grid by the institution.

Research Results: Analysis of the Social Inclusion of Migrant Students

Bulgarian Study

Assessment of the existing situation - the level of ensuring the social inclusion of migrant/refugee
students in Bulgarian HEI

Migrant students in Bulgaria

The goal set by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees is for 15% of refugees to “have access to higher
education” by 2030. Bulgaria is far from achieving this goal. It is generally a transit country for refugees,
there are not many people who have sought international protection in our country. Their number is the
largest in the following years: 2015 — 20,391, 2016 — 19,418, 2022 — 20,407 and 2023 — 22,518 people.
According to data from the State Agency for Refugees, refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Morocco, Egypt
and Iraq predominate. After the start of the war in Ukraine, the number of Ukrainian people seeking
temporary protection has increased - according to data from the State Agency for Refugees, 176,298
Ukrainians have sought temporary protection in Bulgaria for the last two years (March 2022 — March
2024). In this situation, it is normal not to expect that there will be many refugee students, but we
assume that there will be quite a few Ukrainian students. However, there is no official data on students

with refugee status or temporary protection.
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If we compare the number of foreign students for the summer semester of 2022/2023 according to data
from the Register of students and PhD students, with the number of students from the countries, listed
as "sending" refugees, we will see the following: From Syria - 118; from Egypt - 37, Iraq - 34, Morocco -
17, Afghanistan - 5. And if there are refugees among them, they are few. The total number of Ukrainian
students in the summer semester of 2022/2023 according to data from the same Register is 1,370, they
are the fourth largest group of foreign students in Bulgaria after the Greeks, the British and the
Germans. The largest number of Ukrainian students is at Sofia University /271/, followed by the
University of Economics in Varna /131/, South-West University — 105, College of Tourism — Blagoevgrad
— 67, the University of National and World Economy — 66, the University of Technology in Varna — 60,
the Medical University of Plovdiv and the Medical University of Varna — 45 each, and the University of
Technology — 44. However, it turns out that the majority of them — 1,101 — are not under temporary

protection but are admitted under the Council of Ministers Act 03.

The small number of refugee students is the reason why we did not receive answers about their social
inclusion in HEI from the participants in the FG, except for the FG with Ukrainian students. We
received some information from the answers from the HEI survey. Out of 22 universities, only 7 have

indicated that they have refugee students, and their countries of origin are as follows: Ukraine — the

most, Syria, Iran, Iraq — isolated cases.

University Number Graduated Country of Origin
MU Plovdiv 8 0.2 Ukraine
MU Pleven 3 Ukraine, Syria
TU Gabrovo 2 Ukraine
Varna University of Management 15 Ukraine
Higher School of Transport 4 Ukraine
TU Varna 5 Ukraine
New Bulgarian University 8 0.01 Ukraine, Iran, Iraq, Syria
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Access

No HEI declared that it is interested in potential students among refugees. Access is primarily thought of

through the provision of Bulgarian language courses. In this regard, there are 3 types of responses:

We do not have Bulgarian language courses for foreign students
We have preparatory Bulgarian language courses, usually 1 year

Bulgarian language courses are provided within the curriculum

There is only one answer, stating that "The structure and content of the curricula are in line with the
requirements of the Ministry of Education and Science and the relevant levels of the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages. The training is conducted in a face-to-face format, with access
to the Center's electronic distance learning platform for self-study classes ... The training ends with a
certification exam, and a Certificate of Acquired Foreign Language Competence in Bulgarian is issued for
the relevant level of validated knowledge, skills and competences.". In some cases, it is specified that
"The admission of foreign students requires the provision of a certificate of proficiency in Bulgarian.",

but one is left with the impression that this is the responsibility of the relevant foreign student.

How is the adaptation of migrant students to the new environment supported?

Among the answers that were given are: “the university provides a dormitory, canteen meals,
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scholarships”, “cultural and social activities”, “the university has a functioning Center for Student
Support: newcomers, foreigners, refugees, etc.”; “the adaptation of refugee students is carried out in
several directions: overcoming the language barrier by including them in Bulgarian language courses,
facilitated access to study materials, individual approach, providing material support, stimulating them
to continue their studies.”, “Providing assistance in preparing all necessary documents in the Admissions

Department and accommodation in the Students’ Welfare Department.”; “mentors from the Student

Council”; “seminars, the tutoring program.”

What is striking about the answers given? The limited amount of information in them can be explained
by the little experience that most of the Bulgarian HEI have in educating refugee students, some declare
that they have none refugee students at all. From the answers, some key areas of activities of higher
education institutions towards facilitating the adaptation process of such students can still be

formulated: - housing conditions — accommodation in a dormitory; - canteen meals; - preparation and
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filling out of documents; - access to educational literature; - scholarship opportunities; - cultural and

social activities; - mentoring by students and tutoring by teachers.

Activities within the framework of the learning process

When asked to what extent HEIl adapt teaching methods and learning content to this group of students,
the following answers were given: “There is no adaptation of teaching methods and learning content”;
“There is no need for such adaptation”; “A successful language exam provides them with the
opportunity for trouble-free learning. Teachers also speak another foreign language through which they
can contact these students.”; “Teaching methods are being adapted, with the aim of facilitating access
and achieving sustainable results. Adaptation is carried out through: translation of specialized lecture
material, provision of foreign scientific literature, referral to the [university] library, preparation of a list
of appropriate literary sources.”; “organization of additional consultations”; “use of interactive teaching

methods”; "After assessing the individual needs of each student - software provision, adaptation of

teaching materials, forms and methods of assessment, adaptation of the learning environment."

As for the “digital access” of refugee students “through online courses and learning materials available
online”, some of the universities confirm its existence, with some responses emphasizing that: “online

”, u

courses and learning materials are available to all students”; “we have a very good system with the
possibility of resources and lectures online”; “additional materials in Microsoft Teams”; “access is for all
students, regardless of their health status and status”, i.e. there is no special practice specifically aimed
at this group, as the general resources intended for all students are used. In one of the responses, there
is still an emphasis on the specificity of the refugee student group: “access to foreign literary sources is

provided, the study of the Bulgarian language is encouraged and the improvement of computer training

through participation in language and computer literacy courses”.

A question was also raised about specialized services regarding the optimal integration of students with
international protection. Here too, the higher education institutions are very laconic in their answers,
including: "They are provided with assistance in the faculties when filling out forms, contacting

professors if there are difficulties and questions that arise during their studies."; "Tutoring program.”

Focus group discussions on the quality assurance of the training of 30
students from vulnerable groups and on microcredentials - Report 1




START - Social Inclusion, Tolerance, Acceptance and Realization for all Students

2. Problems in the social inclusions of migrant/refugee students

Regarding the problems, we cannot refer to many answers from the HEls, since they do not share the
difficulties and problems of migrant students, because most of them do not have such students or there
are too few of them. However, here are the answers from the Technical University of Gabrovo, which
synthesize all the problems of these students: "The main problems are: language barrier; difficult
adaptation and learning of new habits and skills; material and financial problems; social isolation; fear of

failure; discriminatory attitude when applying for a job and meeting with an employer."

Problems with access to higher education

One problem has clearly emerged: lack of information on how many migrant and refugee students there
are, what their status is — international or temporary protection, which countries they are from. From
the point of view of stimulating the admission of such students, even more important is the lack of
information on potential candidate students — how many of the migrants/refugees with international
and temporary protection have secondary education and positive attitudes towards studying in Bulgaria.
Moreover — we do not know whether potential candidate migrant/refugee students have information
about opportunities to study at Bulgarian universities, whether the Bulgarian state is even thinking

about such an information campaign.

Most problems come even before the candidate students enroll in universities. The problem with the
Bulgarian language is very serious - not just studying it at universities, although there are problems there
too, but the preliminary organization of Bulgarian language courses — in refugee centers, on other lines.
These are people who come to Bulgaria urgently and are not expected to know Bulgarian. Moreover,
knowledge of Bulgarian is required for admission to universities. Ukrainian students shared in the FG
that they came suddenly to Bulgaria after the start of the war, they are in great need of preparatory
courses in the Bulgarian language, and such a course costs 3,000 euros. Studying Bulgarian in higher

education is also a problem, but it appears post facto.

The following problem emerged from the FG with Ukrainian students - lack of assistance upon arrival,
during adaptation: lack of timely and systematized information on what documents are needed, how to
legalize their documents, whether a translation into Bulgarian is needed, what are the deadlines for
legalization in view of enrollment. Some also complained about rude treatment at the Ministry of

Internal Affairs. "At first, no one explained to us what we needed to do, where to go to legalize the
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documents, they sent us to various addresses, we figured it out ourselves. There was no information
about the necessary documents and actions, but there was information about things we didn't need. We
get a document, we go, they say, we need another one. The preparation and submission of the
documents could be done in one week, but it took us a month. The unkindest people were at the
Ministry of Internal Affairs - we tried to explain in Russian, English, and the woman asked - Do you know

which country you are in? We say - Yes. - Then speak our language..."

A problem that should have already been solved with the Decree of the Council of Ministers No. 264 of
July 25, 2024, but it appeared as a major one: There is no financial assistance for students admitted
through international and temporary protection - they are treated as foreigners outside the EU. And

they must pay large fees - 3,000, now 4,000 euros.
Problems related to the learning process

Problems in communication between administration, teachers and students. Discrepancies, slow

service, and information arrives late. This probably depends on the specific HElIs.

An important question that may be related to the problem — are our teachers prepared to work with

migrant and refugee students? Are they sensitive to their problems?

For students with temporary protection, the question arose of how durable their various legal
documents are — for example, driver's licenses.
Romanian Study

Assessment of the existing situation - the level of ensuring the social inclusion of foreign/immigrant

students in Romanian HEI
Students’ perspective.

Even if, on the whole, foreign/immigrant students appreciate the fact that universities make
efforts to ensure the social dimension for this category of students, they also highlight several
problems. Some of them relate to the wider social, political, and legislative environment, while

others directly target universities.

The first category includes the issue of files, more specifically, the issue of residence permits. The
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integration of foreign/immigrant students is directly related to solving the problem of residence
permits. Respondents indicate a gap between the time of entering the university and the time of
obtaining the residence permit (obtaining it takes months). This adversely interferes with free
access to the facilities normally provided by the university. Also in this context, the respondents
indicate that the immigration center is poorly organized. The pace of processing cases is slow,

resulting in huge queues and wasted time.

Here, too, the problem of articulation between the institutions with which foreign/immigrant
students interfere is highlighted. For example, the lack of collaboration between immigration
centers and universities is mentioned. Sometimes students have to make more trips than
necessary to solve certain documents (e.g. student certificates) for the simple fact that sometimes
the university staff does not know the exact model of the document that is needed. The lack of a

common database between the two categories of institutions is also reported.

In the second category of problems specific to universities, the communication barriers are
primarily reported. These are sometimes more general, related to the clear and transparent
communication of information such as the percentage of courses/seminars to be held in a foreign
language, the location of buildings/rooms, accommodation facilities, libraries, and other study
resources, in this context, with foreign/immigrant students noting that they often have to get their
information from social media groups. Sometimes it's about language barriers. Students mention
that sometimes the teachers who teach in foreign language study programs do not master the

foreign language well enough, preferring to teach in Romanian.

Also related to the university, the respondents mention the problem of discrimination, either at
the institutional level or at the level of local students. At the institutional level, respondents
mention the fact that foreign students, even if they have very good grades, cannot receive the
merit scholarship the performance scholarship, or the prohibition to participate in certain
university projects. At the level of Romanian colleagues, the respondents indicate sometimes

hostile attitudes, invoking the argument that foreign students take the place of local students.
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Experts’ perspective.

For their part, the interviewed experts signal two categories of problems: general ones, aiming
at cultural differences (especially regarding non-EU students) and those specific to the university

(logistics problems).

In the first category of more general problems, cultural differences are mentioned mainly. The
cultural differences are perceived to be so great that in the absence of a support, person to help
them understand the specific Romanian culture and to guide them through the bureaucratic
system and all the formal requirements of the university, many of the foreign/immigrant students

do not disentangle.

In the second category of the problems specific to the university, logistical problems are primarily
reported. The structures that are in charge of managing these students lack staff, clear protocols
for interaction with international students, and effective means of communication regarding the
rights and obligations of this category of students. In the absence of this infrastructure, the
pressure is felt by the employed staff who have to solve particular problems of these students,
from their resources sometimes and under their pressure (social cases). Also. Here, too, experts
mention the need for foreign/immigrant student representation in faculty or university
management structures (e.g. professorial councils) so that communication regarding their needs
and the university's policies in this regard is facilitated. Last but not least, the need for social

assistance is indicated.
Defining success in providing the social dimension for international/immigrant students
Students’ perspective.

From the perspective of the respondents, the main characteristics that would define a successful
university in ensuring the social dimension for foreign/immigrant students are accessibility (to
feel that they are integrated into the policy of the higher education institution), equity (offering
specific opportunities), inclusion/non-discrimination (students from the African area signal that

they are discriminated against European students, whom they consider privileged), transparent
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communication (the feeling that the university thinks about them, that it cares, that it takes them
into account; communication of the specific requirements of the university for this category of
students but also the communication of the opportunities offered to them), respect for cultural
diversity, social and psychological assistance, financial support (reducing discrepancies regarding

financial resources between domestic and foreign/immigrant students).

Experts’ perspective.

From the perspective of experts, a successful university in ensuring the social dimension for
foreign/immigrant students is conceptually prepared (the existence of a vision and a strategy that
covers all stages of the educational process, from the promotion of the university's educational
services to graduation and post-graduation) and logistical (personnel, interaction protocols,
efficient and transparent communication infrastructure, collaborations with other institutions
involved, social, psychological, medical assistance services) to manage the number of foreign
students and the diversity of problems they face (generated by cultural diversity but also by

specific social cases).

Measuring the success of a higher education institution in providing the social dimension for

foreign/immigrant students

The concrete ways of measuring success in ensuring the social dimension of higher education for
foreign/immigrant students were structured in the four stages of the educational process, access,
admission, retention, and graduation/post-graduation, both in the case of student responses and

in the of experts.

Students’ perspective

Access. For this sequence, the respondents emphasized two ways of promoting
educational services to potential students: the formal and the informal way. Regarding formal
promotion, students mentioned on the one hand the need to present the information on a
university platform, in a centralized form, in several languages, and with access from anywhere in

the world, so that potential students do not have to look for additional (or more accessible)
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information on other sources (e.g. social networks). Also mentioned here is the need for the
university to participate in university fairs or other international promotion events. Regarding
informal promotion, the respondents believe that the best advertisement the university can
make among potential foreign students is the way it has provided quality services and supported

the post-graduation integration of foreigners/immigrants who already have graduated

Admission. In this regard, respondents mentioned three dimensions of success
evaluation/measurement. 1. The legal/bureaucratic dimension. This is about optimizing the
relationship between the university and other responsible institutions such as the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Education, so that bureaucratic/legal procedures are
simplified to facilitate admission. For example, bureaucratic issues related to the legalization of
diplomas that allow participation in admission (both by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Ministry of Education). The indicator would be a simplification of the bureaucratic procedures
related to the documentation required to participate in the admission process for
foreign/immigrant students. Also included in this category is the complete digitization of the
legal procedures associated with admission. For example, documents that must be submitted
to the university after students have been admitted are also accepted in electronic format and
sent by email to facilitate the process. Currently, only their physical deposit is accepted, which
involves extra travel and additional costs. Also in this context, gaps are mentioned between the
calendar of the university's activities and the terms at which the Ministry of Education or other
institutions process the residence documents of foreign/immigrant students. 2. Linguistic
support. This is about offering training courses both for the language of the host country and for
languages of international circulation such as French and English. This would also facilitate
didactic activities, in which many subjects are taught in foreign languages, respectively it would
facilitate the consultation of bibliographic resources which are often in languages of international
circulation. 3. Optimization of internal procedures. Measures such as: extending the duration of
the admission process for immigrant/foreign students to give them the necessary time to prepare
specific documents related to admission, the existence of special places for foreign/immigrant
students in all faculties and specializations (their absence in some specializations are considered

by the right respondents to be a form of discrimination), shifting the admission and place
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confirmation calendars between faculties and specializations to offer more options.

Retention. For this stage, the respondents mentioned the following measures: 1. the
existence of procedures/protocols by which the university permanently monitors the evolution of
immigrant students, the problems they face 2. Integration procedures 3. Involvement of students
in teaching and research activities 4. Services of permanent guidance through the bureaucratic

system 5. Providing scholarships.

Graduation/post-graduation. For this stage, the respondents mentioned the following measures:
1. The existence of university strategies/procedures to monitor the integration of graduates into work. 2.
Providing equal internship opportunities to foreign and local students (e.g. internships in state institutions
are prohibited to foreign students; there are also private institutions that do not accept foreign students
forinternships. 3. Assistance to graduates in finding their first job work after graduation (usually immigrant
students need 2-3 years of work experience to find a job on their own, and the university should, in their

perspective, provide them with post-graduation opportunities to do this experience).
Experts’ perspective

Access. At this stage, the main indicators highlighted by the experts were: 1. Fairs,
workshops, and webinars promoting the educational offer of the university (in recent years and
the context of the pandemic, these were held more online) 2. Presence on several international
university promotion platforms 3. Promotion on social media (social networks), recruitment
agencies from countries where foreign students come from (recruitment agencies also assist
potential foreign students in the preparation of documentation). 4. Referrals of existing
students/graduates attracting other international students (informal promotion, through the

alumni social network).

Admission. Experts believe that the success of this stage depends on two factors: the
positive result at the actual admission, i.e. obtaining the visa. Ideally, from their point of view, all
the links/structures involved in the admission process would work in an articulated manner, but
in reality, they signal that these structures are not always synchronized and sometimes send

contradictory messages to students. An example of communication deficiency provided is that
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regarding information relevant to students, such as the minimum number of credits required to
move from one year of studies to another, participation in courses, seminars, laboratories, etc.
So, from this perspective, relevant indicators would be 1. Coherent articulation between the
various structures responsible for the admission process of international students and 2. Clear
and transparent communication of all the rights and obligations of this category of students in the

educational process.

Retention. Although experts admit that the cultural diversity of the foreign/immigrant
student body is a problem, they believe that, in general, the teaching body is quite
internationalized and would not need specific training on cultural diversity. They also appreciate
that there are no problems with the delivery of courses in international languages. Instead,
experts believe that professors should monitor the progress of foreign/immigrant students
enrolled in their courses and if they see unsatisfactory progress offer them counseling. Another
proposed solution would be for foreign/immigrant students to receive a tutor from among

Romanian students, who would offer them support.

Graduation/post-graduation. Regarding the graduation stage, experts believe that the
pass rate among foreign/immigrant students can be a measurable indicator. For the post-
graduation stage, useful indicators would be: 1. Monitoring the evolution of foreign graduates
(the existence of a database in this regard) 2. The employment rate in the field in which they
completed their studies, or 3. The percentage of those who succeed in opening a business after

graduation.

2. Barriers (problems) in ensuring the social inclusion of migrant students and ways to overcome them

Students’ perspective.

The first mentioned barrier is the difference between the university's formal (on paper) strategies
and procedures regarding foreign/immigrant students and the extent of their implementation.

Respondents perceive this relationship as a paradox: although it formally exists, rules and
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procedures are little implemented. The proposed solution is to monitor the extent to which

formal protocols and procedures are implemented.

A second mentioned barrier is cultural and religious, but also racial differences. In this context,
the respondents indicate cases of discrimination in the relationship with local students. They feel
that they are not informally integrated into the student body. The respondents believe that the
solution could be the university's organization of events, activities, and projects that bring

together foreign and domestic students, stimulating their collaboration.

The third barrier mentioned is the linguistic one. It is mainly about communication in the
languages of international circulation with both teaching and non-teaching staff. The suggested
solution would be additional training in the use of international languages for both

foreign/immigrant students and university staff.

Other solutions proposed by the students to improve the provision of the social dimension were:

1. The construction of comparative indicators at the European level separately for university
majors, such as the percentage of immigrant students integrated into the higher education
system 2. The construction of representativeness indicators to cover cultural diversity. 3. Explicit
social integration programs for immigrant students 4. Adaptability of study programs for foreign
students. Indicators for evaluating the flexibility of study programs by referring to the specific
needs of immigrant students 5. Financial support of immigrant students and open and
transparent communication of all financial opportunities available for this category of students.
6. Involvement of students in research activities. 7. The use of indicators to quantify the number
of immigrant students participating in international conferences, members of the collective of
authors of scientific articles, etc. 8. The existence of procedures to evaluate the feedback of
immigrant students related to the services offered by the university and mechanisms to integrate
this feedback to improve the services offered. 9. Creation of student organizations (including
foreign/immigrant students) to mediate communication between foreign/immigrant students
and the university 10. Training programs for teaching and non-teaching staff of the university to

raise awareness of the issue of cultural and religious diversity. 12. Anti-discrimination training for
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university staff and students.

Experts’ perspective.

The main barrier mentioned by experts is cultural diversity. Especially in the case of non-EU
students, this generates difficulties in understanding the local specifics, the demands of the
university, and the rights and obligations of both parties: students and the academic body.
The suggested solution is to assign native student tutors to small groups of foreign/immigrant
students to guide them through their studies and formal/bureaucratic interaction with the higher

education institution.

The second important barrier is the logistical one, the lack of personnel, and protocols/procedures
necessary for good management of the foreign student population. The indicated solution would

be to strengthen the institutional interface in the relationship with foreign/immigrant students.

Conclusion

The presented results of the research conducted by teams of NEAA and ARACIS on the social inclusion of
students with disabilities and migrants in higher education institutions in Bulgaria and Romania showed
very similar problems and attitudes, as well as some specificity. In general, there is a greater focus on
students with disabilities and a lot is already being done for their inclusion, although there is still much
to be desired. Most of the problems are related to the facilities that the university should provide so
that they can manage independently or quasi-independently both in the physical university environment
(buildings, lecture halls, seminars, laboratories) as well as in the non- physical one (regulations,
bureaucratic/legislative elements, etc.), but also problems related to the flexibility of teaching staff in
teaching and evaluation activities. For the better adaptation of students with disabilities to higher
education, as well as for their good professional realization, it is very important to maintain a constant
connection with secondary education from the point of view of their professional orientation, as well as
for higher education institutions to strengthen their connection with the labor market. As for migrants,
there is no serious vision and policy for attracting them to higher education institutions. Their problems
can be synthesized as follows: language barrier; difficult adaptation and learning of new habits and
skills; material and financial problems; social isolation; fear of failure; discriminatory attitude when
applying for a job and meeting with an employer.

Focus group discussions on the quality assurance of the training of 40
students from vulnerable groups and on microcredentials - Report 1




START - Social Inclusion, Tolerance, Acceptance and Realization for all Students

The study showed that there is a great need to include indicators measuring the degree of social
inclusion of students with disabilities and migrants in higher education in order to achieve the goals of
educational and social equality and equity for all young people. The proposals for such indicators from

this study, which will be presented in D2.3., are an important step towards achieving this goal.
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Part 2: Implementation of Microcredentials in the Higher Education
System in Bulgaria — Opportunities and Challenges

Study methodological framework

Between 20 February and 6 March 2025, a study was conducted among representatives of higher
education institutions, employers, and employer organisations. The information was gathered using the

focus group method. Two focus groups were held, one for each target audience.

One of the focus groups included ten representatives from higher education institutions. A
diverse range of knowledge areas and professional fields were represented, including technical sciences,
medical sciences, pedagogical sciences, social and economic sciences (economics, administration, and
management), and the arts. More than half of the participants in this focus group held senior
administrative positions within higher education institutions — vice-rectors for academic affairs and
accreditation, deans, vice-deans, and heads of university centres (such as the Centre for Distance Learning

and the Centre for Development and Qualification). The focus group was conducted on 27 February 2025.

The other focus group included nine representatives from employers and employer
organisations. The participants represented organisations from the sectors of air transport, agriculture,
perfumery, and cosmetics. The majority of respondents were representatives of employer organisations
from a variety of industries, including agriculture, mechanical engineering, essential oils, perfumery and
cosmetics, road infrastructure, balneology, and SPA tourism. The focus group was conducted on 6 March

2025.
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Results: Recognition of the Concept of Microcredentials in the Higher Education Sector
in Bulgaria

The primary focus of the study participants was to discuss their knowledge and understanding
of microcredits/microcredentials in higher education—whether they were familiar with the concept,
where they had encountered it, whether they believed the idea was clearly defined, and whether they

saw a place for it within Bulgaria’s higher education system.

The general impression from conversations with representatives of higher education institutions
is that the concept of microcredentials is present in the system in a fragmented and sporadic manner.
According to the participants, it cannot be described as a widely adopted practice. In this regard, the
implementation of microcredentials in Bulgaria resembles a collection of puzzle pieces, with uncertainty

as to whether they all belong to the same overall picture.

There are various reasons why representatives of higher education institutions have come into

contact with or become familiar with the idea of microcredentials in higher education.

Reasons for Resolving Specific Emerging Cases J@
Familiarity with the
Concept -

Representatives of
Higher Education Participation in International J

[ Partnerships with Foreign Universities

Working on International Projects _ ]
Institutions Conferences

Fig. 1 Reasons Why Representatives of Higher Education Institutions Have Encountered the Concept of

Microcredentials in Higher Education

Blended Intensive Programmes (BIP) are one of the key reasons why some higher education
institutions have come into contact with the concept of microcredentials. The primary challenge in such
cases is determining how to recognize the three microcredits earned from these mobility programmes.
Universities report a high level of student interest in these short-term, intensive blended programmes. To
maintain student motivation, some institutions offer compromise solutions, integrating such student

activities into ongoing or semester-based assessments.
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Another specific issue faced by some Bulgarian higher education institutions is the recognition
of professional qualifications acquired through mobility programmes under the SRP (Specialization in
regulated professions). In these instances, credit recognition has not been considered, due to regulations
governing professional education and training. Institutions are exploring options to recognize short-term

visits and training programmes as elective courses.

Participation in international conferences serves as a valuable source for some universities to
become acquainted with foreign practices implemented at the university level. These practices are related

to the provision of adult education courses that award microcredentials.

Partnerships with foreign universities represent another avenue for obtaining information on
microcredentials. Such collaborations provide access to specific elements of European policy in this area,
including platforms such as European Digital Credentials, within the activities of the Centre for Human

Resource Development (CHRD).

Some higher education institutions cooperate with the National Agency for Vocational
Education and Training (NAVET) in offering professional qualification courses. Through this collaboration,
they become familiar with policies related to microcredentials in vocational education, particularly
targeting secondary schools. In these cases, they are well-acquainted with key European regulatory
documents in the field, such as the Council of the EU Recommendation on a European Approach to
Microcredentials, aimed at promoting lifelong learning and employability, issued in 2022. It is notable,
however, that microcredentials is often associated predominantly with vocational education and training.
A possible reason for this is the more advanced application of microcrediting practices within Bulgaria’s

vocational education sector.

Working on International Projects. Two main groups of higher education institutions can be
distinguished in this regard. The first group consists of institutions that are in the process of developing
project proposals, while the second group includes those engaged in the implementation of projects
containing work packages related to microcrediting or microcredentials. The first group of higher
education institutions is in a self-learning phase regarding the topic. They are attempting to find answers
to emerging questions, though without much success so far. The second group, on the other hand, consists
of institutions that are actively involved in project implementation. These universities are highly familiar
with the details of the process. In most cases, the projects are carried out within European alliances,

enabling a rapid and effective transfer of expertise on microcredentials. As a result of these projects,
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certain higher education institutions have established internal regulations, digital campuses, and unified
catalogues of academic documentation for courses offered. Within this group, however, some institutions

remain hesitant to act due to uncertainties in regulatory frameworks.

At this stage, a significant number of the participants—representatives of higher education
institutions—have expressed satisfaction with the initiative of the National Evaluation and Accreditation
Agency (NEAA) to hold discussions on this topic. The need for support, whether in terms of information

or legislation, is clearly evident among universities.

Key problematic observations and questions identified at the beginning of the discussion

include:

There is a regulatory gap regarding the recognition of microcredentials, including cases where different
crediting practices exist in different countries and universities.

There is a regulatory gap concerning the necessary documentation for higher-level courses (intended for
higher education) that lead to microcredits.

There is a regulatory gap in the approval processes for academic programmes, especially when courses
are offered by centres for postgraduate education—whether they should be approved by the
methodological councils of these centres or by the core units of higher education institutions.

How are microcredentials incorporated into the regulatory framework in Bulgaria?

What are the possibilities for the successful implementation of microcredentials in Bulgaria?

The perspectives among representatives of employers and employer organisations differ
significantly. As anticipated, the level of familiarity with the concept of microcredentials in these circles is
very low. It can confidently be stated that most representatives of employers and employer organisations
have little to no knowledge of the topic. Half of the participants had no prior awareness of
microcredentials and sought out preliminary information before taking part in the study. The remaining

participants drew comparisons between microcredentials in vocational education and training.

Despite this, the initial reactions to the subject were generally positive. Almost all participants
expressed fundamental support for the application of microcredential concepts in higher education. The

key arguments put forward include:
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,The idea is excellent, as it will provide an opportunity for many people to specialize in their education. It
will enable employers to require such courses... If it is developed and implemented as a concept, and if it is
accredited by the state as certificates of value and officially recognized as such, it would be a fantastic
advancement for higher education. “

»In principle, we welcome everything related to education and qualification improvement. It is more
applicable to specific competencies and skills. However, it is unclear how it could be implemented for entire
professions, such as agronomy, for example. In such cases, the training is complex and requires a logical
sequence of disciplines. It is uncertain how this logical order and structure of education could be ensured.
»In certain cases, it is essential to have opportunities for acquiring knowledge in specific fields. Beyond
agronomy, the agriculture sector has a pressing need for expertise and skills in animal husbandry. Due to
circumstances, in the region where | work, there are no individuals with basic knowledge of animal care
and treatment—except for government officials at the Bulgarian Food Safety Agency (BFSA). The concept
of microcredentials in higher education would be an excellent opportunity to provide such crucial
knowledge. “

,Microcredentials could be beneficial without requiring the completion of a full higher education degree.
The reverse is also true—anyone who completes higher education is specialized in a specific field. On one
hand, microcredentials could expand their knowledge and qualifications. On the other hand, everyone is
aware of the cost of education. This approach would make it more accessible for many people to obtain a
higher level of qualification beyond secondary education without the need for significant investment. It
represents a valuable opportunity for educational advancement—just as a master’s degree builds upon a
bachelor’s. Similarly, a bachelor’s degree could be developed further without requiring a master’s

qualification, but instead broadening its scope across relevant disciplines.”

In certain sectors, such as tourism, microcredentials are seen as an opportunity for faster entry
into the labour market—"They would be extremely useful, as people would be able to qualify and requalify
through short courses without completing a full degree programme. This is especially relevant given our
current situation, where we lack personnel in the sector, and even fewer individuals have higher education

or have completed a full qualification cycle. “

At the next stage, participants focused on the correct designation of this practice in Bulgarian.
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All representatives of higher education institutions agreed on the need for a unified

terminology. Regarding terminology, the following conclusions can be summarized:

Some individual opinions suggest that this is an attempt to redefine traditional practices in higher
education (both in Bulgaria and across Europe), such as postgraduate education, by incorporating newly
developed approaches like mobility programmes and blended intensive programmes—"There is a variety
of existing practice names across Europe."

In institutions working on projects within European alliances, regulations on "partial learning" have been
introduced into their academic activity regulations.

A large proportion of higher education representatives accept the term "microcredits"”, as it appears in
official European documents.

Some individual opinions argue that the terms "microcredits" and "microcredentials" are fundamentally
different. According to this view, microcredentials refer to short-term courses, upon successful
completion of which learners receive microcredits.

A few participants believe it would be preferable to use the term "microcredentials”, as this would better
differentiate them from microcredits in vocational education and training, which are primarily associated

with secondary education.

Representatives of employers and employer organisations do not have a specific stance on the

designation of this practice. The majority of them consider the terms "microcredentials," "microcredits,"

and "micro-certifications" to overlap. For them, the exact name of the practice is not important.

Results: Attitudes towards the application of microcredentials in higher education in
Bulgaria

Participants were presented with a specific framework outlining the concept of
microcredentials in higher education:

"Microcredentials are short-term courses for advanced qualification that, by themselves, do
not lead to the attainment of a full educational level (such as professional bachelor's, bachelor's, or
master's degrees). These courses are subject to assessment and/or accreditation. Upon successful
completion, learners receive a certificate. If, over time, a learner accumulates enough microcredentials
covering a full curriculum, they may be eligible to receive a document certifying a complete educational

level. Such courses may be offered by accredited organisations."
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This framework is based on the Council of the EU Recommendation on a European Approach
to Microcredentials, aimed at fostering lifelong learning and employability, issued in 2022.

Overall, representatives of higher education institutions expressed positive attitudes toward the
concept of microcredentials. Specific viewpoints supporting this include:
»An excellent opportunity as a mechanism for lifelong learning. “
A very promising opportunity, especially for learners who are not yet entirely sure which academic path
to pursue. This concept provides significant flexibility in the creation of educational opportunities that can
be validated at a later stage. It is a modern and timely approach that allows universities to introduce

alternatives alongside traditional academic programmes”

Several key challenges have been identified, which contribute to some skepticism among

representatives of higher education institutions regarding the implementation of such an idea:

The acquisition of an educational qualification degree (EQD) is linked to student registration in the
National Centre for Information and Documentation (NCID)—"Students are strictly monitored from the
moment of enrolment until the completion of their studies. If the issue of student registration in NCID and
the tracking of accumulated microcredits through institutional recognition is not resolved beforehand, this
concept will be practically impossible to implement. Currently, joint degree programmes have a dedicated
provision in the Higher Education Act (HEA), yet they still struggle with determining where students should
be enrolled and how their diplomas should be recognized when transferring between two universities. If
such difficulties arise with only two institutions involved, it is unimaginable how this could work if a student
earns microcredentials from multiple universities—mission impossible!"; "If students obtain different
microcredentials from various institutions, how will they be consolidated? How will they be registered in
NCID?"

Assessment of acquired knowledge must be based on strictly defined standards—"This is a crucial issue
because many different training organisations exist."; "If microcredentials from non-university providers
are to be recognized, a rigorous assessment of acquired knowledge, skills, and the evaluation methods
themselves must be undertaken. This must be done based on criteria that are yet to be developed. Such
measures are essential to prevent learners from obtaining qualifications without being adequately trained
and assessed."

In cases where academic curricula are highly synchronized across different fields of study (FS), there is a

risk that a student who has earned several additional microcredentials could end up with a diploma in
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another field—"For students, this is easy and beneficial. But with significantly less financial investment,
they could earn another higher education degree." Some skepticism was expressed.

The concept is considered more suitable for the "Master's" degree level rather than Bachelor's—"/t would
be good to test it first in master's programmes, as they have a shorter duration. Then, opportunities for its
integration at the bachelor's level could be explored. This idea is closely aligned with postgraduate
qualification opportunities, where pathways could be established to recognize accumulated components
as part of a larger qualification. The validation process is crucial, ensuring that individuals who have

accumulated several components can transition into full degree programmes. “

Among employers and employer organisations representatives, there is also a degree of
divergence in their stance on the conceptual framework for microcredentials. At the forefront of
discussions, questions and potential risks emerged. A possible reason for this is the comparatively lower
level of prior familiarity with the concept of microcredentials—unlike representatives of higher education
institutions. Here is a summary of the key questions and uncertainties raised by employers and employer

organisations:

“Does this apply to specializations across all sectors? Some fields are less demanding—so for those, yes.
But others require rigorous academic standards, such as medical specializations (regulated professions).
Would this concept apply to them as well?"

"Will a State Exam be required when obtaining a full educational qualification level? In all other forms of
education, the State Exam is mandatory. It should also be necessary for degrees earned through
microcredentials, ensuring the value of such qualifications. Otherwise, individuals could simply complete
a set of courses and request a higher education degree."

"How would these processes be regulated? Who would ensure the prevention of unfair practices? For
instance, an example of malpractice under the Plant Protection Act was cited. Every agricultural producer
must hold a certificate, according to Articles 8.3 and 8.4 of this law. However, these processes have turned
into a money-making scheme—certificates are obtained through paid courses at the Bulgarian Food Safety
Agency (BFSA) and universities, yet no actual exams are conducted. Measures should be taken in advance
to prevent similar issues in the case of microcredentials."

"Are the academic curricula the same across all universities? A particular set of microcredentials might
meet the curriculum requirements at one university but not at another."

"Who will ultimately issue the diploma for completing a full educational qualification level? “
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Among employers and employer organisations, the overall stance on the conceptual framework
for microcredentials remains principally positive. The general consensus is that microcredentials offer a
flexible way to acquire additional knowledge, skills, and competencies that complement students' primary

specializations.

However, some individual, more conservative viewpoints have emerged. Representatives from
certain sectors express skepticism about whether this mechanism could replace the traditional approach

to higher education—

"In technical disciplines, microcredentials could serve as an additional tool with great potential—
a supplementary instrument for enhancing students' skills and competencies. They provide a valuable
opportunity for students to gain extra qualifications within a short timeframe and add them to their CVs
to become more attractive to employers. However, as a means of obtaining a higher education degree,

microcredentials are not seen as a viable option. “

It was noticeable that the majority of representatives from employers and employer organisations
expressed a positive attitude toward hiring individuals who have obtained higher education through

microcredentials. However, it should be noted that two distinct perspectives have emerged on this issue.

The first group can be described as "positive opinions, but with conditions." Within this group, the
general stance is that if candidates trained in this manner possess sector-specific knowledge and skills
that meet industry needs, they will be considered for employment. Another aspect of these views is that
as long as such training is legally recognized and officially valid, these individuals will be hired. In highly
regulated sectors, such as air transport, if the certificates and diplomas obtained through microcredential-
based education are recognized by regulatory authorities, then individuals trained through this model will

be accepted for employment. Here are specific viewpoints that support this perspective:

,Yes, we would employ such personnel, and we are already doing something similar. The difference is that
they graduate from a specialized college—aircraft technicians. They enter with secondary education,
without a higher degree, and enroll in a specialized college (Private Transport College — note mine), which
is narrowly focused on aviation mechanics and offers various courses for different aircraft models. People
complete these courses and start working in the sector. By the same principle, we would employ people
with micro-qualifications, provided that the education is specialized and meets the needs of our

organization. Our sector is subject to numerous regulations. There is a set of documents required for
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employment in the sector (Air Transport — note mine). If a person has received education through micro-
qualifications and these documents meet the requirements of the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA — note
mine), then there is no issue with us recognizing such training. “

»In the Agriculture sector, there are no significant regulations related to education. What matters is that
this education (through micro-qualifications — note mine) complies with legal requirements.”

“In the Road Construction Infrastructure sector, micro-qualifications would be primarily beneficial for
software skills and digitalization processes. Large construction companies are not expected to be inclined
to hire road construction engineers who have graduated through micro-qualifications. Mid-level technical

personnel—yes, but not designers!“

The second group of opinions among employers and employer organisations can be described as
"positive opinions without conditions." Such views emerged even earlier. This primarily concerns
representatives of sectors facing an extremely difficult situation in finding personnel and where there are

no particular educational level requirements for different positions.

Within the specific focus group, the position of representatives from the Tourism sector was
clearly outlined. In this sector, employers are currently willing to hire anyone who can work and knows
what they are doing. “Regarding workers from third countries—who, in most cases, do not have education
that aligns with European or sector-specific requirements—some opinions within this group suggest that
if personnel trained in this manner possess sector-specific knowledge and skills and meet the sector's
needs, then yes, such individuals (who have graduated through micro-qualifications — note mine) will be

accepted for employment. “

The attention of the surveyed individuals was directed towards two additional aspects:

accreditation procedures and the involvement of private organisations in this process.

Regarding accreditation procedures, the majority of participants, representing higher education
institutions, firmly believe that accreditation should be carried out by a national accreditation body. This

ensures the application of uniform requirements and standards for all providers of higher-level courses.

As for the involvement of private organisations, two distinct groups of opinions among

representatives of higher education institutions have clearly emerged:
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The first group, which represents the majority of shared opinions, is centered on the idea that higher
education institutions should lead this process. Initially, it would be prudent to take a conservative
approach, meaning that private training organisations, which are not higher education institutions under
the Higher Education Act, should have limited opportunities to offer micro-qualifications. The arguments
vary: - "According to existing regulations on the recognition of higher education and partial periods of
study, we should be cautious, particularly when training is conducted by a non-accredited organization.
Currently, even the National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency (NEAA — note mine) does not
recommend recognizing education obtained through private organisations (not referring to private
universities — note mine)."; "Higher education institutions should play a leading role. We already have
experience with the consequences of opening education to private training organisations without a clear
regulatory framework or an accrediting institution. This concerns the training of specialists in specific
sectors in Bulgaria. It would be best to begin with the leadership of higher education institutions in these
processes before gradually opening opportunities for external organisations to participate. A regulatory
framework must be established. An accreditation framework for such organisations must also be
developed. Higher education institutions should initiate this process. “

The second group of opinions, consisting of isolated views, is centered on the idea that the participation
of private organisations in the process cannot be restricted. - "Progress cannot be avoided. The debate

will take a different course once representatives of private training organisations are included “.

For representatives of employers and employer organisations, it is not particularly important
who offers and conducts micro-qualification courses at a higher level. As long as the conditions outlined
above are met, it does not matter whether the training is provided by a higher education institution or a

private organization.

Regarding accreditation procedures, a prevailing opinion among representatives of employers
and employer organisations is that accreditation and recognition should be carried out by sectoral
regulatory bodies or relevant ministries. None of the representatives commented on the role of the
National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency (NEAA — note mine) in the accreditation process. A possible
reason for this is that the Agency (NEAA) is not widely recognized among employers and employer

organisations as a regulatory body in the field of higher education.

There are isolated opinions suggesting that certain industry organisations are prepared to

establish their own training institutions, undergo accreditation procedures, and offer micro-qualifications
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in line with the discussion. - "It would be better for us to train our own personnel rather than having them

educated at a university."

Additionally, some individual opinions were expressed regarding the need for the concept of
micro-qualifications in higher education to be effectively communicated to all relevant stakeholders. -
"The idea itself must be accepted and embraced. A broad awareness campaign is necessary — highlighting
the advantages, challenges, and opportunities. This is an unfamiliar subject for businesses. Many
managers do not have the time to keep up with developments in education. Everything needs to be

explained. “
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