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Abstract: This research article deeps on higher education institution challenges in terms of governance, internationalization, 

research, student engagement and sustainability within an innovative and adaptative higher education academic framework 

necessary to achieve the challenges ahead in a highly competitive and technologically changing environment. With this 

purpose a series of university strategic challenges are reviewed and analyzed in order to tackle and establish the expected 

degree of quality and excellence that these higher education institutions must achieve and maintain over time. The main 

objective of this research article is to demonstrate from a deductive approach the hypothesis that a consistent and successful 

student professional development is based on the fulfillment of a demanding and stimulating academic experience through 

critical spirit awareness, research capacity empowerment and the acquisition of skills and knowledge delivered by an academic 

institution capable to ensure student engagement along with specific in-company training as fundamental components for 

achieving a graduate’s lasting professional competitiveness able to cope with the current environmental, economic and social 

challenges ahead. 
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1. Introduction 

During lockdowns due COVID-19 students are been 

following their courses by online and digital means as 

international mobility has been drastically reduced due to 

travel restrictions. Higher education institutions have been 

obliged to swiftly adapt operating differently as they used to. 

The pandemic has had the effect of reinforcing the need for 

universities to adopt a series of mechanisms and operational 

systems that are fully embedded within the so called 4.0 

industrial revolution environment characterized by the rise of 

artificial intelligence as a central element of this 

transformation. Indeed, the growing accumulation of large 

amounts of data, big data, the use of algorithms to process 

them, and the massive interconnection of digital systems and 

devices tend to modify the means and processes of 

production of goods and services bringing many 

organizational challenges to companies. Therefore, 

universities should provide students a high-quality learning 

process with fulfilling challenges, innovative learning and 

valuable contents. 

Meanwhile and additionally, higher educational 

institutions have to address and propel curricula with a 

more sustainable development outlook introducing 

paradigmatic patterns of learning and training that are 

necessary and indispensable to ensure abilities and skills 

contributing to develop less harmful environmental impacts 

due to still inefficient means of production and 

consumption that alter the natural characteristics of the 

Earth. Consequently, and taking into account the Agenda 

2030 strategy, universities must act accordingly by 

reviewing and restructuring curricula to the best of their 

ability to meet future challenges as the next research and 

innovation program of the EU (2021-2027), underscores 

precisely [10] the central role of international educational 

and scientific collaboration for achieving its 17
th

 

Sustainable Development Goals. 
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2. The University Governance 

Challenges 

Although the university system in Europe is well 

developed, there is still much to improve to propitiate a 

greater impact on promoting a change in the model of 

production and consumption in society. 

Despite Europe has a strong knowledge community carded 

in a huge number of excellent universities, as a whole, their 

strength in research, education and innovation could be 

strengthened, and their autonomy reinforced by increasing 

R&I international co-operation and adopting new indicators 

to move towards more sustainable higher standards spreading 

for example alternative rankings systems that measure 

universities’ contributions towards the 2030 Agenda 

sustainable development goals. 

Europe has some 30% of the world's top 100 universities. 

However, around half of these are located in the UK and in 

Switzerland, both of which are outside the EU-27. 

Universities in the EU need to overcome the lack of a 

sufficient coordinated network with other sectors and 

partners that can lead to the risk of duplication of research 

efforts as ensuring a stronger and more cooperative R&I 

performance essential in a rapidly-changing world where the 

way we live and work forces us to tackle multifaceted 

challenges. Likewise, the university sector has to support 

more actively the emergence of innovative and sustainable 

initiatives and enterprises. 

As student and researcher cohorts are becoming 

increasingly internationalized universities have to integrate 

and support their talent and knowledge within the European 

Higher Education Area perspective and vision enriching and 

transforming aspects for research and innovation, including 

the mainstreaming of Open Science and Open Access 

approaches to make scientific results and datasets more 

accessible, reinforcing co-operation with non-academic 

sectors, attracting, retaining and upskilling talent, and citizen 

and societal engagement [15]. 

Likewise, sustainable management and entrepreneurship 

have become a touchstone and an indispensable attribute of 

twenty first century post-modern western societies as well as 

a fundamental objective to be achieve as it is reflected in the 

Reflection paper - Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030 

[36]. Therefore, entrepreneurship has turn into one of the 

leading attributes for headhunters and a key driver of socio-

economic progress through start-up companies’ development. 

At the same time, the service sector in industrialized 

economies has an increasing importance generating a 

growing amount of income and an extensive number of work 

placement driving economic development around the world 

where an ever-growing sheer number of people have access 

to a larger range and number of services to fulfill their 

expectations, needs and experiences. It is in this context 

where higher education institutions have to guarantee the 

success of their students as future creative and innovative 

professionals capable of generating profitable business 

initiatives designed to contribute to promote and implement a 

more sustainable development model. That is why is so 

critical that students becoming experts in the use of 

entrepreneurial and relational skills throughout their higher 

education studies. Students highly qualified and with an 

excellent academic profile are at the basis of human resource 

competitiveness in charge to guarantee business development 

success in the long term [4]. 

Researchers as [6-8, 19, 28] have addressed the sustainable 

development strategy in higher education institutions from 

different approaches concluding that this strategy needs to be 

based on cooperation among different stakeholders 

(international, national and local authorities, economic agents, 

local communities, employees). In these sense, policies and 

strategies recommended by international organizations, and 

then formulated by national, regional and local government 

authorities have been increasingly addressing environmental 

and sustainability issues. The difficulty still remains in most 

cases integrating environmental policies, laws and related 

regulations with an economic balanced development [25, 27]. 

In particular, there were two fundamental components to 

achieve higher degrees of sustainability, the first one is to 

improve sustainable practices among all stakeholders through 

awareness and training, and the second is implementing 

innovation through new operation systems both in the 

administrations and the companies [5]. Likewise, long-term 

protection of the environment and local involvement in 

sustainable development are necessary to achieve long-term 

fair profitability. 

Sustainability can avoid the boom-and-bust cycle that creates 

over-dependency on a particular economic sector which results 

in over-development that can exhaust natural resources putting 

on strain social communities. Sustainable development, in 

accordance with the particular physical and geographical 

characteristics of a particular area, can help at a local scale to 

improve the natural, economic and social environment, 

contributing to the balance between human activities and its 

territory on a global long-term scale. In this sense is necessary to 

highlight that higher education answers are a fundamental 

component to succeed in managing our common future as 

students will have to implement after their studies competitive 

and trained professional practices to run in a responsible and 

sustainable way all type of businesses if more environmentally 

friendly production processes and consuming activities wants to 

be achieved [30]. 

Higher education is given to new cohorts of students a 

more critical outlook about the limits of conventional 

development contributing to spread the consensus that a more 

sustainable one needs to be achieved in order to preserve the 

chances of future generations to keep evolving and therefore 

EU legal instruments must be put in place to foster closer 

cooperation in research and innovation between universities 

to strengthen transnational cooperation and contribute 

towards enhancing research excellence [15]. In the 

meanwhile, price, ranking and international student 

employability are likely to become the key measures of a 

university’s value proposition when degree information is 

simple to compare and most institutions are obliged to 
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engage with the aggregator sites. A higher education degree 

turned into a commodity product means a race to the bottom 

on price if that is where the institution chooses to compete. 

Rankings are fickle, difficult to manage and leave the 

institution’s fate in the hands of publishers looking to satisfy 

their own ends. This is a good moment to really focus on 

providing the student customer with what they want and find 

ways to enhance value by proving that the institution 

provides a route to employability since for most students the 

purpose of getting a degree is to get a job and to have decent 

career prospects [31]. 

Digital revolution impacts as well on universities in terms 

of how they engage and deliver learning to students and 

lifelong learners [13]. The more recurrent need to adapt 

course content to reflect the rapidly-changing dynamics as 

regards skills needs for jobs in future [34] is another 

challenge for higher education institutions. There isn’t one 

specific solution to overcome the skills gap issue. Instead, a 

combination of coordinated strategies must be employed in 

concert to address current and future issues. Universities, 

local schools and community colleges have to engage and 

collaborate more closely with companies to address the skills 

gap helping them to rethink their talent sourcing and 

recruiting strategies to attract and invest in new employees 

through internal training and development [11]. 

3. Research Challenges in the European 

Higher Education Area 

Development and strengthening of the ties between 

research and business and thereby promoting innovation-

based economy has been one of the key European policy 

priorities for a number of years. Already the Lisbon Strategy 

of 2000 called for a knowledge-based economy in Europe 

and recognized the significant role played by research in 

promoting economic growth. To further the knowledge-based 

economy, among other things, the Lisbon Council called for: 

the establishment of the single European Research Area 

(ERA), where better integration and coordination of research 

activities at national and Union level would increase their 

efficiency and innovativeness; the creation of a friendly 

environment for starting up and developing innovative 

businesses, especially SMEs. Following the 2008 economic 

and financial crisis, strengthening the connections between 

business and R&D has further increased its strategic 

importance and became a top European policy goal. As was 

emphasized by the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth, Europe’s relatively low 

economic growth stems from its low investments in R&D 

and innovation, insufficient application of recent 

technologies in business and general reluctance in some parts 

of society to embrace innovation. 

Moreover, as noted in the Strategy, Europe’s lower 

investments in R&D compared to its global partners (the US 

and Japan in the first place) is mainly a result of lower levels 

of private investment, whereas a smaller share of high-tech 

firms explains half of EU gap with the US. Therefore, an 

additional private and public investment in research and 

innovation is a key precondition for sustainable economic 

growth and well-being of Europe. Since it is mainly 

companies that create jobs, not governments or EU 

institutions, particular attention should be paid to support 

innovative (start-up) businesses to boost the European 

economy based on knowledge and innovation. Europe 2020 

Strategy called not only for better quality of education and 

increasing research performance but also closer inter-sectoral 

cooperation in R&D including knowledge transfer and 

innovation, making full use of ICT and ensuring that 

innovative ideas can be turned into new products and 

services [14]. 

Entrepreneurship, together with finance and a greater focus on 

user needs and market opportunities, were identified as the key 

preconditions to achieve these changes. Innovation Union, a 

specific flagship initiative under the Europe 2020 Strategy, 

further defined the key measures and guidelines for building an 

innovation-based economy in Europe. The main purpose of this 

initiative is to improve framework conditions and access to 

finance for research and innovation, in order to ensure that 

innovative ideas can be turned into products and services. 

To achieve Innovation Union, the initiative called for: 

1. Simplification of access to EU programs and 

enhancement of their leverage effect on the private 

sector. The EU framework programs must be mobilized 

to nurture fast-growing SMEs in Europe. 

2. Cooperation between the worlds of science and the 

world of business must be enhanced, obstacles removed 

and incentives put in place, in order to boost innovation. 

3. Agreement on EU patenting rules, better access to finance, 

particularly for SMEs, affordable Intellectual Property 

Rights and other actions were identified as the key enablers 

of entrepreneurs to bring “ideas to market”. 

Given the increased focus on R&D and innovation in the 

European economy, policymakers and other stakeholders are 

increasingly preoccupied with integrating the industry 

dimension and entrepreneurship into doctoral training 

programs and strategies. For instance, “Principles for 

Innovative Doctoral Training” adopted by the European 

Commission in 2011 and defined by the experts from 

university associations, among other goals, includes exposure 

of early-stage researchers to industry and other relevant 

employment sectors. 

This exposure involves a number of possible activities, 

including placements during research training; shared funding; 

involvement of non-academics from relevant industry in 

informing/delivering teaching and supervision; promoting 

financial contribution of the relevant industry to doctoral 

programs; fostering alumni networks that can support the 

candidate and the program, and a wide array of 

people/technology/knowledge transfer activities. Similarly, in its 

“Report of Mapping Exercise on Doctoral Training in Europe” 

the Commission encouraged doctoral candidates to spend some 

research time in industry or other relevant private/public 

employment sectors [14]. 
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In the context of inter-sectoral collaboration and 

innovation promotion, the development of transferable skills 

of researchers that enable them to use their skills and 

knowledge in non-research environments is equally 

important, firstly, in business and industry. For this purpose, 

the Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training also involve 

transferable skills training, including communication, 

teamwork, project management, IPR, ethics, standardization 

and entrepreneurship of researchers. The involvement of 

business in the curricula development and doctoral training 

process is therefore crucial to provide young researchers with 

exactly those skills that would match industry needs. 

Attracting researchers to the private sector in Europe is 

also increasingly important because of the lack of positions 

in the academic sector. Holding a PhD degree no longer 

automatically qualifies a researcher for a teaching or research 

position at an academic institution. As the academic labor 

market can no longer absorb all traditional research PhD 

graduates, there is a growing demand for researchers 

equipped with the necessary skills to work in 

industry/business. Consequently, European policy-makers, 

together with relevant stakeholders, have also been putting 

significant efforts into improving working conditions and 

social guarantees of researchers in the private sector. 

One of the key initiatives in this area is the European 

Charter for Researchers and a Code of Conduct for the 

Recruitment of Researchers adopted by the European 

Commission in 2005. The Charter and Code set the roles and 

responsibilities of researchers and their employers and 

funders, as well as ways to make recruitment fairer and more 

transparent. 

More specifically, it has envisaged that researchers in the 

private and public sectors, as well as those moving between 

these sectors are guaranteed adequate social security 

coverage according to their legal status (portability of 

pension rights, either statutory or supplementary, for 

researchers moving between sectors and countries). 

Moreover, the Charter and Code also encouraged employers 

and/or funders to ensure that researchers at all career stages 

reap the benefits of the exploitation of their R&D results 

through legal protection and, in particular, through appropriate 

protection of intellectual property rights [14]. 

Partnerships and mergers with other groups of universities 

is the norm to create higher added value and be more 

competitive while each university must develop its specific 

and particular mission, adapted to its local communities and 

in line with their global partnerships. This particularity will 

be the key added value that will bring attractiveness to 

students, staff and partners [23]. 

After the worldwide social and economic impact of 

COVID-19 the European Commission has adopted a vision 

for a new European Research Area (ERA) to improve 

Europe’s research and innovation landscape, accelerate the 

EU’s transition towards climate neutrality and digital 

leadership, support its recovery from the societal and 

economic impact of the coronavirus crisis, and strengthen its 

resilience against future crises. On September 2020 the 

European Research Area set out a renewed series of key 

strategic objectives and actions to improve access to facilities 

and infrastructure for researchers and to strengthen the 

mobility of researchers enhancing and increasing the free 

flow of knowledge and technology across the EU. 

Support on investments and reforms in research and 

innovation, enabling research results to reach the market and 

the real economy through research career development 

opportunities as well as gender equality are part of the 

strategic objectives and actions planned to meet excellence 

and support an innovative and risk-taking industry to shape a 

resilient, green and digital future to boost growth, job 

creation and EU competitiveness in the global scene. 

The renewed strategic objectives are defined as followed: 

1. Prioritize investments and reforms in research and 

innovation towards the green and digital transition, to 

support Europe’s recovery and increase competitiveness 

through the development of programs such as Horizon 

Europe, the Cohesion Policy and Next Generation EU. 

Member states should set a target of 3% of GDP to be 

invested in EU research and innovation and for a target 

of 5% national public funding to joint research and 

development programs and European partnerships by 

2030. The principle of excellence remains the 

cornerstone for investments under the European 

Research Area. 

2. Improve access to facilities and infrastructure for 

researchers across the EU. Horizon Europe will further 

ensure improved access to excellence through enhanced 

collaborations with more experienced counterparts. The 

commission also proposes that member states lagging 

behind the EU average research and innovation 

investment direct their efforts to increase their 

investments by 50% in the next five years. 

3. Transfer results to the economy: The commission will 

encourage and guide the development of common 

technology plans with industry that will allow crowding 

in more private investments in key international projects. 

As part of its initiatives to support the recovery and 

build a green and digital Europe, the commission, 

adopted likewise in September 2020 a new Digital 

Education Action Plan, to adapt education and training 

systems to the digital age, as well as a Communication 

on achieving the European Education Area by 2025 as a 

driver for job creation and growth. 

4. Higher Education Commitment: The 

Example of Escola Universitària 

Formatic Barcelona 

European Union higher education and educational policies 

in general emerge essentially by the aim of carrying out 

internal market obligations, depending on economic 

justifications, as instruments to fulfill the demands of 

equality and justice in society to realize social justice and 

contribute to economic growth [9, 20]. As a result, the EU 
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started to attach importance to educational policies by 

noticing that it had to provide a cultural and social integration 

for achieving the aim of politic and cultural integration [1]. 

Academic institutions must face therefore the challenges 

which means improving the opportunities of 

internationalization [37] and the benefits of satisfactory 

inclusive cross-cultural experiences of students around the 

world. In this sense the Escola Universitària Formatic 

Barcelona assigned to the University of Girona and a 

collaborative center of the University of Wales Trinity Saint 

David faithful to its commitment to society and its proven 

educational experience based on the standards of the 

prestigious Catalan higher education system, keep evolving 

and innovating constantly to ensure the capacity and future 

performance of their students in today's expanding 

international economy. The highest competence of students 

and its responsibility in running businesses in a sustainable 

way as well as a deep concern and solidarity towards the 

global community are the main objectives of the educational 

project of the Escola Universitària Formatic Barcelona. 

Thanks to that international endeavor, reviewed educational 

challenges are offered each year to our students with the aim 

to give them the right tools to succeed in front the challenges 

of an extremely demanding global, technological and 

innovating economy. 

As an example of continuous improvement, it is necessary 

to stress the educational value of foreign language subjects 

design to guarantee not just oral language competencies 

among our students but to promote as well their inclusive 

cross-cultural relationships and the internationalization of 

their profiles as future global economy professionals. In this 

sense, it must be stressed that beyond the communicative 

function that languages possess they constitute a sample of 

the cultural diversity that characterize each human 

community. Therefore, language is a very powerful tool for 

approaching the countless cultures and their evolution over 

time. 

Foreign language subjects become therefore a strategic 

vehicle to broaden the understanding of students about the 

culture, the history, the geography, the economy of a great 

variety of territories and their societies giving them a broader 

knowledge of mankind's history and heritage. Student cross-

cultural abilities are then developed and impel by a broader 

general background and sensibility toward other languages, 

ways of life, cultures and traditions. 

Likewise, foreign language subjects promote among 

students a better understanding of their own environment on 

a global scale and the need to preserve the concept of 

diversity for the next generations not just in terms of culture 

but also both in terms of preservation of the natural 

environment and the sustainability of both economy and 

society. 

The Escola Universitària Formatic Barcelona embraces 

and foster these necessary changes to improve learning 

results for all students and consequently has adopted and 

implemented the Culturally Responsive-Sustaining (CR-S) 

framework designed by the New York State Education 

Department to create an student-centered learning 

environment that affirm cultural identities; foster positive 

academic outcomes; develop students’ abilities to connect 

across lines of difference; elevate historically marginalized 

voices; empower students as agents of social change; and 

contribute to individual student engagement, learning, growth, 

and achievement through the cultivation of critical thinking 

that educate all students effectively and equitably, as well as 

provide appropriate supports and services to promote positive 

student outcomes [32]. 

5. Redefining Excellence 

Higher education is experiencing profound change, as new 

technologies, pedagogies and demands from students and 

employers on the attributes of university graduates have 

considerable implications on teaching and learning [35]. 

Commenting on the vision for the European Research Area 

(ERA), the European University Association called for the 

co-creation of a definition of the central concept of research 

excellence. 

“Excellence is not limited to highly cited publications but 

needs to be based on the many and diverse contributions of 

the research community, notably including Open Science 

practices, citizen engagement, and impact on society,” the 

European University Association (EUA) said. It also called 

on policy-makers to boost funding, especially considering the 

‘vast aims’ of the new European Research Area. EUA 

Secretary General Amanda Crowfoot said: “EUA is 

disappointed and concerned to see that the level of ambition 

for the new ERA is not matched by sufficient investment 

under the current proposal for Horizon Europe. “This is 

despite R&I being key contributors to the green and digital 

transitions, as well as society’s recovery from the COVID-19 

pandemic.” The Guild of European Research-Intensive 

Universities welcomed the potential of the European 

Research and Education Area to boost excellence in the 

European higher education sector at a time when “research, 

education and innovation are at the heart of Europe’s 

recovery from the current pandemic and its ability to orient 

our societies towards a more resilient future”. 

It said the European Research Area is “uniquely placed to 

strengthen Europe’s public science systems in a holistic way, not 

just in areas where they can support industrial needs”. It called 

for a specific attention within this goal to investments in public 

universities through their institutional and competitive research 

funding. It also urged member states to “define strengthening the 

national frameworks for research excellence as a core ERA 

objective”, as well as acknowledge the essential role of 

fundamental research in contributing to Europe’s capacity to 

respond and adapt to global challenges, such as the coronavirus 

pandemic or climate change. “A strategy that invests only in the 

translation of knowledge while reducing attention to the 

production of new break-through knowledge will result in a 

reduced R&I capacity for Europe, and make it less attractive for 

scientific talent,” the Guild warned [33]. Therefore, is crucial to 

conceive universities not only as places of research and 
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education but as engines in knowledge and innovation 

ecosystems, creating and spreading knowledge and skills to 

meet the 2030 Agenda sustainable development goals. 

National and European Qualification Frameworks are 

positioning different levels of higher education qualifications, 

broadly corresponding with competences achieved after a 

bachelor, master or doctoral degree program. A place for 

qualifications for continuing education and continuing 

professional development aligned with these European 

Qualification Framework (EQF-levels) is not yet in place and 

constitutes a fundamental requirement due the growing need 

of re- and upskilling of highly qualified work force. 

Furthermore, maximum of flexibility should be offered in 

combining learning with the workplace while developing a 

micro-credential framework including informal and 

nonformal learning. Experience should be valorized and 

recognized in order to raise the employability and career 

perspectives of people [16]. 

6. Higher Education Students: An 

Opportunity for Internationalization 

Student cohorts obtain each year their higher education 

award based on a renewed higher educational system 

endowed with greater transparency and learning based on the 

student. From these new cohorts more and more students 

decide to intake a master's program to obtain a PhD degree. 

Research and knowledge transfer based on master's and 

doctoral studies are a very significant advance for the future 

quality of further professional activity. 

Systematic and scientific research will undoubtedly 

increase competitiveness among new future professionals 

boosting the economic, social and environmental dimensions 

of development as cornerstones of a more sustainable 

strategy. Some researchers have identified some critical 

success factors for higher education programs as 

international focused through alliances and collaboration 

agreements with other institutions, the quality of the 

programs and their degree of specialization [29]. 

Current program contents and subjects design must ensure 

therefore the acquisition of sustainable professional skills, 

economic, social and environmental competencies, 

stimulating entrepreneurship and networking among students 

and their future professional national and international 

organizational links, encouraging good reputation, 

rigorousness and prestige. 

In light of the UN agenda for the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals internationalization of 

higher education is entering a new phase where National 

governments are mobilizing to both leverage and steer 

internationalization as an important factor in national 

economic development, trade and reputation [12]. 

In this context, the European Commission launched over 

the past two years different initiatives (European Universities, 

European Student Card Initiative, mutual recognition of 

qualifications), announcing several other policy actions in 

this area as creating a ‘transformation agenda for higher 

education’ by the end of 2021, including all EU initiatives in 

the field as for example and among others further 

investigation into the creation of European degrees, 

strengthen cooperation with strategic global partners, expand 

the international dimension of the Erasmus program, foster 

cooperation with Africa and widen the association of non-EU 

countries to the EEA, especially those of the Western 

Balkans, by 2025 [26]. 

7. The Compliance of Quality Higher 

Education Standards 

A fundamental step towards the consecution of the higher 

educational challenges ahead is based in universities 

systematically compliance through internal standards and 

quality procedures to the continuous improvement of their 

programs in terms of delivery, student engagement and 

employability. In Catalonia, the Catalan Higher Education 

System Agency (AQU) assures the quality of higher 

education programs in accordance with the Spanish 

legislation and the international standards of quality. The 

Standards and guidelines for quality assurance in the 

European Higher Education Area (ESG) were adopted by the 

Ministers responsible for higher education in 2005 following 

a proposal prepared by the European Association for Quality 

Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) in co-operation with 

the European Students’ Union (ESU), the European 

Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE) 

and the European University Association (EUA). 

The ESG2005 had a focus on the external quality 

assurance of learning and teaching, a consequence of the 

original limitation of the Bologna Process centered in degrees 

and to degree structures. A revised version of the ESG was 

adopted by the Ministers responsible for higher education in 

the European Higher Education Area in May 2015 at the 

Yerevan ministerial conference [17]. Some higher 

educational institutions main goals are the institutional 

quality, the quality of teaching staff and teaching methods, 

the knowledge generation and transfer, the 

internationalization, the strategic management and the 

internal organization. AQU supports higher education 

institutions watching over the quality of their study programs 

and their academic staff for which institutions themselves are 

responsible. Besides, AQU carry out a systematic follow-up 

process for all university programs in Catalonia through an 

official guide for the review and the assessment of higher 

education institutions that takes into account the needs and 

expectations of all the stakeholders involved with the 

corresponding award and uses and applies international 

benchmarks standards and archives for quality enhancement. 

This systematic follow-up process contributes to 

enhancing the quality of all programs as well as the skills and 

capabilities of the human capital of the university system as a 

whole in Catalonia. The proposals for new degree programs 

must be submitted to an ex-ante assessment procedure 
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(known as verification) and, after a period of four years (for 

Master’s degrees) or six years (for Bachelor’s degrees and 

doctoral programs), be submitted to an ex-post assessment 

procedure (accreditation) based on the procedure and terms 

stipulated by the Government of Catalonia considering the 

framework for the verification, monitoring, modification and 

accreditation of recognized degree programs. 

In this sense, the EUFB’s Internal Quality Assurance 

Systems (IQAS) is a fundamental instrument for program 

accreditation and as such should be seen as the cornerstone in 

the process of producing the self-assessment report. This 

self-assessment report is the fundamental tool to assess the 

faculty and the degree. The report includes different criteria 

and standards of assessment as the quality of the training 

program, the relevance of the public information, the efficacy 

of the program’ s internal quality assurance system, the 

suitability of teaching staff for the training program, the 

effectiveness of learning support systems, the quality of 

program and the learning outcomes among others. 

The definitive accreditation report is drafted using as 

primary source of evidence the external visit report 

prepared by the external assessment committee. The report 

may be favorable or unfavorable and, on the basis of 

accreditation criteria, the outcome may be placed at four 

possible levels which are favorable report of accreditation 

with a: progressing towards excellence, b: compliant, c: 

compliant with conditions and unfavorable report, d: non-

compliant. 

8. Higher Education Student 

Engagement 

A satisfactory degree of student engagement in and out of 

class is a fundamental component for the success of both 

students and universities. Therefore, allowing flexibility of 

learners and offering to the instructors a greater capacity and 

ability to reach their students are quality standards required 

in the next future after the irruption of lockdowns. 

The urgent need to pivot during the COVID-19 pandemic 

permitted academic staff to find creative ways to leverage tools 

to both teach course material and connect with students 

resulting in a more collaborative higher education where 

faculty members, learning designers, instructional developers, 

educational technology consultants, have had additional 

opportunities to share and discuss what is working and what 

needs improvement [22]. Beyond the technological advances 

in course there are three widely accepted dimensions of student 

engagement in which universities must put their focus 

monitoring them from the beginning of the studies to its 

completion; affective, cognitive and behavioral. Behavioral 

engagement refers to participation in learning activities, 

including attentiveness, positive conduct, and school 

attendance. Emotional engagement refers to affective attitudes 

toward and identification with school and a sense of school 

belonging. Cognitive engagement refers to self-regulated 

approach to learning and use of meta cognitive strategies [21]. 

These engagement indicators are considered particularly 

important for adolescents during the secondary school years 

because they correspond to the developmental needs of early 

adolescents for competency, autonomy, and relatedness in 

school [38] which will empower and secure their 

performance throughout their higher studies. Further research 

is invited in particular into how educational technology 

affects cognitive and affective engagement, whilst 

considering how it fits within the broader sociocultural 

framework of engagement [2]. 

9. Conclusion 

Higher Education is a fundamental component to ensure 

social wellbeing and market performance taking into account 

different perspectives such as sustainable development, 

quality, training, skills, abilities, engagement and learning 

and research outcomes. These are some of the most important 

issues for the coming years in the educational research field. 

Nevertheless, higher education functionality, is still a subject 

of intense debate, with no consensus in what concerns its 

definition and practical applicability [3]. 

Higher educational institutions internal quality systems 

and international cooperation are fundamental to guaranty 

theoretically and practically student employability and 

learning outcomes. Following this approach, universities 

have to deliver higher educational programs based on 

promoting sustainable development, capitalizing exceptional 

natural and cultural resources integrally, and improving 

stakeholder’s satisfaction such as the local community’s 

quality of life and the consumer’s demands satisfaction. 
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