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Abstract 
In September 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 agenda including sustainable develop-
ment goals, for the first time addressing access to all levels of education. This essay has two aims. 
Firstly, it will illustrate why access to post-secondary education is emerging as a major global 
concern and provide examples of access gaps. The second is to describe a young global initiative 
for access to post-secondary education, which could help to realize the United Nations’ vision for 
lifelong learning.  
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Introduction 
In September 2015, the United Nations (UN) adopted the 2030 agenda for sustainable develop-
ment and set new sustainable development goals (SDGs). In contrast to the UN Millennium Dec-
laration, the UN will no longer focus solely on access to primary education (United Nations 
[UN], 2000) but seek to fulfill a vision of “equitable and universal access to quality education at 
all levels” (UN, 2015, p. 3). Goal Four of the 2030 SDGs aims to “ensure equal access for all 
women and men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including 
university” (UN, 2015, p. 17). This article will consider the major challenges to be faced in mak-
ing progress toward this goal and describe a new initiative that aims to support this progress.  

What is Access to Tertiary 
Education? 
The UN does not provide us with a defi-
nition of ‘access’ and it is clear that the 
term does not have a single universal 
meaning. We would support a compre-
hensive understanding such as that asso-
ciated with the ‘social dimension’ work 
of the European Union (EU). Access is 
“a policy that aims both at the widening 
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of participation in higher education to all sections of society, and at ensuring that this participa-
tion is effective (that is, in conditions which ensure that personal effort will lead to successful 
completion)” (Council of Europe, 1998, p. 21).  

Why Access to Tertiary Education Matters 
Post-secondary education is frequently pointed to as the gateway to economic and social prosperi-
ty for both individuals and countries in the 21st century (“What are the social benefits of educa-
tion,” 2013). It is also one of the key social determinants of health (World Health Organization, 
2013), linked to better health outcomes, increased happiness and higher levels of civic participa-
tion, as well as reduced crime rates and stronger social cohesion (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development [OECD], 2010). 

Research done on cities has pointed to the significant economic and social impact of raising local 
achievement levels by even one percent, through the multiplier effect on economic and social 
outcomes (“CEOs for Cities,” 2015). In an increasingly urbanized world, the potential of this 
investment would appear self-evident. In fact, the return to society on investments in education is 
increasingly well documented (OECD, 2011).   

A shortfall of workers educated to postsecondary levels across the world is widely projected at 
38-40 million by 2030 (McKinsey Global Institute, 2012). At the same time, youth unemploy-
ment has reached previously unknown levels. In a 2014 report (United Nations Populations Fund, 
2014), the UN called on governments to invest in education and health care for young people to 
confront a worsening global youth unemployment crisis and improve living standards worldwide. 

According to Maslen (2012) by 2025 some 262 million students will be in post-secondary educa-
tion across the world. Today, 35 percent of young people will receive a first tertiary degree before 
they turn 30 (OECD, 2015). This percentage is expected to grow to 50 percent over the life span 
of these young people (OECD, 2015). But while more and more students are receiving an educa-
tion beyond high school, these opportunities are not spread equally within and among populations 
(Minority Rights Group International, 2015). The available evidence suggests that across the 
world cultural, economic and social circumstance drive systematic inequalities in participation in 
post-secondary education (Asian Development Bank, 2012; Educational Policy Institute, 2010; 
“What are the social benefits of education”, 2013).  

The Access Gaps 
Reducing inequalities in participation in tertiary education is a complex multi-layered challenge. 
Four key aspects of this challenge are described below: 

Data Shortages 
Building an accurate picture of the state of access to post-secondary education around the world 
is hampered by gaps in data within even the most developed nations. For example, the Eurydice 
Report (2015) notes the considerable variation that exists among EU countries in those character-
istics of the student body that are monitored and at what stages. Migrant status data, for instance, 
is captured in 13 systems and data on student and staff ethnicity in only eight (Eurydice, 2015). 
At the global level, UNESCO (World Bank, 2013) cites the unavailability of enrollment data for 
97 of 214 countries.  

The Weakness of the Global Access Community 
The access ‘community’ may be loosely defined as the body of policymakers, researchers, leaders 
of and professionals and practitioners from within education systems, student groups, community 
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organizations, and other stakeholders engaged with the issue of widening access and ensuring 
success for students and populations in their respective countries who do not easily access tertiary 
education. The term ‘community,’ however, implies a common sense of identity and purpose that 
exists primarily in parts of Europe and North America, with few international links. Even in the 
most developed nations, the access community tends to be fragmented and lacks policy influence 
at the state and country levels.  

Stakeholder Exclusion 
The inclusion of students and young people as equal contributors in the development of higher 
education policies and programs that affect their education outcomes, and in the governance of 
higher education institutions, is a relatively new concept in most countries. The opinions of young 
people and students are generally excluded in favor of a top-down process that fails to adequately 
reflect the needs and realities of those affected (Klemencic, 2013). Some strong examples of how 
student movements have impacted on access issues exist in Europe and parts of North America 
(Schmidt, 2013). However, many countries lack the history, structure and encouragement for such 
developments. 

Gaps in Access to Critical Fields and Emerging Technologies 
Access to specific disciplines of study, including sciences, technology, engineering and mathe-
matics (STEM fields), is unequal across the world (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization [UNESCO] Asia-Pacific Regional Bureau for Education & Korean Wom-
en’s Development Institute, 2015). A recent U.S. study, for example, found that while about 21% 
of male students earned credit in engineering and technology at the high school level, just 8% of 
female students did the same. White students were more likely than students of any other race to 
earn credits in either engineering or computer and information sciences (National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics, 2015). A lack of preparation and prerequisites for STEM courses is the key lim-
iting factor in whether students proceed to STEM studies in higher education (UNESCO Asia-
Pacific Regional Bureau for Education & Korean Women’s Development Institute, 2015; World 
Bank, 2012). Yet the demand for technology and innovation-related skills is growing rapidly.  

The technology gap across the world’s classrooms, institutions and communities is also a major 
factor in the context of Massive Online Open Courses (MOOCs) being seen increasingly as a 
great leveler of educational opportunity particularly in the developing world.  

The Global Access to Post-secondary Education  
(GAPS) Initiative 

The Global Access to Post-Secondary Education (GAPS) Initiative aims to build a global, en-
gaged, and collaborative access community that will champion post-secondary education for all 
and transform student opportunity.  

The GAPS Initiative recognizes education as a basic human right. All people, irrespective of sex, 
age, race, and ethnicity, including indigenous peoples, migrants, and persons with disabilities, 
should have access to lifelong learning opportunities that include higher education opportunities. 
Individuals should have the opportunity to develop their capacity both to participate and to suc-
ceed at the post-secondary level. 

To build a collaborative global network, the GAPS Initiative is targeting four groups (GAPS, 
2015a): (1) the existing ‘access community’ across the world, (2) higher education institutions 
and policy makers, (3) not-for-profit and voluntary sectors and civil society groups, and (4) indi-
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viduals and organizations that are not necessarily working at the forefront of the access move-
ment but whose objectives are generally aligned with those of GAPS. 

GAPS has identified five core strategies to address access to post-secondary education on a global 
level (GAPS, 2015b): 

1. Address gaps in knowledge and awareness of access issues across the globe. 
2. Build the collective capacity of the access community globally and locally. 
3. Make the case for equity of access and student success through collective advocacy. 
4. Serve as a catalyst for change and innovation through community engagement and mobi-

lization. 
5. Ensure that the voice of current and potential students and the student experience is cen-

tral to these efforts.  

Taking a Long term View 
We still have a long way to go to be able to realize the UN vision of an “equitable and universal 
access to quality education at all levels” (UN, 2015, p. 3). Working to generate agreement on a 
common definition of access will be an important first step, without which it will be difficult to 
demonstrate significant achievements or progress on widening access and success and to build 
consensus on future action plans. Notwithstanding, we at GAPS are greatly encouraged by the 
inclusion of higher education access on the SDG agenda. Today, the level of inequality of access 
to quality higher education remains unacceptable and our ability to make progress in removing 
barriers to widening access and student success is hampered by daunting challenges. But this is 
not an unchangeable status quo.  

The GAPS Initiative is an opportunity to tackle access issues beyond primary and secondary edu-
cation through the creation of an access movement which takes into consideration global diversity 
and recognizes that change will be most effective if it is achieved through collaborative local 
efforts connected across the globe: an opportunity for global learning and local acting supported 
by an inclusive global dialogue. The GAPS initiative should be a valuable partner for the UN and 
others who aim to make a measurable impact on the issue of access to post-secondary education 
by 2030.  
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