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SOCIAL MOBILITY BY WIDENING PARTICIPATION (CORE THEMES 
3 &4) 

 
Case Study 2, The Netherlands - Summer course ‘Students without Boundaries’ 
 

I. Aim of the summer course ‘students without boundaries’ 
The aim of the summer course that was conducted at the VU University Amsterdam was to enhance 
attainment rates of first-generation and minority students and to reduce the drop-out rates of these 
students after entering the HEI. By means of a bridge programme called the VU summer course 
‘students without boundaries,’ students participated in a nine day transfer programme, prior to the 
beginning of their studies. The three goals of this programme were to provide academic integration, 
social integration and the skills of reflection in relation to each student’s own study pathway.  
 

II. Description case  
The VU summer course was conducted from a particular inclusive approach to education, that uses a 
pedagogy of narratives in facilitating the dialogue between students and teachers during this summer 
course. This narrative approach was reflected in the three stated aims that were operationalized with 
help of student coaches that participated in a parallel ‘student for students’ project.  
1. The academic integration aim was shaped by the empirical cycle. Students conducted research on 

their own life story in relation to their academic pathway. They were obliged to write an essay about 
their life, that incorporated the four steps of the empirical cycle. The various academic skills formed 
the basis of the curriculum that was conducted during the nine days, specifically; academic writing, 
academic reading, research skills, presentation skills and collaboration skills.  

2. The social integration aim was shaped by the collaboration with student coaches. Student coaches 
(senior students) were represented as peers and role models that worked during the various courses 
as facilitator. They enabled the new students to feel at home (need to belong) and to identify 
themselves with significant others, often with a similar background (first generation, minority, 
underprivileged). In class, these senior students participated in order to enhance the discussion, 
outside the classroom they formed a social network to explore and engage with the institution. The 
written and unwritten rules were explicated in a safe personal setting. These student coaches 
played an important key role in the recruitment of students that fitted the target group. There was a 
team of student coaches that participated in this student for student project that supported the 
summer course during the entire execution (outreach, summer course, first semester follow up).  

3. The reflection aim was shaped with the help of the core theme of ‘working with your life story’ and 
the collaboration with student coaches (peers). During the entire execution of the summer course, 
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the student coaches played an important role in enabling the dialogue and conversation about 
individual life stories in relation to chosen academic pathway. Therefore, the student coaches were 
trained in advance. After the summer course, they conducted a weekly encounter with their paired 
student that participated in the summer course, to ensure success during the first semester. The 
curriculum was set up in such a way, that students were free to choose their own research material. 
Not only did they reflect on their own biographies, but also the narratives of other keynote speakers 
were presented, academic material was distributed (articles in close reading on working with life 
stories) and several interviews took place (including a transnational interview session with students 
from UCLA).  

 
III. Relevance to Lifelong Learning (LLL) 

The summer course is an example of the pedagogy of excellence and narratives being brought into 
practice. Because of the core belief that excellence is a starting point in working with first 
generation/minority student, the course had a competitive element. The essay that was chosen to be 
the best one by an independent committee, received an award of the publication of the essay. 
Furthermore, because of the theme of the summer course, there was close attention to the particular 
context of these students. In working with students coaches from the same communities as the targeted 
participants, a real dialogue and relationship building was possible. In particular this seems to be very 
important in reaching the right target group that can be transformed for LLL strategies. Not only the aim 
of excellence with the appropriate service and support to reach these aims (of completion of a course 
and preparation), but also the space for the narratives and thus the particular background of this target 
group seems to be key in engaging them with education and the HE institution. The first step that has to 
be taken into account is actually reaching (outreach) the target group and enabling them to participate 
in a successful way (support). Collaboration of students coaches (significant others) that participate from 
a student for student angle, as well as the theme of life stories in which participants can identify 
themselves, can be  suitable/fruitful for transformation into effective LLL strategies.   

 

 
 
 


