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Perceptions of higher education in the prevention of social exclusion: Universities, stakeholders and communities. (0088) 
Recent studies suggest that social inequalities in educational attainment in the UK show no signs of steady narrowing (Iannelli, 2007) and that the knowledge-driven regeneration of declining industrial regions is stumbling over an overwhelming dependency on public funding. In this context, policies on higher education in regional environments have turned to debates on engagement, citizenship and the concept of public good to rejuvenate discussions of the mediating mission of universities between local and global forces (Bjarnason & Coldstream, 2003 ; Calhoun, 2006).

A new vision of universities and other HEIs emerges from these debates, with democracy, diversity, social inclusion and civic engagement as key themes (Watson, 2007), challenging the more narrowly economic concerns of the past two decades. Initially encapsulated in widening access and participation in higher education and in lifelong learning programmes, this agenda has since broaden its scope beyond issues of skill provision to incorporate local initiatives and partnerships aiming at combating social exclusion.

The paper will draw on ESRC-funded research which explores the role of higher education institutions in regional processes of social and cultural transformation. More specifically, the paper will discuss preliminary findings, from case studies in the North East of England and from Scotland, on the range and nature of partnerships in which universities are involved in direction of socially disadvantaged groups. Perceptions that institutional, business and charity partners have of the cultural and social impact of HEIs’ involvement in such initiatives, particularity on the most disadvantaged communities will be confronted with views from within the universities.
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