OSI International Policy Fellowship 

Topic: The Bologna Process in the former Soviet Union

Goal: 

To analyse a variety of responses to the Bologna Process in the fSU in order to help formulate internal and external (European) policy towards HE development in these countries and beyond within the Bologna context

Research Problem: 

The problem of the periphery in European HE – does the common European space in HE (the Bologna Process) allow for the involvement of the fSU? If so, who and how? Can all be considered in the same way? If the European ‘primary movers’ do not seek to achieve a mutual understanding with the fSU Bologna candidates, signatories and ‘wannabees’, what will be the effect on both sides? Conversely, in higher education systems sharing a common, usually highly respected, systemic heritage and a deeply divided viewpoint on identity (European or otherwise), how is membership of the Bologna Process perceived, and how can it/should it be implemented? 

Position: 

I am a product of the English HE system and was involved as a young faculty member in many of the changes in English HE of the early 1990s. As such I have experienced the problems and the challenges of ‘on the ground’ contemporary innovation (such as modularisation, the introduction of credit systems, quality control based on standards and benchmarking, the move towards entrepreneuralism in research and institutional development etc). Since that time I have been a long term student of the fSU system, and have worked to introduce some elements of change or support for re-organisation based on the various 19th century ‘traditional’ notions of the university mixed with, what one could term, new world order realism. My approach to the Bologna Process in the past shared much in common with these activities. I saw the Bologna Process (and still do to some extent) as opening a door through which reformers could enter into comparatively closed HE contexts and introduce change at a time when fSU universities were looking for support and guidance. So if a university knows it has to think about something called ‘credit systems’, then there is opportunity to think on a wider level about curriculum reform. 

Increasingly, however, I have begun to question my optimism. First, the changes in the UK in which I participated do not suggest that certain innovations when set within a particular ideological context do provide a higher quality of university education for more people in better conditions. Secondly, and consequently, I am led to wonder at the European level how one can divorce the seemingly worthwhile micro-level goals (innovation at the course level, increased freedom of choice for the individual etc) from larger ideological goals that potentially undermine the primary notions of the university that I have been attempting to introduce or re-introduce. And finally, and further, I am led to consider how far a thoughtful fSU country should go, and how much of the consequences of pleasant sounding innovation are fully understood and so can be reasonably debated. 

I understand my work in this policy paper as both an attempt to reveal the intricacies of fSU thinking to the primary Bologna actors in Western Europe, and to reveal the underlying assumptions of the Bologna Process to academics in the fSU so that they can participate more aptly in the debate. If I can also find the ‘holy grail’ of HE debate – how to provide worthwhile (in my opinion) innovations whilst maintaining a supportive national framework for HE – then I hope to pass it on! 

Target Region: 

The fSU has been chosen for several reasons – 

1. It represents a block of countries with a common HE background and a common present foundation to be reformed. 

2. As such a block, it is by far the largest coherent HE system grouping to wish (in the main) to be connected with the Bologna process.

3. As such a block it is both cohesive in its foundation and yet can only be profoundly divided in its relationship (both intra and inter-nationally) to a common european notion of HE. 

4. Despite the diversity, this block has the capacity to challenge the current dominant notions of Europe within the HE context in a range of interesting ways but all within a common framework. And the ‘problem of the periphery’ to common HE debate in Europe with the corresponding alienation experienced on both sides could be of fundamental importance in making or breaking the European goals in research and HE market moving forward.

Bologna Process Focus:

First, the focus will be on the conceptual framework of Bologna. Every other element aside from the ‘common European HE space’ will be seen as technical adherence. 

Secondly, this research will not deal with the issue of life long learning. There are initiatives to promote this element, but it is outside my own primary area of expertise and not of particular interest to the OSI network, plus it does require that one takes in a wider community of potential educators and ‘students’, whereas the other elements of the process allow a tight focus on the universities. 

Sample Countries (in order of potential closeness to the Bologna region):

1. Georgia – Georgia is on the periphery of the Council of Europe conception of Europe, and way beyond any notion of Europe envisaged by the original movers in the Bologna process and EU. However, Georgia sees itself as connected to the future of Europe (for all sorts of reasons including its geopolitical situation) and is more likely to want a conceptual union rather than a technical relationship. So it is metaphorically the high profile stranger at the door joining a club whose rules it is only just thinking about, whilst the club is only recently aware of its existence. A mutual ignorance is augmented by an almost one way pursuit. Meanwhile, internally the Rose Revolution has introduced a period of hectic and multi-faceted reform with experimentation occurring at the HE level with sometimes dizzy rapidity, chaotic implementation but also a far degree of single-mindedness towards Bologna. Georgia’s particular position as a small HE network dominated by a single university also make it a fascinating study generally for reform efforts. Georgia’s very powerful central university and a certain proud indigenuous intellectual tradition can be compared with Ukraine’s lack of leadership at the centre (Taras Shevchenko may have much of the reputation but has signally failed to take on a leadership role at any point). Georgia can also be cross compared with Armenia with interesting aspects such as the post-revolution HE legislation in Georgia compared with ‘steady as she goes’ conservatism in Armenia. The capital/provinces relations of Georgia, as opposed to the explosion of universities in Yerevan etc.

2. Ukraine – a country that has not attempted any dramatic HE reform, and which has been, to a relatively large extent, a provincial offshoot intellectually of Russia. But which now, due to the Orange Revolution, will be seen as a primary site for ‘envelopment’ into Europe. Ukraine will not be expected, by Europe at least, to remain as a peripheral or Janus type country, but will be expected to be a part of the common european space. However, internally Ukraine’s approach to HE post-revolution has been slow, conservative and very cautious. The soviet inheritance is to a large degree cherished and even those who are pro-reform do not seem inclined to push the debate forward in the short or medium term. So Ukraine stands as an interesting case study for a country that would seem to require ‘deep conceptual engagement’ but which when married with a lack of present grasp and an intellectually conservative inheritance could simply become a peripheral case of technical compliance. 

3. Russia – Russia is at the heart of the system but is in many respects unrepresentative. It is the ‘Janus’ model, and both ‘in’ and ‘out’ of the European concept. It needs to be examined due to its strong influence on others and its intrinsic importance, but it is a difficulty. Perhaps it can be utilised as the place where the contradictions and problems raised in other countries come together in one case. Certainly the fSU debate around Bologna is at its most lively and poignant in Russia with highly public factions engaging in conceptual sparring in the media and through a variety of public events. So Russia is not only interesting for its position at the fulcrum of conceptual and technical, but also because the process which it is going through towards or away from reform is a matter of record. 

4. Kazakhstan – Kazakhstan is seemingly a non-European country, but this is a simplistic picture of the Central Asian state. And the conflicts that assault all those heirs of the soviet system are present in Kazakhstan too – seeing Russia as European, for instance, many consider that those elements inherited from Russia are a common European inheritance. Externally, however, Kazakhstan is highly unlikely to ever be considered a European country for the Bologna context. And meanwhile, in the process of building its statehood and national identity, Kazakhstan views HE as an arena in which to organise its own individualistic approach. The ministry understands Bologna as a technical process – a set of trade agreements that will ensure Kazakh compatibility with the international arena. Others see deeper. Certainly, there does seem to be a necessity for some type of relationship with the Bologna region and consequently, Kazakhstan represents a challenge for the Bologna actors – how to deal with the neighbouring regions (this issue has now been placed firmly on the agenda at Bergen for follow-up). 

Research Approach:

My main concern is to understand how the Bologna process is understood, and how it is being implemented – in the minds of the ministries, and in the ‘real world’ of the universities. 

To achieve this, I am approaching the research in a number of different ways: 

1. Documentary evidence – in particular to review the ministries (strategies and laws)

2. On-site visits and guided interviews with key university personnel in key institutions

3. Detailed quant/qualitat interviews with various academics and post-graduate students from diverse institutions

4. Shorter paper surveys with the same type of group though across a broader spectrum of institutions

5. Reading on HE policy and Bologna in other regions to better contextualise and inform my overall argument. 

All of the countries concerned have highly centralised systems, some more than others. Furthermore, this piece of research will not focus on the wider community’s understanding of the process except in so far as there will be an underlying assumption that running parallel systems will not further public understanding of the BA/MA system, for instance. Finally, in all the countries concerned certain universities have been designated as ‘experimental sites’ or leading implementers for the development of the relevant structures and their implementation into the framework of the institution. In some cases, aspects of Bologna are already being practiced in a scattered manner by the main body of universities, but in most cases certain institutions are taking the lead and are responsible for providing some guidance to others. Even where more are involved, I would argue that individual approaches to implementation are likely to be re-integrated into a primary approach that will emerge from the interplay between experimental sites, the various relevant committees and the ministry. 

Consequently, for on-site visits, I will focus my attention primarily on the ministry and the experimental and leading sites, except where more de-centralisation or prospective rebellion encourages one to look further afield. For instance, in Russia there is clearly important opposition to the central discourse, and it might be important to look further in Ukraine due to the fragmented nature of ‘excellence’. 

Again due to the centralised nature of the process, there is no need, in my view, to poll all elements of the experimental sites, but instead to pick out key players at a number of different levels (eg Vice-Rector for Academic Programmes, key Deans, those charged with investigating or spending Bologna R&D monies). I will select these key players with the help of my colleagues, and through my knowledge of the universities concerned, and I will work to understand their concept of Bologna, their vision of implementation etc through structured interviews. 

At the Ministry level, I will focus on the HE laws, the Ministry’s stated strategies (usually published), any relevant committees they may have, and then structured interviews with the leading implementers to ensure a firm understanding of their conceptualisation and goals. 

Potential Structure of the Project:

The aim eventually (ie not in the next 12 months) is to produce a book as well as the IPF policy paper.

The book structure (putatively) (topics included in no order of precedence):

1. Introduction to fSU HE: An Act of Translation – the specialist and its importance, the role of the candidat and DSc, research, the question of standards, the Academy/university split, the concept of childhood and its role in university education, perceptions of western ‘technologies’, the role of HE in society, a broad overview of discipline development in the post-soviet context. 

2. Bologna and the ideological context – the western european perspective – uses and abuses of Bologna. 

3. The new BA in the fSU – its function, connection to General Ed reform, bridge to the MA, approach to structure, teaching etc, understanding modularity, when is an elective not an elective?, mobility, and the new BA’s connection to the old specialist.

4. The new MA concept in the fSU– undergraduate/postgraduate education, the role of the MA, financial approaches to the MA, what is a ‘whole’ education? (expected percentages to MA), connection to the PhD etc. 

5. From Candidat to PhD – length, teaching versus dissertation, reform of the examining structures, apprentice versus anglo-saxon model, future of the habilitation, skills building, numbers and financing, research methodology, building research communities, the question of originality and peer review, building connections to Europe, recognition. Connections to European research structures and cross-border research initiatives.

6. Effect on the Disciplines – following some sample disciplines as they make the transformation 

7. What does a potential new system need in the given context? Faculty development -the need to change hiring, contractual, and promotion processes; the economies of scale; corruption vs system change, governmental use and abuse etc. 

