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New & Old Eastern European Countries
Redefining Educational Systems

While social scientists and experts
in international affairs are attempting
to explain the revolutions in the former
eastern bloc countries-revolutions
which they did not predict-the entire
region is undergoing a transitional period
of reform.

During 1989-1991, the unfolding
events were revolutionary both in terms
of their domestic and international im-
pact and the speed with which changes
took place. By 1992, revolution had been

h

,;;f‘)eplaced by reform, with changes slowed
i

'urther by the dire economic circum-

“ewstances present in all the former socialist

~

_states.

1]

With the dissolution of the Soviet

Union and Yugoslavia, and the recent
breakup of Czechoslovakia, the number
of countries in the region has more than
tripled practically overnight, if one con-
siders time in an historic context, from
eight to 27.

The collapse of highly centralized,
state-controlled structures, may they be
economic, social, or political, is the single
most significant development in this re-
gion. While the number of countries in-
creased, so did inflation and unemploy-
ment.

It is within this context that most
nations/states, old and new, areattempt-
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ing to define and redefine their economic
and political structures and institutions.

Educational reforms are part of the
on-going changes in recent Eastern Euro-
pean history. Since 1917 in the Soviet
Union, and following World War II in
the rest of the region, education has been
strictly controlled by the state. It was
based on a set of common principles be-
lieved to define socialist education, i.e.,
the eradication of illiteracy (primarily a
goal of the Soviet Union), massification,
inclusion of polytechnic education at the
secondary level and a heavy emphasis on
ideclogy.

While these were the organizing prin-
ciples, Eastern European systems of edu-
cation did not all share a common histori-
cal development, nor were they at the
same stage of development at any given
time.

Asan example, Charles University in
Prague and Jagellonian University in
Cracow were established in 1348 and
1364, respectively, while the overwhelm-
ing majority of tertlary institutions in the
Soviet Union came into existence only
within the last 50 years. Consequently,
education in certain countries will be emi-

nently more reformable than in oth-

ers, simply because a strong educa-

tiona! infrastructure that existed for

centuries will support the current re-
form movement.

Czechoslovakia as a'Case Study

Educational reform in the former
Czechoslovakia illustrates the complex-
ity of transition from a system of educa-
tion based on and supported by a state
economy, to one operating within a mar-
ket economy and western-style demoe-
racy.

Structure and Characteristics -~

Like other eastern European systems
of education, the Czechoslovakian sys-
tem was characterized by its high degree
of centralization. Institutions at all levels
were directly administered by the Minis-
try of Education through an elaborate,
inflexible schema of centralized bureau-
cracy and administration.

The absence of institutional au-
tonomy in higher education was what ana-
lysts of the system pointed to first. Fur-
thermore, the post-1948 system of higher
education was characterized by an imbal-
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ance between technical studies and the

humamtles to the detriment of the lat-. -

’r, and separation of teaching from re-
Jearch.

Prior to 1989, elementary/second-
ary education consisted of a 12-year cycle.
During the last four years of secondary
education, students had several alterna-
tives. One was to continue studies at the
gymnasia, which offered general academic
education to prepare students for admis-
_ston into institutions of hlgher learning—
in particular, to universities. Another
option was technical education, taught at
secondary schools devoted to special
fields such as business, technology, nurs-
ing and elementary education.

Upon completion of this cycle, re-
gardless of the stream, students sat for
the maturity examinations, success in
which led to the award of the maturitn:
zkousce/maturitnej skuske (maturity cer-
tificate). The certificate and success in
the university matriculation examinations
were the criteria for admission into insti-
tutions of higher learning.

Access to higher education, as in all

‘{Sastern European systems, was selective

_

1d based on a strict numerus clausus in
- atcordance with the government’s man-
power plans. The admission ratios were
“not more than 1:2 to 1:3, and sometimes
even less.
: Higher education was offered at uni-
=4 versities and specialized higher schools
i of engineering, economics, education,
o agriculture, medicine, and fine arts. Pro-
¢ grams of study varied from four to six
years. Upon completion of. the required
coursework, students were awarded the
qualification of absolvent or promovany
(graduate).

Those who also passed a state exami-
nation and defended a diploma thesis/
project were awarded a diploma (roughly
the equivalent of a master’s degree in the
U.S. system of education), which, de-
pending on the area of specialization,
would be accompamed by the title of
inzenyr in engineering, €conomics, etc.
The graduate who sat for an additional
examination in the area of specialization,
examen rigorosum, was awarded the quali-

Q :ation of doktor in (specialization).

In terms of postgraduate education,

the kandidat ved (candidate of science)

going changes and constant search for
new paradigms and solutions within a

wa$ awarded” upon completion of re~*fumeork of limited, if not dire, eco-

search, examination, dissertation (origi-
nal work), and public_defense. The de-
gree of doktor ved-(dottor of science),
the highest qualification awarded in the
Czechoslovakian system, was accessible
to holders of the kandidat ved through
research, extensive publications, and
original contribution to knowledge.

The Immediate Aftermath
of the Revolution

Certain structural changes have oc-
curred since 1990 at all levels of educa-
tion. While the 1984 reduction of el-
ementary education from nine to eight
years was rescinded, compulsory school-
ing was reduced from ten to nine years.

Private schools now are permitted
to function. Similarly, secondary for-
eign language schools are encouraged
(there are already three French, three
German, and one Spanish in operation).

What has changed drastically at this
level, as a result of privatization, is voca-
tional education. Initially, state-owned
and run industries and businesses had
been operating vocational schools in con-
junction with the Ministry of Educa-
tion. With privatization and the subse-
quent withdrawal of public funding,
these companies began to abandon the
vocational programs because they were
too expensnve to maintain. By February
1990, in Slovakia alone, about 60 former
state enterprises were scheduled to close
their vocational schools, affecting ap-
proximately 11,000 students. These
planned closings forced the Ministry of
Education to take over the schools com-
pletely, whereas previously the Ministry
had been responsible only for the gen-
eral education component.

Furthermore, as the process of
privatization continues, the actual own-
ership of school buildings is being de-
bated between the Ministries of Educa-
tion (Czech and Slovak) and the enter-
prises to which the vocational schools
were once attached. Developments of
this nature best demonstrate the on-
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nomic resources.

The most sweeping changes, however,
and the ones with farthest-reaching im-
plications, occurred in higher education.
On May 4, 1990, the Federal Assembly of
the Czechoslovak Federal Republic passed
Act No. 172/1990 on Higher Education.
The basic principles of the Act can be
summarized as follows: guarantee of aca-
demic rights and freedoms, such as the
freedom of scientific research and of pub-
lishing ts results; the right to elect self-
governing bodies; immunity of university
academic premises; a renewal of the uni-
versities’ self-governing bodies (the aca-
demic senate, elected democratlcally by
teachers, students and other university
staff); and redefinition of the status and
tasks of the scientific council of universi-
ties, and of academic officials (rector, pro-
rector, dean, etc.). New bodies were es-
tablished such as the University Council,
a self-governing body of higher education
institutions representing universities be-
fore the Ministry of Education, as well as
accreditation commissions as advisory
boards active in the area of evaluation of
higher education.

The overall aim of the Act was to
restructure higher education in terms of
both administration and institutional au-
tonomy as well as curricular reform. Ac-
cordingly, institutions of higher learning
will have sole responsibility for all mat-
ters regarding their organization and pro-
grams of study.

Structurally, higher education has
been reorganized. A short cycle of two to
three and one-half years of study leads to
the new degree of bakalar (bachelor); a
longer cycle of five years of study and
passing of the state examinations at uni-
versities/faculties of theology/academies
of art leads to the degree of magistr (mas-
ter), roughly equivalent to a master’s de-
gree in the U.S. system of education.
Upon fulfillment of the same require-
ments, higher schools of engineering, ag-
ricultural academies and academies of art
will award the degree of inzenyr.

Bakalar programs have been intro-
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Eastern Europe continued...

duced primarily at newly-established ter«
tiary-level institutions. The aim of these
programs is to provide students with spe-
cialized professional training in the areas
of technology and business in order to
meet the immediate needs of the
economy and to fill the vacuum that ex-
isted between secondary and higher edu-
cation. Similar needs in a number of West-
ern European systems of education were

~ met with the creation of third-level, non-

" university institutions in the late 1960s
and ’70s.

Although the introduction of the
bakalar will address certain immediate
needs of the labor market by training
experts in the areas of business and tech-
nology within a shorter time than the
five-year, highly theoretical academic de-
gree programs, its creation was the result
of alegislative process rather than a com-
prehensive study of the system of higher
education, its current status and future
objectives. While the law stipulates that
there is articulation between the short
and long programs, the specific condi-

_tions have not been formulated.

¢ Inthesecond postgraduate stage, the

)‘ "Higher Education Act introduced the
degree of doktor, which will eventually

B supplant the kandidat ved. Postgraduate

"5 studies may be pursued by students who

have completed the long cycle of educa-
tion as well as by holders of the magrstr
or the 7nzenyr. The Act does not address
the doktor ved degree and its fate is not
clear. For practitioners in the field, it is
important to emphasize the elimination
of the degree of doktor (specialization).
Following the Soviet paradigm, teach-

ing and research in Czechoslovakia were
kept separate. Research was the respon-

sibility of the Academy of Science, &s¢#.Rugsian literature has decreased signifi

.1/\"

tablished in 1952: JThewAet of 1990 ended
this separation: and\é\dopted the western
principle of unity of:teaching and re-
search. As the role of the Academy has
eroded, so has its size and budget.

By June of 1993, the Czech Acad-
emy had closed 21 of its 86 institutes,
and 2,000 of the Academy’s 8,800 scien-
tists and other employees had lost their
jobs (a staff estimated at 13,000 in 1989).
As for its budget, the Czech government
has reduced it to about a quarter of its
1992 level of $60 million.

Curricula and Other Changes
Throughout the Region

Uniformity characterized education
in all the former eastern bloc countries,
from the type of institutions and phi-
losophy to the curricula taught. Post-
1989 reforms are changing this inflexible
model by introducing new philosophies,
teachers and teaching methodologies, as
well as curricula. The new philosophy
emphasizes pluralism and freedom of ex-
pression, decentralization and breaking
of the state monopoly on education.

At the secondary level, the Polish,
Czech, and Slovak systems, for example,
have introduced separation of vocational
and general education programs. Lyce-
ums and gymnasza will focus, once agam,
on preparation of students for university
matriculation, returning to the traditional
continental European model.

Curricular changes are most pro-
found in language, history, literature and

social sciences. Pupils are exposed to
world literature, while the volume of

cantly. Emphasis is on languages other
than Russian. In the Czech and Slovak
Republics, foreign language instruction
starts in the fifth grade (three weekly
hours of instruction), and a second for-
eign language is introduced in grade seven
or eight. The teaching of ideology
through civic education has been abol-
ished and religion has been introduced as
an elective in the Czech and Slovak Re-
publics. In Poland, obligatory literature
during the first year of the lyceum now
includes the Bible, Old and New Testa-
ments, and the Apocalypse of St. John,
among others.

At tertiary level, curricular reform is
expressed through the abolition of
courses such as the History of the Com-
munist Party, Marxist-Leninist Philoso-
phy, etc. Institutes teaching Marxism-
Leninism also have been abolished.
Charles University has revived its de-
partments of theology, political science,
and economics (separating economics

dition).

The Central European University,
with campuses in Prague and Budapest,
was established in 1991 as a postgraduate
studies center aimed at preparing the new
intellectual elite, future academicians and
civil servants. Funding for the school of
social sciences and humanities came from
the New York-based Soros Foundation.

Since 1989, hundreds of teachers in
the region have been dismissed for ideo-
logical reasons. Charles University alone
dismissed 500 of its 3,500 instructors.

and politics in the western academic tra-i)\
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Libraries are removing Marx’s works

_from their shelves, as well as books on.

f/rj\/larxism.
"\

Implications for the Future

On January 1, 1993, the Federal Re-
public of Czechoslovakia officially
ceased to exist as a nation state, ending a
75-year union of convenience. The 1918
unification was, in part, an attempt to
offset the power of Austria and Hun-

" gary by forming a Slavic alliance; during

the late period of the Hapsburg Empire,-

Slovakia was administered by Hungary
and the Czech territories by Austria.

Slovakia, with a population of five
million, has a very strong Hungarian mi-
nority of 600,000, or 11 percent of its
total population, and may be headed to-
wards serious problems with Hungary-
the same ones it sought to avert with
unification in 1918.

The Czech Republic, on the other
hand, with a population of 10 million,
will increasingly be in the German sphere
of influence if one considers that 90 per-
¢yent of foreign investment in unified
F-zechoslovakia was on Czech land, and
*ﬂthe majority was of German origin.

While the country no longer exists,
what_we know as the Czechoslovakian

system of éducation will remain intact .

for the near futurezbecause separate
Czech and SlQVak“'xilinistries of educa-
tion always were maintained, even when
the country was united. Neither republic
has announced any changes.

Educational reform in Eastern Eu-
rope in the years to come will be driven
by the vagaries of economics. The newly-
established Central European University,
for example, recently announced plans
to close its Prague campus after the Czech
government withdrew from an agreement
to provide facilities, classrooms and of-
fices for the institution.

Meanwhile, the size of the systems
of higher education in all the countries of
the region has increased drastically dur-
ing this period of persistent negative
growth and even hyperinflation; in Po-
land, for example, the number has risen
from 61,334 in 1990 to more than 74,000.

Financially overburdened institutions
are now introducing fees. In Poland, in-
stitutions of higher education were au-
thorized to charge tuition for evening
classes. In Hungary, tuition will be intro-
duced from next year for students who

For Additional Information:

B Ministry of Education
Suvorovova 12

813 30 Bratislava
Republic of Slovakia
FAX (427) 598-995

B Ministry of Education
Karmelitska 5-7-8

11812 Prague 1

Czech Republic

Fax 422-5311-322

do not maintain consistent high marks.
It 1s expected that free tuition will be

awagded only to students maintaining a

4.5 average out of a possible 5 points.

Yet another means of dealing with
the financial crisis in higher education is
either through the reduction of the length
of programs of study for first university
degrees from five to four years, as in
Hungary, or with the introduction of the
short bakalar degree in the Czech and
Slovak Republics. Furthermore, in Po-
land the five-year magistra will be re-
stricted to faculties with eight or more
professors in a given subject at a rank
equivalent to associate or full professor.
The newly-introduced three-year degree
called Licencjat can be awarded only by
faculties that have five professors of simi-
lar rank.

It would be wrong to predict the
future on the basis of changes made dur-
ing this highly transitional, interim pe-
riod. Reports from the region say that
institutional autonomy is becoming a re-
ality, even as universities fight to over-
come economic hardship and brain drain.
One wonders, however, whether true au-
tonomy is attainable within a framework
of economic dependency. B
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B Margarita Sianou is a credential analyst at World Education Services. She recently returned from Eastern
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Europe where she was undertaking research in preparation for writing the new PIER publication on Bulgaria.





