RESEARCH PROPOSAL

OUTLINE: The goal of this project is to provide a new draft law dealing with higher education in Serbia and accompany it with a policy paper which would outline all the major stakeholders and key points and the way in which they have been addressed. Due regard would be paid to existing comparative solutions and ongoing European processes of academic cooperation and integration, in order to incorporate them in the proposed solution. At the same time, it would try to balance this externally imposed and given circumstances with local needs and peculiarities.

RATIO

During the time I served as Minister of Education in the Serbian Government, I was definitely and finally convinced that there are three resources necessary for transition progress: time, money and people (or so-called ‘human capital’).

1. First among those is closely related to political elite (government), since it depends on their needs and on their plans, on one hand, and on patience of the nation, on the other hand. Government’s pace of action surely has to be in accordance with expectations of the citizens and plans of the international community. However, it is my experience that both citizens and the international community would grant enough working time to a sensible government, if the goal is explained in a sufficiently clear manner. In that respect, time, being a scarce resource, depends to a high degree on skills and plans of the political elite.

2. No transition country has unlimited money resources available, one may actually contend that they are very scarce. This mandates cooperation with other countries and international institutions (IMF, World Bank) when presenting development plans, budget planning and spending of budgetary and donation resources. Money issue depends to a high degree on ability of the prime minister, particular ministers in charge, international donors and negotiators, as well as on the willingness of the international community to offer a helping hand. From this prospective, money issue does not depend, at least not primarily, on the extent to which transition countries’ institutions are developed. This definitely does not refer to absorption power and control of spending which depend on single country’s capacity.

3. In my opinion, the third resource, knowledge, is the weakest resource of the transition countries. Modern, applicable knowledge which enables establishing links with the rest of the world and large systems, which would, in turn, enable governing over institutions and organizations, and this facilitates changes in organization of the society – which has been mostly lacking. In other words – there is a lack of people on domestic market, and it is impossible and impracticable to pay foreigners for the same tasks. 

Human resources and knowledge depend, mostly, on education system of a given country. One may, therefore, often hear that future of the country depends on its educational system, and one may observe that the highest growth of domestic product is recorded among those countries which have invested the most in their educational system. Although it is clear that there is a correlation between general level of education and the potential for GDP growth of a given country, the exact impact of primary, secondary, vocational and higher education is quite difficult, if not impossible, to precisely measure. Still, one should assume that a sound and efficient higher education system could, to a large degree, contribute to creation of wealth in a society to a relatively significant degree. 

SITUATION IN SERBIA

What is the situation in Serbia (and Montenegro)?

From the beginning of the 90’s, Serbia found itself in a blockade (of variable intensity), isolated from the rest of the world. Isolation resulted in drifting away from all worldwide and European processes, in every aspect, including education. Even prior to this, education policy was not particularly sophisticated. Isolation dealt a devastating blow. 

Following democratic changes at the end of 2000 and beginning of 2001, I became Minister for Higher Education in transitory government, and later Minister of Education and Sports in the first Serbian democratic government. I have served three years in that position and my term ended after my political option had suffered election defeat. 

Inherited education system was huge, centralized, weak, non-democratic, politically governed and incapable of transferring knowledge young people need for solving contemporary problems they are facing with. 

Within general Government goals of reforming and modernizing entire society, Ministry of Education has set its own goals aimed at reforming education system. Those goals boiled down to democratization, decentralization of the system (through, among other things, establishing new institutions on local level and on level of the Republic) and ridding education of its political role. These goals were to be reached through changes in curricula, new organization of teacher’s training (in-service teacher’s training, pre-service teacher’s training), changing of the textbook policy, and modernization of institutional governance and a new policy of financing education. 

· In June 2003, National Assembly adopted new Law on foundations of primary and secondary education system. This represented a fruitful completion of efforts of the team I had been heading. Less than a year after its adoption and despite its good first implementation results, following our lost of election, the Law has been amended by the new Assembly and the new Government.  This represented a step back for the whole country. I may still optimistically estimate that there still exists a sound basis for further advancement, and that, in the long run we will have new reform strides, including resurfacing of legislative ideas proposed by my Ministry. 

· On the other hand, our efforts with regard to higher education (which is by default a creator of the new elite) have not resulted even in promulgation of a new law. Our draft University Act failed on public debate, with no enough supporters of modern approach.  This is because the reform has met fierce resistance, primarily by the university circles. This resistance originated for the following reasons:

1. Long-lasting isolation which has separated us from European and global educational processes, resulting in inability to grasp new concepts and their content (triple L, Bologna process, Diploma Supplement, ECTS), and resulting fear of such processes and concepts;

2. Conservativism and traditional structure of Serbian universities;

3. Lack of reform experience on university level, due to the fact that in for the past fifty years changes have been imposed by politicians;

4. Perceiving ministry as an alien body, a threat to university autonomy; this is again a result of negative experiences in the past and fear of future collaboration;

5. Lack of financial resources needed to support new institutions, new teaching methods and curricula;

6. Fear of not being able to keep working position in future reformed education system;

7. Long-term brain-drain and lack of experts for higher education

Taken together, all these factors make reform of higher education more difficult. In turn, such reform is a necessary prerequisite for creation of new, politically and socially responsible elite, educated at domestic universities. This is despite the fact that the Serbian Government (in the previous term, during which I have served as well) has decided to accede to Bologna process, despite the fact that certain faculties participate in regional or TEMPUS projects (which have university reform as their objective), despite efforts of certain NGO’s which were willing to participate and facilitate reform of the universities, and despite perceptions of the students and their desire for changes.

MAIN RESEARCH FIELDS

Modern higher education has to be carried out at certain level of quality and has to have certain goals. Those are, at the same time, the goals which could benefit from the completion of this project:

· Increasing efficiency of studying and numbers of enrolled and graduated students

· Decreasing of average length of studying;

· Introduction of three-tier of studying, including carry-forward of credits as a measure of students’ workload

· Modifications of curricula in accordance with needs of the labor market;

· Development of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approach;

· Development of professional studies;

· Participation of students as partners in education process;

· Promotion of students’ and professors’ mobility

· Harmonization of higher education system with European standards

· Quality control (evaluation and accreditation)

Results of those higher education developments should be:

- Support for the democratic development of the country through educating its new, 

  responsible elite

- Support for transition and economic reconstruction

- Promotion of European values


In accordance with all previously underlined, my research would be divided in the two main fields:  

1. In the process of making new draft law my research gravity has to be on legislative ground: investigation of European legal systems, analyzing current legal situation in Serbia and comparing (comparative approach).

2. In the same time, I have to pay attention on the process of implementation of that law. Therefore, I have to identify potential stakeholders, i.e. those groups and institutions who will be affected by the law, and to find the way of animating some of them to accept and take part in further promotion and implementation of that statute. Because of that it would be essential to make a list of interested and opposed groups (supporters and opponents), to investigate and find out authentic reasons for positive or negative, hostile attitude.  After that, 
in process of reaching consensus,  I have to find a way of strengthening positive effects of the act, and diminishing adverse consequences. 


It goes without saying that neither Serbia, nor me, are starting from the scratch. However, additional information and strategic knowledge and still needed. Corporation of legal solutions and the quest for common European values are necessary. Once they are identified there is a good chance to shape them in the new draft of the law which would foster the development of the universities.  This would represent the end result of the proposed project. If this project is carried out, some future, a lot more reform-minded government would have a ready Draft law on Universities and the means of implementation. This could serve as a good example for other Balkan countries as well, so the project could have a wider application.  

OUTPUT OF THE RESEARCH:

Output of this research would be a new draft law on higher education, tailored to the needs of Serbian society. This draft would be accompanied by a policy paper, outlining alternatives that have been studied, assessed, discarded or adopted, and explaining ratio for their (non-)inclusion. Although shaped to meet local needs, draft and policy paper would represent a potential source of references and guidelines for our neighbors as well, given the fact that the problems our societies are facing do not differ to a large extent.

