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1- Introduction speech to the discussion

Until recently, the term used to describe higher education systems in CEE countries was ‚transitional’. Higher education systems were in transition, shifting from a centralist and elitist model to an autonomous and market oriented qualification-system for all. Now that the accession phase to the European Union is completed and that we are all striving towards a common goal fixed by the so-called Lissabon-strategy, shall we really put aside the ‘transition’ discourse as belonging to a different era? Shouldn’t we refine the term ‘transition’ to include a much broader perspective than the regional phenomenon we used to talk about when mentioning the years after 1989 in former communist countries? I believe it is time to consider transition as being a challenge to all European countries: The main factors contributing to the need to rethink higher education institutions today are linked to the advent of the global age. Higher education is asked to adapt to new societal needs, to be more responsive to the world around it, to be more market-, performance-, and ‘customer’-oriented. ‘Transition’ became an all-encompassing phenomenon, a world-wide dynamic pushing for innovation, structural flexibility and global awareness. And, most of all, it challenged national structures by engendering a comparable, though less dramatic, reform dynamism to the one ex-communist countries had to face 15 years ago.

In times of under-funding and half-hearted deregulation efforts, university systems are meant to surpass themselves. One way to cope with this new deal is to start thinking about co-operation. Co-operation stands for alternative forms of organising higher education by pooling competencies and opting for network effects. It enhances the possibilities to attract staff and students from abroad and makes higher education an interesting ground for investments. Co-operation became an integrating and dynamic factor of ‘transition’ promoted, among others, by the European Union. However, day to day reality in eastern and western European countries seems to differ from that rather idealistic picture:

1- Which are the factors furthering and which are the ones hampering co-operation in practice?

2- Where do co-operation agreements already exist and where should they be furthered?

3- What does the EU contribute to transnational co-operation efforts and where are the blind spots of the system?

The aim of this discussion was to construct a text reflecting the position of the 12 participants of the workshop. As 11 of them were practitioners (i.e. students, academics or administrators), the discussion focused mainly on daily practice and problems of co-operation.

2- Résumé of the discussion

The discussion started off by mentioning the contributions of EU-programmes promoting exchange and co-operation between European countries. In the last few years, students in eastern Europe and Germany became increasingly aware of the necessity to enrich their curriculum with an academic stay in a foreign (mostly western European) country and therefore benefited to a great extent from European mobility-funds. Though the advantages of these programmes seem obvious, the participants mentioned the difficulty of getting access to relevant information concerning those subventions. Especially students criticised the lacking user-friendliness of European homepages providing information on foreign university-systems and exchange-programmes. Furthermore, it was noted that the money granted by the European Union covered only a part of the living expenses of students abroad, who remained dependent on further, mostly private subventions. This situation might worsen in near future, as most European countries have decided to introduce a system of payable fees. The participants discussed also the funding possibilities available to higher education institutions. It became clear, that European programmes excluded not only smaller and non-state institutions of getting funding to start off co-operation and exchange projects, the Slovak case of a medium-sized institution applying for the European Social Fund (ESF) pointed also to the counter-productiveness of some European funding activity. The Slovak institution couldn’t integrate a co-operation project as ESF-subventions were granted to individual higher education institutions only.

Taking into consideration the issues raised in the first part of the discussion, the participants were asked to outline and comment on existing co-operation patterns. It appears that central and eastern European countries share roughly the same problems: Co-operation agreements concentrate mainly on western European countries, as eastern European higher education institutions suffer from a severe lack of public spending, making them less attractive to potential co-operation partners and foreign investments. Students are aware of this problem and prefer to opt for western European institutions when they consider studying abroad. The myth of a better life in the ‘West’ is still alive, though it seems rather doubtful if the co-ordination of qualification system and labour market is more effective in western Europe. A polish participant mentioned that students felt less and less committed to their ‘home-institution’ and systematically opted out for a more promising and ‘marketable’ western diploma, if there is an opportunity to do so. The discussion closed with the topic of brain drain, a very common phenomenon is western and eastern European countries, which is severing the national economies of highly qualified workers and potential tax payers.

3- Conclusion

The challenges posed to European co-operation could be outlined as follows: The only way to balance out the remaining asymmetry is to enhance the information policy on co-operation and exchange possibilities with eastern European countries, to target funding on regional co-operation among eastern European countries (leaving funding opportunities open to smaller and private institutions) and finally, to improve the public funding of higher education and research in western and eastern European countries.
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