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Social responsibility of higher professional education in Ukraine: 

current problems and prospects

The quality of higher professional education is an issue of vital importance for progress of any society, especially in the period of reforms. Reforms are hardly expedient if they do not result in ultimate improvement of the quality of education and senseless if they lead to its deterioration.

1995 UNESCO’s General Conference adopted the strategic document “Reform and Development of Higher Education”, which mirrored a variety of problems relating to the quality of education and highlighted the importance of overcoming the gap between secondary and higher education and the necessity to take more energetic actions to increase motivation and professional awareness of university applicants.

Discrepancy between the existing system of professional training and situation on labour markets, both international and Ukrainian, brought about a deeper imbalance in the professional supply-and-demand structure alongside growing unemployment of university graduates. Technocratic character of higher education supported the notion that a person’s worth derives from his/her knowledge which is transformed into beliefs. Technocratic legacy also finds its expression in adherence to subject-centred approach as opposed to interdisciplinary approach, and in drawing hard and fast lines between science and technology on the one hand and the Humanities on the other.

Transition to information society, new configurations of space and time, acknowledgment of non-linear nature of world processes bring about a change in the paradigm of higher professional education, with universities acting as independent entities on the market of educational services. Universities are becoming more market-oriented, which results in increase in self-management and self-discipline and facilitates social security in society.

For teaching procedures to be able to meet the challenging task of reforming society, professional education has to be reformed along market-oriented lines, to increase graduates’ competitiveness and social and professional competence, which constitutes the basis for social responsibility of education, its responsibility for the growing generation.

Clause 7 of ISO 26000 Standard “Guidance on Social Responsibility” dealing with education specifies that initiatives in this sphere increase people’s awareness, their ability to play an active role and take conscious decisions applying their knowledge, abilities and skills in practice. This agrees with the main idea of SA8000 International standard “Social Responsibility” which outlines social responsibility strategy in education – freedom of choice, innovative transformation of environment and regional infrastructure, participation in the development of civil society, discovery of the interaction between culture and personality.

Socially oriented education can be interpreted on various levels: as professional education; as a constituent of any profession; as a compulsory component in the training of administrative personnel. On all levels, educational parameters acquire the status of independent factors of cultural development, enhance traditional institutions of socialization, professional orientation and psychological support.

In view of this, socially oriented higher education employs new approaches in disciplines and majors relating to economics and management, revises curricula in the spirit of partnership and collaboration between students and academics in the educational process, redirects methods of instruction towards gender-oriented, social and anthropological approaches.

The trajectory of multi-level socially oriented education offers choice among several majors and specializations, retraining opportunities, mobile transfer to new competencies on the basis of universal social-humanitarian and social-economic education in the changing social context.

Being one of the premises for construction of identity, socially oriented education brings to the foreground the social context of formation of educated middle class as an agent of social stability and solidarity. In this perspective, the concept of education as a process imparting a certain amount of information instead of rearing social innovators and managers seems doubtful. The present-day situation in all branches of market economy calls for professionally competent specialists.

The 90ies of the 20th century saw certain anxiety in both European and Ukrainian universities, caused by the necessity to adequately meet the challenges of the fast-changing society and to search for innovative strategic decisions. The necessity to raise requirements to the quality of educational services and research became obvious. In response to those demands, cultural codes of socially oriented higher education have switched towards integration of academic and corporate education, the format of a research university of innovative type, a university of science and technology.

In active cooperation with Bologna Process structures, the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), with 42 associations as its members, engages in evaluation of quality of education in various spheres and countries of Europe. It singles out two major directions in quality assurance in the system of higher professional education:

I – giving public educational authorities the function of quality guarantors (with possibility of setting up supra-national bodies responsible for quality assurance and corresponding control in the sphere of education)

II- transfer of the major quality assurance functions to special non-government organizations (agencies, councils, associations) set up by professional corporations, i.e. specialist communities.

Realization of any of these directions involves development of an open, dynamic (synergetic) quality management system which will make it possible to represent the process of training of future specialists (with all its creativity, interactivity, person-oriented and dialog-based approach) as an ideal “educational algorithm” for a given set of knowledge, abilities and skills, with constant monitoring of intermediate results. At the same time, the following aspect has to be considered: though a higher educational institution bears full responsibility for the quality of its graduates’ training, it is far from reasonable that a professor holds a monopoly on assessment of his/her own work, i.e. assessment of his students’ competences. In view of this, it is becoming more and more common to combine a university’s self-assessment with the assessment of its work by outside bodies representing government controlling agencies or professional associations.

In the context of quality of educational services offered by higher educational institutions, a new understanding of university autonomy has developed, which is given much attention in Magna Charta Universitatum. According to the charter, “the university is an autonomous institution at the heart of societies differently organized because of geography and historical heritage; it produces, examines, appraises and hands down culture by research and teaching. To meet the needs of the world around it, its research and teaching must be morally and intellectually independent of all political authority and economic power”.

In reality, university autonomy is rather limited. Above all, this refers to the fact that while realizing corresponding educational programs universities must meet public standards of higher professional education, approved by the Ministry of Education, Science, Youth and Sports of Ukraine. Only in such case, granted governmental accreditation, higher educational institutions can confer degrees and issue officially recognized diplomas. Universities’ freedom to introduce their own changes into curricula is limited to 10 per cent. Such rigid regulation of the educational process, determined by the necessity to meet governmental standards naturally hinders cooperation of Ukrainian higher educational institutions with foreign universities, their participation in joint educational projects in particular. Besides, a special attention has been recently paid to the Bologna process concept of social responsibility of higher professional education, which plays a major role in processes shaping basic parameters of society and acting as regulators of formation, transformation and maintenance of social structures, namely:

educational institutions are responsible for translation and generation of knowledge – for formation and handing down of new knowledge, abilities and skills from generation to generation, which is vital for any society to maintain its existence and continue development;

higher educational institutions create and further science, which largely determines the major trends in society progress;

higher educational institutions supply society with high-level professionals, who are indispensable for maintaining national economy, culture, law and safety;

higher educational institutions train intellectual elite in the spheres of politics, economics, science and culture, and the future of society directly depends on what elite is trained and how;

higher educational institutions largely contribute to undermining social barriers in society, as a university degree often appears to mean a rise in social status and transfer from one social milieu to a higher one.

Thus, the following two key priorities can be defined for government policy in the sphere of higher professional education: the role of education as a social institution and as an instrument of social-economic development.

In conditions of new economy based on knowledge and high technology, where the intellect definitely acquires central role, only a free person, motivated in their constant development, can be efficient and reach success. It is creation of conditions for development of every personality that has become an important aspect of state’s social responsibility, and it can be realized only through the system of education.

In the time of crisis in world market economy many people are losing jobs or may face unemployment. In such situation, the system of retraining, refresher courses offering anticipatory, customer-oriented programs make it possible, on the one hand, to locally solve the problem of possible mass redundancies, offering their trainees a kind of social compensation, and on the other hand, post-graduate courses can be regarded as a driving force aiming at giving their clients new up-to-date competences which will increase their value and employment opportunities on the market. This is viewed as the basis for increasing staff potential during economic renovation. 

What the world will be like after crisis will largely depend on the social responsibility of education. Here lies the mission of present-day higher professional education – not only to observe the changing world and adjust to existing markets, but to define, foresee and shape new economy, building the future of the country and society.

Realization of the tasks set involves expansion of the range of planning and analysis not only of close but also distant prospects by means of vocational and higher professional education, by renovation and enhancement of human intellectual capital.

Sixty years ago Winston Churchill said that generals always prepare for the past war. These words have not lost their topicality for today’s higher education, which must learn to give up the practice of getting ready for yesterday’s crises and look to the future. It must learn to prognosticate and design flexible modular information-communication techniques in modern universities. For the universities to be able to do this, we think it is essential:

to increase funding of higher educational institutions and direct it to support of research educational programs;

to carry out education through activity approach (project method, case method, situational games, role play customized to students’ future profession); so called “productive education”, which will facilitate transition from “education for life” to “education throughout life”, thus gradually removing borders between levels of education, between training and retraining, between basic and continuous education, creating the system of “applied Bachelor’s program”.

It is in the application of the inventory of “information-communication techniques” that we see the prospect of creating a new type of cognitive resources, which effectively attract interest to various spheres of life, give motivation for continuous education and possibility of self-sustained enrichment and development throughout life.

The new socially determined educational environment enriched with a new generation educational resource brings about an essential change in the mission of university staff. New pedagogical competences have to be able to adequately correspond to up-to-date educational tools and techniques.

Thus, priorities in training of university academics must consist in creation and renovation of standards for pedagogical activities and teacher training. The new concept of an innovative university is becoming the pivot of innovative discourse (acknowledgement of multi-discourse, dialog, tolerance) and non-linear thinking turns out to be common, solving the task of managing stochastic processes and opening the gate for the necessity of a social state and civil society.

