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Summary

Standards must contain main requirements concerning educational objectives, content and length of studies, and principles and procedures of students’ assessment. In binary system of higher education academic education must be oriented to outputs: to research, creation of a new knowledge. It should be based on synthesis, induction, creation of images, right hemisphere information processing. Standard for academic education must include art and philosophy as a significant part. Professional education must be oriented more to use of knowledge and skills and should be based on analysis, deduction, and logics, left hemisphere information processing. Standards for professional education must contain requirements concerning the necessary skills and knowledge and the ways, how to achieve them. Periods of practical placement should be included in the standards for professional education, as well as minimal length of studies. These standards must be discussed with employers and professional organizations.

The proposal is to use for each degree, qualification two complementary standards: firstly, general standard (part), containing the description of the level for knowledge and skills, and requirements for attitudes, and secondly, specific part, which must include not only description of specific knowledge and skills, but also some more general methodological approach to this specific part. This methodological part of specific standards should be oriented to synthesis, art, philosophy in case of academic education, and to analysis, logics for professional education.

Increasing role of standards

External standards for universities in past have been established mainly in two cases: 1) consumers’ (students) protection in free (democratic) society; 2) control of education as a part of overall control in totalitarian state. After change of the political system (from totalitarian to democratic) in “transition countries” arose and became popular for some time idea of academic freedom and autonomy of universities, which was close to full independence of the universities from society, from state.  After some years it was clearly understood, that universities as a part of society must be responsible for their activities and external standards as well as external control of the implementation of these standards must exist. Freedom and autonomy must be linked with responsibility, transparency and accountability. In Western (democratic) countries there were not such big fluctuations between control and independence, but was more quiet movement towards the creation of self consistent quality assurance system, which contains standards as an essential part  of the system [1-12]. The main reasons to establish standards and to introduce quality assurance in higher education are: movement to mass education; diversification of forms and content; internationalization (mobility of students and professors, and need of recognition of academic degrees and qualifications; mobility of labor force and need of recognition of professional qualifications). 

Standards and assessment

The content of knowledge and skills are changing very rapidly. Approximately each five years qualification received in higher education system should be controlled and/or improved [1]. Regular self-assessment and external assessment of individuals (students, specialists) and organizations (higher education institutions and study programs) is necessary [2-6]. Assessment serves not only for recognition of achievements, but also more and more for understanding of current situation in the learning process and for planning future activities. Standards are necessary to use in all phases of the studies [2-10]. Transparency and justice of the education system becomes one of important political problems. Rapidly changing study process creates demand for more general standards - easy understandable and stable. 

Standards must help to establish justice, solidarity, and freedom. Transparency and mobility are consequences of justice. Equal possibilities to receive qualification, education are most important characteristic of justice. Solidarity must support standards. Guidance and counseling - standards for process, for help, are essential parts of education system and should be discussed together with standards for teaching. Academic freedom includes the choice of study courses. All three are important: justice, solidarity, freedom; concerning standards, but first of all justice must be linked with standards.

Academic and professional education

In binary system of higher education, where academic (university) degrees differs from professional (non university) qualifications, the design of standards must reflect this difference. Academic education must be oriented to research, creation of a new knowledge. It should be based on synthesis, induction, creation of images, right hemisphere information processing. Standard for academic education must include art and philosophy as a significant part. Professional education must be oriented more to use of knowledge and skills and should be based on analysis, deduction, and logics, left hemisphere information processing.  

The main outcomes of studies to be assessed using standards are: knowledge, skills and attitudes. Our proposal for standards is to use for each degree, qualification two complementary standards (or a standard consisting of two main parts): 

1. general standard (part), containing the description of the level for knowledge and skills, and requirements for attitudes, and  

2. specific, which must include not only description of specific knowledge and skills, but also some more general methodological approach to this specific part. This methodological part of specific standards should be oriented to synthesis, art, philosophy in case of academic education, and to analysis, logics for professional education. 

For both types of education (academic and professional) in the standards for education must be included managerial skills, ability to use innovations, but also taking in account difference in academic and professional education. Project management, group work, learning skills must be included in the general part of each standard. 

Inputs and outputs as the criteria for the assessment

Standards must contain main requirements concerning educational objectives, content and length of studies, and principles and procedures of students’ assessment. Inputs, such as length of studies, are easy to control, but more important are outputs. Academic studies must be oriented to research, to creation of new knowledge and therefore should not be restricted by standards concerning the content. Assessment of outputs, their coincidence with the set of objectives, should be main content of the academic standards. In small countries, such as Latvia, academic studies should be more on individual basis. Student at the beginning of study program and further at the beginning of each separate part (module) must receive information on: objectives, principles and procedures of assessment and advices concerning the study process. Academic studies could be mainly student’s individual work in library and research in the professors group under the guidance of  “senior” researcher (Master for Bachelor level, Doctor for Master level studies). Choice of specific subjects should be with minor restrictions and specific part of the academic standards could be rather short.

Professional education also is moving to the generalization and flexibility, but there are more precise requirements concerning the necessary skills and knowledge and the ways, how to achieve them. Periods of practical placement should be included in the standards for professional education, as well as minimal length of studies (in terms of credit points) for all main parts of theoretical and practical training. These standards must be discussed with employers and professional organizations. In many cases (medicine, transport, engineering etc.) there are international organizations, which have worked out specific requirements for studies and for final assessment to receive professional qualification. 

International standards

The international standards for education are necessary first of all as a requirement for safety, consumers’ protection. Transport must be operated according to regulations approved by all participating countries. Telecommunications, industry, law and many other branches need harmonization. This creates pressure for the coordination of the standards for outputs, but after and together with harmonization of outputs all other parts of the educational standards also are going to be harmonized.

The main tool for the international harmonization of the standards in higher education is external evaluation of universities and study programs, using experts from different countries in the peer review teams. Common principles and procedures for the peer reviews should be the first step towards the international harmonization of the standards in higher education. The next step could be inclusion of the results of higher education quality evaluation in the diploma recognition procedures. Using the experience of exchange of information in the framework of quality assurance and diploma recognition international harmonization of the educational standards will be possible [1-15]. 

As a result of several pilot projects and wide exchange of opinions the main principles of higher education quality evaluation and accreditation in Europe have been established [1-7, 12-15]. The four principles, which were worked out: autonomy of the evaluation process, the self-evaluation, the external review, and the public report - are the international standards of quality evaluation worldwide [4]. According to the understanding achieved during discussions on higher education quality problems, the main part of the quality assurance system is self-evaluation, therefore international harmonization of the standards for the self-evaluation should be agreed. Indicators, such as used in OECD investigations of education, could be used, but more important is to work out common procedures for the benchmarking of study programs and universities[11-14]. 

Perspectives for international cooperation 

Quickly changing frontiers in science and technology are making more and more important distance education, flexible learning, use of different modules and short courses in education as a basis for life long learning. Two consequences are:

1) Introducing standards and quality assurance for all education system, including different short courses, at national level with international coordination becomes necessary.

2) Natural sciences, first of all physics, appears to be the best basis for any education and must be wider included in all study programs in higher education. 

Changes in higher education and research, aimed to support innovations, should be carried out in nearest future. In Latvia, as in many European countries, and in the whole world reforms and changes in education system, forced by incoming new technologies and respective changes in all society, are going on now, but these changes are not designed with enough high understanding of national strategic development in new world of information society, and these changes are not enough coordinated internationally. Some most important problems to solve in the course of reforms are. 

1) Elaboration of standards in higher education, first of all in higher professional education. 

2) Elaboration of indicators and methodology of their use in education to carry out appropriate analysis of all system and different parts. 

(These two tasks should involve wide use of information, collected by quality assurance system. Self-evaluation reports of universities and study programs together with results of their evaluation by international experts contain very useful information on status quo and future possibilities. To this information short annual reports from universities should be added, containing three main parts: a) statistics on the study and research process; b) review of changes during the year; c) corrected future plans with appropriate explanation.)

3) Creation of short courses for flexible life long learning, valid for receiving the necessary qualifications and skills in the process of innovations. This system of courses must be based on universities and must include internationally harmonized quality assurance.

4) Change of existing modules and creation of new modules for distance education, their quality assurance and dissemination. 

5) International harmonization of national quality assurance systems.

6) Development of ECTS and other systems of recognition of credentials in education, based on quality assurance.

7) International harmonization of national systems of qualifications and degrees in higher education. (A good solution could be to introduce two kinds of degrees – academic and professional, with the same formal structure and with similar names (for example, BA and MA for professional, BSc, MSc for academic directions). The Bachelor degree should be the first university degree in two cycle system according to Bologna declaration, where Doctor is the second degree and Master degree could be a part of Doctor degree [13]. The first cycle, Bachelor degree could include up to four lower levels, as it is proposed in Great Britain. Concerning the branches of science, which are used in higher education diploma to identify the direction of the qualification, seems that six names could cover all main fields. These could be: Natural Sciences, Engineering, Agriculture, Medicine, Social Sciences, Humanities. Quickly changing knowledge and content of higher education in all branches of science, as well as changes of qualification and position of specialist during his working life makes meaningless more detailed system of names of qualifications used in Diploma of higher education. All necessary details about the qualification received will contain the Diploma Supplement (not the name of qualification in Diploma), accepted in European countries [15].) 

It is misunderstanding of the academic freedom, that preparing standards for the qualifications of specialists are the task only of universities, but often universities make decision on standards by themselves. Academic freedom is necessary for research and for implementation of educational standards according to the order received from society (mainly through government). Specialists in the field of innovations will work in the conditions not existing now. Professors of universities are experts in their fields, but they should prepare main principles of future development of the universities together with representatives of other groups of society. At least three parties should be involved.

1) Representatives of the universities, including students.

2) Representatives of society, first of all civil servants, presenting political interests of society through government and parliament. (Direct participation of representatives from industry and from political parties could be useful.)

3) Experts, including international experts, first of all from other countries in the same region. The experts should prepare different possible solutions, leaving the final decision for the representatives of society (respective ministry). 

The outcome must contain three main parts.

1. General and professional standards (which should be used as a task and framework for the universities).

2. Description of necessary means, including financing.

3. Plan, how to proceed with innovations and development of education and research, putting together specialists, investments, political decisions.

To solve all mentioned tasks, well organized and structured international cooperation is necessary [1-6]. Regional cooperation at different levels seems to be a necessary part of such system, because to solve the problems for all world or for all European countries immediately is too complex task. Cooperation between Baltic countries and between Nordic countries are good examples of such regional cooperation. It should be expanded to Nordic – Baltic cooperation and could include other countries in the Baltic see region. The main areas for the international cooperation are:

1. Coordination of quality assurance and diploma recognition in higher education.

2. Creation of common standards in higher education.

3. Development of flexible education for life long learning.

4. Cooperation in research.
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