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The Question

Why is Romanian higher education, after 20
vears of perpetual reform, so homogenous?

But is it really?

- organizationally (organizational structures, missions, practices, norms)
- in terms of programs (within and across fields)

- in terms of students’ experiences

- in terms of educational philosophy



Why this Question, why now?

A domestic reason: top-down introduction of
university classification and program rankings

A “European” reason: concern for diversity as
centralism — glorified as management by
outputs — fails to deliver

A contextual reason: a change in quality
assurance philosophy in Romania



The explanations so far

Along institutionalist lines:

homogeneity is the result of isomorphic pressures generated in a
field undergoing professionalization, but mostly by coercive
mechanisms (accreditation, uniform professional standards,
public funding)

simply put, the newer and smaller higher education organizations
(HEOs) established or being given a new lease of life after 1990
have been aping the older, traditional, prestigious state
universities

Q: Why is the landscape of Romanian higher
education so homogenous?



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Q: Why would have Romanian HEOs diversified?

Q: Were the conditions for institutional diversification in RO HE
there?

While remaining within the ambit of neo-institutionalism,
we take a resource-dependence approach: competition
for scarce resources breeds diversification (esp. where
there is dependence on one major actor).*



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

So then, how tough has this competition been over the past 20+
years?

First, a very broad picture of RO HE today:
- homogenization
- tuition fees: relatively flat & definitely low

- substantially below EU average in LLL / some possible
constituencies not fully explored

- some groups (low-income, rural) seriously under-represented

- lowering quality of student experience / little competition
based on quality of services



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Stage 1 (early 1990s)
- large demand for higher education
- limited infrastructure

— limited intake of students - continuing high demand

— high admission standards (tough exams) - conserving
institutional prestige

—> emergence of private and small(er) public HEOs (usually local)

(Also: quasi-anarchic deregulation, new disciplines, new
curricula, hands-off government policy)



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Rate of participation to higher education in Romania, 1990-2008
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Source: National Institute of Statistics and Encyclopedia of the Nations. Data for the year 1998 could
not be found so it has been interpolated.



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Stage 2 (1993/4 to late 1990s)
- continuing large demand for higher education; infrastructure still limited

- standardization and consolidation (law on accreditation, then laws on education
and on teaching staff)

- creation of (intermediary) buffer organizations — “national councils” — which
become the focus of power struggles as public funding allocations are rather non-
transparent

coercive de-differentiation: traditional universities become the de facto standard
competition for faculty is annihilated

private and local HEOs enroll “failed” candidates in state Us - same admission
standards & curricula, same program structures

Vb

Crucially for our resource-dependence outlook, high demand for HE

— enables traditional Us to conserve high prestige (selectivity) and enroll up to their
full capacity

— enables private and local HEOs to grow (and, after a short-lived crisis, to quickly get
back on their feet)



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Stage 3 (late 1990s — early 00s)
- professionalization accelerates
- European HE becomes a standard
- Bologna-induced standardization

- [most importantly] change in the funding system: from the old, constraining line-
item to per capita system; introduction of (uncapped) tuition fees in the public HE
system

— high-reputation HEOs engage in an economy-of-scale strategy, playing the card of
marginal cost and low tuition (no competition from other highly reputable players
- reputational slack)

—> since low-reputation private and local HEOs cannot really compete on price, they
compete on opportunity costs (“locality”, effort)

In other words, high-reputation state universities were the drivers on the academic
market, since by setting a low-tuition strategy they severely limited the practical
options of the other players.



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Number of state-funded and fee-paying students in state universities, 1989-2011
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Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Tuition fees for technical fields (other than Physics and Chemistry), 2011-12 academic

year (in Euro, average per university)
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Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Tuition fees for architecture (other than Physics and Chemistry), 2011-12 academic year
(in Euro, average per university)
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Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

Summary of argument

By late 00s: temporary equilibrium based on (still) increasing
enrolments, low tuition, and lowering of academic quality
(decreasing selectiveness; matriculation beyond what the existing
material infrastructures and academic personnel reasonably
permitted).

Effects:

e overall loss of quality-based competitiveness

* new constituencies (e.g., older potential students) not fully tapped
* Jlow income groups left out (without state support)

* J|ost appetite for innovation in program and curricular design

e [arguably] diminished public trust in higher education as a whole



Our contribution (the “larger picture”)

A coming crisis...

* enrolment curve in state HEOs started to flatten by 2005

e for the HE sector as a whole, enrolment peaked in 2007-08, decreased slightly the
following year, and substantially by 2009-10

* school population (all levels) in 2009-10 decreased by 3.4% compared with
previous year, and by 4.2% compared with 2005-06

— contracting enrollment base

* temporary respite offered by (coincidental) dramatic increase in research funds in
2006-08, abruptly ended by economic crisis

(revenues from fees in public HEOs decreased from ~27% to ~16% between 2004 and 2008,
while research and infrastructure grants increased from ~9% to ~29%)

... (hopefully) breeding differentiation.



Thanks!



