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Abstract

After signing the Bologna Declaration, Albania started the Bologna reforms in 2004. During the last 8
years higher education institutions in Albania has undergone a series reforms and new changes are
under the way with the new law on higher education that is being discussed currently. However there is
still a long way to go when it comes to practical implementation of Bologna principles and the related
policy line. The aim of this paper is to investigate the process of harmonization of the Albanian Higher
Education with the standards and practices of other EU member states, by focusing on the strategies
and policies adopted by the state, institutions of higher education and by other actors involved. Despite
the political rhetoric, the higher education system in Albania has displayed many problems with respect
to the Bologna Process, having to do with the implementation of the structural reforms of Bologna
context, enhancement of students’ learning, their mobility and the orientation of the higher education
towards the business and the work market etc.
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1. Introduction

Albanian higher education sector has tried to mimic the developments of EU countries which have
undergone reform processes based on several European conventions and communiqués:
Sorbonne (1998), Bologna (1999), Prague (2001), Berlin (2003), Bergen (2005) and London (2007).
This Europeanization process has not only influenced the reform agenda of Albanian governments
since 2003, but it has also pushed reform in public higher education institutions. The law of higher
education in 2007 which introduced the Bologna system in the Albanian higher education was used
by the government to drastically change the landscape of higher education. The Bologna process
legitimized the expansion of higher education, it helped the government to initiate the reform of the
curricula and enforce transparency. Evidence shows that the Bologna process has been
instrumentalized to legitimize and further reforms and changes in higher education policies also in
other European countries, especially concerning restructuring and homogenization of the system,
or ensuring transparency in the use of public money (de Wit, 2007; Gornitzka, 2006; Vukasovic,
2014).

This articles aims to provide an analysis of the process of harmonization of the Albanian
Higher Education with the standards and practices of other EU member states, by focusing on the
strategies and policies adopted by the state, institutions of higher education and by other actors
involved. Our argument is that despite the political rhetoric, the higher education system in Albania
has displayed many problems with respect to the Bologna Process, having to do with the
implementation of the structural reforms of Bologna context, enhancement of students’ learning,
their mobility and the orientation of the higher education towards the business and the work market
etc. The method of our investigation is analysis of the law and policy documents, as well as
comparing data on Albanian higher education, which is provided by government and non-
government agencies, with data of several countries in the European Union. The paper is divided in
two main parts, besides the introduction and conclusions. The following section provides a short
introduction to the most important policy initiatives for the implementation of the Bologna process.
In the second section we will evaluate and analyze how Albanian higher education system has
evolved within the framework of this process.
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2. Policy Initiative and Strategies for the Implementation of the Bologna Process

The two main policy instruments for the implementation of the Bologna process have been the
National Strategy of Higher Education 2008-2013 (Keshilli i Ministrave [Council of Ministers], 2008)
and the law on higher education ("Ligji per Arsimin e Larté [Law on the Higher Education in the
Republic of Albania]," 2007). Other important regulations within the framework of Bologna process
have been the national quality framework (2010), and guidelines and standards for the quality
assurance in Albania (2004 and 2012). There were some amendments to the law of higher
education in 1999 and 2006 to accommodate some of the changes initiated with the Bologna
process, but only the law of 2007 was a comprehensive approach to the whole process.

Liberalization of access in higher education, which has resulted in an increase in number of
university students, has also been an important aspect of the reform. Government policies were
then oriented towards the expansion of the capacity of public higher education institutions. The
government established new institutions and public universities opened up campuses in some
remote areas. The research institutes were integrated at public. The government introduced quota
for the social category of families that were politically persecuted during communism and were
deprived of the right to enter the university. Affirmative action were also applied for Roma students
and students with special needs.

Changes in the law of higher education also allowed for a diverse system in terms of types of
institution and forms of ownership and funding. In Albania there are currently five types of
institutions, universities, academies, professional colleges, schools of higher learning and inter-
university centers. The law of higher education also created a broad and encouraging legal
framework for the functioning of private higher education institutions in Albania. As of 2014 there
were 13 public higher education institutions (12 university and one academy), one inter —university
centre and 26 private higher education institution (five universities, two professional colleges and
the rest are schools of higher learning). In 2015 the government approved the new law of higher
education stipulating that the schools of higher learning will be labelled “university colleges”,
maintaining the general characteristics of the system.

The government established the quality assurance agency in 1999, whereby the first
approach to quality assurance was to evaluate the programs, and then in 2007 it changed to
include both programs and institutions. Much emphasis is given to the external quality assurance,
hence the agency operates based on a set of external standards and procedures. Moreover,
accountability and the evaluation of the public universities is measured according to the
compatibility of their activities with the legislation in force. The Albanian government has
consistently confirmed the importance of the European cooperation in quality assurance but much
of the system has been confusing, as in other European countries (Ursin, Huusko, Aittola, Kiviniemi
& Muhonen, 2008).

3. Benefits and Challenges in Implementing the Bologna Process

In this section we examine the most important issues the system is confronting in terms of the
successful implementation of Bologna process. These are the following:

3.1 Expansion and massification

Higher education system in Albania was transformed through Bologna process. The most
noticeable changes were liberalization, massification and the increase of higher education
providers. In 1990 Albania had only 14,000 students and a limited number of higher education
institutions (HEIs). By 2013 the number of enrolled students increased more than tenfold. The most
dramatic change in the “liberalization” of higher education occurred after 2005. The capacity of
university admission increased from 52,000 student in 2005 to 165,000 students in 2013 (Report of
Ministry of Education and Science, 2013). The participation of the private sector in the higher
education system after the year 2000 brought a new management experience that did not
previously exist in the country, which had their impact in the regulation process of higher education
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and in the management of the public institutions of higher education.

The number of students in the period of 2003-2013 has increased in average by 13% every
year, while the increase from 1994 to 2002 had been only 6% on average (INSTAT, 2014). Gross
enrollment ratio (GER) increased almost three-fold, from 15.8% to 54.8%, approaching the average
GER of OECD countries. The main public universities established campuses in other cities of
Albania, and the number of private of HEls increased dramatically, from five institutions in 2005 to
44 institutions by 2013. The number of academic personnel grew as well. By 2013 the number of
fulltime equivalent faculty (FTE) at public universities went up to 4075 from 2552 in 2004, and the
number of adjunct professors grew by almost 30% (data calcuated by the authors based on the
most recent updates and those published by Ministry of Education and Sports, 2011). Considering
the social dimension of the Bologna process, the massification has also benefited the marginalized
groups of the Albanian society. The gender balance in Albania is in favor of women (56%). Women
are in majority in social science and humanities, but make only 36% of graduate students in the
field of engineering (Ministry of Education and Sports, 2011). The government offers specific
student quotas targeting the marginalized groups: Roma students, students with disability and
orphans, and both the local and central government offer scholarship for students from low social-
economic status.

3.2 Completion and employability

An obvious effect of the Bologna process was also an increase in completion rates, which up to
2004 had been very low in comparison to Western Balkan countries. Now the graduation rates are
estimated at about 35-36%, a double increase since 2004, but still low in comparison to other EU
countries, which have rates close to 50% (see Table 1). Higher education attainment among the 25-
34 year olds is still low, less than 20% in Albania (European Commission, 2015).

The massification brought with it the concern for quality, especially as an increased number of
graduates are facing difficulties in finding employment. The percentage of unemployed university
graduates according to Institute of Statistics (2015) has increased from three percent in 2000, to six
percent in 2014. Both the issue of education attainment and that of employability are considered to
be very important indicators of the quality of higher education output, as endorsed by the Ministers
responsible for higher education in the Bucharest Communiqué of 2012.

3.3 Degree structure

The entry of Albania in the Bologna process in 2003, led to a structural reform at all levels of higher
education. University study programs went through a re-organization in terms of content and
structure in accordance with Bologna standards. Today higher education institution offer a total of
1560 study programs, from which 700 are supplied by public institutions (Gjoncaj, 2014, p. 13). The
system offers 582 Bachelor program, 850 Master programs and 128 programs of the third cycle.
Higher education institution have the right to offer professional non-university study program, after
high school, not less than 120 credits and timeframe not less than 2 academic year. There is a
possibility to transfer the credits in the first university cycle, based on the requirement of HEIs.

Now the system in Albania has been formally structured to fit that of the Bologna Declaration -
the three cycle degrees. By 2012 more than 90% of students are enrolled in programs following the
Bologna three-cycle structure and more than 95% of the study programs had a workload of 180
ECTS (European Commission, 2015). However, the law of higher education was adapted to take
into account some of the traditional characteristics of the previous system, so integrated programs
leading to regulated professions of health sciences still exist. For instance, a second type of master
was introduced in 2007, called the master of second level, without clear definition and differentiation
whether that was an academic consecutive program or continuing education. A report on the
situation of the legal training in Albania revealed that students graduating from the first cycle had
difficulties finding employment as their training was not sufficient and employers not knowledgeable
of the system (Albanian Parliament, 2015). The report, one of the few qualitative evaluation on the
quality of curriculum in higher education, further stated that the content of the syllabus were not on
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par with the expected standards: lack of practical relevance, there are is no core curricula for legal
training, some of the programs still contain irrelevant subjects (physical training) etc. In another
study mandated by the Ministry of Education and conducted by a consulting group, the consultants
found that some of the old 4-year programs were ‘compressed’ into three year programs (Ministry
of Education and Sports, 2010). The Dublin level descriptors were ignored by almost all
universities. Although the National Qualification Framework was approved in 2010, it has not been
fully implemented. Not all universities deliver syllabuses to the students, nor including learning
outcomes is a usual practice.

Short-cycle programs are part of higher education institutions, but the number of short-cycle
programs has decreased since 2013, as the number of students enrolled, especially at the
University of Durres which provides the majority of these type of programs. There are no statistics
of how many students transfer from short-cycle to the first cycle program, however students may
transfer about 60 ECTS and the access is limited (see also European Commission, 2015). In the
academic year of 2015-16 the percentage of first year students enrolled at public universities in
short-cycle programs will be 2% out of 22,000 students — in three public universities and 12 study
programs (Council of Ministers, 2015). Hence, university education prevails over professional
education. Professional non-university education has insignificant role in national level, as referring
to number and types of study programs (less than 1% of the total programs) and in the number of
student in this system (Gjoncaj, 2014, p. 17).

The share of doctoral candidates in the total number of students was less than two percent in
2012 (European Commission, 2012). There has been some publicly expressed concern from the
government (Hoti, 2014) related to the quality of doctoral programs in Albania and the ethical
behavior of students and academics, so in 2014 the government decided to halt enrollment in public
universities for Ph.D. until the new reform was to take place.

3.4 Quality assurance

According to a study on the higher education systems of Western Balkan countries from University
of Ljubljana and Centre for Educational Policy Studies, the overall impression of the faculty, also for
Albania, is that the Bologna process has not contributed to the quality (Zgaga et al., 2013). In
Albania the respondents in this study differed whether they were from regional universities, whose
attitude were positive, or from the capital city, whose attitude were more negative toward the
Bologna process. The system of quality assurance has been provisioned by law since 1999, but the
formal requirements were not sufficiently consolidated into practice. According to a government
report on higher education, the external quality assurance system, the accreditation agency,
although established in 2001, it was ignored by the public HEIs and was under extreme pressure by
the private providers (Gjoncaj, 2014). In 2014 the government of Albania revoked the license of 18
providers for non-compliance, and suspended the license of another 13 institutions, although the
majority of this institutions had some sort of accreditation. However, the Public Agency for the
Accreditation of Higher Education (APAAL in Albanian) and the Accreditation Council as its
decision-making body, has been relatively transparent in its procedures, conform the standards of
European Association for Quality Assurance (ENQA). For instance, the agency has published the
decisions of the accreditation council and recently (since 2012) has started to make public the
evaluation reports of its experts. It has not published negative evaluation because there are none.

The agency does claim to follow the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the
European Higher Education Area, which were endorsed by the Communiqué. However, the agency
is still not registered on European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR). The
agency has not lacked aspirations, but the main issue has been its lack of autonomy from the
government.

Internal quality assurance have also been required by the law, but institutions have been very
slow in establishing these systems and consolidating them. The government drafts and approves in
details the legislation on the functioning, institutional organisation, quality assurance and monitors
their efficiency. The decision-making process is relatively centralized, because the government
regulates the financial sphere, whereas universities are autonomous in respect to administration,
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promotion of staff and the institutional organization. The monitoring of the activity of the institutions
of higher education is done by inspection and bureaucratic formalities.

3.5 Lifelong learning

Albania also lags behind other countries in providing lifelong learning opportunities (European
Commission, 2015). Some public institutions (e.g. University of Tirana) or private providers (e.g.
Catholic University) do offer formal training or non-formal courses open to all, like summer schools
or in the field of accounting and health administration (see also Chapter 26 of the Albanian
Progress Report 2012 to the European Commission). Lifelong learning activities are mostly
financed through private contributions. Even in the public sector part-time students have higher
tuition fees than full-time students. With the recent government intervention because of quality
issues with these type of programs, the number of part-time students has been drastically reduced,
and there has been two years that no student quotas have been approved for the first cycle
programs. In 2013 part-time students comprised 21.4 % of the total student body. However, the
majority of master programs are organized as part-time studies.

3.6 Internationalization and mobility

The main goals of the Bologna Process underline the international aspects of higher education
processes and structures. The mobility of staff and students is one of the core elements of the
process, developing international cooperation between individuals and institutions, enhancing the
quality of higher education and research, and creating opportunities for personal growth (London
Communiqué, 2007).

Although the number of students studying abroad has increased by six-fold since 1999 and
Albania is the leading country in the Western Balkan in terms of absolute numbers of students
studying abroad, the mobility through European programs has not been very successful. It is
estimated that since 1999 about 25,000 Albanian citizens have studied abroad (UNESCO, 2015;
see also Figure 3), but only 132 Master students had taken advantage of the Erasmus Mundus
mobility program.

However, Albania has profited from the internationalization agenda of the European Union,
which primary instruments have been mobility programs of academic staff and students, as well as
the internationalization of the substance of teaching, learning, and research (Kehm & Teichler,
2007). It first participated in 1992 with the EUREKA program which promoted market-oriented
solutions and innovation by assisting small-medium enterprises and universities, and later with
Socrates (Leon & Reid, 2010).

Although the national level has an important influence on the international dimension in higher
education — through policy, funding, programs, and regulatory frameworks — it is usually at the
individual and institutional level where the real process of internationalization is taking place
(Knight, 2004). In this perspective Albanian higher education institutions are lagging behind their
counterparts in Eastern European countries both in staff mobility and research (see European
Commission, 2015). For instance, in the period of 2004-2014 it had 132 students in the master
programs through Erasmus Mundus, nine in doctoral studies and only three scholars, while Serbia
had 362 students in master programs, 38 in joint doctorates and 14 scholars (EACEA, 2015). In
2010 Albania’s contribution in Framework Programs, FP6, was small but its number of participation
in the program was also small, 35 projects, with an average of seven a year; in comparison to 42,
with an average of eight projects per year, for Bosnia and Herzegovina (Leon & Reid, 2010).

There are very few joint programs with universities from abroad, currently only with Italy. The
number of Tempus projects where Albanian universities are either project coordinators or
collaborators was also small in comparison to other Western Balkan countries like Serbia (WEB-
INCO.net, 2011). Therefore, we believe that there is some room for mobility of students and
academic staff through joint programs with European universities, which, on one hand will raise the
scientific quality of national programs and make Albanian diplomas compatible with the standards
of European Higher Education Area and, on the other hand, will contribute to brain gain.
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4. Conclusions

The objective of this study was to outline and analyze the political processes and institutional
measures which preceded, influenced and followed the implementation of the Bologna process in
Albania. As most Western Balkan countries, Albania is facing various challenges, in terms of the
political transformation, economic restructuring and joining the global economy. By presenting and
analyzing the policy instruments applied for the implementation of the Bologna process, we have
examined some of the emerging issues as Albania tries to catch up with the educational systems of
Western democracies.

In the framework of the Bologna Process, higher education policies in Albania may be
understood in terms of policy trade-offs. This analytical approach requires further elaboration which
we will pursue in our coming publications. Shortly we conclude that the Albanian government has
consistently prioritized short-term policy goals that have brought immediate and tangible changes.
The government has favored massification instead of quality and reliable structures of quality
control. It had aimed to increase the number of faculty and expand the system versus ensuring
rigorous promotion and recruitment procedures. Or the government has encouraged the
development of private education, in order to increase access and competition versus trying to
ensure quality and compliance from private for-profit providers, which would normally operate under
an economic rationale. Further, rather than enforcing the quality assurance instruments in place,
the government has yielded to the interests of the academic community.

In 2012-13 the government prepared another reform of higher education, which was brought
to a halt because the government could not bear the immense political costs it entailed and, it was
facing the resistance of public universities. The reform sought to change the funding in favor of a
more participative funding scheme and restructure the governance system of higher education
institutions. The new government of 2013 has since claimed to initiate a reform to confront some of
the challenges with a similar approach (increase tuition fees and change the management model of
public universities). A new law on higher education was passed on July 2015. It remains to be seen
whether the law will positively affect the implementation of the Bologna process in Albania.
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