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The Role of Education in Europe’s “Cultural Enlargement”: Inclusion of New-Accession Countries in the Process of Internationalization (Abstract)
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By Elena Hazarbasanova 
The development of the European Union, which accounts for 500 million citizens and about one-third of the world’s GDP, has great economic potential. Although it arguably constitutes a technical process, uniting administrative units, the complexity of uniting the diverse cultural regions should not be underestimated. In order to build not only an economic area but also a real union, policy makers must pay attention to the creation of the European identity. Educational policy is the most direct means to foster an environment for developing in the young understanding, interest in the others, feeling of unity in diversity. 

The Eastern European States admitted in 2004 and the two countries awaiting accession in 2007 are joining the big European family. Although these countries meet the EU’s membership criteria, they differ from the other member countries in a “technical” point of view. Most of the post-communist countries that joined the EU are only half as prosperous as the EU average. Bulgaria and Romania are far behind. This is also true in the area of education, which receives less funding than in the Western countries. 

The “soft” polices, e.g. culture and education, however, mitigate the stress caused by the economic differences. The East European societies have already become aware of the significance for the social and economic order of cultural heritage, artistic activity, cultural diversity, internationalization and flexibility of education. They rediscovered the necessity for cultural values, openness, understanding, and individual expression. The cultural and educational dimensions added by the Eastern European nations’ integration in the EU– traditionally strong and valuable areas in themselves – could facilitate the identification of the common roots and history. 

The EU should develop a cultural policy which stimulates the dynamics of accession and also expansion, based on the common roots and values. The possibility for joint programming, mobility and multinational projects, prepares the future citizens of Europe and could start a dialogue where the East European countries would feel more equal and less excluded. 

The EU’s position on education and culture has been vague as they were practically excluded from the integration policy. Recent developments show that political decision-makers must recognize the significance of a joint approach in these areas. Education and culture have a significant impact on our societies by supporting social, economic and cultural development and by encouraging young people to become responsible citizens. 

The first steps toward the recognition of the importance of education were taken after the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. It recognized education as one of the responsibilities of the EU, to be fulfilled not just by Member states, but through community policy as well. That treaty was followed by other steps, most significant of which were the Lisbon strategy and Bologna Declaration. 

The Bologna Declaration (1999) defined the concept of the European Higher Education Area. To create a European Higher Education Area, an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses needed to be conducted. A specific European approach was needed to create a new European educational model that would value diversity and yield the maximum possible power and benefit. A shared long-term vision was needed to define role of universities in the European society as agents of constructing a united Europe in the ever-growing global context. When addressing their current problems, the new East European member states must consider what has been done in the past while integrating the concept of the European Education Area. 

The term “internationalization” has been used ever more widely in the European countries due to the increased interest in adding an international dimension to higher education. In most Europen countries the term is understood in the sense of the definition given by Knight and de Wit (1997) as one of the ways through which the state responds to the impact of globalization while at the same time respecting the individuality of the nation. 

Though Eastern European Countries generally interpret the concept of internationalization as student, teacher and administrative mobility, they are gradually beginning to implement it as a more integrative process that embodies the entire university system: the development of new curricula, linguistic and cultural training of students and faculty, and an overall change of the paradigm of the institution’s mission. Instead of a set of isolated activities, internationalization is gradually being understood as a dynamic process that needs to be integrated in the academic agendas, policies and procedures of the respective institution. The most significant benefits of internationalism in the long-term are the social and cultural interactions between teachers and students, the multi-cultural aspects of teaching and learning, and the adoption of a specific style of work in all organizational levels of the institution. The ties generated by international experiences create new partnerships which influence a person’s career and future development, personally and professionally. When students return from training abroad, they bring with them their “personal capital” in the form of not just the formal education received but also the cultural, intellectual and personal experience. 

European identity should not be formed through unification or exclusion of others but through deepening the connections and learning how to live alongside others of different cultural origins. Jean – Jacques Rousseau described the purpose of education as “teaching how to live”. Today, the Jacques Delors’ report on education emphasizes the need to “learn how to live together”. This is exactly the purpose of internationalizing education. 

Elena Hazarbasanova is an analyst and consultant on cultural and educational issues connected with European Union, European Enlargement, International cooperation. 
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