Learning Slovakia:
The future of Slovak
education?

by Milan Ftacnik, former Minister of Education in 1998-2002
and current member of the reform team of advisors to Minister of
Education of Slovak Republic

Slovakia is developing
economically. Many companies
want to extend their production,
but they are facing the limit

of alack of skilled people for
their plans. Is the solution at

the university level or at the

level of secondary vocational
education and training? Or
perhaps at the primary schools
level or even lower? It seems
there is general agreement, not
only in the business community,
but also more widely, that the
Slovak educational system needs
reform. The last attempt, called
“Millennium”, adopted by the
Slovak government in 2000 for
the next 15-20 years is now over.
Probably these were the reasons
why the Minister of Education,
Peter Plavcan, shortly after the
2016 national elections, formed a
team of experts and gave them
the ambitious task of preparing
the biggest reform of education
in the last 25 years. The team was
formed without consideration

o political aoffiliation, and | had
the privilege to be one of ifs
members.

After discussing the thesis of the
new reform goals with many
stakeholders in education last
autumn, in March 2017, the tfeam
published for public consultation
a comprehensive vision for
education in Slovakia entitled
“Learning Slovakia”. More than
2,000 proposals, comments and
amendments were submitted
for the document by the end
of April. All of them will be
evaluated by the expert team
and the final version of the
document will be presented

to the Minister of Education.
Discussion in the government
and parliament will follow and
hopefully a political consensus
among the coalition and
opposition will be reached that

CONNECTION ' MAY/JUNE 2017

will be the basis for mid-term
development in education for
the next 10-15 years.

What are the main lines of

the reform document? The
document contains four
chapters covering education
from birth until the end of
secondary school and another
four chapters covering higher
education. “Learning Slovakia”
presents the important idea

of individualized education

in primary schools enabling
the maximal development of
the pupil’s/student’s potential
and enhancing the quality

of education. This will enable

a more inclusive education
bringing more special needs
students info the main stfream
of education. This will not be
possible without the extension
of the support system of experts,
psychologists, teachers and
personal assistants working
together with the teachers as
a team. The reform proposes
changes to the confent of
education, with less facts and
more soft skills in the curriculum
including improved language
and math education.

The key factor for positive
changes in education are
teachers. The document
proposes to make this
occupation more attractive
and better prepare teachers
for the new role of facilitator for
children. It includes increased
salaries for teachers to 57%

to 80% of the average wage
for university graduates in the
country (as in OECD countries).
A special chapter focuses on
vocational education and
fraining and preparing students
for an occupation. Here,
cooperation with the employers,

extension of work based learning

including dual education, better
professional counselling and the
separation of the graduation
diploma and the granting of

a qudlification (one issued by
the school and the second by
the professional committee
outside the school) are the
crucial elements. Improvements
in education will need a
substantial increase in public
funding from the present level of
3.4% of GDP to 4.5% of GDP by
2020 which will be used mainly
to increase teachers” wages,
extend the support system and
improvements to equipment in
schools.

The reform in higher education

proposes a new system of quality

assurance compatible with
European practice, which will

bring more flexibility to universities

in the design of their study
programes. This is connected with
a decrease in the number of
study fields and special support
for professionally oriented
bachelor programs designed
together with the employers

in contrast fo academic

study programs prevailing
today. The focus is also on the
internationalization of Slovak
universities and openness to
practical experience. The new
system of evaluation of scientific

and creative results is proposed in

accordance with the UK system
REF.

What will really change in 2018
and 2019 will be debated by
the government when the first
two years of the Action Plan are
submitted including the financial
increase in educational funding
for that period.
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