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How to integrate study programmes?

The new Act on Scientific Activity and Higher Education recently accepted by the Croatian Parliament in the summer 2003, has introduced binary system and three cycles higher education with Bachelor’s, Master’s and Doctor’s Degree respectively. The development of descriptors for every of these degrees is a matter of great consideration, bearing in mind not only differences between university and vocational school education, but also the specificity recognised within single university. 

Each descriptor should indicate an overarching summary of the outcomes of a whole programme of study. The descriptor should be concerned with the totality of study and with the student’s abilities and attitudes that have resulted in the award of the qualification. But the descriptor should not be limited solely to describing the outcomes of units of assessment at the level of the qualification. In line with the spirit of Bologna Declaration the single generic descriptors will be shared among both university and non-university institutions in different countries. Nevertheless, within some national, regional and institutional contexts, there might be a requirement for the local development of descriptors that would identify the particular components of the programmes leading to the qualifications.

Even though the actual higher education system in Croatia has been organised in three cycles already, it has to be reorganised in accordance with the new Act, and new study programmes have to be accepted. Namely, the actual higher education system is overloaded and the undergraduate level does not exist. The first level when students can award the diploma, is translated traditionally as the Undergraduate. In fact, according to the workload, it is close to the master level. Also, the level usually translated as the Master, according to the workload is the first level of the scientific research award, and the second level of the scientific research award has been called Doctorate of Science. Sacrifying the second level of the scientific research award and introducing undergraduate level as it has been commonly acknowledged in Europe, Croatia will meet European standards, and students who awarded diploma will not be underestimated any more.

However, the design of new study programmes is just a part of the integration of study programmes in Croatia. Due to traditional disintegration of a university where a school was the legal entity, additional efforts to integrate, not only study programmes but all the institutions, have to be done at the level of a university. Such issue is specific for Croatia and the other countries that made part of ex Yugoslavia. In Europe there is in progress the process of merging small universities into bigger ones. In Croatia, small and big schools (faculties and academies) have to be merged into the university as a single legal entity. 

Putting aside management and financing, the integration of a university could start with the integration of study programmes and not with merging the faculties. Shared descriptors for Bachelor’s and Master’s Degrees when carefully defined and applied, could help to create new integrated study programmes.

Descriptor of Bachelor’s Degree ensures that the student to whom the degree is awarded:

· can demonstrate knowledge and understanding in a field of study that builds upon and supersedes his/her general secondary education

· can apply his/her knowledge and understanding in a manner that indicates a professional approach to his/her vocation, and has competencies typically demonstrated through solving problems within field of study

· has the ability to gather and interpret relevant data to inform judgements that include reflection on relevant issues that arise in the field of study

· can communicate information, ideas, problems, and solutions to both specialist and non-specialist audiences

· has developed those learning skills that are necessary for him/her to continue to undertake further study with a high degree of autonomy.

Descriptor of Master’s Degree ensures that the student to whom the degree is awarded:

· can demonstrate knowledge and understanding in a field of study that is founded upon and extends and/or enhances that typically associated with Bachelor’s level and that provides a basis or opportunity for originality in developing and/or applying ideas, often within a research context

· can apply his/her knowledge and understanding and problem solving abilities in new and unfamiliar environments within broader or multidisciplinary context 

· has the ability to integrate the knowledge, to handle complexity, and to formulate judgements with incomplete or limited information, but that include reflecting on ethical responsibilities linked to the application of his/her knowledge and judgements

· can communicate his/her conclusions, and the knowledge and rationale underpinning these, to specialist and non-specialist audiences clearly and unambiguously

· has the learning skill to allow him/her to continue to study in a manner that may be largely self-directed or autonomous.

The responsibility to design new study programmes is of either ministries and/or universities. Quality assurance and accreditation agencies should not be involved in the design and delivery of programmes of study. However, the agencies may indirectly influence the design and delivery of programmes through external reference points they establish for quality and standards or through their evaluations and recommendations for action.

Local development of descriptors that would identify the particular components of the programmes can be recognised not only at regional or national level, but also at the professional level. 

· For example, the question that is still open is whether it is not already necessary at the level of general standards to differentiate between the humanities and the natural sciences.

· The other example is level of modularization and how a module has to be organised.

· The most difficult question concerning the development of Bachelor/Master descriptors is how to integrate similar study programmes at different faculties of the same university, especially at the Bachelor level.
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