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current reviews.

There are of course other drivers of importance to in-
stitutions and government such as promoting innovation
in teaching and sustaining international competitiveness
in recruiting international students. However, the politi-
cal, economic, and social drivers outlined are those in the
forefront of debate. Unsurprisingly, there are strong echoes
of these issues in other countries, including the extensive
critiques and debates surrounding US accreditation. ]
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Together with the Kosovar society, Kosovo’s higher edu-
cation system has been going through a long process of
transition: it has evolved from a completely destroyed and
deeply politicized system in the late nineties, to a system
striving to provide quality teaching to its students and to
integrate into the European Higher Education Area.
Kosovo’s population of 1.8 million is one of the young-
est in Europe, with 45 percent under 25 years of age and
more than a quarter not yet 15. According to 2011 census
data, 6.72 percent of Kosovo’s population holds a tertiary
qualification, comparably lower than in other Western Bal-
kan countries, where the share ranges from 8 to 14 percent.
Fifteen years after the war of 1999, Kosovo’s higher educa-
tion system has increased student access to academic ser-
vices from 12 to 55 students per 1,000 inhabitants between
2005 and 2014. The period also saw a significant structural
transformation in the higher education landscape.

UNPLANNED EXPANSION AND STRUCTURAL CHANGES

The number of public universities rose from only one, the
University of Pristina (UP, established 1970), with 27,000
students in 2007, to six universities with instruction in
Albanian language (established between 2010-2013) and
one with instruction in Serbian in (established in 2000),
altogether catering to over 775,000 students in 2014. Mean-
while, the private higher education sector ballooned. Be-
tween 2004 and 2014, the number of private institutions

(called “colleges” or “higher schools”), licensed and accred-
ited by the authorities, rose from two to twenty-five. The
private higher education sector provides services to roughly
one third of the total student population in Kosovo, mainly
at bachelor and master levels, and numbers continue to in-
crease.

THE IMPACT OF SYSTEM EXPANSION AND INCREASED
PARTICIPATION

Scarce statistical data from the Ministry of Education, Sci-
ence and Technology and the Kosovo Agency of Statistics
on student enrollment and graduation at UP for the period
2008-2013, show a rapid increase in student numbers.
This increased participation appears to have had a devastat-
ing effect on the quality of education and on student per-
formance, since the overall number of graduates has only
decreased, both in real and relative terms. In the academic
year 2008-2009, 5,161 students graduated, or about two
thirds of around 77,000 students who had registered at UP
in 2005. In the same year, 2008-2009, the UP admitted
10,007 new students. Three years later, in 2011, 4,496, or
only 44 percent of those enrolled, graduated to join the la-
bor market. Consequently, the intake increased by more
than 40 percent over the three years (2005-2008), whereas
the output instead of increasing, was reduced in nominal
terms by around 10 percent. Data indicate that there has
been a drastic fall of system performance—expressed in
significantly increased attrition and decreased graduation
rates—as a result of uncontrollably increased participation
and the same trends continues to this day.

An almost threefold increase in student numbers be-
tween 2008 and 2013 in the public sector was not accompa-
nied by a similar increase in government funding (less than
40 percent); teaching staff numbers (less than 30 percent);
or new infrastructure. Public universities in Kosovo spend
annually between €300 and 500 per student, in average 3
times less than in other countries in the Western Balkan
countries and 15 times less than in OECD countries. Until
June 2014, students in public universities paid a low annual
tuition fee of €1oo (US$130). In an effort to gain political
support during the national election campaign of 2014, the
government curtailed these fees by 50 percent. As a result,
transfer and administration costs to collect these fees ex-
ceeded the value of the income collected. The expansion of
the system was not followed by more resources. Instead,
existing resources were redistributed across a dramatically
expanded sector, with the teaching staff and funds of UP
allocated to more public institutions. It is only sensible to
assume that this situation has negatively affected teaching
quality and student learning.
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MARGINALIZED RESEARCH

In addition to teaching quality, academic performance and
research efforts have been reduced to an absolute mini-
mum. Ministers of education and their strategic plans ea-
gerly claim that Kosovo is a “Knowledge Society.” However,
the country’s universities produce little or no knowledge for
their society in terms of rigorous academic research, appli-
cable learning or skills. Instead, the higher education sys-
tem has gradually been turned into an incoherent assembly
of teaching colleges (re)transmitting outdated content to
younger generations. With increased number of students,
most funds for research are necessarily directed to support-
ing teaching, with research losing its attraction as a mode
of academic activity.

For many academics, scientific research has become a
hurried way to ensure equally swift academic promotion,
conveniently followed by a raise in salary. The aim of “doing
research” is therefore to ensure personal academic employ-
ment stability in an ever-changing, transitory context. The
situation has worsened over the years, with professors, and
recently even a rector, publishing their work in dubious,
pseudo-scientific journals in India just to be promoted to
their professorship entitlements. Lately, however, these pit-
falls have not gone unnoticed by the media. In early 2014,
UP’s rector resigned from his post following student pro-
tests and extensive media coverage, both national and in-
ternational. Moreover, investigative journalists are actively
unveiling dubious practices by professors and university
lecturers.

THE ROLE OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM

The government policy to augment student participation in
higher education appears to have significantly derailed the
higher education system. Universities have come to play a
social and political role, rather than serve an academic pur-
pose. Increased participation in public and private institu-
tions has not increased the number of graduates or their
employability. It appears only to have served the purpose of
postponing their entrance into the overflowing labor mar-
ket, as unskilled workforce. Apart from this, establishing a
university in every larger town may bring votes in times of
elections, as was the case during the national elections of
2014. But it replicates throughout Kosovo the problems af-
fecting the main university in the capital city.

LATEST DEVELOPMENTS

During 2014 there have been a number of more promis-
ing developments in Kosovo’'s higher education. A new
minister of education has been appointed and a new rector
was elected at the University of Pristina. The new minister
commenced a series of legal and structural reforms at the
system level, while the new rector engaged in institutional
and academic reforms at UP. Since a meaningful education
reform takes at least seven years to show results, it remains
to be seen how far reaching and effective these efforts will
be. Nevertheless, they give the impression that there is a
light at the end of the tunnel for Kosovo’s higher education.
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