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After 30 years of teaching in higher education, I have learned to be both flexible and to expect some new behavior problem from time to time. Perhaps my expectations were high as I had very good students when teaching in Slovakia in 1992-1993. And I did expect some cultural adjustments in Ukraine as I moved further from Western European and American influence. Yet I was also looking forward to teaching what in the United States are elective subjects for upper-level students. From past experience with teaching economics, electives generate a bit more enthusiasm from students than the basic theory courses. And upper level students are more mature and disciplined learners than beginning students, hence I was confident that I could manage Ukrainian students. 

Except for a high rate of student absences, there were few problems in my first weeks of teaching applied economics to fourth and fifth year Ukrainian university students. Then I gave my first exam. I thought it was odd that the students were crowding four to a bench that was meant for two. There was plenty of space and no need to be crowded. As I spread them two to a seat, I also noticed some strange faces. But maybe I was wrong, and I did not want to waste any more of their exam time. So I passed out the test. 

For a moment I was shocked. I could not quite believe what I was seeing. Only two of the twenty-some students proceeded to take the test. The others immediately set about discussing it, copying from each other, looking up answers in the textbook, and rummaging through their notes. With all my professorial authority, I reminded them that I had explained that this was to be individual work without use of notes or textbooks. They ignored me. So I went about the room closing books, telling them individually to put notes away, quit copying from their neighbor, and stop talking. It did no good. As soon as I walked away, they went right back to the same behavior. After a while I gave up. If they knew so little about the subject, they would not be able to cheat effectively anyway. I was right. The two good students earned an 87 and 85 and then the grades trailed down from 63 to 14. But I was also wrong. Their purpose was not simply to take the exam, but to prepare to retake the same exam -two more times. It seems in Ukraine a student could retake the course examination until he/she passed the course. Only in the last two years was the limit placed on three tries. 

Thus began my nightmare semester. As an experienced teacher, I thought I could handle most classroom problems. But apparently that is not so. I was not able to solve the poor attendance. I got better at controlling exams. Make them sit alone. Do not bring any books or papers to the exam. Please stop talking. But I could not control the passing about of Russian-English dictionaries. Nor could I control the retake exams. A student who had never been in my class appeared to take the final exam. He did two retakes and never got his grade above a 51. He asked for mercy as he really needed to pass this course. I asked him if he considered the situation from my point of view. He knew nothing of the subject, had made no attempt to learn, and had not asked me for any help. He had merely tried to memorize answers he did not understand in an attempt to use the system to pass a course. He seemed baffled and said that I was really causing him problems. 

Something is fundamentally corrupt about this system. Students are students. It is the system that sets the standards and boundaries of student behavior. The students have no standard of academic behavior as a reference point. They also have no limits placed on inappropriate academic behavior. It seems trite to have to say that higher education is supposed to be about truth. Do we want surgeons who cheated on their anatomy exams; managers who could not accept responsibility; and government officials who really did not learn any economics - even though they receive academic credentials? What is going wrong here and why? What can we do about it? I have discussed this with both Ukrainian and American teachers from several universities. Not all teachers have all of the problems to the same degree, but all agree that the system is fundamentally corrupt and they have little power to correct it. 

The easy answer is lack of money. Universities need to retain students to get their tuition money. Maybe so, but they could retain students and still uphold academic standards. In the long run, they will destroy their reputation and lose the students anyway. Besides, I think there is more than a lack of money causing this problem. Maybe it is a lack of knowledge of how to set academic standards in a changing world. The old system was an unchanging process of dispensing politically correct information. This may have functioned adequately with the physical sciences, mathematics, and engineering. But it does not work at all for the humanities, social sciences, and business administration. In the larger picture, academic behavior is corrupted by the learning structure created by the educational institution. Let me explain. 

First, the university must create a culture of appropriate behavior for educated people. Most U. S. universities bring first year students to the campus a week early for an orientation program. Along with the tours and cultural programs, the upper class students indoctrinate the new students with behavior standards. These include personal behavior regarding proper conduct and appearance in public and academic behavior in the classroom and in the learning process. Cheating in all its forms is forbidden, each student must accept responsibility for his/her own work, and all are challenged to be an example of excellence for their alma mater. In other words, as students and graduates of that university, they create a cultural identity, a standard of excellence, and historic reputation passed to them in trust that each student is expected to emulate. Most important, this cultural identity is not demanded of them by parental substitutes, but by their peers, other students who are their role models for success at the university. Perhaps Ukrainian universities think that having students sign a contract to behave properly will be sufficient. It is not. They need student role models. Some American universities support this standard with a student court that hears complaints and recommends disciplinary action to be imposed upon the student, including suspension and dismissal. 

Second, the curriculum at Ukrainian universities may consist entirely of required courses and not give the students any control of their own academic program. They make no choices about courses or teachers and therefore have no sense of personal responsibility to perform a validation of their choice. Students have told me they just feel like sheep being herded through an obstacle course. It is thus no surprise that they try to get through that obstacle course with a minimum of effort and by avoiding genuine commitment. It is not a career learning program they have designed, but a game to be won by clever manipulation. The curricula needs to become more flexible with elective courses and multiple sections to give students an opportunity to make their own choices about courses and teachers. Then students should be held responsible to higher standards. This will also make the teachers work at being good teachers, if the students can select teachers as well as courses. 

Third, the students may be placed in fixed groups and attend all classes with that group for five years. This creates a system of academic parasites. Weak or lazy students don't attend classes, get the notes from the good students, copy work from good students, and get tutored by the good students for exams. There is no escape from your group. You just have to make the best of it. It is collective learning with the same poor quality that collective production creates in other areas. Worst of all, there are intelligent students that adopt the indifferent behavior of their peers and never put in the effort that would help them reach their academic potential. Instead of good role models, they are forcibly placed with poor role models. More electives, more course selection, more student choices, and an open class scheduling and registration process would allow students to function as individuals and perform better than they do as a group. 

Fourth, there may be a rigid teaching method of lecture/drill that discourages active thinking, problem solving, and a challenging learning experience. It is all memorization with no responsibility or even opportunity to think as an individual. It is not teaching people to think, but rather teaching them not to think, to be robots. It's simply indoctrination. As mentioned above, this may be satisfactory in the physical sciences and mathematics, but it's not effective for the humanities, social sciences, and business administration. In these subjects, critical thinking, problem-solving and individual learning is essential. Furthermore, these subjects are constantly changing with new course content, new knowledge, new perspectives, and new courses replacing the old. These are the study of humans and their behavior and relationship. It is staggering how much had changed in the past 50 years. Teachers have to be given the freedom and the obligation to stay abreast of their subject and the best methods of instruction. 

Finally, the students in higher education have the legal right to retake an examination - twice. It is difficult to imagine what fool devised that piece of folly It takes the responsibility for academic evaluation away from the teachers and gives it to the students as a game to be played. It causes the teacher to give priority time not to the good students who will benefit society but to the poor students who are unlikely to make much use of their educational opportunity now or in the future. This system causes the teacher to suffer disrespect from poor students as it creates an incentive for the teacher to pass the poor students rather than waste their time and dignity being manipulated by clever but indifferent students. It also allows the potentially good student to escape the type of teacher administered pressure that will help that student to grow into his or her ability. This is a serious course of academic corruption that must be purged from the system if Ukraine is to have a higher educational system that produces the high quality product needed for its own growth and bring it respect in the international community. University presidents, as responsible public officials, should act to give the authority for student evaluation back to the teacher where it belongs. 

All of the resources are in place for Ukraine to have a higher education system comparable to the best in the world. But leadership is needed. Students' leaders must be given the responsibility to create an academic culture that requires a high standard of conduct from their peers. Faculty must be given authority and responsibility to restructure the curricula and the class schedule to include more elective courses, more teacher choices, and better learning methods that encourage the students to think and respond to the problems, large and small, that will confront them in the 21 -st century. College administration needs to open the scheduling and registration process to allow students to be individuals and mix freely with a large student community. Students will benefit from taking classes with a wider variety of students from various class years. Finally, university presidents and political leaders need to eliminate this foolish retake exam regulation. If ever there was an institutional device to lower the quality of higher education, this regulation would win the prize. It is nothing short of a national embarrassment as an educational policy. 

American teachers are guests in Ukraine. We can suggest changes, encourage improvements, and discuss the standards of academic behavior in our own colleges. Not arrogantly, but with sensitivity and conviction that we really want this country to have world-class universities. Vaclav Havel, playwright and the president of the Czech Republic, brought down a government by simply "telling the truth." Maybe we can build up an academic system by doing the same thing. 
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