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Case Study – Montenegro

Communicating Education Reform
By Božena Jelušić1
Background

In October 1999, Open Society Institute Montenegro in close cooperation with the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Montenegro launched the project of education reform. Since its very beginning, the reform process has been dominantly and, for a rather long period of time fully, OSI-financed and guided. The Foundation in Montenegro has been providing expert, financial and logistical support to all education reform segments, from the definition of the concept of the reform, over educational legislation and curriculum reform, teacher training and school management, enhancement of the textbook writing and production system, to launching the campaign for public information.

The first year of the reform process was marked by extensive capacity building efforts focused on the human resources of MoE, identification of the current state and needs of the Montenegrin education system, as well as the provision of the necessary expert and technical support to MoE. In 2001 the first concrete steps were taken and successes achieved, the most significant of which is, certainly, the completion of the concept and strategy of education reform, the so-called, Book of Changes. However, it was in that year also, that numerous problems and issues were raised that relevant institutions have been and will be encountering in the future.  The year to follow was, on the one hand, marked by the great enthusiasm and productivity of the reform team responsible for curriculum reform, as well as the finalization of new laws for all educational segments. On the other hand, the burden of serious economic and social problems that have for years been accumulating in the educational system of Montenegro have become a serious threat to the sustainability of the education reform process.

Visibility and transparency of the education reform process

The draft concept of education reform (The Book for Changes) was made available to all the stakeholders in the area of education and to the whole of Montenegrin public to debate. All the comments submitted from Montenegrin schools were united and printed as another book, which was distributed to all the schools in the country. By the end of 2001 the final version - The Book of Changes was finished and printed. It included education reform concept and strategy. A short version of the book in English and in the mother tongue was also printed and distributed to all those working in the field of education.

However, while these documents and the legislation were developed, it was obvious that citizens were not sufficiently involved. Due to this fact the media campaign was to be initiated.

The willingness of Montenegrin citizens to adopt a favorable attitude towards the education reform was beforehand impeded by the fact that several reforms undertaken earlier had been almost a complete failure. This refers particularly to the secondary vocational education. The reform undertaken earlier was followed by the ideologically directed media campaign, it had rendered worthless the professional expertise and critique, and it mostly had the character of compulsion. “Returning back to the previous state” caused additional problems. The curricula were not disburdened, nor were they adapted to the objective capacities of pupils to acquire the total sum of knowledge in all areas, multiplied in the last decades of XX century. In this way "mastodon" curricula, unattractive for students and very difficult to master were produced. The worse corrective factor was the decline of the criteria and the "gray economy" in education. Such a situation had most adverse effects for learning for transfer, understanding of subjects and practical applicability of knowledge. It was mere memorizing of facts that was recognized.

On the other side, the new education reform in Montenegro was not followed by an adequate media campaign from the very beginning. Journalists were mainly not interested in the reform issues, and no attempt to form a professional team of journalists willing to cover this area was successful. The state media were not used to continually covering issues related to education, they treated them only sporadically, mostly in case of scandals. The only media that regularly covered the education system reform was "Prosvjetni rad", the professional journal of teachers of Montenegro. 

The State in the Media and Education Reform


Distinctive features of Montenegrin social-economic and political space have influenced every strategy, including the media one, which should follow and support the education reform. Just like in most South East European countries, free and professional journalism is something that was being strived for declaratively in the last decade of XX century, while in practice there were no appropriate instruments for its establishment. The notion of market relations in the field of media is being vulgarized. Guided by the "inclination" of the widest population of readers, the media do not show sufficient responsibility for the essential social issues. This particularly affects the education system as a topic that is not always politicized or scandalous enough. Apart from that, there are no journalists with enough expertise, interest, and information in order to cover the reform process.

The pyramidal form of power influence is still characteristic of this social political space. Its most adverse consequences are negative party polarization and different forms of state centralization. All this reflects particularly on the state media in which authoritarian elements persist. These elements are not known in a civil, free social system with a citizen as the main stakeholder in the project of satisfying one's own needs and solving public problems.

The lack of a strategy for communication with the media is not characteristic only of education, but due to this lack this area suffered a greater damage than other (more profitable) reform projects.

There was no PR Department in the Ministry of Education, and the decision was made to launch a more intensive media campaign in the existing circumstances. The campaign would draw the attention of citizens to the long-term education reform process and stir as much interest as possible among citizens to become involved in the process. Since every reform implies partly elements of compulsion, this media campaign tried to avoid authoritarian accepting of reform proposals, and tried to include as large a number of participants as possible into a democratic debate and consideration of all reform elements.

This was the reason to start an intensive support to education reform in Montenegro, for it was one of the basic state projects.

The expected results of the project were as deep involvement as possible of professionals and of public at large in Montenegro into the problems and the currents of the reform under way, which would eventually be shown by an evaluation survey.
Outline of the media campaign project

The media campaign was of a limited duration - this referred to the last months of 2001 and the first half of 2002, i.e. it included parts of two academic years. The project envisaged the following activities:

· A representative sample survey conducted among the citizens of Montenegro regarding the education reform issues and its importance

· Surveys among pupils at different levels of education on how they see their own role in the process of education

· Round tables regarding education reform issues, particularly regarding the economic problems in the country

· Activating debate clubs at students' and pupils' levels, with a television coverage of the best debates

· Production and broadcasting spots promoting the reform and its aims

· Media campaign in mainstream and professional media, on local and national level, explaining all aspects of reform, ranging from its aims to curriculum changes

· Round tables in schools, in which teachers, parents and pupils would take part and indicate the basic problems of the existing school system

· Interviews with experts-consultants engaged in working out the reform plan and their presentation in public.

The central target group were pupils and students, and the teachers in schools at all levels.

Other target groups were political parties' representatives dealing with education issues, economists, managers and experts in different economic activities, social partners, schools...  Among the media, the most important were television, followed by radio, national dailies Pobjeda and Vijesti, and trade journal Prosvjetni rad.

At the very beginning of the campaign, views and opinions of citizens regarding the current education reform were investigated in nine representative Montenegrin municipalities: the degree of informedness, the ways of obtaining information, the quality and deficiencies of traditional school, on the position of teachers in general... The survey was financed by the Open Society Montenegro, and it was carried out by the agency Damar. The results point to the fact that a vast majority of Montenegrin citizens understand how important the reform is, they still regard highly not only the teaching profession but the importance of this segment of the society as well. The survey confirmed unambiguously that the Government of Montenegro, the Ministry of Education and Science, together with media must have greater responsibility in providing to the citizens as much high-quality information as possible, and make conditions in which the total social regeneration of Montenegrin society will benefit from education reform. Results of the survey were presented to the citizens in the daily Pobjeda and in Prosvjetni rad.2  Opinions of pupils3, parents and teachers obtained from different schools confirmed the results of the survey.

By the end of November - that is at the beginning of the campaign - a debate tournament was held which was relatively successfully presented in the media. The participants were secondary school students from largest Montenegrin schools and towns, including a team of students from Serbia. Vijesti and Pobjeda covering the events in news and features. There were several radio shows covering the events, mainly in Podgorica, but on the local radio stations as well.4 

Out of all the round tables planned, only one was realized within a phone-in program of the state television entitled "Ask the Government", and a number of reactions and questions of citizens showed an increasing interest in the reform. Representatives of the Ministry of Education in charge of different segments of education, as well as the coordinator of the media campaign took part in the program.

Naturally, television was expected to have a major impact, and the Ministry was to create conditions for spots to be shown, for round tables to be held, debates shown on TV and the like. Three spots promoting education reform were shown on television prime time.5 The same spots were shown several times at independent television stations (TV stations In and Montena). The spots and the round table influenced significantly the meetings of teachers, parents and social partners, which were required by the Ministry in all Montenegrin schools.  It can be said that it is due to them that the public was won over to follow the reform, and most of all to realize that it is indispensable.

However, in February 2002 the teachers went first on a general strike, followed by a strike with a minimum work. That was not the most suitable time for the TV campaign. 

Extreme tensions between the Ministry of Education on one side and the trade union, and particularly the largest number of teachers on the other finally reached the point when absurd became the only certainty. This slowed down the reform. The growing tensions and absurdity of measures taken caused even xenophobic behavior in some media, fear from foreign experts, which represented the most malicious instrumentalization of public opinion. In the daily "Dan" for example, there was the sensational title that a Slovenian was carrying out the reform of our schools. The rest of the article, however, referred to a particular set of laws on labor relations. 

The problems of schools were interesting only to the extent to which they could influence distribution of political power, manipulation with citizens during elections.  Financial difficulties that the schools were facing were abused during the strike.

The Ministry was not able to cope with these crises appropriately, as there was no team for public relations whose aim would be to resolve conflicts and misunderstandings on both sides. A good PR service could have continued communication on education reform, but communication on the strike as well. At best, the strike might have been a convincing proof of indispensability of the reform. Instead, the crisis had devastating effects on the ongoing reform, starting from apathy and indisposition of teachers to deal with it at all, to the fact that pupils were almost out of control, with sporadic revolts of parents.

What is interesting is the degree to which the media failed to act during the crisis. Reporters could not agree on the number of school workers who went on strike, what measures were taken and who the representatives in the union were. The number of schools was manipulated with, as well as the number of employees, so that each group obtained the desired statistical indicators. Such an absurd situation illustrated the tendency of some independent media to politicize the problems and produce sensations. News coverage increased extremely, but exclusively of the strike. Around thirty articles on reform appeared total in different media during the whole campaign, while during the strike numerous articles appeared every day in all media, including television and radio.

Discontent of teachers remains, although the strike is over.  There was no proper information flow among teachers themselves, nor between the workers and the Union, and particularly not between the workers and the Ministry.

During the strike, "Prosvjetni rad" continued publishing in each issue several articles on the reform, curricular changes, teacher training, and other reform issues.

Lessons learned

Calling off of the strike did not actually resolve the existing problems, and now it is more

then ever necessary for the Ministry to form an expert team for public relations. Media campaign has achieved what every reform axiomatically implies - public opinion probing, it drew the attention of citizens from all target groups to the process under way and created an atmosphere for an adequate media coverage. The following should be done in the period to come:

· The Ministry should form a PR office with experts and competent persons who can provide adequate explanations on all segments of the reform process, particularly when there are social and economic tensions.

· The times of press briefings should be determined, when journalists might obtain valid information. The key people from the Ministry, and naturally the Minister himself should give statements during the press briefings.

· The Ministry should try to offer a possibility to all the journalists interested to be trained for covering this area. 

· The state and possibly independent media as well should have an annex which would deal from time to time with the reform issues and present the reform to the citizens

· TV should particularly be used in the process of communication with the public

· Since the Ministry has its website (www.mpin.cg.yu), all the necessary information related to education reform in all its segments should be available there.

· All other activities related to raising public awareness should go under the same logo/message (round tables, documentaries, seminars "open door" system, production/distribution of brochures/leaflets), with special attention given to the fact that the campaign should address different target groups (teachers, children, students, parents, social partners, etc.)

The Ministry of Education and Science has recognized the importance of establishing a team for communication with public. In this view, the Strategic Plan for Education Reform Implementation 2002-2004 has foreseen as a special task the establishment of a PR department and initiation of a large set of activities related to informing and including Montenegrin public into this process (Media Campaign for Education Reform). It would help obtain a more serious and more responsible attitude of Montenegrin citizens towards education reform, particularly towards the forthcoming curricular changes. 

Annex 

VIEWS AND OPINIONS OF MONTENEGRIN CITIZENS ON EDUCATION REFORM

Agency "Damar" - results of the public poll conducted in December 2001

What should one think of a society whose citizens on a scale of social reputation put medical profession in the first place with the mark 4,5, immediately after it the teaching profession with 3,42 and then the profession of a priest with 3,21? It is a society in which according to value and reputation a businessman, a judge, an entertainer and a journalist come after these professions; a society in which the last three places are reserved for a customs officer, a politician and a policeman? There is no doubt that such an evaluation represents the source of most different "diagnoses" that could be made for our society: from the need for health, knowledge and faith, to the one expressing the need to fight corruptibility, frivolousness and violence. In any case, at least according to this public opinion poll, the hope remains that Montenegrin society has not yet been "destroyed".

The views of citizens on education reform were investigated in the period from 21 December till 28 December 2001. The sample included 891 examinees older than 18 in nine Montenegrin municipalities: Podgorica, Niksic, Bar, Ulcinj, Bijelo Polje, Berane, Pljevlja, Herceg Novi and Cetinje. The size of the sample is 2.0 per mille of the total number of Montenegrin citizens of age, i.e. 2.61 per mille of the total number of citizens of age in these nine municipalities.

This sample was chosen because the structure of population in these municipalities is in its all aspects representative for the Republic of Montenegro and because the number of citizens of age in these municipalities (341 027) makes 76,17% of the total number of citizens of age in our Republic (447 673).

The aim of the public opinion poll was to determine how well informed the citizens of Montenegro are on this process, how satisfied they are with the quality of information, in what ways they reach the information most often... Naturally, we were interested in determining the basic reasons why citizens were interested in the reform, how they valued its importance, as well as how they valued the teaching profession and all the issues that education in Montenegro faces. 

Despite the fact that preparations for education reform have been under way for several years now, half of the examinees (50,39%) said they knew little of the course it had taken until then. 14,25% are not informed at all, while 30,30% think they are informed enough, and only 5,06% assess they are well informed. Assessment of information quality is similar - 48,49% of examinees assess the information available to them as insufficient and not enough for them to have insight into the courses of the reform.

Assessment of how well the citizens are informed on the course of the reform:

	
	Percentage

	1. Not at all
	14.25

	2. Little
	50.39

	3. Sufficiently
	30.30

	4. Very well
	5.06


Assessment of the citizens regarding the quality of information:

	
	Percentage

	1. Sufficient
	9.20

	2. Mainly sufficient
	22.56

	3. Insufficient
	48.49

	4. I cannot make an assessment
	19.75



This more than justifies the initiation of a media campaign for education reform. The most important media are television and the press, since half of the examinees stated that they obtain most information precisely though these media. Information the citizens obtain from their friends and family members employed in education sector follow, and only then those obtained from children who go to school.

A possible success of education reform is to a certain degree predicted by answers to the questions regarding the reasons why they are interested in the reform and how they value its importance. 41,25% of examinees have stated that they are interested in the education reform because it is important for the changes and development of the society. Personal interest is pointed out by around 30% of examinees whose children go to school, while 23,27% answered simply yes - education must change.

Reasons for interest in education reform:

	
	Percentage

	1. I have (a) child-children who go to school or are preparing to go to school
	21.70

	2. I have (a) child-children who is/are student(s)
	8.42

	3. I am interested in it because education reform is important for changes and development of the society
	41.25

	4. Because education must change
	23.27

	5. I am not interested in education reform
	5.36



The assessment of how much one is interested in the reform is mainly in accordance with the previous indicators - cumulatively, as many as 87,77% are moderately or very interested in the reform, and on the scale assessing the importance of different reforms for Montenegro, according to examinees two reforms have the greatest and nearly the same importance: the economic one (25,52%) and education reform (25,23%). According to the place on the assessment scale, the examinees most often pointed to the economic reform as the first one (43,50%), and education reform as the second one (35,15%). These views cannot be considered a sign of citizens' consensus on education system reform, but, in any case, there is a marked awareness on the need for changes and the assessment that they are important for the whole of the social revival.

It should be pointed out that the survey did not include open type questions - this means the ones which would provide a more accurate insight into information on education reform, beginning with what citizens in general consider a piece of information to how much the character of that information is really valid for reform assessment. However, if 59,15% of examinees answered that education reform can contribute more than other reforms to economic development, moral, spiritual and cultural regeneration of our society, if 61,73% think that knowledge and education are the largest resources of Montenegro, then these are more than valid reasons for speeding up not only the adoption of legal enactments that make possible the reform interventions, but also the reason to pay as much attention as possible to continually and properly inform citizens on the course of these reforms. 

For the sake of truth it must be said that failure of reforms so far have resulted in incredulity of the examinees - as many as 48,47% cannot assess whether this reform has more chances for success than the previous ones, but the fact that 38,16% think that such chances do exist is reassuring.

When we speak of the education system that has existed so far, its main advantages, according to citizens are that it was available to most people, it was relatively cheap and ranked high in the world. The primary aim of school as education institution is in some way brought into question through answers. Only 3,71% think we have good curricula, while 7,49% think that school influences to a great degree the education of children and the young. According to the answers of examinees, it seems that school has gradually lost its basic educational function. On the whole, economic reasons for valuing traditional school prevailed. 

Answers of as many as 44,89% of examinees point to the assessment that the state in education is deteriorating. According to them, our curricula do not offer high quality education, i.e. education that we could compete with in the world. To say the truth, 31,31% of examinees are still of the opposite opinion, but, in view of all the answers it is clear that the examinees precisely point that changes in this area are indispensable.

On the “list” of disadvantages attributed to our education system, too cumbersome programs come in the first place, followed by badly equipped schools, and unavoidable low salaries of teachers.

The basic disadvantages of education system so far
	
	Percentage

	1. Too cumbersome programs for students
	27.40

	2. Badly equipped schools
	17.14

	3. Long way to go to obtain a degree
	5.40

	4. Lack of interest of economics
	5.45

	5. Insufficient number of schools
	3.12

	6. Low salaries for teachers
	15.70

	7. Too many pupils in a class
	5.45

	8. Way and procedure of giving marks (exclusively through numbers)
	3.33

	9. Unequal criteria for giving marks
	8.99

	10. Not enough attention was paid to professional development of teachers
	5.45

	11. Other
	0.89

	12. I have no precise opinion
	1.69


Still, the above table clearly shows that the examinees know little of the basic problems of educational process, and the question regarding the optimal number of classes in a school (as many as 43,33% of examinees were not able to assess) confirmed that. That is why in our opinion the clearly stated view that it is necessary to change the education system is less based on thorough knowledge of the problem, and is more an expression of a growing feeling that education and modern life trends took different ways at a particular point.

Apart from that, in a situation when negative politization of the society is reaching a kind of maximum, and the examinees confirm (61,01%) that political parties in their activities give no attention at all to education reform, the impression one gets from the answers is that it was in a way left "to be answered by itself".

When we speak of how much the pupils are burdened, cumulatively as many as 87% of examinees are of the opinion that pupils are very much burdened, i.e. burdened by the existing curricula. Indeed, here there is no possibility either to obtain an explanation through an open type question on how much they are burdened - whether it is the issue of quantity to the detriment of quality, maybe of bad textbooks, maybe of teachers and the methodology they use...

The opinion of 77,33% of examinees that teachers should continually have the possibility to develop professionally in order to do their job properly points to the fact that it might be the issue of the quality of teachers. However, we are witnesses of how much this development, if it exists at all, is insufficient, and how much is it futile and formalized in general, with the exception of individual cases.

The degree to which pupils are burdened is undoubtedly related to how much schools are technically equipped, since a large number of subjects require both particular means as well as proper teaching aids, not to mention the insufficient number of computers in Montenegrin schools. As many as 93,49% of examinees think that technical equipping of schools is an important prerequisite for a more successful reform. Two thirds of examinees think that the number of schools should be increased - in the first place the number of nursery schools, than of secondary schools and then of primary schools.

When we speak of the number of teachers, the majority (46,46%) are of the opinion that there are enough teachers in Montenegro, but that teachers are not awarded sufficiently (44,55%), i.e. that they should be better awarded (31,43%). Trying to estimate whether one third of total budget resources allocated for education are sufficient, the majority of examinees (65,09%) still assess that they should be larger, and that financing should be primarily from the republic budget (46,13%) i.e. from several sources (republic, municipality, parents) - (36,25%).

At the end of the survey, bearing in mind the long standing negative selection of personnel, low salaries, bad material conditions in schools and the overall position of teacher in the society, something that we would point out as a curiosity is precisely the high position on the scale of social reputation at which the Montenegrins still place this profession. This can partly be considered as the deeply rooted views on the doctor, the teacher and the priest, the professions that our, still traditionally conceived society, even today regards highly. Nevertheless, bearing in mind the total social situation and the position of teachers, it is interesting to consider the assessment scale, i.e. the assessment of the social reputation of professions. In the first place with a mark of 4,5 come doctors. Immediately after them, with 3,42 come teachers and then with 3,21 priests. After them, according to the value and reputation of the profession, come an economist, a judge, an entertainer and a journalist, while the last three places are reserved for a customs officer, politician and policemen.

Assessment (the highest mark is 5) of values and social reputation of the following professions:

	
	Mark

	1. Doctor
	4.04

	2. Teacher
	3.42

	3. Priest
	3.21

	4. Business man
	3.17

	5. Judge
	3.13

	6. Entertainer
	2.95

	7. Journalist
	2.91

	8. Customs officer
	2.68

	9. Politician
	2.48

	10. Policeman
	2.45



Montenegrin citizens in nine representative municipalities undoubtedly still regard highly the importance not only of the teaching profession, but the overall importance of this segment of the society. This places an even greater responsibility on the Government of Montenegro, the Ministry of Education and Science, and naturally on the media, to provide to the citizens as much good quality information as possible and to make possible conditions for the education reform to bring most benefit to the overall social revival of Montenegrin society. 

1 Coordinator of the Education Reform Media Campaign conducted by the Ministry of Education, and financially supported by the Open Society Institute in 2001/2002.  Teacher of Literature with the Theory of Literature in a grammar school.  Active in Teaching Methodology research, cooperates with the MoE in the process of planning and development of textbooks and research projects.


2  Annex: Comments on the survey are available, and if necessary the complete Survey as well.


3 In a large number of schools a box was set up for objections, which could be anonymous. The base was the question: “School reform – and what is my place in it?”


4 MMArt Podgorica organized production of the radio jingles. 


5 The spots were produced by MMArt Podgorica, and three people were engaged to realize three spots. 





