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Abstract

The following case study analyses the difficulties involved in using media strategies to make large-scale education reforms known in the Romanian context. On the one hand, there has been no exceptional tradition of a free, professional press in the country since the end of World War II, except for the last decade. On the other hand, there is a huge need for communicating large-scale education reforms using inspired media strategies, especially because reforms have been delayed (not only in education) and public awareness of the need for change is still weak. 

The analysis focuses on the period from 1997 to 2000, when accelerated and comprehensive reform processes took place, under the slogan ‘Reform now’.  The need to combine (long term) reform vision with tackling the daily-life situations involving the use of media strategies is considered to be the main challenge in a country were professional education media tools are quite weak and journalists’ interest is centred mainly on the ‘immediate’. 

The study highlights some of the achievements of the Ministry of Education in co-operating with the media for the launching of an accelerated (comprehensive reform) in primary, secondary and tertiary education. At the same time, shortcomings in communication and other examples of unfortunate media coverage of, and involvement in education reform issues are also addressed. 

The conclusion is essentially that ministries of education have to rely on professional media strategies and must seek appropriate support in this respect. Examples of good practices in handling media strategies are most useful as learning opportunities for both education authorities and media people.

Country background.  Before 1989, like many other Central and Eastern European Countries, Romania was part of the former socialist block, experiencing a merciless cult of personality (especially in the ‘70s and ‘80s) in the form of a personal dictatorship of the former communist president, Nicolae Ceausescu. The mass media was entirely under the control of the state-party, and decision-making was in no way connected with a real consultation of the people. As a result, the two state-owned television channels, the central and local radio channels, as well as the central and local newspaper were constantly mystifying reality. They served as the regime’s main tools for ideological control and manipulation of the country’s population. Media people who sometimes tried to ‘liberate’ the discourse and make way for genuine debates and honest information were usually severely punished, isolated from mainstream society and at times even forced to emigrate. Consequently, mass media became increasingly a space for conformist voices, journalists with no professional ethos, ready to make any compromise with the people in power and specially trained to ceaselessly misrepresent reality.

Immediately after the revolution in December 1989, the boom of ‘free’ mass media, in both written and audio-visual form, became one of the most poignant phenomena of the new social, economic, political and cultural developments. Along with the resurrection of public media, numerous private newspapers, magazines, Radio and TV channels emerged, captivating the public’s attention and stimulating powerful passions for pursuing political events and engaging in sometimes heated debates on issues of public interest. Albeit most of the journalists of the ‘old guard’ continued to be active under the new circumstances, there occurred a powerful shift from older to newer generations of journalists. The younger were trained according to international trends/good practices in mass media and attempted to act as true professionals in their respective fields, whether it was a question of news, entertainment, political debates, sports or culture, etc. 

Despite the fact that private media often declare themselves as ‘independent’, in the service of the broader public, they tend to promote and defend the interest of the media trusts, businesses and/or persons who actually own the respective newspapers, magazines or TV/Radio channels. Political affiliation of the respective media representatives is sometimes difficult to discern; nonetheless it occasionally comes to light. As in other areas of social and political life, corruption represents a constant temptation, and media campaigns are often suspected of not being in the service of truth, but in the service of particular interest groups and persons who will use media manipulation to reach certain egotistic goals.

Communicating education reform through mass media. In the case of Romania, there are at least two main issues that need to be pointed out with regard to the relationship between education reforms and communicating education reforms through mass media. 

(1) Acute need for communicating large-scale education reforms in education. For some years, i.e. from 1990 to 1997 there was little or no media coverage with regard to the need for and effectiveness of a large-scale education reform in the country. A comprehensive education reform project was launched in 1994/1995, co-financed by the Romanian Government and the World Bank (addressing curriculum development, assessment and evaluation, teacher training, management and financing, and occupational standards). However, neither the preparatory phases nor the actual achievements during the first three years were appropriately reflected in the mass media. The broader public, and even the pedagogical community, had little or no information about what was actually intended and what was going on.  In 1998 the ‘Reform now’ programme of Minister Andrei Marga was launched, with a view to accelerating comprehensive education reforms in both pre-tertiary and tertiary education and accomplishing a readjustment of the Romanian education system to international progressive developments in education. It forcefully called for a reinforcement of communication on reform measures, as well as increased participation of education stakeholders in the discussion of education reform issues. 

(2) Communicating education reforms, as a mutual learning process. Due to the fact that neither the Ministry of Education, nor the Romanian mass media had had any previous (good) experiences in communicating large-scale education reforms, especially during 1998-2000, a process of (mutual) learning about how to proceed was unavoidable.  

Main actions in communicating large-scale education reform measures.  

(a) Creation of a Media Centre. Although a Public Relations Department existed within the Ministry of Education even before 1998, its main tasks had nothing to do with the mass media (rather the Department’s activity concerned communication with the broader public in terms of solving petitions, orienting people to different departments, etc.). That is why one of the first measures taken in 1998 was the creation of a stronger Public Relations Department, whose tasks were reoriented towards reinforced communication with the mass media. In 2000, a special Media Centre was set up in the Ministry of Education, which held weekly briefings for the media, and where information materials on education reform measures were placed at the disposal of journalists. The newly established PR Department (1998, known as Media Centre from 2000 onwards) prepared and ran the following information and communication activities: 

· Weekly press conferences in which the Minister, Secretaries of State, Heads of Departments and Minister’s Advisors informed media people about intended actions and new regulations and responded to questions. Some of the press conferences were thematic, aiming to combine the need for discussing the underlying concepts/policy issues of the education reform, with the need to tackle issues of immediate interest, such as recent events, scandals, pressures for solving daily school problems. Minister’s Orders and main regulations were published on a regular basis in the Ministry’s Bulletin (Newsletter) and distributed to school inspectorates, media and public institutions.

· Press releases. The Ministry of Education initiated a regular practice in publishing press releases on important issues in designing and implementing gradually a large-scale education reform. Press releases were usually widely broadcast on the same day though Radio and TV channels. 

· Information packages for the press. The PR Department in the MoE prepared thematic resources packs for media people, focused on changes in the areas of curriculum, assessment and evaluation, teacher training, management and finances, tertiary education, international relationships of the MoE, international comparisons in education. Media packages usually comprised MoE Bulletins, leaflets and brochures on specific issues, as well as reports on the state-of-the-art developments in the education system and the newly developed education materials (i.e. textbooks, teacher guides, assessment and evaluation kits, etc.). 

· Interviews of key-figures in the MoE. The ministry’s PR Department also engaged in facilitating interviews for TV, Radio channels and the written press with key-figures in the MoE and in education bodies supporting specific areas of the large-scale Romanian reform in primary, secondary and tertiary education.

· MoE web site. A special web site of the MoE was created in 1998, under the co-ordination of the PR Department. Besides presenting the structure and tasks of various departments within the MoE, web site administrators incorporated information from press conferences, created a special news section, and opened interactive pages on sensitive reform issues, such as new methods and procedures for examination and testing.

(b) Thematic debates organised by and reflected in main newspapers. A series of thematic debates on main education reform issues was organised and run in 1998 and 1999, focusing on curriculum development (1998), decentralisation and management of the education system (May 1999) and preparation of younger generations for entering the labour market successfully (August 1999). Each time, main education stakeholders were brought together in order to discuss policy and conceptual issues, as well as implementation issues. Based on a bidding-type process, the newspaper with the highest audience at central level, Adevarul (more than 300,000 copies daily) was selected for organising, running and reflecting the outcomes of these meetings. The purpose was to provide a framework for participatory processes and a tribune for public awareness raising. 

(c) Education talk shows. Key-figures in the MoE often participated in education talk shows which were organised either on a regular basis, as parts of ‘regular’ TV or Radio programmes, or in special talk shows initiated by media channels on specific (sensitive) issues, such as Parliaments’ debates on a motion of extremist parties with regard to the ministry’s policy on history curricula and textbooks (1999) or teachers’ strikes for increased financing of the education system (2000).

(d) Involving the Media in organising and running main education events (i.e. national examinations, launching of new curricula and textbooks, national and international education conferences). Starting with 1998, the national Radio and TV channels especially were involved in organising and running national examinations, as well as other main education events, such as sports activities, school contests, etc. Media coverage of main education events was supplemented with direct involvement of the media in providing a more transparent and fair process in national examinations and other education events of public interest (such as selection and access of students to upper education stages). Changes in the examination system were widely disseminated through mass media, while public awareness was raised with regard to the advantages of fair examinations run by a commission of external examiners (a new formula of the ‘baccalaureate’ exam).

Lessons learned.  Although from 1997 to 2000 significant progress was made in tackling the need for communicating large-scale education reforms in a strategic way, thus creating a better framework for public awareness and participation of education stakeholders, there are still several issues that need improving:

(a) Ministries of Education should rely on a professional PR strategy, that is to say professional PR companies/persons have to be involved in designing and running media strategies in order to handle relationships with mass media successfully and make full use of media potential in informing the broader public and facilitating stakeholders’ participation in education decisions, 

(b) There is a need for well-trained, professional education journalists, able to understand education reform issues and become involved in the broader context of reform visions. This can be done through training packages for existing journalists, as well as though ‘pre-service’ training in media schools. Owing to the importance of education reforms in today’s world, as well as to the complexity of comprehensive/large-scale reform approaches, education journalists have to tackle education concepts and strategies professionally. Ministries of education could provide ‘training packages’ for journalists, and ask for ‘professional accreditation’ of those who are covering education news (i.e. mastering the appropriate vocabulary, handling reform principles and good practices in education, being able to handle education data, etc.). This way, misrepresentations of policy & implementation issues can be avoided. At the same time, it would be important to integrate education issues into a comparative perspective, based on reliable data and indicators. 

(c) Obviously, television campaigns are most useful in promoting new policy concepts and regulations/procedures/good practices. In the case of Romania, one good example in this respect is that of the joint campaigns of the MoE and private companies, such as Kraft Suchard and Philip Morris (1999 –2001) in promoting healthy life styles and education for informed risk-taking. Ministries of education should allocate budgets and human resources for launching television campaigns in promoting education reform goals. These television campaigns undoubtedly have to be carefully prepared otherwise there is a huge risk that good intentions will turn into a media nightmare.

(d) Television especially, can be used for fund raising and fostering support for major education projects, such as promoting ICT education in all schools in the country. One such example was the campaign launched in 2000 by the Ministry of Education and the ‘Save the Children’ Organisation. It was followed by similar campaigns supported by Procter and Gamble – students submitted collective projects on the use of ICT in their schools, and were rewarded with PCs by juries that made a fair evaluation of the respective projects.

(e) Although conduct of media people supporting large-scale education reforms is sometimes unpredictable, a constant co-operation between the Ministry of Education and media is critical for promoting long-term education goals and strategies, despite political changes or changes of the decision-making teams. For example, as has been pointed out above, ‘Adevarul’ newspaper supported the design and implementation of large-scale education reforms in Romania for quite long period of time and in a professional way. At the end of 1999, extremist parties and media representatives began to accuse the Ministry of Education for its apparently ‘anti-Romanian’ education policy with regard to new curricula and textbooks for history and the mother tongue. ‘Adevarul’ got involved in the anti-ministry campaign and withdrew its support for the decision-makers in the Ministry.  At present, ‘Adevarul’ is still almost the only newspaper (unfortunately) to concentrate on education reform issues professionally, and tries to ‘maintain the vision’ in times when the present ministry seems to be backsliding on education reforms. Important concepts and good practices, such as school-based curriculum, school and university autonomy, teacher training, quality, equity and fairness are constantly being promoted by education journalists from Adevarul – actually, it is currently the only serious central newspaper which has specialised pages for education. 

(f) Sad to say, in Romania education newspapers and magazines (such as ‘Tribuna Invatamantului’) lack the professionalism and dedication for true reforms – most of these education papers and magazines are subordinated politically, or are in the hands of different groups of  (economic) interests.  The ministries of education should seek to support professional education papers and magazines, which could have a positive impact in promoting appropriate reforms aimed at adjusting the Romanian system to international developments and increase its positive influence on the overall development of society. 

Ministries of education have to acknowledge that there are reasonable ways to handle inspired/intelligent media strategies, which is not to say that media has to be manipulated by education decision-makers. In free countries a free press is essential for sustained democratic processes. It would be important, however, for ministries to acknowledge that professional support in handling media strategies is required, and that effective media strategies are possible if based on fair co-operation between education authorities, media people and other education stakeholders. Just like all human activities, media strategies can develop as beneficial or malefic depending on the purpose. A professional PR department would have to determine how to make full use of the beneficial potential of media strategies for communication of education reforms. 
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