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CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES OF HIGHER

EDUCATION TEACHERS

Sodobni izzivi uliteljev v visokoSolskem izobrazevanju

SILVANA NESHKOVSKA!

Abstract

Higher education is currently under increasing
pressure coming from different directions. Modern
society, in general, undergoes drastic changes
instigated by new economic, cultural, and political
factors and trends. They are all inextricably linked to
higher education, dictating and imposing alterations
in its structure and performance. The advent of new
technologies greatly affects the functioning and the
organization of higher education. Teaching the new
generations of students who are frequently dubbed
'digital natives' presents a major challenge for higher
education teachers. Amidst all these intensive
currents, teachers face the daunting task of keeping
themselves updated with the latest insights into their
specific field of interest while making personal
contribution by conducting research and presenting
and publishing original scientific papers. This study
offers fresh insights into the current state of affairs in
higher education, or more precisely, the challenges
teachers in the higher education sector meet in the
Republic of Macedonia.

Key words: higher education, teachers, challenges,
Macedonian

Introduction

Povzetek

VisokosSolsko izobraZevanje se trenutno sooca z
narascajoCim pritiskom iz razlicnih smeri. Sodobna
druzba na sploSno doZivlja drasticne spremembe,
katerih gonilo so novi ekonomski, kulturni in politi¢ni
dejavniki in trendi. Prav vsi so nelodljivo povezani z
visokoSolskim izobrazevanjem, ki diktira in uvaja
spremembe v svoji strukturi in delovanju. Pojav novih
tehnologij pomembno vpliva na delovanje in
organizacijo visokosolskega izobraZzevanja.
Poucevanje novih generacij Studentov, ki jih pogosto
oznacujemo z digitalnimi »naravnimi govorci« (digital
natives), predstavljajo velik izziv za ucitelje v
visokoSolskem izobraZevanju. Poleg vseh teh
intenzivnih tokov, se ucitelji soocajo z zastrasujoco
nalogo, da ostanejo v koraku z zadnjimi dognanji in
razvojem dogodkov na njihovem izbranem podrocju
interesa in hkrati prispevajo k znanosti z izvajanjem
raziskav in predstavljanjem in objavo izvirnih
znanstvenih ¢lankov. Ta Studija nudi sveZ vpogled v
obstojeCe stanje na podro¢ju visokoSolskega
izobraZevanja oz. izzivov visokoSolskih uciteljev v
Makedoniji.

Klju¢ne besede: visokoSolsko izobraZzevanje, ucitelji,
izzivi, Makedonija

The 21% century's modern Macedonian society undergoes drastic changes instigated by a host of new
economic, cultural, and political factors and trends. These are all inextricably linked to higher
education, dictating and imposing alterations in its structure and performance. This means that the
state of art of Higher Education (HE) in the Republic of Macedonian (RM) at the beginning of the new
century is still rather fluid and undefined. Currently, there are 5 state2 and 10 private3 universities in

1St. Kliment Ohridski University, Faculty of Education — Bitola, silvanakolevska@yahoo.com

2 State universities in the Republic of Macedonia: “Ss Cyril and Methodius” University — Skopje, “St. Kliment Ohridski” University — Bitola,
Univeristy of Information Sciences and Technologies “St. Apostol Paul” - Ohrid, State University in Tetovo, “Goce Delchev” University — Shtip.

3 Private universities in the Republic of Macedonia: FON University- Skopje, European University- Skopje, South East European University —
Tetovo, University of Tourism and Management — Skopje, University American College Skopje, MIT University, University of Audio and Visual
Arts — ESRA Skopje, International University Struga, International Balkan University Skopje, and International Slavonic University-Skopje.
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RM. In other terms, there are approximately 140 university units (69 state and 71 private university
units), each of which offers numerous graduate and postgraduate study programs — master, doctoral,
and postdoctoral studies. Consequently, the number of options prospective students have when taking
the decision where to enroll is truly immense if we take into consideration the fact that RM is a
relatively small country whose population hardly exceeds two million people. In addition, we should
not lose sight of the fact that there is a continuous and marked tendency of encouraging new HE
institutions to spring into existence which makes this choice even more varied. On the face of it, the
clear advantage is the creation of a more pronounced and healthy competition which should lead to
higher quality of the HE, yet, as the number of students is — unfortunately, rather limited currently, the
effect is rather reverse. Namely, with their existence at stake, the university units seem to have been
left with no other choice but to lower the previously established high academic standards to a certain
extent and, thus, attract as many prospective students as possible.

Bearing this in mind, it is quite evident that HE in RM is currently under increasing pressure coming
from different directions which unavoidably and especially affects HE teachers, who as the main
stakeholders of this sector are thrust in the whirlpool of these turbulences. Thus, for instance, with
this trend of new universities, dispersed studies, novel student profiles, and study programs intended
to meet the newly emerging market needs, HE teachers find themselves in the awkward position to
try hard to strike the right balance between maintaining high academic standards in teaching, on the
one hand, and fostering business acumen which will keep their institutions afloat and, consequently,
preserve their posts, on the other hand.

Furthermore, the advent of new technologies greatly affects the way HE is organized and functions in
its entirety. Thus, for instance, the process of teaching and keeping pace, primarily, with the new
generations of students who are frequently and rightfully dubbed 'digital natives', presents a major
challenge for HE teachers as these students have practically limitless access to various sources of
information and have grown used to getting instantaneous replies to all their queries and dilemmas.

Amidst all these intensive and ongoing currents, HE teachers face the daunting task of keeping
themselves updated with the latest findings and insights into their specific field of interest while
making personal contribution by conducting new research and presenting and publishing reports on
their findings and results. Unfortunately, the financial aspect of this challenge by far outweighs the
mental aspect, thus, putting teachers in a very strenuous position of constantly investing in their
professional development in order to retain their university posts despite their modest income.

This study offers fresh insights into the current state of affairs in Macedonian HE, or more precisely,
the challenges teachers in this sector face. Although the findings presented in the study rest on an
analysis of a questionnaire filled in by HE teachers who are based at various university units within one
state university — “St. Kliment Ohridski” University — Bitola, it is a fact that the responses elicited reveal
the attitudes and viewpoints of HE teachers in RM in general. The questions in the questionnaire deal
with some of HE teachers' major predicaments and concerns and how they normally tackle them.

Methodology

The main research instrument used in this research was a questionnaire purposefully designed to
examine Macedonian HE teachers' (MHET) attitude toward many different aspects of tertiary
education. The questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first section addressed MHET teaching
activities; whereas the second section referred to MHET research activities (see Appendix).

The first set of questions was aimed at disclosing how teachers feel about teaching the new
generations of 'digital natives', and whether they find them sufficiently motivated and dedicated to
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their studies. The teachers were also asked to express their opinion regarding the frequent
introduction of new study programs and the abolition of the ‘old’ ones and how these changes affect
their performance. Similarly, they were prompted to state their opinion about the growing number of
dispersed studies and HE institutions in our relatively small country. They were also expected to explain
if the preparation of lectures and regular classroom activities are more demanding and time consuming
than the examination and assessment of students' knowledge.

The second set of questions examined MHET position towards their research activities, i.e. the
publication of scientific papers and participation in conferences. The teachers were encouraged to
voice their opinion regarding their ability to strike the right balance between teaching and doing
research. In addition, some of these questions tackled the actual outcome of MHET research activities,
i.e. the number of scientific papers they manage to put together and publish, and the number of
conferences they attend yearly. In addition, one of the questions touched on MHET attitude towards
the latest changes in the Law on Higher Education of the Republic of Macedonia — hotly debated in
2015 and whose enforcing was postponed till January, 2018. In view of the fact that this new Law on
HE does not list conference participation among re-election prerequisites teachers ought to meet,
MHET were also invited to dwell on the significance of the scientific conferences and on the possibility
of dispersing their scientific findings solely via scientific publications. Almost all of these questions
posed in both sections of the questionnaire offered optional answers for the teachers to choose from
and enough space for further explanation.

Finally, the last section of the questionnaire encouraged HE teachers to put forward their proposals as
to how the overall organization and performance of HE in Macedonia could be consolidated and
improved so that it would become much more compatible with both their needs and the current trends
taking place not just in our country but globally as well.

The questionnaire was distributed among 50 MHET with a vast academic career which in most cases
included more than 15 years of tertiary education work experience. All the respondents are currently
based at various units within “St. Kliment Ohridski” University — Bitola (Faculty of Education, Faculty of
Economics, Faculty of Technical Sciences, Faculty of Information and Communication Technologies and
Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality) and teach a variety of courses (English, Computer Studies,
Geography, Ethics, Management, Communication, Religious Systems, Music, Arts, Economics, etc.).
The summing up of the results and their presentation in charts and pies was greatly assisted by the
Google application — Gmail forms.

Results

MHET' teaching activities

As the teaching component of every HE teacher primarily consists of delivering lectures and conducting
oral and written examinations, the interviewed teachers were asked to appraise which of these two
requires more time and energy. In that respect, the majority of the teachers (77%) state that it is much
more demanding to prepare and deliver lectures than to conduct exams and assess students'
knowledge (Chart 1.). Despite the fact that merely one third of MHET made an effort to explain their
viewpoint, those who did so, seem to agree that the preparation of lectures is more painstaking since
it entails doing extensive research in pursuit of the newest and most relevant developments in their
specific field of interest; comparing and selecting data; and devising suitable methods and techniques
to deliver their lectures and to make them more accessible to their students.
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Chart 1: Q1. Is delivering lectures more demanding and time-consuming than conducting examinations?

The teachers whose position was that conducting exams is the more difficult part explained that since
the introduction of the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) and the mandatory mid-term exams
as an addition to the regular examination sessions, they have become preoccupied with producing
tests and checking students' scores on those tests almost all the time. On the basis of all teachers'
answers, it can be deduced that HE teachers definitely need to spend a lot of their time preparing
lectures and conducting examinations providing that they strive towards excellence in their teaching
practice.

Given that one of the most fulfilling and rewarding aspect of the teaching profession is the imprint
teachers make on their students' knowledge and conduct in general, the questionnaire set out to
explore teachers' relation with the new generations of students whose existence is inextricably linked
to information and communication technologies. In that respect, almost all of the respondents (97.2%)
agree that teaching the so-called 'digital natives' does not intimidate them at all (Chart 2.).
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Chart 2: Q2. Is teaching 'digital natives' an advantage or a disadvantage?

On the contrary, MHET perceive it as a huge challenge and an advantage both of which prompt them
to keep pace with the opportunities ICT offers nowadays. By way of illustration, they mention the fast
access to a wide range of sources, and the greatly alleviated communication with their students, which
— in turn, results in much smoother knowledge transfer from teachers to students and, sometimes,
vice versa as well. Nevertheless, several of the teachers (5.6%) deem it worthwhile to highlight some
disadvantages associated with ICT omnipresence in students' life. They argue that ICT have turned a
great deal of students into rather unsociable young individuals who seriously lack in communicative
skills. They also express their concerns about their students' impatience and eagerness to get ready-
made and instantaneous answers to almost everything. The teachers also complain that students do
not nurture their reading habits due to their propensity to spend a considerable amount of time on
social networking websites such as Facebook, My Space, Twitter, etc.
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Hence, it is obvious that as HE teachers' basic call is constantly acquiring new knowledge, they gladly
grasp the opportunities that new ICT offer to them, but they also are quite concerned about the ways
in which ICT influence their students’ behavior in general and their attitude towards their studies.

The questionnaire also examined the teachers' perception of their students' motivation and dedication
to their studies. The teachers' opinions in that respect are divided. Namely, somewhat less than half
of them (47.9%) are convinced that the majority of their students take their studies very seriously and
do their best to attain the best possible results, while the rest of them (52.1%) argue that their students
are not sufficiently motivated and that their approach towards their studies is shallow and lacks
seriousness and persistence (Chart 3.).
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Chart 3: Q3. Are your students sufficiently motivated and dedicated to their studies?

Those who advocate the latter position attribute students' lack of motivation and dedication to their
studies to the unfavorable climate in society at large, which, they clam, instigates the young to pursue
their dreams not in their native country but elsewhere. Consequently, teachers explain that they are
fully aware of the fact that large proportion of their students are not really after knowledge and that
they use their studies to simply buy time prior to leaving their homeland, oftentimes forever. Logically,
on the basis of these findings, it can be inferred that HE teachers nowadays have to be prepared to
adjust their working principles and standards towards different profiles of students ranging from highly
motivated students with impeccable student record, to students who are not driven by a genuine thirst
for knowledge and whose main purpose is solely the acquisition of a university diploma.

Considering that almost all university units currently face the same challenge - the need to maintain
their competitiveness on the market, they find themselves in a position to constantly experiment with
'fresh' study programs which are supposedly in line with the latest trends. In that context, the
respondents were asked to share their personal experience. A considerably larger number of teachers
(82.9%) state that they are overtly against this latest trend of constantly abolishing 'old" study
programs and introducing new ones (Chart 4.).
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Chart 4: Q4. Is the constant emergence of 'fresh' study programs an advantage or a disadvantage?
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More than half of the teachers elaborate on their answers and explain that these constant and
'untimely' changes are, undoubtedly, very disadvantageous since they disrupt the continuity of the
educational process, which, in turn, results in a drastic decrease in quality. They go on to state that
teachers are particularly affected by these changes because they are expected to shift their focus
quickly, and adapt and re-adapt all the time. Thus, according to the majority of the teachers, these
changes leave HE in a state of chaos whose sorting out requires a lot of time, energy, human and
material resources as well as tons of administrative work.

Similarly, MHET were almost unanimous that dispersed studies are also very detrimental to the quality
of Macedonian HE (Chart 5.). They enumerate a wide variety of reasons to explicate that the dispersed
studies in RM result in poor quality education and that they significantly lower the academic standards
as they lead to the creation of 'unhealthy competition' and 'hyper-production of students'.

| have no
opinion
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Chart 5: Q5. Are the dispersed studies an advantage or a disadvantage?

On the basis of the interviewed teachers' answers to the two previously discussed questions, it
becomes obvious that HE has hardly any room for hasty changes and experiments and that each step
taken towards its advancement and upgrade should be based on thoroughly analyzed and well-
thought-out actions.

MHET' research activities

Bearing in mind that HE teaching goes hand in hand with research, MHET were also asked whether
performing both these activities equally well is easy or difficult for them. According to 67.3% percent
of the teachers, working simultaneously on both of these related but still completely different areas is
difficult; in fact, 12% of MHET state that it is extremely difficult (Chart 6.). The teachers who were
willing to explain their position underline more or less the same reason — both teaching and research
require a lot of time, efforts, and dedication in order to be successfully completed and to yield high
quality results genuinely. Only about 10% of them go to the other extreme and argue that teaching
and conducting research simultaneously pose no hardships for them at all.

Very easy
Easzy

Difficult

Extremely difficult

Chart 6: Q6. Is striking the right balance between teaching and doing research easy or difficult to
achieve?
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As publishing scientific papers is not only one of the major outputs of teachers' research activities but
also a basic legal requirement they have to meet in order to be re-elected, i.e. to keep their posts and
to advance in their university career, this issue was also addressed in the questionnaire. More than
half of the interviewees (60%) argue that the optimum number of papers a teacher can realistically
write and publish annually — provided that they strive towards quality and not just quantity, is 2 or
perhaps 3 papers at the most (Chart 7.).
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Chart 7: Q7. How many scientific papers should HET put together and publish per year?

Those teachers who have provided additional comments explain that what prevents them from
publishing more papers annually is the serious lack of finances and the fact that their teaching activity
consumes most of their time.

In fact, these two questions in the questionnaire tackle one of HE teachers’ major challenges — the
need of constant improvement of their knowledge and practices via research activities parallel the
legal obligations they are bound to fulfill in order to be able to practice their profession. Considering
their answers, the obvious conclusion is that having one's attention constantly split into two halves
(teaching and research) puts HE teachers in a very strenuous position and that quantity and quality in
this context barely goes hand in hand.

Taking into consideration the fact that the new Law on Higher Education places the accent entirely on
publications, i.e. journals with an Impact Factor indexed in Web of Science, teachers were asked to
state which criterion they thought was the most important in the process of publishing their papers.
The majority of the teachers (55.6%) single out the field of interest as the most important criterion in
choosing the journals where they would publish their scientific papers. Quite a large number of them
(42.2%) choose the international review committee as the most important criterion. Interestingly, in
contrast with the requirements set out in the Law on Higher Education, only some teachers agree that
merely publications with an Impact Factor which have been indexed in the Web of Science should be
considered relevant (28,9% and 11.1%, respectively) (Chart 8.).
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Chart 8: Q8. What is the most important criterion in choosing adequate journals for publishing
scientific contributions?
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As far as their participation in conferences is concerned, 66% of the respondents share the same
opinion, i.e. that the optimum number of conferences a HE teacher should participate in per year is
two (Chart 9.).

=

N
=

Chart 9: Q9. How many conferences should HET attend per year?

However, the majority of the interviewed teachers provide additional comments in this context and
claim that but for the serious lack of finances they would more than gladly accept to participate in
more conferences (Chart 9.).

In addition, in the context of conferencing, the teachers were expected to state whether publishing
their scientific contributions in adequate journals is more beneficial than presenting them in scientific
gatherings such as conferences. This question was also instigated by the latest changes introduced in
the Law on Higher Education which discourages conference participation by not listing it among the
other key criteria necessary for re-electing teachers. A huge proportion of the respondents (85.1%)
perceive this as completely unacceptable and they all come forward with the same reasons —
conferences offer opportunities such as establishing contacts with fellow professionals; sharing
invaluable ideas and experiences; initiating fruitful cooperation among different institutions, etc.
(Chart 10.).
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Chart 10: Q10. Should publishing papers entirely replace conferencing in the process of professional
development of HET?

The last question in this section of the questionnaire was quite general and it addressed the changes
introduced in the new Law on Higher Education, or more precisely — whether these changes are
completely unnecessary, necessary and real, or necessary but unreal.
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Chart 11: Q11. Are the changes introduced in the new Law on HE necessary and realistic?

Approximately 51.1% of MHET believe that these changes are not necessary. However, the fact that
almost 45% of them welcome these changes, but qualify them as 'unrealistic', 'too high', 'unattainable’,
and 'inapplicable in the context of our higher education’ should not be disregarded either. (Chart 11.).
Several of them even point out that if this law is eventually enforced, it would lead to total
demotivation of HE teachers. Some claim that the greatest oversight related to this law is that teachers
were not consulted in the process of devising the changes, and, consequently, their needs were not
taken into consideration adequately. In this context, the serious lack of finances was again brought to
the foreground by some of the teachers who claim that the new requirements imposed on teachers
are unrealistic as their materialization would necessitate substantially better financial conditions than
the ones they have at the moment. They also add that such 'unrealistic expectations' and 'strict criteria’
which considerably restrict teacher's academic freedom, at the end of the day, cannot possibly be
expected to yield favorable results.

The analysis of the teachers' answers points to the fact that the legal requirements imposed on HE
teachers and their own visions and expectations are not completely in line with one another, and that
the only way for them to be aligned would be via provision of adequate financial resources invested in
HE and HE teachers' professional development.

Finally, the last section of the questionnaire invited teachers to make suggestions as to the measures
that need to be taken so that the current state of HE in RM can be improved significantly. Two thirds
of the interviewed MHET responded and offered two suggestions on average. Their proposals range
from terminating the dispersed studies and setting much higher academic bars so that the final
outcome would be producing a lower number of highly motivated students. They also propose
investments in new modern laboratories within the university units where students can realize
extensive practicum, and provision of suitable conditions for real professional development of the
teaching staff such as free access to electronic libraries, subscription to prestigious scientific journals,
and adequate funding for extensive research activities. Some of the proposals refer to the re-election
criteria as well. Thus, for instance, some of the teachers strongly object to the fact the new Law does
not place the production of monographs and course books on the part of teachers among the valid re-
election criteria, despite the fact that it costs them a considerable 'chunk' of their careers.

There were also a number of other quite concrete suggestions. One of them is hiring more teaching
staff at the universities, and, subsequently, distributing the teaching workload proportionally among
more professionals, thus leaving more room for research activities of all the stakeholders involved.
Moreover, some of the interviewees suggest reintroducing the practice of conducting mandatory oral
exams for the students, in addition to the written ones, as that could raise the standards and the
quality of the educational process in general. Some teachers propose introducing a salary system based
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on teachers' engagement, i.e. on the number of classes they have, the number of scientific papers they
publish, and the number of conferences they attend. Finally, some of the teachers express their
concerns that the implementation of the ECTS system in the context of our education does not yield
the expected results, and consequently, some of its aspects require urgent modification.

Evidently, on the basis of their profound personal working experience in HE, the interviewed teachers
were quite prolific and resourceful in providing ideas and suggestions as to what needs to be done to
transform the very unstable and inefficient HE that we have at the moment into a modern, efficient,
and future-oriented HE in MK.

Conclusion

The focus of this study was the state of art of Macedonian HE from HE teachers' perspective.
Macedonian HE is definitely not immune to the current events and trends in the society at large and
consequently, and is undergoing some major transformations at the moment. Although teachers act
as the major driving force which provides HE with the momentum it needs to move forward, they also
find themselves struggling to 'survive' in this whirl of changes and challenges, such as, for instance, the
obligation to be equally successful as teachers and researchers at the same time.

Generally speaking, teachers seem to be aware of the fact that changes are inevitable or even
necessary at times, but they also insist that the implementation of these changes be carried out
properly, proportionately, and in a timely manner. The conclusion reached by analyzing teachers'
statements suggests that their major concern is that changes just for the sake of changes, without
serious attention to and analysis of the deep-rooted problems and the needs of both the teachers and
the students could only exacerbate the state HE is in currently. As they are directly affected by all these
new trends and changes and as they have first-hand experience with all these aspects of HE, they also
offer an abundance of ideas and suggestions whose implementation is very likely to significantly
ameliorate the conditions in HE.

Finally, the recommendation which inevitably stems from this study should perhaps be addressed to
the law makers who need to realize that any attempts to put the academic thought into too strictly
defined frameworks, forcing it to move only along certain predetermined and restricted pathways,
cannot be expected to yield any really favorable results. Quite on the contrary, real progress can be
made if the intellectual potential of higher education is 'unleashed' and provided with adequate
resources so that higher education teachers can be truly inspired to work on their continuous
professional development, i.e. on the improvement of both their teaching and their research practices.
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Questionnaire “Challenges of Teachers in Higher Education”

A. Teaching activities

Q1. Is delivering lectures more demanding and time-consuming than conducting examinations?
Q2. Is teaching 'digital natives' an advantage or a disadvantage?

Q3. Are your students sufficiently motivated and dedicated to their studies?

Q4. Is the constant emergence of 'fresh' study programs an advantage or a disadvantage?

Q5. Are the dispersed studies an advantage or a disadvantage?

B. Research activities

Q6. Is striking the right balance between teaching and doing research easy or difficult to achieve?

Q7. How many scientific papers should HET put together and publish per year?

Q8. What is the most important criterion in choosing adequate journals for publishing scientific
contributions?

Q9. How many conferences should HET attend per year?

Q10. Should publishing papers entirely replace conferencing in the process of professional
development of HET?

Q11. Are the changes introduced in the new Law on HE necessary and realistic?

C. Teachers' comments, ideas and suggestions
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