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Overview of Higher Education System in Lithuania
As the political transition in 1989 began in Lithuania, the country had reason to
take pride in its higher education system. Lithuania did not face many of the problems
that still bedeviled several other regions of the world at that time. Adult literacy was
generally universal; participation and completion rates for students of both genders were
high, professors came to work and students had textbooks.
Higher Education in Soviet Times
In the Soviet occupation after World War II, many higher education institutions
(HEI’s) of Lithuania that existed before the war were reopened. However, all institutions
were subject to the centralized control of Moscow and the contents and form of studies
were changed to conform to Soviet ideology and policy. Over years of Soviet
occupation, the higher education system was restructured to meet the priorities of the
Soviet command economy and military. The fields of studies that were the most popular
at those times were engineering, medicine, agriculture and other applied subjects. Before
declaring Lithuania’s independency, there were 12 higher education institutions. The
highest number of students was reached in 1980 – over 70,000 students. About 15,500
people were employed in the higher education system. The principles of education were:
equal rights for all to an education from children to teenagers, dependency of all state and
public schools and of education provided free of charge, unified system of education and
so on.
Changes In Higher Education in Independent Lithuania
The Lithuanian education system began to emerge from the highly centralized,
tightly controlled Soviet system in the mid-1980s in the climate of perestroika, glasnost,
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the new openness and democracy movements and deterioration of the Soviet economy
and governmental institutions. These developments were accompanied by a new desire
to decentralize and bring schooling closer to Lithuanian values. Reform of Lithuanian
higher education also began at this point with initiation of discussion about the reform in
the content and structure of studies and improvement of institutional management. In
1989, many Lithuanian higher education institutions had already prepared new drafts
statutes. The draft of a new Law on education was presented in Seimas (Lithuanian
Parliament) in January 1990; two months later – in March 1990 – Lithuania proclaimed
its independence and systemic education reform became a focus for public debate. A
new Law on Higher Education was enacted in March 2000.
Only in 1994, Lithuania’s Ministry of Education and Science (MoES) was
created. Higher education strategy now falls under this ministry’s responsibilities.
Besides state owned higher education schools, private schools started to establish. In
2000, the Ministry approved that two kinds of institutions can provide higher education:
universities and colleges. Now there are 19 government higher education schools (10
universities, 5 academies and 15 colleges) and 14 private (4 university type of schools
and 10 colleges).
Through the constitution of the Republic of Lithuania and the Law on Higher
Education, institutions of higher education are granted substantial autonomy.
Universities are governed by statutes enacted by the Seimas. Colleges established
according to the new Law on Higher Education are to be under more direct control of the
MoES than universities but still nonetheless function with a higher degree of
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decentralized governance than colleges within vocational education. Several other
entities play important roles in higher education. These include:
→

The Science Council of Lithuania, the government’s advisory body on
research and higher education,

→

The Research and Higher Education Department, a separate entity within
the MoES, responsible for overall planning, analysis and coordination and,

→

The Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education, ensuring the
quality of studies, evaluating the efficiency and level (compared with the
international level) of institutions and provides recommendations for
improvement.

The Lithuanian higher education system is regulated by provisions in the
country’s constitution, four laws, a number of government decrees and by the statutes of
HEI’s. The statutes are approved by the Seimas. The four laws are: The Law on
Research and Higher Education (1991), The Law on Education (1991), The Law
Concerning the Approval of the Status of Vilnius University (1990) and The Law on
Higher Education adopted on 21 March 2000.
Higher Education Levels in Lithuania
Higher education in Lithuania is education that one obtains when graduating from
higher non-university or higher-university level of institution.
Higher non-university education is provided by colleges that admit individuals
having a maturity certificate. Studies at colleges, where theoretical studies are combined
with professional practice, last 3-4 years. Upon completion of non-university studies
graduates acquire a vocational qualification and higher non-university education.
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Higher university education can be acquired at 15 state and 4 private higher
education institutions. The system of studies consists of two levels: after completing
one’s undergraduate studies, which last four years, a student acquires a Bachelor’s
degree, after one and a half or two years of studies – a Master’s degree. The students
having a Master’s degree or integrated study are allowed to apply for Doctoral studies.
The Doctoral studies in Lithuania last for three or four years.
After completing a Bachelor’s program, a student is awarded a Bachelor’s degree,
which denotes an undergraduate education in a certain field of science or art and provides
the background necessary for further study or professional activity. A Bachelor’s degree
grants the right to enter a Master’s or specialized professional studies or start professional
activity.
A Master’s degree is awarded to graduates of a Master’s program who have
defended a Master’s thesis/final project. A Master degree denotes a specialized higher
education obtained by the student in a certain field of science or art and preparedness for
Doctoral program or professional activity.
Specialized professional studies last from one to two years. Upon completing
them, professional qualifications are awarded.
Integrated studies are those that integrate first and second level of university
education. Upon completing them, a Master’s degree or professional qualifications are
awarded.
Upon completing the second level or integrated study programs, education can be
pursued at the third (highest) level – by enrolling in doctoral, post-graduate art studies or
residency studies. Doctoral programs are devoted to the preparation of scientific staff
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and include studies, scientific investigation and preparation of Doctor’s (PhD) thesis.
Upon completing a doctoral program, a Doctor’s (PhD) degree is awarded. A postgraduate art program is devoted to the preparation of individuals for teaching at
institutions of higher art education and specialized creative artistic activities. The postgraduate art program lasts for two years. Upon completing the program, the degree of an
art licentiate is awarded. Those pursuing medical education at a university continue their
study in residency. This is a specific second level of university education intended for
preparing individuals for the work of physicians and medical practitioners. Education
lasts from three to seven years.
Figure 1 Higher Education System in Lithuania
Post-Graduate Studies
Graduate Studies
Undergraduate Studies

3-4 years - Doctor

1.5-2 years - Master

3-4 years at higher non-university institution (no
right to graduate studies)
4 years at higher university institution - Bachelor

Research Questions
At the start of the 21st century Lithuania’s higher education system faces many
challenges with national and international dimensions. The higher education sector is
undergoing profound reforms to adapt to the current needs of the country and also
international developments, especially joining the European Union (EU). It is a task of
considerable difficulty to design and introduce the necessary changes in the best interest
of society.
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The rules for market economies and open political systems – and consequently for
higher education systems – differ from those for command economies and authoritarian
political systems. At stake is the prosperity of both citizens and the country itself. In my
dissertation I plan to analyze Lithuania’s higher education strategy in the context of
European Union enlargement and propose areas of improvement. The dissertation
problem is the following: The current Lithuania’s higher education strategy needs to be
in line with the rules for market economies and open political systems.
I plan to focus on the following problem areas of higher education system:
alignment, financing, quality assessment and governance, management and
accountability.
Alignment
The specialists that HEIs prepare need to meet the market needs. Students need to
graduate from the appropriate fields and they need to own the needed skills and
knowledge. Globalization and flexible production have combined to foster a changed
profile of customer demand in manufactured goods, agricultural products, and services.
International and, increasingly, domestic customers have come to expect a large, varied,
and continuously improving basket of goods and services, fast delivery of orders, high
and consistent quality, and low prices.
To meet these demands, employers have to change technologies and the
organization of work. Mass production of goods and services dependent on routinization
and hierarchical specialization of function, where most workers, even middle managers,
were order takers. They were not expected to exercise judgment, initiative, or problemsolving skills, and most decisions were referred up the chain of command. This
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productive regime was predicated on slow rates of change that minimized the need for
adult learning.
Under flexible production, however, employers broaden job descriptions to give
each worker authority over more of the component tasks of production. They flatten
organizational hierarchies, and introduce job rotation and team-based work. These
changes save the time lost by referring decisions up and down organizational ladders;
they reduce middle management and supervisory jobs.
In this context workers need solid literacy or information processing and
interpretive skills, better problem-solving skills, better knowing-how-to-learn skills, and
greater initiative. HEIs need to understand this shift in demanded skills of the market and
review their curriculums to meet these market needs.
Financing
HEIs and colleges in Lithuania receive the greatest part of necessary funds from
the State budget. University resources are relatively low, at just 4,000 LTL (1,160 Euros)
per student. Given the high intake rate (nearly 60 percent of the university cohort), there
are strong arguments for increasing student financing for higher education, because the
government will soon have to choose between increasing per student financing while
maintaining the overall budget allocation per sector, or keeping student financing
constant while reducing the overall budget allocation.
There is an absence of a clear long-term plan for development of science and
studies – a plan that defines state priorities and addresses financing issues, including
issues regarding the appropriate share of costs to be borne by students through fees. The
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development of a long-term strategy has been hampered by repeated reorganization of the
responsible state entities.
The financing problem is sharpened by the fact that the state budget is developed
by the Ministry of Finance (MoF) with limited consideration of the proposal from the
MoES developed on the basis of information submitted to the MoES from research and
HEIs.
The MoF allows limited institutional flexibility in managing the funds once they
are allocated. Through its fund accounting and control processes, the MoF maintains
tight control of the actual distribution of funds and makes limited distinctions between
higher education establishment and other state functions. Furthermore, funds are
distributed on a month-by-month basis and the amount of actual distribution could vary
significantly depending on availability of state revenues in the month. Establishments
have limited ability to plan or incentives to save, reallocate funding, or achieve
efficiencies in the use of state resources.
Buildings used by state universities and colleges are state property and are not
owned by the institutions themselves. Institutions are in the position of having to
maintain property they do not own and are unable to change their property portfolios
through sales or acquisitions. In addition, some institutions want to carry out major
refurbishments to buildings but do not have sufficient financing to do so – and can not
borrow because the buildings are not theirs to pledge as security.
Moreover, the lack of a policy and regulatory framework regarding tuition fees
lead to widely varying practices as higher education establishments sought to augment
the limited state funding with revenue from student fees.
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Quality Assessment
Until the mid-1990s, there were no mechanisms (beyond the internal policies of
the respective institutions) to control the quality of higher education study programs in
Lithuania. In 1996, the MoES approved a set of “Rules of Quality Assessment for
Institutions of Research and Higher Education”. This document outlines a number of
procedures and rules for assessment of study programs, assessment of research activities
and general institutional evaluation.
A Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education was established in 1997
and is now active. Quality reviews are based on internal quality assessment (self-study)
and external assessment by peer reviewers. Procedures for registration, evaluation and
accreditation are outlined in the Law.
In general, the system of approval, registration and assessment of academic
programs in the country is very centralized. The centralized and strictly controlled
register of study programs is inflexible and is becoming a barrier for initiatives of
institutions to offer new academic programs.
The quality of higher education is also greatly influenced by the quality of staff
and faculty. The student : teacher ratio is 11:1. The lecturing staff in Lithuanian
universities is engaged in teaching and research activities. The average teaching load is
600 hours per academic year; this is higher than the average in most European countries.
Many university lecturers are engaged in professional activities outside their regular
duties. In most cases they teach in other HEIs, colleges and sometimes in secondary
schools. The consequences for the study process are quite negative. The teaching staff is
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not always available for the students and the level of research activities is considerably
reduced.
Also, approximately 55 percent of university academic staff are over 50, which
implies that they do not have an appropriate education to provide the market with the
needed type of specialists and a very high replacement requirement between 2002 and
2017. The number of doctoral degrees being awarded (on average slightly over 200 per
year) is well below the number required to meet replacement needs. There is also an
acute problem of retaining high-quality staff, because university salaries are low.
Salaries are determined by government and civil procedures, and universities have
limited scope to supplement salaries with research grants and the like.
Managing higher education systems also requires a significant skill base. For
example, devising a suitable formula for allocating grants to higher education institutions
based on unit costs requires an understanding of education and cost accounting principles
in the ministries of finance and education, the Council of Rectors, and the institutions
themselves. Some of these are significantly under-resourced.
Governance, Management and Accountability
The Law on Higher Education defines higher education autonomy and extends
autonomy to all establishments. It also defines the governing structures of universities
and colleges and the relationship of these establishments to the state.
Even though HEIs have autonomy in Lithuania, the true responsibility and
accountability that they carry is very limited. Up until now, different government
institutions try to control unsuccessfully activities of HEIs by passing a high number of
various regulations, like qualification requirements for lecturing staff, doctorate and
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habilitate rules, prestigious journal lists, an increasing number of study programs, etc.
These regulations do not work because HEIs are always looking for ways to go around
these regulations. Also, these regulations liquidate HEIs autonomy. With this, it is the
government institutions that take the major responsibility for quality in higher education
sector and HEIs themselves take the role of observers.
The current autonomy model approved the Law on Higher Education contradicts
major management principles. As a consequence, the quality of studies is constantly
decreasing. HEIs can’t influence this process because of the non-effective autonomy
model they can’t implement essential but unpopular reforms in academic communities. It
is also impossible to execute outside reforms, e.g. optimization of higher education
institutions network. All these changes would influence a large part of the academic
community and not everyone would be satisfied. Since the leaders of HEIs are elected by
employees (the academic community itself), it’s natural that those leaders oppose any
kind of reforms.
The heads of the major universities’ departments (faculty, chairs, institutes) are
elected and not chosen from the pool of the best candidates. So, rectors, deans, chairs are
hostages of their subordinates and can’t implement essential but unpopular changes in the
academic universities’ communities.
Moreover, universities’ councils currently don’t have any control in management
of the institution. They can’t influence who gets appointed to what positions, the
financial strategy or the university mission – strategic direction of studies.
All these governance and management issues lead to poor accountability. Sinc
the state takes action in education on behalf of its citizens and taxpayers, it must respond
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to questions about how well it represents their interests. Is the higher education sector
doing the right things? Is it doing the right things right? The answers to these questions
lie in the sector’s arrangements for governance, management and accountability.
Unfortunately, since Lithuania’s higher education system fails on the first two
dimensions, it’s impossible to achieve accountability as well. Rules and standards
dominate the sector and there is a high imbalance between other important stakeholders
of educational services: private sector (competition) and participation of users, taxpayers
and beneficiaries (voice). The government is defined as the only intermediary for
delivering higher education services, rather than defining the services as needing multiple
intermediaries and stakeholders. Because other players don’t exist in the higher
education sector in Lithuania, there is no accountability.
Literature Overview
In the literature overview section, I’ll try to focus on higher education strategies
of other EU countries, specifically Ireland and Finland. Lithuania is very often compared
to Ireland on historic, economic and political basis so it would be useful to examine
Ireland’s higher education strategy. Finland in many publications is rated as the country
with the fastest improving higher education sector; therefore it would be valuable to
examine what causes such improvements. As I examine these and potentially other
European countries, I’ll focus on the above discussed areas of higher education:
alignment, financing, quality assessment and control, and governance, management and
accountability. The information I collect about these countries will help to evaluate
Lithuania’s higher education strategy.
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