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Learning Regions
The Challenge of Globalization in Higher Education

In one of his recent studies Osmo Kivinen suggisiisthe dual
system of the European higher education works daogto the
principle of “different but equal” (Kivinen, Nurn2009). It may be
a critic to the Bologan Process in which the pgréitng
governments advise (push) their national highecation system
to become unified systems with three cycles. Kiniaeesults
challenge the globalization in the higher educatibEurope (the
‘European Higher Education Area’)

Higher education institutions are competing todaynfiore students, better
labor market feedbacks, larger markets for thewises and higher world
rankings. All this is said to be an effect of glbbation. Globalization in
higher education may be caused, among other fatctpthe neoliberal
wave of economic and social policies in the 198@s E90s. This
neoliberal philosophy has the ‘market’ as the @nbol in economic and
social development, since the free market givesimgvetus to
competitors. The actors of the market may be fréeeimarkets are big, if
local markets can be connected to each other,engroducts and services
can flow unlimited. In this sense, institutionshigher education are also
actors in a market which has to be more and maread)l The globalization
of the higher education ‘market’ may lead to thebgl exchange of
knowledge and services, and competition betweditutisns may result

in the selection of the best.



At the beginning of the 2000s, however, a new @Egaeared. It is called
the ‘learning region’. As opposed to the ‘markéte ‘learning region’
calls upon social cooperation as the main tookfmmomic and social
development. Social networks can be organizedlip@agionally) rather
than at the global level. As opposed to ‘globdig tdea of the ‘learning
regions’ stresses the importance of the ‘locagioeal).

Is this idea relevant in the realm of higher ediocét Is the ‘learning
region’ idea a possible alternative to the globahds of marketization and
globalization? The present study tries to anshisrquestion. First, the
idea of ‘learning region’ is presented as an aditwe to market-based
socio-economic development. Second, a new goveenamroposed for
the ‘learning region’ idea. And third, the old cept of comprehensive
higher education is renewed as a factor that matribaite to the
emergence of the learning regions by returningturtgins to their real
geographical and social environments.

'‘Learning Region': The Challenge of Market-basedebelopment

The traditional approach of socio-economic develepinstresses the
importance of market forces and competition. If tharkets are growing
and their actors are free and the competition antioaigy may select the
best actors of the market. ‘Learning region’ iS@ema in which the socio-
economic development lies on the local / regioctdra and their
cooperation (social networks) rather than on theketaand its
competitors.

The idea of the 'learning region' was spreadinfp@relevant English and
German literature as early as the first half of2880s (see llleris,
Jakobsen 1990; OECD 1993; Abich 1994; LernendedRedl994). There
are two things that these studies make clear. Otteeiview that economic
development can (should) be based on social neswatker than the
market. The other is the impact of socio-econameiwvorks on regional
development, especially the impact of innovatiotwoeks.



The most known author (and activist) of the idedezrning regions’ is
Richard Florida (1995) This is how he summarisssuhiderstanding of the
‘learning regions’:

"Regions are becoming focal points for knowledgeaton and learning in
the new age of global, knowledge-intensive caitajias they in effect
becomdearning regions These learning regions function as collectors and
repositories of knowledge and ideas, and provideutiderlying

environment or infrastructure which facilitates tlwv of knowledge,

ideas and learning. In fact, despite continuediptieths of the end of
geography, regions are becoming more important sxoleconomic and
technological organization on a global scale” (id@r1995: 527).

There are two dominant elements in Florida's sty in the literature he
cites (e.g. Ohmae 1993; Regional Advantage 1994¢.i©the growing
role of regions and regional approaches in thega®of globalisation; the
other is an alternative strategy of economic dgwalent. Florida focuses
on the transformation of enterprises rather tharcttanging of market
regulation. In Hassink's view "a learning region t& defined as a
regional innovation strategy in which a broad $ehoovation-related
regional actors... are strongly, but flexibly conmetwith each other...”
(Hassink 2004, see also CERI 2000).

Every enterprise is a social organisation. Itslpotion and all related
learning are social activities. So they cannot meeustood outside a
regional context. Globalized enterprises experigheéhidden knowledges
and learning behaviors embedded in local / regionkilire, Hudson
(1999) says.

Morgan (1997) aimed at linking two concepts andrapghes: economic
geography and innovation studies. His purpose wastk out a regional
strategy on the basis of the results of innovastowlies and thereby
contribute to EU regional develpoment plans. Ferdmdeavour he applied
the idea of 'learning region'. He interpreted iadsrritorial network of
innovations, which may necessitate new developrhetretegies. By case
studies he also illustrated the nature of thoseoréss of innovation.



The shift from the market forces to the social @ragion forces — from
global to local / regional -- does not need a m@definition of learning
regions. A formal definition would just hinder tfexibilitiy of the
necessary developmental actions. Those who usmstieept as a slogan
for alternative developmental startegies do notdrglarify it. In

Boekema's (2000) opinion there is no need for dedirs. Let us think of
learning regions as an idea that does not have ttefined. According to
an OECD document (OECD 2001: 23, cited by Hassiitii? a learning
region ,constitutes enodeltowards which actual regions need to progress
in order to respond most effectively to the chajlemposed by the ongoing
transition to a learning economy...”

The above mentioned approaches linked the regamaedlopment with the
study of innovation, and introduced the concepleafrning regions’. They
searched for an alternative to the view that en¥p are actors on the
market solely. In regional approaches the domifetor of economic
development is the social environment of enterpriges a result, a new
idea of economic and social development was evglwihere the
community, its government and its regional policegain their key role.

‘Learning Region’: The Challenge of Bureaucratic Gidination

Governments in the traditional (neo-liberal) vieastio have only minimal
role in the developmental process. They shouldmetfere in the market
processes; rather, they has to be the guardsrpfdgs. The idea of the
‘learning region’ involves a new role of the goverents. This means
decentralisation at the regional level, coordimatd specialized public
administration at that level, as well as an adibeal society which is
taking part of the bottom-up decision making preess

According to Morgan (2008: 499) “Throughout the {dare see a greater
emphasis on regional and local levels of governamcethe provision of
services, including those of education and trairghage to the ground'... it
is at the level of urban communities and economggans that individuals
tend more to establish a local identity and roossdrf



There is a need for a different kind of public adistration to coordinate
special administrative departments at the localldwkesch and Payer
(2009) stress that the work of local-regional &lepment agencies'
gradually shifts towards local-regional administratasks. The national
government intervenes from outside (above) by pliag the conditions
for development only. Local / regional public pglis becoming the sum
of special policies such as policy of educatioraltiecare, transportation
etc.

Path-dependency, however, makes it difficult feg public employees to
come up with new, alternative, innovative and éveaanswers to
developmental challenges. Therefore, the key isslearning within the
administration (see Geenhuizen and Nijkamp 2002).

‘Learning regions’ require local governments tha&t eapable of solving
local problems locally, learning from their solut®and establishing a new
kind of administration on the basis of their leanilt is not only learning
people and organisations that are necessary foaibe of ‘learning
regions’. A local / regional government is alsoessary, which may
coordinates all learning parties in order to sébaal problems. This is

how Lukesch and Payer (2009: 12) define the essafrites new way of
governance: “...regional governance means thamabactors
(representatives of interest groups, businessnsraod other
organisations) organise themselves through negotiahd networking, in
addition and in constant collaboration with goveemtal institutions,
specifically territorial authorities at local, regial, national (and European)
level."

Or as the participants of a symposium on learngggoins (Thessaloniki,
15-16 March 2001) stated: " ...development is a ctille process to
produce an outcome... in which top-down and bottgndevelopments
form a dialectic. ...the focus is on achieving aband economic objectives
in an integrated manner. Regional learning initegientail empowering
local communities through the involvement of pedpben different

interest groups...” (European Centre 2003: 3).



The actors of a ‘learning region’ recognise chaksitogether and search
for answers together because of common learningd@overnance is
guaranteed by common learning. Learning - not énsitnse of being
taught by somebody from outside but in the senssahner urge to learn
- is a prerequisite for the formation of a ‘leagnregion’. Learning in this
sense, however, has its own limits. The ‘governdnyckearning’ idea is
based on cooperation rather than on conflicts. Adddn (1999) argues,
the real question is not common learning, rathist thho learns what and
from whom?

Critical social theorists (like Hudson 1999) arepscal towards
statements like ‘harmony of interests’ and ‘agreetnie developmental
goals’. According to their view decision-making aua the result of a
‘harmony of interests’ rather the outcome of fighitsong various interests
and their representatives. To them, the governahaélearning region’
does not mean smooth cooperation but hard struajdteal / regional
interest groups.

So we should expect more of the new governancejtisabetter
cooperation and reasonable development. What dzeatla new
governance should also incorporate is the locgldral initiative--as
opposed to central (and many times also bureaagetministration. But
have civil societies any chance of taking the atite? Is this new type of
governance an idea or a real alternative to theagncontrolled (and so
many times bureaucratic) decision making?

Regional Institution: The Challenge of a World CladUniversity?

The ‘World Class University’—or various other termgh the same
meaning—is the outcome of globalization; but ndydhis. It is a result of
a specific way of policy making in higher educattbat is usually called
‘neoliberal’. As it is proposed above, terms lik@rld-class institution’,
‘quality education’, ‘research university’ and tlilee are the results of
competition and rivalry among HE institutions iglabalized market of
‘knowledge production and distribution’ (Machlup69. If we take the
‘learning region’ idea as an alternative way ofisemconomic



development and an alternative to bureaucraticrobra new question
arises. Is there any alternative to the presemtyof higher education
with its worldwide competition for higher positions the ranking lists,
globalized rivalry for resources and growing emlestieess in the world
economy? Or, to put it another way, can an ingitubpt out of these
globalization trends while retaining its social étions? The answer may
be found in the idea of the ‘regional institution’.

The idea of the ‘regional university’ (‘regionaltege’, community / city
college or institution) dates back to the turnhef 1970s. (For a good
review of the relevant literature of that time s&#hen 1992, Cunningham
1996). The idea of the English ‘Polytechnic’ or therman
‘Gesamthochschule’ (comprehensive higher educatstitution) at that
time involved various socio-economic as well aswal and political
factors in Europe (most of all Europe’s northwesteart). The factors
embedded in the idea of the comprehensive higharadidn institution
were these: (a) to support the social mobilitytatients from lower-status
social groups by opening to them access to higthecation; (b) to
increasing equality in education (especially inh@igeducation) by
locating institutions closer to students in terrhgeography
(comprehensive higher education in the neighborjidolito help the
democratization process (in the sense of MartiwTt®74]) by changing
higher education curricula as well as by guidinglenhts to employment
and life careers; (d) to contribute to the terrégbdevelopment of
stagnating or marginalized regions by establisk&rgers of higher
education, vocational training as well as publittuoe (Fletcher 1985)

The idea of comprehensive higher education in Eeifggd many roots in
the history of education. (See Cohen 1996, Dav#&2)1The American
‘community college’ was probably its closest foremar. The community
college was a different model with different ainmsl aifferent
backgrounds. Yet, the European theorists of congmskie higher
education stressed the ties rather than the diftesebetween the
American and the European model.

Another forerunner was adult education, especalit was organized in
northern Europe as well as in Germany (‘peopleghlsichools’ regularly



translated in various European languages as ‘psopéeges’). This
model of organized adult education was also rootede 19th century as a
kind of liberal adult education (combined sometimé VAT). Both this
model and the American community college—togethién warious kinds
of adult education throughout Europe—were linkethwhe cultural and
political enlightenment of the working class and@sometimes even
connected with their social and political movements

The comprehensive higher education movement—if \ag call it so—
was influenced by the new wave of massificatiohigher education that
started in the mid- 1960s in Europe (between 196B+r6nost of the
countries). The traditional university system attfime was not prepared
for mass higher education; an expansion in thednigducation network
was needed according to the education policy mak®svas supported
by governments (mostly by social democratic ones).

Comprehensive higher education was promising idpaa@ally for
stagnating regions. Those regions and their paliaod economic leaders
hoped that with higher education they could al&e tzart in the economic
development of their countries. All in all, the ngye of higher education
served various socio-economic as well as poliacal cultural aims;
therefore it unified the efforts of various localdaregional interest groups.
So the effort of ‘regionalizing’ the higher educatinetwork emerged as an
educational and political movement in the 1970<er(bbtis, O’Brian

1998, Osborne, Molyneux 1981).

We call the establishment of comprehensive higbacation (in
stagnating European regions) a movement becausssiinitiated not only
from above, but also on the spot. That is, locdl @gional authorities as
well as their economic and cultural partners shothed new demands for
higher education both as a service (a place to)eard as an institution (a
cultural and political centre which might suppdr urbanization of
stagnating territories called ‘urban centers ofcadiion and culture’). The
creation of such centers, supporting social effastsvell as regional
development, was the main idea behind the compsaleprducation
movement.



The expansion process reached the eastern panrgp&during the 1970s
/ 1980s in the form of the upgrading of institusaf secondary education,
mostly technical and vocational training type sdbodhe main idea of the
movement, however, was blocked by the politicattfpaauthorities and

by the bureaucracy of economic (social) planninge @ynamics of higher
education expansions were stopped in those cosrasi¢he relevant
statistics of higher education in Eastern EuropmsiA new dynamic
emerged immediately after the political changethefearly 1990s when
the old political controls evaporated and the nemmwlling forces
(democratic states and their new public administng) were not
organized yet.

In the political vacuum created by the politicartsition, two dynamics
became visible. The leading one was the struggléhtonew national
higher education systems (new nation states emdikge8lovakia,
Ukraine, the post-Yugoslav republics and the stedaBaltic republics).
These newly established systems ten years laygresdento the ‘European
higher education area’ and are now competing foinér positions in

world university rankings. (This is a contradictionitself. They were
established and developed throughout their hist@genational
institutions. Their mission has always been to sdineir nations and
maintain their identities rather than to recruitdgnts from the neighboring
countries by boosting their position in league ¢abl-as if nation states
would create a ‘common market’ where national ursitees with their
national languages and cultures could competettiolests of rival

national cultures.)

The other dynamic which became visible in the higitkication arena
during the transition was the struggle for indivatlreedom and
community rights as opposed to the former politarad bureaucratic
control. These rights had included the right t@alelsh new community
(local, regional) institutions which would serve#d/ regional societies
rather than the administrative regulations. Selfegpance and local
decision making were also massive forces duringpttiéical transition in
Central and Eastern Europe.



A study focusing on higher education among natigeikinic) minorities
shed light on that process. In the course of thiéiqad transition the
mushrooming of civil initiatives such as local ‘comanity colleges’ began
(see the website of the TERD Project). They weeeotlitcomes of various
efforts of competing interest groups, which fromeito time could make
compromises if a successful ‘change agent’ took thesleadership.
Following the life cycles of 18 ‘new-born’ instifahs for a period of ten
years (not all of those being in the sample througlour investigation),
we noticed some typical features. These are aswoll

(a) Grassroots institutions may come into exisg@na given time only
(we called this time slot in history thairos using an ancient Greek
concept). This historical time slot was everywhebehind the Iron
Curtain as well as in other parts of Europe—tha tfrthe 1990s. There
was no chance to establish grassroots institutiotise region before those
years. After the period (tHeiros) it proved to be very complicated again.
The given time slot was therefore existential.

(b) It was also a must for these institutions awéntheir ‘change agent'.
Every change agent has his / her own career inhathie establishing of a
higher education institution proved to be crudiddst of the founders
became political figures later on. But in the gitene slot their most
important aim was to create an institution.

(c) The grassroots institutions needed the loegjignal) social
environment. Their founders could not found therthaut the support of
the local elite. Interestingly (we were in Centad Eastern Europe) the
churches were almost always among the major sugnsdirather than
economic, agricultural or cultural actors). Thedbeliteplusthe change
agent in the given time slot were together ablestablish a grassroots
institution.

The national universities face the dilemma of glaaéion and worldwide
competition among institutions of higher educatidhey are pushed into a
rivalry where institutions of small and medium-sizaropean nations have
no real chance to win. They have been establisbedsactors in a
worldwide educational market, but as symbols dedént national



identities. The grassroots institutions face aedéht dilemma. When
joining the European Union their national governtadry to control them
from above. The means for this new control is tbéoBna Process. If the
grassroots institutions step into the Bologna Psseeas required by their
state authorities—they would be accredited as eiesra their relevant
national systems. In this way they would gain gowgnt accreditation
(and financial support)—however they would loossirttocal / regional
contacts. If they refuse to join the Bologna Precesntrolled by their
governments, they may save their local / regioesl but would fail to
receive accreditation. They may remain in theial@ettings without the
right to become the institute of higher learninghs#f given community.
(For a comparative study of the Bologna Proce$3eintral Europe see
Kozma, Rébay eds 2008)

Is there any way out of this catch? The idea oflgening region’ may be
a source of assistance both to the national untiespushed into the
global market and to the community institutiongrigamarginalization.

As shown above, the idea of the ‘learning regisram alternative form of
socio-economic development. Not the global mathet the local social
network is the force for socio-economic developmeligher education
institutions may opt out of an unrealistic competitin an invisible ‘global
market’ by serving their regional environment aeddming (at least
partly) ‘regional universities’. Grassroots instituns, on the other hand,
may become the focal point of the social netwoiet &re needed
regionally as alternatives to the globalized markiggher education may
receive a new mission: to create a hub—or sevestad-h-for developing
their community as a ‘learning region’.

Learning regions, as we have seen, emerge if tted lwegional forces of
innovation and creativity are actively linked takather. Networking,
however, is not a spontaneous development. Itdhbs tnitiated by local
forces in a bottom-up manner. The local universitgne organization that
may take the lead in regional networking. Comprshanhigher education
in the 1960s and 1970s may have supported stagraatoh marginalized
regions. In contrast, the regional universitiesoofay may speed up the
regional / local innovation processes. The tasioisto perpetuate the local



/ regional identity, but to import new ideas frone toutside and to export
local innovations. So the regional university magve learning regions
not only by social networking (an inside servica) also by making
contacts with the larger context (an outside sejvic

The idea of the ‘learning region’ covers also a meadel of
administration, decision-making and control. Irsthew model of
governance public administration is locally (regitly) coordinated, while
the decision making processes have grassrootsuspatbehalf of the
local society. It is important therefore that tlegional higher education be
liberated from central bureaucratic decision makewgn though it may be
controlled by local / regional authorities. Eduoatl administration is
decentralized in many EU member states today. Heweelf-governance
is different from decentralization in the sensd the self-governed entity
has the right to decide as long as its decisiors do¢ harm the regulations
of the greater political entity (e.g. the statd)eTgovernance of the
‘learning region’ should not be self-regulated jostause of pure theory
but because self-regulation in decision making feag to organizational
learning (how to make better decisions next tirBe)f-regulation is the
guarantee for learning by decision making in treaidf a ‘learning
region’,

It is all the more true for the higher educatiostitutions of the region.
The major drive of their development is organizagildearning rather than
market competition. Thus the regional universityyrba not only a place
of higher education and study, fostering sociaivogks and producing
new knowledge (applied research). It should alsa e&arning
organization itself, one that is “not only ablestve immediate problems
but also to raise their capacity of problem solVifigikesch, Prayer
2009:15).

The massification of higher education—which igl giling on throughout
the world (Shofer, Meyer 2005)—uwill end in a sitoatwhere higher
education becomes an element of the educationrsy3tee idea that
globalized higher education institutions competvith each other in a



worldwide market is more a reflection of the 20&miry than a forecast
of the future. As they lose their independence ftherespective
(national) systems of education, institutions @har education will lose
their ability to compete for a world ranking andluirn to their narrower
catchment areas. Market forces and competitionnetilbe the major
drives leading universities out of their social aodtural contexts. Instead,
they will step by step be integrated into theiriseaconomic
environments. This happened to secondary schoalegsnoved from
being elite institutions to mass institutions; ithwrobably happen to
higher education institutions too.

All these changes may happen in one of two scenddnder the first
scenario, the integration of the universities itf®ir respective systems of
education may proceed under government contrttidfhappens, the
controls would probably be bureaucratic. Thaths, tniversities would
lose their relative autonomy and independence whég gain secure
financial support and regulation. They becomedast in Europe)
institutions serving the public interest, contrdll®y government offices
and financed and accounted for by the central duddps is the likely
course, though not too fascinating.

The second scenario may be more attractive. lcdhese of their
integration the universities would not only be a@lement of their
respective education system but also an elementr-agtrong one—of
their local / regional society. If this happensrdhwould be a benefit both
for the universities and for the regions themsel¥ée idea of the
‘learning region’ holds this promise.

Osmo Kivinen’s research results—referred at theduction of this
study--showed that the institutions of the duatesys in Europe may work
as if they would be ‘different, yet equal’. If osmggested second scenario
would come true, ‘regional’ as well as ‘nationatiiversities may also

work according to the principle Osmo Kivinen menso

Note



Thanks to my close colleag@abor Erdeiat the University of Debrecen
for turning my attention to the idea of the ‘leangiregion’. That the idea
of the ‘learning region’ might challenge the gldbation process in higher
education emerged in a symposium on Equity in Higtdaication
(University of Ljubljana, 23-24 November 2010). Hérdiscussed relevant
issues with (among othe®pger Dale, Voldemar TomuakdPavel
Zgagafor which | express my thanks.
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