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Abstract

Th e goal of this paper is to assess the role of “national curricula” (national education 
standards) determining the contents of public-administration (PA) education. To 
achieve our goal we deliver fi ve case studies describing relevant information about 
the situation in the Czech Republic, Poland, Romania, Russia and Slovakia, all with 
diff erent approaches how to apply national PA curricula. In the fi nal part we try to 
evaluate the pros and cons of “national curricula” from the point of view of the de-
velopment of PA education. Our research documents that extremes (no regulation 
and too strict regulation) do not deliver in less developed countries; the right path 
for such conditions should be somewhere in between – indicative national curricula 
and also indicative course contents should be available – something that seems to be 
achieved in Romania somehow.
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Introduction

High-quality education of future public servants is one of the major pre-conditions 
for modern governance, with utmost importance in the Central and Eastern Eu-
rope (CEE) region, still realising the transition from a centralised to a democratic, 
market-based system (some countries from this region are formally already “devel-
oped”, but the reality is not so positive). Even as late as 2006 Dunn et al. thought 
that the lack of training of public employees aff ected the very ability of governments 
to implement their policies and programmes in the CEE region. Th e challenge is to 
develop and maintain adequate human administrative and managerial capacity and 
competence in the public sector, also via university education.
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Our paper deals with the following question: “How to assure the capacity of a 
higher-education system to prepare necessary professionals for the public sector ?” 
Th ere are several, but not too many, papers dealing with public-administration aca-
demic-education issues and very few (mainly our own) dealing directly with quality 
assurance and accreditation, with the focus on European conditions. Th e fi rst sum-
mary of information about PA programmes in Europe in the post 1989 period was 
delivered especially via the EPAN network (also by books, e.g. Verheijen and Con-
naughton 1999, Verheijen and Nemec 2000). According to Hajnal (2015) through-
out the 2000s, comparative research of PA education focused on a number of diff er-
ent dimensions, like the didactical approaches used (Newswander and Newswander 
2012; Reichard 2002), the disciplinary composition, orientation and identity of the 
fi eld (Bouckaert 2008; Cepiku 2011; Hanjal 2003, Hajnal 2004; Kickert and Stillman 
1999; Kickert 2007; Nemec et al. 2012b and Reichard 1998). Hajnal identifi es only 
two studies related to quality assurance and accreditation (Geva-May and Maslove 
2007; Reichard 2010); in reality a few more exist, but may be diffi  cult to fi nd online 
(like selected chapters in Jenei and Karoly 2008 or our papers, like Nemec et al. 
2011; Nemec et al. 2012a; Nemec et al. 2012b; Nemec and Spacek, 2013, Nemec et 
al. 2013; Nemec et al. 2015a and Nemec et al. 2015b).

Th e existing literature suggests that diff erent tools exist to be used to manage 
the quality of educational programmes. Th e core mechanism is accreditation, with 
a variety of approaches to it in diff erent countries. Educational programmes are 
subject to continuous evaluation by state authorities and the experts, including the 
international community. In public administration in Europe, the European Asso-
ciation for Public Administration Accreditation (EAPPA) is the leading organisa-
tion for evaluating educational programmes.

Th e goal of this paper is not assessing the systems of accreditation, but we 
want to focus on one specifi c feature of accreditation processes in the CEE region 
– the existence and role of “national curricula” (national education standards) de-
termining the contents of public-administration education. To achieve our goal we 
deliver fi ve case studies describing relevant information about the situation in the 
Czech Republic, Poland, Romania, Russia and Slovakia, all with diff erent approach-
es. In the fi nal part we try to evaluate the pros and cons of “national curricula” from 
the point of view of the development of public-administration (PA) education. Th e 
main research method is the secondary analysis of the national legislation and of 
the concrete selected programmes’ documentation (curricula, syllabuses) available 
online.

Czech Republic

In the Czech Republic, the accreditation of academic programmes is delivered by 
the Accreditation Committee (AC) of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports 
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– more an advisory than the fi nal decision-making body. Th e AC does not publish 
any set of minimum standards that defi ne the minimum general content require-
ments of public-administration study programmes. It also does not provide a list 
of areas where public-administration programmes can be provided (types of PA 
programmes).

Th is means that the Czech Republic does not have national PA curricula 
(some other branches may have them) determining the contents of diff erent types 
of public-administration academic programmes. Th e rules only say that AC evalu-
ates the contents of studies (if existing, with respect to the national curricula).

Poland

In Poland the State Accreditation Committee, connected to the Ministry of Higher 
Education and Science, is responsible for the accreditation of all academic pro-
grammes. In the past this Committee defi ned very rigid law-focused national cur-
ricula for all PA programmes (Table 1).

Table 1
Minimal Requirements for Administration Programmes in Poland 

(Bachelor’s level)

BASIC COURSES SPECIFIC PROGRAMME COURSES

1. Introduction to the law
2. History of administration
3. Public administration
4. The constitutional system of public 

organs
5. Administrative law
6. Administrative procedure
7. Organisation and management in public 

administration
8. Macro- and micro-economics
9. Public economy law

1. Civil law and contracts in administration
2. Labour law and public offi cials’ law
3. Public fi nances and fi nance law
4. Sociology and methods of social 

analysis
5. Public procurement
6. Criminal law
7. EU institutions and law
8. Statistics and demography
9. Administrative legislation
10. Execution procedure in administration
11. Techniques of negotiation and 

mediation in administration
12. Local-government organisation

However, the fact that such rigid regulation is ineff ective was recognised, and 
in 2011 the amendment of the Law regulating higher education introduced the new 
concept of the National Framework of Qualifi cations (henceforth NFQ) into the 
Polish system of higher education in accordance with the European Qualifi cations 
Framework formulated as an important tool of implementing Bologna process rec-
ommendations. Th e national curricula do not exist anymore.
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Romania

In Romania, the evaluation of higher-education programmes (including the ones 
in the fi eld of public administration) is done by the Romanian Agency for Qual-
ity Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS – Romanian acronym). According to 
the agency’s website (www.aracis.ro), “ARACIS is an autonomous public institution, 
of national interest, having legal personality and its own income and expenditure 
budget. Th e agency is not subjected to political or any other types of interference.” 
Several specialised / thematic commissions work within the framework provided by 
ARACIS, among which is Commission 5, which also includes the fi eld of public 
administration.

Aft er the regime change in 1989, the public-administration fi eld underwent an 
evolution full of challenges (during communism public administration did not exist 
as a fi eld of study at either the bachelor’s or the master’s level). Initially, a unique na-
tional curriculum was in place, with a massive focus on legal topics. Subsequently, 
this unique curriculum was abandoned, aft er signifi cant pressure came from certain 
universities. For a long period aft er this, there was no type of national curriculum 
standards in place.

Recently, ARACIS has asked all of its commissions to conduct an assessment 
regarding the re-introduction of a single national curriculum. In the area of public 
administration, a decision was made regarding the existence of a more nuanced 
approach. Th is approach was endorsed also by the ARACIS Council and its leader-
ship. Th us, among the standards for Commission 5, there are several key elements 
which are at the foundation of the development process for the public administra-
tion fi eld, as follows:

A: Possible study programmes in the fi eld of public administration are public 
administration, managerial assistance and secretariat, European administration, lo-
cal police, public health and leadership of public sector.

B: Th ere is a package of core / fundamental courses which should be common 
to all study programmes in administrative sciences (the exact name and the succes-
sion in the curriculum are to be determined freely by each university / department): 
administrative sciences, administrative law, constitutional law, public management, 
public policy, economics, sociology, logics, strategic planning, public fi nance and 
ethics in PA.

Th e curriculum needs to include at least 5 courses described as fundamental 
and the choice of these should be based on the mission of the programme and in 
accordance with the declared competences it intends to create.

C: Th e package of possible specialised courses includes: labour law and social 
security systems, urban planning / urbanism, comparative administrative systems, 
public relations, human resources management in PA, administrative law, public pro-
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curement, accounting in public institutions, project management, quality manage-
ment in the public sector, communication in PA, decision-making in PA, internship.

At least 7 courses from the above package are mandatory. Th e exact name and 
the succession in the curriculum are to be determined freely by each university / de-
partment. An internship is mandatory, and it should represent at least 10 % out of 
the total number of hours allocated for specialised courses.

D: Th ere is also a package of complementary courses, which includes law and 
business administration, European law, public marketing, fi nancial and fi scal law, 
management psychology, theory of state and law, civil law, political science, crimi-
nal law, urban development and planning and European public policies.

Th e introduction of these courses into the curriculum of the programme is 
not mandatory, and each university / programme can determine the opportunity of 
having such courses, depending on its own specifi cs.

Th e document which defi nes these standard curricula requirements for ac-
creditation in public administration also includes extra information – specifi cally 
it indicates the core competences to provided, instructions how syllabi need to be 
draft ed, instructions about the structure of the internship, guidelines for students’ 
evaluation and limits for a maximum number of students who can be enrolled.

Russia

In Russia, the core players for accreditation are the Ministry and the Rosobrna-
dzor (Agency under the Ministry of Education and Science of Russia). Th e concrete 
accreditation and evaluation management structures diff er according to the status 
of the school (federal universities function under diff erent rule compared, for ex-
ample, with regional universities).

Th e criteria for accreditation are determined by the educational standard. Sev-
eral generations of standards have changed in Russia, also in the fi eld of public 
administration, with diff erent approaches concerning the criteria for the quality 
of educational programmes. Since the mid-1990s until today, three generations of 
standards have been replaced. Th e fi rst standard, adopted in 1995, was designed to 
train students for a fi ve-year training period. In the second generation of federal 
standards (2000), they were divided into bachelor’s (four years of study) and “spe-
cialists” (fi ve years of study). At the same time, bachelor’s programmes in public 
administration were developed on the basis of the management standard. Th e main 
problem common to both standards was that the competence approach to educa-
tion was not followed. It was not known which professional knowledge and skills 
should be formed (Barabashev and Kastrel 2012). Th e universities were limited in 
the choice of courses. Th ey were determined mainly by the federal and regional 
modules of courses, prescribed in the standards. Th e module of courses determined 
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by the universities themselves was not signifi cant. But even in this situation, leading 
universities, as a rule, managed to form their own original programmes.

Th e signing of the Bologna Declaration by the Russian Federation changed the 
national educational policy, and its relative liberalisation took place. Selected lead-
ing universities were granted independence in the formation and approval of edu-
cational standards. In fact, there was a transition to a diversifi cation of educational 
programmes. In the standards of the third generation, published separately for the 
BA and MA levels, also the index of formed competencies which corresponded to 
the Bologna Declaration appeared (Table 2 and Figure 1).

Table 2
2011 Russian national standard for PA (BA level)

Part of the 
training module Module of courses Credit 

load

Social and economic cycle (56 credit units)

Required part
History, philosophy, foreign language, economic theory 
(macro and microeconomics, world economy), political 
science, sociology.

25

Optional part

Foundation of law, psychology, history of world civilisations, 
foreign language in the professional fi eld, theory of 
organisation, state regulation of economy, foundation of 
marketing, rhetoric, introduction to profession.

31

Mathematical and natural-science cycle (33 credit units)

Required part Mathematics, information technologies in management, 
concepts of modern natural sciences, statistics. 16

Optional part
Methods of taking managerial decisions, logics, ecology, 
fundamentals of mathematical modeling of social and 
economic processes, demographics.

17

Professional cycle (131 credits)

Required part

Theory of management, public administration, state and 
municipal service, administrative law, civil law, constitutional 
law, safety planning and forecasting, ethics of state and 
municipal service, fundamentals of HR, social psychology, 
history of public administration, business communications, 
adoption and execution of government decisions, labor law, 
foundation of record keeping.

61

Optional part

Public relations in government, land law, taxes and 
taxation, regional management and spatial planning, 
innovative management, sociology of management, project 
management, marketing of territories, management 
consulting, planning and designing of organisations, 
municipal law.

70

Th e professional competencies were defi ned by the types of professional activ-
ity. Th is approach has enabled universities to choose one of the three educational 
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programmes existing in Europe – Public Policy, Public Administration, Public Af-
fairs, or to combine them (Figure 1).

Figure 1
Types of educational programmes and their activities

• positions in research and educational 
organisations Public Policy 

• positions of the state civil and 
municipal service Public Administration 

• positions in state and municipal 
organisations, in political parties, in 

non-profit organisations 
Public Affairs 

Adopted in 2014 year the so-called “three plus” standard provided universi-
ties with relative freedom in choosing courses and forming professional competen-
cies. Th e relative independence and autonomy of universities inspire confi dence 
that the system of higher education in Russia will continuously adapt to changing 
needs of the society and the need to develop knowledge. Th is is especially true for a 
modern public-administration system that is in a state of uncertainty (Barabashev 
2016), needs employees who make eff ective management decisions (Rudenko 2010) 
and generally requires a management paradigm based on results (Gusarova and 
Ovchinnikova 2014).

In this development the rigid regulation of the contents of curricula is re-
placed step by step by defi ning relevant types of professional activities and their 
specifi c tasks and professional competencies, and determining whether they cor-
respond to the Dublin description of the qualifi cations of a bachelor’s. At the same 
time, the new standard classifi es educational programmes into academic bachelor’s 
(with research and teaching as the main types of professional activity) and practice-
oriented (applied) bachelor’s degrees. Only general requirements to the structure 
and content of the programmes are established, the universities have the right to 
independently determine their set of courses and their credit load by their own 
regulations. Th e PA educational programmes are expected to include the following 
training modules:
• Module 1 – Courses – which include the courses related to the required part of 

the programme and the courses related to its optional part;



162

The NISPAcee Journal of Public Administration and Policy, Vol. X, No. 2, Winter 2017/2018

• Module 2 – Internships;
• Module 3 – State fi nal examination – which concludes with granting a qualifi -

cation.
Th e courses of the required part of the programme are mandatory for students, 

regardless of the profi le of the programme. Th e set of courses of the required part 
necessarily includes courses on philosophy, history, foreign language, life safety and 
sports. A set of other courses in the required part, as well as courses in the optional 
part, are determined by universities independently. Th e courses of the optional part 
and internships should determine the profi le of the programme.

Slovakia

Slovakia has the National Accreditation Committee, which is the advisory body of 
the Ministry of Education. Th e accreditation criteria are transparently defi ned, and 
two of them deal with the curricula, as follows:

Criterion KSP-B1: The contents of the study programme

“Th e contents of the study programme refl ects in the suffi  cient level the contents of 
the national curricula for the given study area. Suffi  cient means that as minimum 
3 / 5 of the national curricula is included in the concrete programme curricula. For 
this purpose the national curricula (učebné plány) are created.”

Criterion KSP-B2: the level of the study programme

Th e structure of the study programme, syllabuses and educational forms and meth-
ods shall be appropriate to achieve expected standards.

Th e core issue is the fi rst requirement, which is totally concrete – 3 / 5 of na-
tional-curricula courses (as a minimum) must appear in the curricula of the con-
crete study programme to be eligible for accreditation.

According to the current system, three possible national curricula for public-
administration academic education (all three levels – BA, MA and PhD) are estab-
lished in Slovakia, as follows:
1. Public Administration and Regional Development
2. Public Economics and Services
3. Public Policy and Administration

In the following text we present the contents of all three national curricula for 
the BA level.
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Public administration and regional development

1st year:
a) core: economic theory, corporate economics, fi nance
b) other: mathematics, statistics, marketing, law, foreign language, physical culture

2nd year
a) core: economic policy, social policy, monetary policy, public fi nance
b) other: political sciences, accounting, management, foreign language, interna-

tional trade, corporate fi nance, economic history, history of economic theories, 
mathematics II, physical culture

3rd year
a) core: microeconomics, macroeconomics, public-sector economics, public ad-

ministration, regional economics and policy
b) other: constitutional law, political sciences II, taxation, banking, fi nancial mar-

kets, socio-economic development, economic geography of Slovakia

Other possible courses for the BA level: economic geography, informatics, 
psychology, philosophy, economic analysis.

Public economics and services

Core courses: economic theory, microeconomics, macroeconomics, world econo-
my, economic policy, social policy, fi nance, corporate fi nance, public economics I, 
theory of services, public sector, economics and management of services I, eco-
nomics and management of public services I, economics and management of non-
profi t organisations, corporate economics, special economy, regional and municipal 
economics, public administration, accounting, management, marketing, human-
resources management I, territorial management, territorial marketing, law, ad-
ministrative law, civil law, business law, political sciences, demography, mathemat-
ics, statistics, informatics, foreign languages, management communication, social, 
moral and ethical aspects of a profession.

Public policy and administration

Th e core topics shall allow to know and to understand:
• theoretical and legal basics of public policy and public administration,
• public policy as a political process and social practice,
• sectoral policies in the public sector,
• policy actors,
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• constitution and other legal norms determining the functioning of the public 
administration,

• citizens,
• economic aspects of public policy and public administration,
• public fi nance,
• management in the public sector,
• information technologies in the public sector.

Other topics: social, moral and ethical aspects of a profession, public relations, 
communication, social policy, comparative public administration.

Findings and conclusions

Th is article compared fi ve diff erent systems of regulating the contents of public-
administration curricula in the CEE region. Th e most fl exible system is in the Czech 
Republic, where the content of PA curricula is not regulated at all. Th e contents of 
the same course may also diff er very signifi cantly between programmes.

Th e Polish system was totally rigid at its start, now it is also almost totally fl ex-
ible – the core task is to draft  “qualifi cations”; accreditation is no longer connected 
with the contents. Th e impact of this change is too early to assess. Similarly to the 
Czech Republic, the contents of the same course may diff er signifi cantly between 
programmes.

Th e Russian system started from relatively comprehensive regulation of the 
contents of the curricula, but switched recently to very limited regulation. Similarly 
to Poland, the impacts of such change are diffi  cult to assess – but in this “tradition-
al” system, the existence of previous compulsory national curricula may determine 
the developments for a long period. When investigating PA curricula in Russia we 
found one specifi c problem – programmes draft  very comprehensive syllabuses for 
any course (in some cases up to 20 pages) – with several pages devoted to expected 
qualifi cations. However, if you look at the course contents, in many cases it is the 
same as 20 years ago.

Th e Romanian case represents a mixed approach (created through consulta-
tion with the PA programmes from Romania) that helps to reconcile on the one 
hand the desire of ARACIS to have a unitary curriculum at the national level with 
the need of a mission-based construction of PA programme curricula, requested 
for example by EAPAA. In this context, PA schools from Romania have a reference 
standard at the national level but they can keep their own specifi city in terms of how 
they view public-administration higher education.
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Th e highly regulated Slovak case especially shows that both “good” and “bad” 
practice could be found with respect to the way of defi ning the national curricula. 
Two out of three national curricula (Public Administration and Regional Develop-
ment and Public Economics and Services) are almost copy-and-paste versions of 
existing programmes at leading faculties (experts of these faculties were responsible 
for draft ing the national curricula). Th ese two national curricula are not suffi  ciently 
interdisciplinary (compared to the European Association of Public Administration 
Accreditation standard – www.eapaa.org) – especially too many economic courses 
are included. Th e third national curriculum (Public policy and administration) is 
totally diff erent and allows for a fl exible but contextually “proper” construction of 
own curricula, related to the programme mission.

What to conclude ? Are national curricula “good” or “bad” practice in 
less developed countries ?

Our article provides examples of extremes (Slovakia with very rigidly regulated na-
tional curricula and the Czech Republic without any regulation, of switches (Poland 
and Russia) and also of a more “balanced” approach (Romania). Let us to try to 
assess extremes fi rst.

Th e analysis of the contents of PA programmes in the Czech Republic indi-
cates that “supply-based” programmes can be frequently off ered – “supply-based” 
means that students receive what teachers are able to teach and not what they really 
want for their future profession. We provide two examples of such programmes 
from the Czech Republic and one from Poland.
1. Bachelor’s programme in Public Management (CZE) – the programme is far 

from being a real public-management programme – the students have to follow 
the programme “City and Regional management” with one extra elective per 
semester (!). So the same programme is “sold” two times.

2. Management and Economics on the Public Sector programme (CZE) – this pro-
gramme has 2 credits for public-sector-management-related courses, the rest are 
other courses, like general management.

3. Management and Organisation in PA (POL – 210 class hours) – however this 
programme does not include any specialised course. Its core courses are: per-
sonnel management, interpersonal communication, concepts and methods of 
management, strategic management, principles and methods of decision-mak-
ing at the top level, structures of modern organisations, psychology of manage-
ment, technics of negotiation and confl ict resolution, group management, plan-
ning and organising of work, methods and techniques of management, results 
management and image building.

According to our opinion, the nonexistence of national standards may work 
in developed countries, where supply is regulated by demand and professional stan-
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dards (self-regulation) and also by functional labour markets (eff ective civil-service 
legislation and system). However, this approach may not work in less developed 
countries – as we show, the core risk is the “production of supply-based curricula”. 
Th ere exist several “transitional” factors limiting the chance for the creation of real 
mission-based PA curricula. On the supply side it is especially the lack of fi nancial, 
material and human resources. Very specifi c factors can be found on the demand 
side, especially:
• “regional” demand – students prefer programmes as close to their home address 

as possible (so the distance is more important than contents)
• “diploma” and not skills demand – in politicised and patronage-based civil-ser-

vice systems, a diploma and connections are enough to get good appointment
• “excessive” demand – too high a proportion of the population continues to the 

university level, lack of public capacity is an opportunity for the private sector 
to create low-level programmes (to make a profi t, not to deliver) – in the past, 
for example in Poland, more than 100 private academic PA programmes existed, 
most of them of rather limited quality. Th e interconnected factor is the “forced” 
demand – many new civil-service laws required a diploma, and those in practice 
had to acquire them somehow.

Th e opposite extreme of Slovakia (or the former situation in Poland) docu-
ments that also rigid regulation may not work. As we documented, the purpose 
for this can be the limited capacity of a national regulator to create internationally 
based, fl exible and multidisciplinary national curricula. Moreover, if too high a pro-
portion of courses must be included on the basis of a national standard, the fl exibil-
ity of programmes to link the mission and the curricula can be limited (see the op-
position of the ARACIS Commission 5 against one uniform standard in Romania).

Our research documents that both extremes (no regulation and too strict reg-
ulation) do not deliver; the right path should be somewhere in between – indicative 
national curricula and also indicative course contents should be available – some-
thing that seems to be somehow achieved in Romania.
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