
 
 
 

Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41  ll 

 
        1

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CENTRAL ASIA – EUROPEAN UNION 
 

A Comparative Study 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

May, 2010



 
 
 

Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41  ll 

 
        2

 
1. - Introduction 
 

For the European Union, the opening of its borders goes far beyond those of the 
member states. For the last 10 years, one of its clearly defined goals has been the 
interaction both with other countries to set up areas of joint activity for economic, 
cultural, population and educational development, etc., and to support the 
development of all countries which are seeking to put democratic structures in 
place. 
 
This report is in response to that situation, considering both of the main elements 
which our continent is promoting: on the one hand, dealing with one of the fields 
to which the EU is committed, namely, the reform and consolidation of the higher 
education system, and, on the other, support for emerging countries, which are 
fully committed to the development of their population, resources and, in 
particular, democratic systems of governance. 
 
The ACTIVE ASIA project has focused its study on two specific areas of 
population: the European Union and Central Asia. It focuses on a very clearly 
defined sector: higher education institutions, and, more specifically, the offer of 
distance and/or virtual Masters Degrees. Moreover, the study has a clear 
objective – to study the feasibility of offering students virtual mobility at this level, 
between the countries of the two regions. 
 
Two years ago the ACTIVE network carried out an analysis of the official distance 
and/or virtual Masters Degrees on offer in the countries of the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA). 
 
At the time, the aim was to study the state of the post-graduate courses on offer in 
the context of Europe with a view to identifying the strengths and weaknesses 
when it comes to attracting Latin-American students to study here. Turning our 
attention to Central Asia, we see that the situation is completely different from the 
European one. 
 
Our main purpose was to study the distance-format post-graduate studies in order 
to establish and promote distance Masters Degrees throughout the member 
countries and, consequently, to promote Virtual Mobility (VM) among students. If 
up until now the focus has almost exclusively tended to be student mobility for in-
class post-graduate courses, the analysis of the feasibility of VM should be an 
attractive alternative for many students. This is because at present only 10% of 
higher level education students opt for mobility programs so we reckon that if 
other mobility formats were offered these could substitute or complement in-class 
mobility programs. 
 
We are convinced that VM is one of the most appealing alternatives both for 
higher education institutions and students. We continue to focus our attention on 



 
 
 

Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41  ll 

 
        3

post-graduate studies – in particular, Masters Degrees.  Competitive, attractive 
Masters Degrees for international students which must meet certain objectives to 
make VM programs feasible. It should not be forgotten that one of the main goals 
of Active Asia is to identify the specific Masters programs which are offered as 
distance courses and which are widely and easily accessible for any country, 
irrespective of geographical location, by means of the VM format. The opening 
and consolidation of these new roads to exchanges and  international mobility will 
help the EU reach the objectives it has set out in its latest statements:  Bergen 
(2005), London (2007), and Leuven (2009). 
 
Before going into detail as regards the elements which make up this level of 
quality higher education, it is important to analyse the offer of these Masters to 
see whether or not they meet the requirements expressed in the Bologna Process 
and, comply with the necessary internationalisation of these courses. 
 
It must be borne in mind that we are presenting VM both as complementary to in-
class mobility and also as an end in itself. In-class mobility can be consolidated 
and extended whilst, at the same time, students who do not have the chance for 
classroom-based exchanges can be offered the chance of virtual mobility 
programs. VM can mean unlimited access to courses at all levels of education 
and life-long learning, and it can also enrich programs through inter-institutional 
academic co-operation, as well as giving the students the chance of an 
international experience. The possibilities afforded by VM both as a 
complementary option and an alternative are, collectively, a means of 
consolidating the much-needed international dimension of higher education. 
 
The aim of this report is to carry out a comparative analysis of the general state of 
the Masters on offer in the EHEA and the countries of Central Asia, particularly 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, to assess the feasibility of the Virtual Mobility 
proposals in line with the parameters of Bologna. With this end in view, we will 
begin by comparing the state of higher education in both geographic areas, and, 
armed with these results, go on to analyse the following four indicators: 
 
 the academic quality and degree of integration of the study programs. 
 the admission criteria and mobility in the Masters Degrees. 
 the language used and foreign student admission policies. 
 the quality, certification and assessment criteria of the Masters Degrees. 
 
 
           
2. - Higher Education in the EU and Central Asia 

 
The two geographic areas featured in this report reflect completely different 
situations. They are both immersed in an unprecedented process of reform and 
change in which they must deal with situations which are completely different. 
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For the moment, both favour the modernisation of their institutions which would 
faithfully cater to the needs and demands of their population in the 21st century. 
 
We are talking about nations within the EU - which has an estimated population of 
some 500m according to the EUROSTAT figures - of which 19m are in tertiary 
education. By contrast, Central Asia has an estimated population of some 60m, of 
which only one million have access to higher education, according to UNESCO.   
Percentage-wise, in the EU this is 3.8% and in Central Asia 1.6%. 
 
The EU has well-established educational systems and a high percentage of the 
population with access to educational institutions, be they for general 
undergraduate or specialist post-graduate qualifications.   
 
It must be remembered that this is a continent of 46 countries and a wide variety 
of needs, diverse traditions and many different degrees of modernisation. To 
speak of the European Union is, in many ways, a euphemism since one of the 
major problems it faces is its own diversity – needless to say it is also one of its 
riches and attractions. This does not however save it from a high drop-out rate 
from school or the need for on-going training given the breakneck speed at which 
changes in the labour market are taking place. Another area in which work needs 
to be done is in higher education reform to meet the real needs of society. But a 
move towards modernisation and a new structure which guarantees greater 
transparency and comparability between all higher education institutions is, 
without doubt, taking place. 
 
On the other hand, the countries of Central Asia are also varied in nature. They 
face great challenges, for example, the inefficient use of educational resources, 
the urgent teacher training needs, the loss of prestige of qualifications as a result 
of significant differences between one centre and another etc. 
 
The European Union which is currently embroiled in the process of modernising 
its higher education institutions, has created what is known as the EHEA in all its 
member states and is moving towards the consolidation of the fundamental 
common criteria which are:- 
 
 A 3-cycle structure (Degree – Masters – Doctorate) 
 The use of the ECTS system as a common unit for measuring students' 

coursework 
 The European Diploma Supplement 
 Assessment of all factors which come together to create this Area, with the 

goal of obtaining homogeneous levels of quality 
 

     
These indicators which back the harmonisation of the higher education teaching 
systems, in line with the latest EURYDICE report (2010), are progressing well. In 
terms of the area of most interest to our study, student mobility policy, this policy 
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is being applied in the different countries largely thanks to the Bergen meeting 
(2005), when it became one of the top priorities, irrespective of whether  each 
country favours the mobility of its students to other countries or not, or how 
welcoming it is towards students from other countries. A clear example of the first 
case is Belgium and, of the second, the UK. In all these reports about student 
mobility, only in-class mobility has been considered, leaving the possibility of VM 
as a complementary and efficient alternative until later. 
 
We are also aware of the impediments which mean it is difficult to make VM 
possible. Of the problems which have yet to be resolved, the most outstanding is 
the high level of skills in second and third languages which is required of both 
students and teaching staff. For teachers, they need language skills to be able to 
teach courses in a second language, answer queries, give advice related to the 
specific course content, etc. Another obstacle is the need for skills in technology, 
media and information to be able to take part in telematics-based education.         
 
These common criteria, together with developments in Information and 
Communication Technologies have created new systems for interaction between 
all parties involved in higher education. Additionally new methodologies have 
been set up which help in one of the distinctive features of this EHEA: planning for 
higher education with a focus on coursework and, consequently, learning results. 
Virtual campuses are becoming more and more widespread with the 
corresponding increase in VM experiences. This mobility takes place among a 
small group of institutions and involves a small number of students but it does 
pave the way for this format to be more widespread in the future. To name but a 
few examples of these breakthroughs at a European level we have EPICS, 
MOVINTER or Emove. 
 
Logically, in the context of this upheaval in European universities, the whole area 
of distance education has not been idle but rather has been adjusting its 
institutions to meet the demands of society and the requirements of the EHEA. As 
an example, we have the higher education distance course institutions which 
belong to the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities, which has 
been studied in this report. The ever-increasing offer in the area of virtual 
education shows just what possibilities have been made available by these 
technologies, (not to mention the considerable experience these universities have 
when it comes to offering distance courses.) 
 
One other key factor which should be remembered and which will guarantee the 
progress and success of this process are the quality control checks which are 
carried out on an on-going basis. These are undertaken by both National- and 
Europe-based agencies in such a way that, using objective and demonstrable 
data, enough information is available to make it possible to assess achievements, 
correct weak points, and put forward possible changes. 
 
As regards the state of play in Central Asia, even though we are talking about five 
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completely different countries with differing degrees of modernisation, for a variety 
of political, economic and social reasons, there are a series of indicators which 
give us an insight into the real situation. 
 
The countries in question are currently undergoing a radical reform of their 
institutions, more specifically, their educational system at all levels. As is to be 
expected, the higher education sector is immersed in the same process. These 
countries have very low levels of access to tertiary education and vary greatly 
from one to another. 
 

Central Asia 
Student Enrolment 

Country Number of students enrolled in education 

Kazakhstan 603 072 

Kyrgyzstan 201 128 

Tajikistan 97 466 

Turkmenistan not available 

Uzbekistan 393 623 

 
     
Only some of these, as is the case of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, favour an 
opening up to the international community. This has stimulated their interest in the 
Bologna Process and encouraged them to implement some of the criteria set out 
in the process. We feel it is surprising to have so many higher education centres 
with so relatively few students at that level. What's more it is surprising that so 
many are private universities, many of which are outposts of foreign universities, 
although admittedly, that is a common trend at the moment. In the case of 
Kazakhstan for example, of 91 higher education centres, two thirds are private. 
 
Two different systems are currently in operation: the traditional one and the 
modern one. Of the Masters programs which follow a cycle format similar to that 
of Bologna, the established structure is a 2-year program, delivered mainly in the 
local language or Russian, with only a few in English. 
 
Virtual education is still a minority option. Internet access is still a complex 
problem in these countries, making it tremendously difficult to introduce distance 
programs which rely so heavily on web-based technology. Internet use in 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan is just 15% and 20% respectively whereas in the rest 
of the countries it is under 15%. Along those lines, it is worth pointing out that 
Tajikistan is the only country with a distance-format official course centre, which 
basically teaches correspondence courses. 
 
Study population and methodology 
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In both cases, the population used for the study were higher education centres 
teaching distance Masters programs. As we have said before, for Europe, the 
institutions within the EADTU were chosen because even though there are many 
other universities offering distance and/or virtual post-graduate courses, we 
consider that an objective population – one which best represents the situation we 
seek to analyse – is the one composed of the EADTU institutions, because its 
very experience guarantees that the results it gives will be indicative of the overall 
situation.       
 
On the other hand, no such association exists in Central Asia and neither are 
there higher education centre networks for distance and/or virtual courses so 
analysis was carried out based on the completed forms and information obtained 
from the websites of the institutions themselves and reports from different 
international bodies. This is one of the most difficult elements to analyse in Asia to 
any degree of accuracy, the reasons being that it is difficult to access data, and 
also the information from official websites, either for linguistic reasons (pages are 
normally in the regional language or Russian), or for the on-going connection 
problems due to network failure, not to mention the high percentage of institutions 
with no website. Collectively, these factors makes it difficult to obtain complete 
and reliable data in order to write up a report of these characteristics. 
 
Another element which has made it more difficult to access information is the high 
degree of instability in the region. The never-ending political changes with the 
corresponding change in heads of departments has complicated the job of 
carrying out a continuous and valid study. That is why we insist that, even though 
we have worked with different sources to be able to compare and contrast the 
data obtained, we are fully aware that the findings of this analysis should be 
considered with due care. 
 
For data gathering in both reports, the following actions have been taken: 
 
 Preparing an online form, based on a commonly-agreed document drawn 

up by all parties involved 
 Ascertaining which higher education centres offer distance Masters and 

who the people in charge both of the institution itself and the Masters 
programs are . In the case of the European Union, this was done from the 
UTEDI (UNED, Spain – Spanish Open University), and for Central Asia 
from the Virtual Centre set up for this project in Kyrgyzstan 

 Inviting the people in charge of each institution and those in charge of the 
Masters programs (by email) to fill in the protocol 

 Assessing the answers received 
 Analysing the official websites of the universities and Masters courses 

selected 
 Consulting a wide range of reports about the state of post-graduate 

programs in both regions, published by international organisations (EU, 
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World Bank, OECD) 
 Comparing these data with the information obtained from the official 

websites - either the university website or the one for the masters degree 
itself, and from analysis obtained from other reports 

 
Finally, work was carried using the following table of higher education institutions 
 

 EU Central Asia 

Number of 
countries analysed 

19 5 

Higher Education 
Institutions 

27 (only those which 
belong to the EADTU 
have been used) 

123 (it was impossible 
to obtain full data for 
these five countries) 

valid sample 27 31 

 
 
When it came to writing up the report, we found the following factors to be a 
hindrance: 
 
Few of the on-line protocols were answered. This tends to be a common problem 
when research is being carried out. The reasons for a low level of participation 
include an excessive workload for the heads of the institutions with many projects 
like ours asking them to take the time to complete questionnaires and take part in 
a seemingly never-ending list of studies for different areas, a general lack of 
interest in our project, the problem of actually getting in touch with many 
institutions, especially in Central Asia, the continuous changes in posts of 
authority, incorrect email addresses on official websites, the lack of reliability of 
the network, etc.   

  
On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that in both regions official websites 
have a limited international focus. Having said that, it is true that on most 
websites, be they European or Asian, the homepage (and some other pages 
about the university) tend to appear in at least 2 or 3 languages – English is 
almost always one of them. However this second or third language is nowhere to 
be seen when we start browsing the site in a search for specific information about 
the courses on offer. A foreign student would certainly have problems trying to 
find out relevant information if they were considering the option of  studying there 
(either in-class or using the virtual option) – basically because all relevant 
information is only available in the language of the country and no guidelines are 
given as to how the teaching system works in that country. There are no help 
tools, (a glossary or FAQs) to allow the potential student to consider and 
understand the information gathered. None of the Masters on offer, except where 
an agreement exists with other institutions, has taken into account the possibility 
of attracting students from other universities. The same problems which were 

faced by the ERASMUS program are surfacing 
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again, namely the recognition of courses from other universities and the complex 
administrative problems. 
 
 

4. - Comparing the indicators of the European Union and Central Asia 
reports 

 
4.1 – Academic quality and integrated study programs 
 
This first point shows how in both regions they still have two university structures 
in place at the same time: the traditional one for each country and the new one 
which follows the Bologna Process guidelines, distinguishing between the 3 
cycles. In the European Union, the tendency is towards implementing the latter - 
this is also present in the Asiatic countries as they seek to internationalise their 
university system. We should point out that the number of students has increased, 
more significantly so in the EU. This, combined with the obvious diversity of the 
terminology used in each country, makes it tremendously difficult to understand 
the information given. 
 
As regards the credit system for these Masters, in the EU, 120-credit 2-year post-
graduate courses are much more common, At the same time, there are 90- and 
60-ECTS courses. Understandably, these generate two main problems. The first, 
the lack of unanimity thus far when it comes to the evaluation of each ECTS: in 
terms of time, the student workload ranges from 25 to 30 hours of work, with 
certain specific differences from one country to another. The second, that the 
qualification obtained is the same irrespective of the number of credits followed. 
This  generates problems for mobility when it comes to recognising the courses 
completed and also the fact that students struggle to understand these 
differences. 
 
In Central Asia, most Masters degrees are 2-year courses, although there is a 
certain flexibility depending on the student's previous studies and their duration. 
The most noteworthy feature is that there are no comparison criteria for assessing 
the credit rating based on the work completed by the student. 
 
As regards the study areas in which distance and/or virtual Masters courses are 
offered, in both regions the most important field is Business Studies and 
Economics. The second most popular field is that of Technology, IT and 
Engineering. As regards the next most popular fields, there is a difference in the 
results between the two regions. Having said that, the task of promoting VM is 
helped considerably by the fact that results are the same in the first two areas. 
It is interesting that there are few Masters based on joint or international 
programs. Great strides are being taken in this area with the participation in the 
ERASMUS-MUNDUS program in which there is an attractive offer. Having said 
that, the energy which has gone into offering these courses is not reflected in the 
amount of students taking advantage of virtual mobility. 
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As regards the teaching methodology for the distance courses on offer, we would 
point out that in most cases no information is given and the data gathered from 
the completed forms are so general that they do nothing to clarify this situation. 
Despite the scarce information which we have for this analysis, one important 
piece of data which differentiates one region from another is that in  the European 
Union the online Masters are the majority whereas in Central Asia the distance 
format offer is in the minority and essentially made up of correspondence courses. 
It should be remembered, as we mentioned before, that internet access is still a 
problem to be solved in this region. 
 
Even though more online Masters are available in the European Union, it is 
surprising that students are required to attend in person at certain particular 
moments during the course, mainly at the assessment stage. This greatly limits 
the virtual mobility options open and is, in itself, a contradiction in terms given the 
progress which has been made in the area of technological tools. All this leads us 
to conclude that in each region, for one reason or another, we have a long way to 
go to reach a state of full VM offers. 
 
4.2 – Admission and mobility criteria in Masters Degrees 

 
Another significant complication for VM among all these countries – both in 
Europe and Asia – are the academic requirements for studying part of a Masters 
Degree in another institution. One of the main problems is that the academic and 
administrative calendar varies from one centre to another making  continuity in 
courses difficult. Others include: the lack of flexibility when it comes to enrolment 
for part of a degree course (a series of subjects or modules etc.), rather than a 
complete course, a dogged insistence that the strict rules  which must are in place 
in each country to study at any level should be adhered to etc. These factors 
together with the difficulty faced when trying to have credits recognised mean that 
the whole process is highly complex and tedious. 
 
Even though we have come a long way in both regions, we are still a long way 
from reaching true mobility - either in-class or virtual - for our students. The figure 
in Central Asia falls short of 1% of the population and in the European Union it is 
no higher than 10% and varies considerably from one country to another. 
 
4.3 – The teaching language used and the policy for foreign student admission 

   
In this section, the data for each region are similar however we are still a long way 
short of having a truly international dimension in the higher education institutions. 
This statement can be verified with the following information: 
 
 The majority of Masters Degrees on offer, be they in-class or distance 

and/or virtual, are delivered in the local language 
 Bilingual programs or those taught in a foreign language are a minority. 
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 Where the Masters is delivered in a foreign language, this tends to be 
English for Europe and Russia or English for Asia 

 
Be it introductory information to facilitate and encourage student mobility, 
instructions as to how the course is organised at this level in each centre, or 
online access to help with inscriptions and enrolment, there is no admission policy 
(in either of the two regions) for students from other universities or countries.    
 
These factors are all crucial in promoting student mobility, either in-class or virtual. 
We would venture to suggest it is absolutely essential in the case of VM. 
 
4.4. Quality, recognition and assessment criteria for Masters programs 
 
The whole higher education system and, consequently, the recognition of Masters 
Degrees in European countries are under the auspices of government bodies. 
Over time, agencies have been set up in each nation to assess, certify and 
recognise quality, working in conjunction with the European quality agency 
(ENQA) in the hope of progressing towards common goals and common 
standards. 
 
As is to be expected, the system for organising quality accreditation and 
certification is plagued with complexity depending on the structure of government 
of each country. Likewise, the offers and accreditation of not only private teaching 
institutions but also public sector ones, depend on the system in each country. 
 
By contrast, in Central Asia there are no such quality assessment agencies. They 
appear in some shape or form in the official organisations which are responsible 
for education in each country. Unfortunately, this means they are directly affected 
by the political comings and goings which are so characteristic of the area. Not 
having official agencies limits progress towards equal policies at this stage of 
tertiary education. Additionally, it leaves any chance of mobility at the mercy of the 
possible bilateral agreements between institutions. 
 
 
5. – Conclusions 
 
As can be gleaned from all we have said so far, these are two regions which are 
embroiled in an unprecedented reform of the higher education system. Logically, 
each of them faces different problems because the set-up and traditions vary from 
one place to another. From the outset, then, it is difficult to establish comparisons 
which could lead us to comparable results. What we can detect however, is the 
wealth of opportunities available for higher education in the future. 
 
As regards our area of interest, i.e., the feasibility of developing virtual mobility 
between the EU and Central Asia, we would highlight as a strength the clear 
commitment to modernisation which each region's higher education centres have 
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shown and which leads us to view the future with optimism. Also, the significant 
developments in the achieving of comparable structures, the use of common 
standards which make possible the recognition of qualifications and subjects or 
credits taken and the fact that the most popular study areas are the same for both. 
 
However, we must not overlook the many weaknesses of the higher education 
systems in these countries. Although we admire the great strides which have 
been taken to put similar structures which make VM offers possible in place , 
there is still a long way to go for them to be considered comparable and 
compatible. In this respect, we would highlight a divergence in the interpretation of 
the different levels and educational concepts. It would take a glossary to be able 
to clarify the situation. Of all the questions which have been considered in this 
comparative analysis, we are only going to consider four in more detail – we 
believe they are the starting-point if we want to make VM possible: 
 
1- Move towards a common credit system at this level. The experts reckon that 
post-graduate studies particularly those which specialise in a specific area, should 
be 120-ECTS courses. This uniformity would help when comparing these 
qualifications and their value and content. 
 
2- Promote the option of studying these Masters Degrees in a second language, 
preferably English as a recognised common foreign language. We should also 
mention the need for web-based information. Facilitating this and publishing the 
necessary information in a second language would help each student to plan 
different mobility options. 
 
3- Each country having easy access to the net is another key factor. If we are to 
promote VM, such access is crucial. Along these lines, it is also necessary to train 
people in telematics, media and information skills in order to guarantee the 
success of the education system. 
 
4- Logically, the planning and offer of distance and/or virtual Masters Degrees 
must be improved ensuring that they really are distance courses in which no face-
to-face contact in person is required at any stage. The telematics tools which are 
available today will guarantee quality teaching programs so research must 
continue in this area in order to improve the study courses on offer backed up with 
telematics.        
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